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CHAPTER I

Introduction

Emotions have many facets. They involve feelings and experience, they
involve physiology and behavior, and they involve cognitions and concep-
tualizations. There are important questions that can be asked about the
expression of emotions (e.g., Fernidndez-Dols & Russell, 2017; Keltner
et al., 2019), and the language of emotion constitutes an interesting
research domain in its own right (e.g., Lindquist et al, 2015;
Wierzbicka, 1999). But in this book, although we will have quite a bit
to say about, especially, the relation between language and emotions, our
main concern will be with the contribution that cognition makes to
emotion. In particular, we will focus on the role of the system of cognitive
representations — the value system — that leads people to appraise the
situations in which they find themselves as good or bad, as beneficial or
harmful, or, more generally, as positive or negative, that is, valenced. The
value system, which we take to comprise three classes of cognitive repre-
sentations — (the current state of ) a person’s goals, standards, and tastes — is
central to the theory that we propose. Broadly speaking, goals (i.e.,
representations of desired states of the world) are the representations in
terms of which events are evaluated. Standards are representations of points
of reference or criteria, often but not necessarily moral, in terms of which
actions and behavior are judged, and tastes are the representations of our
dispositional likes and dislikes on the basis of which objects (in a very
general sense) are evaluated. Taken as a whole, these representations are
the considerations in terms of which we appraise what is going on in or
around us. They comprise the bedrock of the value system, and everything
that we evaluate, we evaluate in terms of one or more of these three
fundamental kinds of representation.

The overarching theme of this book concerns the general issue of
emotion differentiation — the question of what distinguishes one emotion
from another — and our approach will be to articulate the differences
between emotions in terms of the different kinds of cognitions that

I

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108844246
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-108-84424-6 — The Cognitive Structure of Emotions 2nd Edition

Andrew Ortony , Gerald L. Clore , Allan Collins
Excerpt
More Information

2 Introduction

underlie them. Our decision to focus on cognitions as the most fruitful
way to approach this question is not arbitrary. Many other aspects of
emotions have attracted the attention of emotion theorists, starting with
William James, who in his famous paper “What is an emotion?” argued
that the feeling of bodily changes associated with the “perception of the
exciting fact” is the emotion (James, 1884). Furthermore, much attention
has been paid to the role of behaviors, often discussed as actions or action
tendencies (e.g., Frijda, 1986), and the so-called “facial expression” of
emotions has been the beneficiary of a great deal of research over the last
fifty years (see Ferndndez-Dols and Russell [2017] for a review). There is,
however, a problem with relying on behaviors, recognizable facial expres-
sions, or awareness of bodily changes as criteria for distinguishing between
different types of emotions: even if there were a one-to-one correspon-
dence between the presence of one such feature and a particular emotion
type, which there is not, such features are generally only evident in intense
emotions; they are rarely evident in mild emotions. Thus, a reliance on
them is not a good way to distinguish different types of emotions in
general. Yes, maybe one can distinguish intense anger from intense fear
by the presence of an uncomfortable warm feeling in the former but not
the latter. But such an uncomfortable warm feeling might also be present
in the case of embarrassment and will probably not be present at all in
cases of mild irritation. Thus, it is not clear what, if anything, such an
uncomfortable warm feeling signifies. On the other hand, we can always
distinguish a construal of the world in which we blame someone for
harming us from one in which we envision an undesirable event, or from
one grounded in the belief that we have violated some sort of social norm.
These kinds of construals of one’s world are always present and always
provide a reliable basis — a cognitive basis — for distinguishing one kind of
emotion from another, irrespective of intensity and irrespective of what
one does or of what’s going on in one’s body or in one’s face.

Our theoretical starting point is the assumption that emotions are
reflections of the ways in which people construe situations of concern to
them, our general plan being to try to impose some structure on the
limitless number of such construals. We view our undertaking as an exercise
in theoretical psychology, even though our proposals are intended to be
consistent with existing data, as well as making their own empirically
testable predictions. What we are trying to do, therefore, is to specify the
“psychological” structure of emotions in terms of personal and interper-
sonal situation descriptions. Given this goal, we make no attempt to review
the massive literature on the diverse aspects of the psychology of emotion.
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Introduction 3

Such a review would only dilute our own efforts. Furthermore, we think it
improbable that we could improve on the excellent coverage that already
exists (e.g., L. F. Barrett et al., 2016; Strongman, 2003). Accordingly, we do
not devote attention to the physiological, neuropsychological, behavioral,
or expressive aspects of emotion. This neglect is not because we think them
unimportant, but because we do not consider them central to our main goal
of laying out a way of thinking about how emotions can be differentiated
from one another in terms of their underlying cognitions.

One hundred years ago, the French writer Georges Polti published a
short book in which he attempted to reduce the history of drama to thirty-
six plot situations, believing them to represent thirty-six different emotions
(Polti, 1921). Although this may seem like a curious enterprise, the view
that we espouse treats emotions, as did Polti, as embodiments of the kinds
of situations that characterize the human condition. As in the history of
drama or opera, so too in people’s emotional lives, recurrent themes
appear, some of which we attempt to characterize in the pages of this
book. It is true that our focus is on the cognitive structure of emotions,
even though a common starting point in treatments of emotion is to cast
emotion and cognition in opposition. Upon analysis, however, it becomes
evident that the major differences among different types of emotions are
largely a reflection of people’s cognitions about and understanding of the
various kinds of situations in which they find themselves. Hence, we
characterize different emotions in terms of psychological situations, in
the belief that such an approach both simplifies and clarifies what has
historically seemed complex and mysterious.

One way to illustrate the utility of taking this perspective is to consider
Herbert Simon’s (1969) example in which he asks readers to account for
the complex path taken by an ant as it moves along a wind- and wave-
molded beach, going around pebbles and angling up and down the sides of
tiny dunes and other obstacles it encounters. Why is the ant’s path not a
straight line from where it starts to its goal? Are ants complex? Do they
have complicated strategies for foraging that cause them to choose the
curious paths that they do? In asking these rhetorical questions, Simon is
emphasizing the importance of keeping in mind that the complexity
guiding the ant’s behavior lies not in the ant, but in the environment it
is traversing.

The model of emotions that we propose in this book carries a similar
lesson about the complexity of emotions. People think of emotions as
complicated, which of course they are, but much of that complication is a
reflection of the complexities of the psychological environments that
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4 Introduction

distinguish different emotions and from which they emerge. Consider, as
an analogy, how best to explain what is going on when cat owners appear
to understand their cat’s meows as “I want to go outside” or “I'm hungry.”
Research finds that in fact owners depend less on what sounds their cat
makes than they do on where their cat is when it meows — near the door or
near the food bowl. Of course, for emotions, the key is not the actual
environment, but how it is construed by the individual and what aspect
becomes the focus of attention. The focus is important because affective
reactions are generally interpreted as being about whatever is in focus at the
time. Thus, the same positive affect that is experienced as “liking” when
one focuses on a person or some other object of judgment, can be
experienced as “confidence” in that judgment when one focuses not on
the object of judgment but on the process of making the judgment (Clore
& Schiller, 2016).

Similar logic applies to the differences among emotions. What, for
example, differentiates emotions that are commonly referred to by such
terms as “fear,” “sadness,” and “shame”? All are negative, but fear is negative
affect with a focus on the possibility of a bad event; sadness is negative affect
with a focus on (a certain kind) of bad event that is believed to have occurred,
and shame is negative affect with a focus on one’s own blameworthy action.
The point is that, in the final analysis, different kinds of emotions differ
from each other because they are reflections of different focal situations. But
even simple differences can have complex consequences. For example, the
fact that emotional episodes of the same general type can differ with respect
to their observable aspects — behavioral, expressive, and physiological —
means, as already suggested, that such features cannot be taken as necessary
for the existence or nature of any particular emotion. Whether they are
evident depends on both the particular context and on the intensity of the
reaction. People’s hearts don’t always beat faster when they’re afraid, and
sometimes they beat faster when they aren’t afraid. People don’t always
smile when they’re happy, but sometimes they smile when they aren’t
happy, and people don’t always blush when they’re embarrassed, but
sometimes they blush when they aren’t embarrassed. In contrast to such
equivocal aspects of internal states, as explained above, people who are
afraid always envisage something bad happening, people who feel happy are
always reacting to something they believe to be good, and people who are
embarrassed always believe that others will view them as having violated
some sort of social norm. These are the kinds of emotion-related complex-
ities concerning people’s cognitive representations of the situations in which
they find themselves that we seek to elucidate.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108844246
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-108-84424-6 — The Cognitive Structure of Emotions 2nd Edition

Andrew Ortony , Gerald L. Clore , Allan Collins
Excerpt
More Information

Introduction 5

In the chapters that follow, we will have much to say about language
and emotion. However, the theory we propose is decidedly zor a theory
about emotion words. This point is so important that we will emphasize it
repeatedly. In fact, our characterizations of emotions are intentionally cast
in terms that are as independent of emotion words as possible. This is
important partly because the structure of the emotion lexicon is not
isomorphic with the structure of emotions themselves, and partly because
a theory about emotions must concern the kinds of things to which
emotion words refer — emotions and emotion concepts — not words.

The power of everyday emotion words lies, in large part, in the access
they provide to the shared schemas or concepts that underlie them.
Schemas are structured representations of complex concepts that contain
not only the relations between constituent sub-concepts, but also mental
slots representing typical kinds of causes, characteristics, and conse-
quences, which shape relevant experiences and memories (Rumelhart &
Ortony, 1977). Thus, for example, the grief schema includes the sub-
concepts of sadness and weeping, with the former being the usual cause of
the latter, and it contains a range of high values for the intensity variable
associated with the sadness sub-concept. Common English words, such as
“anger,” “fear,” “love,” “sadness,” “jealousy,” and so on, provide access to
widely shared schemas of emotions, and these schemas do a great deal of
cognitive work, shaping how people understand and communicate their
experience. If, for example, friends describe their distress concerning some
situation, we are likely to feel that we understand them much better if we
label their apparent feelings as “embarrassment,” “hurt feelings,” or some
other specific emotion. Doing so allows us to draw on the wealth of
knowledge and beliefs that such schemas embody. For the same reason,
watershed moments sometimes occur in the course of psychotherapy when
inchoate feelings are labelled as “anger,” “disappointment,” “guilt,” or
some other specific emotion, enabling patients to better understand their
situations because of the inferential potential that the associated schemas
provide. So powerful are such schemas that we suspect that much of what
we appear to have learned in psychology about the nature and influence of
emotions may, in reality, be about the nature and influence of emotion
schemas, which is what critics have in mind when they complain that
much of emotion theory is really only about “folk concepts” (e.g., Russell,
2003). The concern that in our theorizing we may too often be guided by
folk beliefs and concepts about emotions rather than by the experiences of
emotions themselves is another reason for our insistence on characterizing
the twenty-four distinct emotion types that we shall discuss, not in terms
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6 Introduction

of powerful but over-stuffed everyday labels, but in terms that are closer to
their actual emergence conditions — a positive feeling about a desirable event,
rather than “joy,” a negative feeling about an envisaged undesirable event,
rather than “fear,” and so on.

Having emphasized that we are not attempting to define emotion words,
we should also emphasize that we think our account is, in principle, capable
of accommodating the fact that there are significant individual and cultural
differences in the experience of emotions. Our claims about the structure of
individual emotions are always along the lines that 7fan individual concep-
tualizes a situation in a certain kind of way, #hen the potential for a
particular type of emotion exists. However, we do not attempt to specify
the mechanisms that determine whether some particular situation will be
conceptualized in one way or another. The question of how a situation is
conceptualized in the first place, which we take to be a big part of individual
and cultural differences, is a problem that is general for cognitive, social,
and cultural psychology, not one that is specific to the study of emotions.

By attempting to be very specific about what emotions there are or
could be, and about the particular factors that influence their intensity, we
hope to achieve two goals. First, we seek to bring some semblance of order
to what remains a confused and confusing field of study. Second, our
characterizations of emotions are intended to lay the foundation for a
computationally tractable model of emotion — a model that can form the
basis of applications in the general domain of affective computing. Both
goals require a level of specificity that is not always evident in comparable
work in the field. Finally, a full account — even if limited to a full cognitive
account — of how some particular emotional state arises requires an
understanding of the processes involved in the generation of emotions as
well as a characterization of the representations on which those processes
operate. We, however, are restricting ourselves to the latter, and freely
acknowledge that even if we are successful in articulating a plausible
characterization of the cognitive structure of emotions, the processing
mechanisms required to generate emotions still have to be articulated —
an issue that is equally important if one is interested in computational
modeling, and one that is discussed in more detail in Chapter 10.

The Study of Emotion

Emotion is one of the most central and pervasive aspects of human
experience. Most people experience a wide range of emotions, from the
quiet satisfaction of completing a relatively mundane task, to the grief at
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The Study of Emotion 7

the death of a loved one. Yet, while emotions color, deepen, and enrich
human experience, they can also cause dramatic disruptions in judgment
and performance. Such disruptions can have profound and sometimes
terrible consequences for individuals and society as, for example, in mental
illness, suicides, and crimes of passion (e.g., Ben-Ze’ev & Goussinsky,
2008). This fact is clearly recognized by creators of literature, which thrives
on the imagined emotions of its characters. The basic recipe is simple: the
writer describes a situation that readers recognize as being important to a
character in the sense that it has important implications with respect to the
goals, standards, or tastes that the character is known or assumed to have.
Then, the character is portrayed as correctly or incorrectly construing the
situation as good or bad relative to these goals or standards or tastes.
Finally, the construal may occasion some sort of change in the character’s
judgment or behavior. Consider, for example, the main plot of Othello. We
start with the assumption that the maintenance of Desdemona’s love and
fidelity is important for Othello. He then (incorrectly) construes Cassio’s
(presumed) actions as a threat to this goal and ends up consumed with
anger and jealousy. Dramatic deterioration in judgment and a correspond-
ingly drastic action then ensue in which he kills both Desdemona and
himself. A certain suspension of disbelief is required of readers, but only up
to a point. The essential ingredients have to be believable. If literature is a
microcosm of the real world, it has to be recognizable as such.

It is apparent that writers can reliably produce in readers an awareness of
a character’s affective states by describing a situation likely to give rise to
them. This suggests that writers use an implicit theory that individual
emotions can be specified in terms of personal or interpersonal situational
descriptions that are sufficient to produce them. Thus, writers do not
always need to, and indeed sometimes may be unable to, specify exactly
what emotion a character is experiencing, knowing instead that providing
an appropriate and compelling situational description will enable readers to
infer the emotion. Indeed, Anna Wierzbicka describes how Tolstoy, in
writing Anna Kerinina, deals with his problem of not being able to find the
right emotion word: “[His] solution is to describe some characteristic
situation and state: be felt as one would feel in a situation like that. Tolstoj
trusts that we are able to imagine what one would feel in that situation;
and if someone cannot imagine this, Tolstoj shrugs his shoulders: 7 am
sorry, I cannot describe these feelings in any other way, if you don’t understand,
I can'’t do anything about it” (Wierzbicka, 1973, p. so1). The fact that
millions of readers, often over decades or even centuries, generally infer
similar emotions from the described situations suggests that they share the
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8 Introduction

same implicit theory about the relationship between situational construals
and experienced emotions.

For an emotion such as distress to emerge, the distressing event must be
construed as being somehow undesirable, and because construing the
world is a cognitive process, emotions always have a cognitive foundation
— the construal. Perhaps one of the most obvious cases of the major
contribution that cognition through construals makes to emotion is
afforded by the reactions of players and fans at sports events. When one
observes the reactions of the players to the outcome of an important game
(for example, in soccer, the final of the World Cup) we see that those on
(or supporting) the winning team are elated while those on the losing team
are devastated. Yet, in a very real sense, both the winners and losers are
reacting to the same objective event. It is their construals of the event that
are different, and the construal of an event — the understanding of it — as
desirable or undesirable, laudable or shameful, and so on, is the result of a
cognitive appraisal process operating on goals, standards, and tastes. It is
this understanding of the external reality, rather than reality itself, that is
key, and it is in this sense that we claim that there is an essential and
profound cognitive component of emotions in terms of which emotions
can be differentiated.

Before we start, it is important to make clear that some emotions (e.g.,
disgust) involve much less cognitive processing and structure than others
(e.g., shame). Interestingly, however, those that involve relatively little
cognition usually have metaphorical analogs that involve much more,
whereas the converse is not true. Thus, the emotion that one might
experience regarding some totally inappropriate and unacceptable social
behavior might well be called (moral) “disgust.” On the other hand, it is
difficult to imagine a cognitively rich emotion such as embarrassment
having a cognitively impoverished analog. We should also make clear at
the outset that our claim that emotions always involve some degree of
cognition (Clore & Ortony, 2000) is not the same as asserting that the
contribution of cognition is necessarily conscious. To say that emotions
involve cognition, then, is to say that their character depends on the
structure, content, and organization of knowledge representations and
the processes that operate on them. These representations and processes
might sometimes be available to consciousness, but there is no reason to
suppose that they necessarily are so.

Our claim that some emotions involve more cognition than others has a
parallel in William James, who restricted his discussion to emotions having
“a distinct bodily expression” such as “surprise, curiosity, rapture, fear,
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The Study of Emotion 9

anger, lust, greed, and the like” (James, 1884, p. 189). Such states, James
called the “standard emotions,” which he seems to have considered as
involving little or no cognition, arguing that “in advance of all experience
of elephants no child can but be frightened if he suddenly finds one
trumpeting and charging upon him” (p. 191). However, James acknowl-
edged that there can be more complex emotion-inducing perceptions, ones
which, in modern terms, would have to be described as involving a
relatively high degree of cognition, such as events having to do with the
violation of social conventions: “Most occasions of shame and many
insults are purely conventional, and vary with the social environment.”
In considering these as potential counterexamples to his theory, James goes
on, rhetorically: “In these cases, at least, it would seem that the ideas of
shame, desire, regret, etc., must first have been attached by education and
association to these conventional objects before the bodily changes could
possibly be awakened” (p. 195). James’s answer to this apparent threat to
his theory is to assert that the nature of the emotion-inducing perception is
not the issue; rather, the issue is that, once triggered, the perception gives
rise to the bodily response that is the basis of the emotion. However, like it
or not (and James is now in no position to object), James had essentially
characterized a range of cognitive content for the emotion-producing
perception from low (e.g., a mother’s delight at the sight of her beautiful
baby) to high (e.g., the delight of receiving a national honor).

The theory we propose is a theory about cognitive structures rather than
cognitive processes. Accordingly, we focus on the content of the mental
representations involved in different kinds of emotions rather than on the
processes involved in the emergence of emotions (for examples of which,
see Scherer and Moors [2019]). Furthermore, we need to make clear that
when we speak of cognition in this context we are referring to a range of
mental content that includes passive, tacit, knowledge-based apperceptions
as well as cognitions in the sense of consciously accessible, explicit
thoughts. Cognition has to do with both explicit and implicit knowledge.
In fact, many, if not most, cases of emotion involve no prior “thinking” at
all, but they all involve access to some kind of knowledge.

In 1988 when the first edition of this book appeared, we noted that
“Modern theories of cognition have relatively little to say in the way of
specific proposals about affect and emotion.” At the time, terms such as
“affect,” “emotion,” and “feeling” were rarely if ever to be found in major
works on cognition. In fact, a six-volume handbook (Estes, 1975-1978)
summarizing then current cognitive research had but a single reference to
“affect.” Emotion theorists, on the other hand, were quite concerned with
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10 Introduction

cognition and emotion. The decade had begun with a debate in the pages
of the American Psychologist between psychologists Robert Zajonc and
Richard Lazarus on the role of cognition in emotion. Zajonc (1980)
argued for the primacy of affect over cognition, proclaiming that
“Preferences need no inferences.” He proposed that whereas psychologists
generally assumed affect and emotion to be post-cognitive reactions, in
fact, feelings often come before cognition. His evidence included the
observation that mere exposure to stimuli created liking for them, so that
people indicated a preference for the stimuli they had seen more often even
when they were unable to remember which stimuli they had seen before
and which were new. Such results led him to conclude that cognition and
emotion are partially independent systems.

Here we need a brief digression: while many emotion theorists do not
make a sharp distinction between affect and emotion, we view the two
terms as embodying an important difference. For us, affect pertains to
anything involving (psychological) value. An affective state need not be
about anything; it can just be a general valenced (i.e., positive or negative)
feeling. Emotions, on the other hand, are always about something; they are
cognitively elaborated affective states, and their “aboutness” is determined
by their cognitive content. Throughout this book, we will often speak of
“undifferentiated affect,” by which we mean states of feeling that become
emotions as they acquire specific cognitive content. This distinction, while
of considerable importance for us, did not play an explicit role in the
debate between Lazarus and Zajonc. Perhaps it should have!

In a rebuttal of Zajonc’s claims, Lazarus (1982) argued that Zajonc had
erroneously assumed that cognitive appraisals must occur in fixed stages
and that cognition was necessarily deliberate, rational, and conscious.
Lazarus countered in support of the essential role of cognition in emotion.
Such arguments persisted for years in the literature. In the 1990’s, Joseph
LeDoux (1996) proposed a “low route to emotion,” finding that visual
information could go directly from the sensory thalamus to the amygdala
(the assumed seat of fear) before the target of fear could be known by the
visual cortex. He concluded from his animal research that fearful avoidance
could occur before knowledge of what had been seen, thereby reinvigorat-
ing the debate about the primacy of affect.

The affect—cognition primacy issue is not of primary importance to the
current project, and indeed the field as a whole has moved on from this
question. Rather than answering it, subsequent work has reframed the
issue. For example, one model accommodates both positions by adding a
temporal dimension to show how early unconscious affect is iteratively
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