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Psy 531  Affects and Emotions

Discussion Guide for February 13

Are there “basic” emotions?  Are these “universal”?

Reading

Feldman Barrett, L.  (2006).  Solving the emotion paradox:  Categorization and the experience of emotion, Personality & Social Psychology Review, 10(1), 20-46.

Panksepp, J. (2000).  Emotions as natural kinds in the brain. In Lewis, M. & Haviland-Jones, J.M. (Eds). Handbook of Emotions, 2nd ed., NY: Guilford.   Press, pp. 137-156.   (3 copies of book on library reserve, one copy of chapter available in Psych Lounge)

And review sections on basic emotions in ESR, pp. 32-34, 57-63.

 “ . . . the term “basic” can be applied to emotions from biological, social, or psychological perspectives.  To pick one of these (the biological, say) as primary is an a priori assumption, not an empirical discovery.  There is nothing wrong with a priori assumptions as long as they are recognized as such.  All inquiry must start somewhere.  And whether one assumption is better than another ultimately depends on its fruitfulness in accounting for observed data and in raising interesting questions for further research.” 

Averill, J.R. (1994).  In the eyes of the beholder.  In Ekman, P. & Davidson, R.J. (Eds).  The Nature of Emotions: Fundamental Questions, Oxford University Press, p. 13  (LR).

Some common notions about “basic emotions” include:

a. They are based in biological systems that serve functions predating the evolution of language and the kinds of cultures we think of as “human.  Thus, there should be evidence of these emotions in animal behavior and relatively clear-cut neural systems that can be implicated in their generation.

b. These emotions should appear first and reliably in the repertoire of human infants.

c. These emotions should be the most easily differentiated on a functional level, i.e., they should serve distinctly different functions.

d. These emotions should exist pan-culturally, even if the eliciting situations and behavioral manifestations of them have become altered as a function of cultural differences (i.e., of socialization processes during development).

e. “Secondary” social emotions should be built on the foundations of these primary emotions.

Which of these notions embody the biological, the social, and/or the psychological sense of “basic”?  Are these notions complementary or incompatible?
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Comments on assigned reading:

Panksepp, J. (2000)  Emotions as natural kinds within the mammalian brain.  

As the title of this paper suggests, Panksepp is an advocate of a biologically-based basic emotions theory, claiming that there are distinguishable brain bases for a set of “biologically given” emotion systems.  There are more widely known spokesmen for basic emotions theory.  For example, Paul Ekman has, at different times, argued that there is a discrete set of “central affect programs,” indexed in large part by a set of universal facial expressions (1993), or that there is a set of basic “affect families” (1994).  Carroll Izard’s “differential emotions theory” (DET) grows out of his studies of facial expression and of emotion development and focuses on emotion schemas or scripts (e.g., Izard, 2007). 

Panksepp has been the only author/investigator who has developed a comprehensive set of proposals for the brain bases of basic emotions.  His early work (e.g., Panksepp, 1982) garnered much criticism, and some still think the evidence supporting his scheme to be weak (see, for example, Feldman Barrett et al., 2007).  

There are several areas of resistance to the specifics of Panksepp’s proposals.  These are based in part on:  

(1) Panksepp focuses on neural systems that originate in the brainstem to a much greater extent than other physiologically-oriented theorists, who tend to focus on forebrain structures of the so-called “limbic system” (e.g., the amygdala) and cortex (see, for example, LeDoux, 1996).  This makes his assignations difficult to study in humans, because deep brain structures are nearly impossible to study with neuroimaging techniques.  

(2) Panksepp differentiates his basic emotion systems neurochemically, as he finds considerable overlap in the neuroanatomically defined areas he specifies as important to each emotion.  This, too, makes it difficult to study his theories in humans.

(3) Panksepp relies largely on data from animal studies. Animal studies allow more direct exploration of brain/behavior relationships.  However, many human emotion theorists question whether animals have “true” emotions, and many more question the validity of behavioral variables used to index emotions in animals (especially in rodents).  

With these reservations in view, Panksepp’s approach has gained a strong foothold in the emotions literature over the past 10-15 years, and it is nearly impossible to find a serious review of theories of emotions that does not at least reference Affective Neuroscience (1998).   This is in part because some of his physiologically-based assertions have begun to gain empirical support in humans (e.g., Berridge, 2003; Fisher, 2000).  Further, many physiologically oriented psychologists are seeking alternatives to the neuroanatomically-based localizationist thinking engendered by human neuroimaging studies.

This chapter will be a somewhat difficult read for those of you with no background in physiological approaches. (Many of Panksepp’s shorter pieces are not well written.  An alternative would be to read the opening chapters of Affective Neuroscience.)  However, I think the primary arguments being made are quite clear.  Although the physiological details are in principle important, it’s more important to grasp the form of and rationales for Panksepp’s approach. Therefore, read the section on the basic (category 2) emotional systems of the brain only for gist.  These summaries are mere shadows of those presented in Affective Neuroscience, and they lose a lot in translation.  

Focus instead on:

(1) Panksepp’s assertion that it makes no sense to talk about basic emotions without an understanding of the underlying physiology.  Psychologists are divided into camps based on their dis/agreement with this type of assertion, so it’s important to think through your views on it.

(2) What Panksepp says that an understanding of the physiological systems does and does not do for the study of human emotions.  Panksepp is often caricatured as saying that we only need to identify the basic neural systems – is this what he seems to be saying?

(3) How Panksepp’s “taxonomy” of emotions and the basic emotions he identifies as falling within category 2 correspond to those identified by others. 

(4) What kind of evidence you’d require to adopt Panksepp’s proposals.
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Feldman Barrett, L.  (2006).  Solving the emotion paradox:  Categorization and the experience of emotion

This paper presents a point of view similar to that espoused by Russell (e.g., 2003).  However, it replaces Russell’s prototype theory (in which a purely “cognitive” representation determines the emotion) with a version of the currently popular notion of “embodied cognition” (in which the conceptual act is based in perceptions of physical states in the body and brain).  In essence, the act of categorizing (and usually labeling) ongoing experiences is itself the experience of emotion.  

In my view, the conceptual act theory resembles James’ (feedback, in ESR) theory purged of the misrepresentations it has acquired in the attempt to “box” it.  For a lengthier and somewhat different modern version of James, see Prinz (2004).

First, Feldman Barrett reviews some of the evidence against the notion that there are universal, discrete categories of emotions. These arguments include:

(1) If an emotion causes (or, in a weaker version, coordinates) the various reactions such as facial expression, ANS activity, and specific behavioral tendencies, these should reliably correlate with one another, and most importantly, these should correlate with self-reported experience.  The bulk of evidence suggests that they do not.  Note the explanations offered by basic emotions theorists summarized on p. 24.

(2) Not everyone experiences (self-reports) emotions as discrete categories.

Second, the analysis in this paper supports the notion, developed in previous papers by Feldman Barrett and by Russell, that the “core affects” are primitive and universal, i.e., are affective “natural kinds.”  Core affects establish a 2-dimensional structure of affective space.  These dimensions reflect the valence (hedonic tone, pleasantness) and the activation (degree of energy, arousal) of the affect. Feldman Barrett summarizes evidence in support of this assertion – the strategies she uses to collect this evidence are important and worth thinking through. Among other things, it’s important to note that Feldman Barrett relies heavily on self-report data.  What is her justification for this?

Buried within the theory of core affects are a host of issues that plague any attempt to infer the “structure” of psychological space.  

(1) Although nearly all researchers working on emotions agree that valence is a critical characteristic of affect, there is strong disagreement about whether this dimension is “bipolar” or “unipolar.”  Stated simply:  if an affect is more pleasant (positive valence), is it necessarily less unpleasant (negative valence) – or can positive hedonic tone and negative hedonic tone vary independently of each other? 

(2) Second, conceptualizing the “activation” dimension has been even more difficult.  Some researchers equate this dimension with the intensity of the affect, whereas others believe it to represent a dimension of arousal not necessarily specific to emotion.  There are difficulties with both of these conceptualizations.

Feldman Barrett tries to connect the notion of core affect to the biological sense of “basic,” and she also includes a consideration of appraisal theories in her presentation. Her rejection of prototype theory begins near the end of p. 32, and her substitution of “embodied cognition” is found on pp. 32-38.  If this notion is new to you, try to extract its essence from Feldman Barrett’s description.

In the end, I find much to like in Feldman Barrett’s work, but I find myself questioning whether her model couldn’t easily accommodate additional “basic” components beyond those of core affect.  Although she is not open to Panksepp’s way of thinking (see Feldman Barrett et al., 2007), she holds out an olive branch to appraisal models on p. 40.  It’s worth thinking about how much could be incorporated into a model like Feldman Barrett’s without too much compromise.  

Definition:  a correlation between two variables indicates the degree to which the values of one variable can be predicted from the values of the other.  Correlation coefficients vary from –1.0 to + 1.0.  Small numerical coefficients (i.e., those close to zero) indicate a lack of predictability.  Coefficients closer to +1.0 indicate higher degrees of predictability.  A positive correlation coefficient indicates that as one variable increases in size, so does the other; a negative correlation coefficient indicates that as one variable decreases in size, the other increases.  

Suggested reading (Includes sources cited above)

Berridge, K.C. (2003).  Chapt 3, Comparing the emotional brains of humans and other animals, In Davidson, R.J., Scherer, K. & Goldsmith, H. (Eds) Handbook of Affective Sciences, Oxford University Press.  (LR)

Carver, C.S. (2001).  Affect and the functional bases of behavior: On the dimensional structure of affective experience, Personality & Social Psychology Review, 5(4), 345-356.

Ekman, P. (1993). Facial expression and emotion, American Psychologist, 48(4), 384-392.

Ekman, P. (1994).  All emotions are basic. In Ekman, P. & Davidson, R.J. (Eds).  The Nature of Emotions: Fundamental Questions, Oxford University Press, pp. 15-19. 

Feldman Barrett, L. (2006).  Are emotions natural kinds?  Perspectives on Psychological Science, 1(1), 28-58. 

Feldman Barrett, L. et al. (2007).  Of mice and men: natural kinds of emotions in the mammalian brain?  Perspectives on Psychological Science, 2(3), 297-312.

Fellous, J.M. (1999).  Neuromodulatory basis of emotion, The Neuroscientist, 5, 283-294.

Fisher, H. (2000).  Lust, attraction, attachment: biology and evolution of three primary emotion systems for mating, reproduction, and parenting, Journal of Sex Education & Therapy, 25(1), 96-102.

Griffiths, P.E. (1997).  What Emotions Really Are, University of Chicago Press.

Izard, C.E. (2007).  Basic emotions, natural kinds, emotion schemas, and a new paradigm, Perspectives on Psychological Science, 2(3), 260-280.

Ortony, A. & Turner, T.J. (1990).  What’s basic about basic emotions?  Psychological Review, 97(3), 315-331.  Responses by Ekman, Panksepp & Izard; rebuttal by Ortony & Turner (1992) Psychological Review, 99(3), 550-571.

LeDoux, J. (1996).  The Emotional Brain, Simon & Schuster.

Lewis, M. (2000).  Emotional self-organization at three time scales,  In Emotion, Development, and Self-Organization, M.D. Lewis & I. Granic, (Eds), Cambridge University Press, pp. 37-69. (I have)   Dynamic systems approach.

Panksepp, J. (1982).  Toward a general psychobiological theory of emotions, Behavioral & Brain Sciences, 5, 407-467 (includes commentaries).

Panksepp, J. (1998).  Affective Neuroscience: The foundations of human and animal emotions, Oxford University Press (LR)

Prinz, J.J. (2004).  Gut Reactions, Oxford University Press.

Roseman, I.J., Wiest, C., Swartz, T.S. (1994).  Phenomenology, behaviors, and goals differentiate discrete emotions, Journal of Personality & Social Psychology, 67(2), 206-221.     A components approach.

Russell, J.A. (2003).  Core affect and the psychological construction of emotion, Psychological Review, 110(1), 145-172.    

Schwarz, N. (1999).  Selt-reports: How the questions shape the answers, 
American Psychologist, 54, 93-105.  An introduction to some of the vicissitudes of self-report

Shaver, P. et al. (1987).  Emotion knowledge: Further exploration of a prototype approach, Journal of Personality & Social Psychology, 52, 1061-1086.

Special section on the structure of emotions (1999).  Journal of Personality & Social Psychology, 76(5), 803-867.  Introduction by E. Diener; articles by Russell & Feldman Barrett; Watson, Wiese, Vaidya & Tellegen; Cacioppo, Gardner & Berntson; Green, Salovey & Truax.

