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facial emotion. At a broader level, this work 
demonstrates the highly dynamic and malleable 
process that is emotion perception. Indeed, it is in 
such a way that divisions between it and other so-
cial categorizations are not so clear.
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Darwin’s seminal contributions in The 
Expression of the Emotions in Man and 

Animals laid the foundation for much of the inter-
disciplinary research and rich answers highlighted 
in this chapter. Darwin provided fruitful insights 
for how and why our emotional expressions look 
the way they do. According to the “principle of 
serviceable habits,” emotional expressions orig-
inate because of their egocentric functional 
benefit— from which their allocentric (other- 
benefitting) purpose may follow. In addition, the 
“principle of antithetical form” stated that an emo-
tional expression might have another that is the 
opposite of its form, serving an opposing function.

T H E   H OW
Both of the principles proposed by Darwin were el-
egantly tested by Anderson’s group. By quantifying 
the sensory intake during posed expressions of 
fear, they showed that fear is characterized by 
widening of sensory apertures (i.e., eye, nose), 
enhancing sensitivity to sensory inputs in a non- 
specific manner appropriate to detecting poten-
tially threat- relevant information. In contrast, 
posed expressions of disgust are accompanied by 
a closing of the same apertures, promoting visual 
acuity appropriate for the kinds of fine- grained 
discriminations needed to correctly reject un-
healthy or unwanted matter (Susskind & Anderson, 
2008). Although facial expressions may originate 
from egocentric functional benefits, Anderson 
and Lee’s findings resonate with Darwin’s proposal 
that expressions extend beyond the self to serve ad-
ditional, allocentric, social benefits. For example, 
eye- widening not only enhances one’s own visual 
sensitivity, it also provides clearer gaze- based cues 
to others as to “where to look” in situations of 
threat (Lee, Susskind, & Anderson, 2013).

Keltner, Cordaro, Tracy, and Sauter, and Hess 
explicitly discuss the fundamental multimodal 
nature of emotional expression. Beyond the face, 
displays of emotion often include vocalizations 
and the mobilization of somatomotor systems. The 
seminal work conducted by Ekman and Friesen, 
and Izard, which centered on facial expressions, 
established six emotional states— anger, disgust, 
fear, happiness, sadness, and surprise— that man-
ifest across cultures (Ekman, Sorenson, & Friesen, 
1969; Izard, 1971). By considering oft- neglected 
channels of expression of postural changes and eye 
gaze, Keltner (1995) and others (Tracy & Robins, 
2004)  added self- conscious emotions (e.g., pride 
and shame) to the list of cross- cultural emotions. 
Likewise, work focused on vocal bursts led to the 
discovery of other basic emotions, such as awe, 
interest, and sympathy (Simon- Thomas, Keltner, 
Sauter, Sinicropi- Yao, & Abramson, 2009). Thus, 
examining different emotion channels, and their 
combination, is critical for revealing the full spec-
trum of emotional expression. In particular, Li, 
Novak, and You emphasize that olfaction, a pri-
mary mode of communication for many of our 
mammalian cousins that provides unique in-
formation (e.g., others’ emotional state, kinship 
status, genetic compatibility, and sickness), has yet 
to be incorporated into models of human emo-
tional communication.

Li, Novak, and You also invite us to put the sen-
sory piece back into the puzzle of how emotions 
are communicated. Li and colleagues raise the in-
triguing possibility that communication of emo-
tional content may occur early in the sensory 
processing stream and be reflected in the neurons 
within sensory cortices. For example, following 
aversive conditioning, plasticity can be identified 
already in early sensory systems (including 
the thalamus) (Li, Zinbarg, Boehm, & Paller, 
2008; Penzo et  al., 2015). Furthermore, sensory 
regularities have been associated with emotional 
valence in both visual and olfactory domains— 
for instance, molecular weight is associated with 
pleasanter olfactory experiences, and round 
shapes with pleasant visual experiences (Bar & 
Neta, 2006; Khan et al., 2007). These observations 
indicate that the complexity of sensory- emotion 
interactions goes beyond Lee and Anderson’s 
observations that emotional expressions alter how 
information reach our sensory organs, to suggest 
that the actual sensory processing can be “emo-
tionally valenced.”

Harris reminds us that language is a funda-
mental tool of emotion communication in humans’ 
hyper- social environments. The flexible nature 
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of language permits communication about com-
plex and socially embedded emotions that may 
not follow simply from the valence of a particular 
event— such as is the case of the feeling of joy that 
one may experience from seeing another experi-
ence misfortune (i.e., schadenfreude). Gendron 
and Barrett propose that emotion concepts are 
essential for constructing and comprehending 
emotional signals. Without emotion concepts, 
Gendron and Barrett argue, humans would be 
reduced to perceiving and experiencing only the 
simplest forms of affect (see Question 1). They 
propose that concepts are a context for sensa-
tion, and that emotional communication occurs 
via synchrony of conceptual processing between 
people, wherein concepts guide “meaningful, co-
ordinated perception and actions across brains.” 
The authors illustrate this idea by noting that a 
traffic jams in America may provide a context in 
which predictions for the emotion of anger are 
enhanced: “this anger prediction can then become 
a prescription for action for the American driver.” 
Concepts may provide a platform for shared 
meanings, which are established via learning and 
culture.

In contrast, Repacholi and Meltzoff suggest 
that infants’ emotional understanding precedes 
their usage of verbal labels. For example, infants 
can use others’ emotional reactions as a means 
of evaluating objects, avoiding objects that are 
the target of others’ negative affect display, as 
early as 12 months of age (Feinman, Roberts, & 
Hsiech, 1992). This “emotional eavesdropping” 
may also provide infants with predictions 
about others’ future behavior. For instance, 
when infants witness someone express anger 
toward an experimenter while manipulating 
an object, they will strategically avoid the ob-
ject (Repacholi, Meltzoff, Rowe, & Toub, 2014), 
even in the absence of measurable changes in the 
infant’s affect. Furthermore, infants have been 
shown to perform behaviors that appear aimed 
at appeasing individuals who repeatedly express 
anger, suggesting that they use emotional signals 
to make inferences about others’ emotional traits 
(Meltzoff & Repacholi, 2014).

Freeman outlines how emotion categories, 
and the very perception of facial emotion, is 
inherently shaped by top- down conceptual 
feedback emerging from the processing of so-
cial categories. This work highlights the role of 
dynamic interactions between the bottom- up, 
sensory features of faces and socio- contextual 
factors biasing the perceiver. Freemen outlines 
a dynamic- interactive (DI) model of social 

categorization that describes how sensory cues 
and contextual factors mutually constrain one 
another over time to shape face perception. For 
example, Freeman’s data suggest that the shared 
stereotype of hostility for both angry and black 
faces can bias stereotype- holding perceivers 
to perceive black faces as angry. Importantly, 
Freeman’s DI model provides a framework for 
incorporating the seemingly disparate findings 
described here (e.g., Keltner, Cordaro, Tracy, and 
Sauter’s with those of Gendron and Barrett). In 
sum, Freeman’s connectionist model explains 
how evolutionary adaptations can interact with 
emotion- related conceptual information to bias 
how we perceive emotional communication. 
But why do we communicate emotions in the 
first place?

T H E   W H Y
According to Repacholi and Meltzoff, “infants’ 
ability to use others’ emotional signals for self- 
regulatory purposes may be a foundation for 
later moral development and the child’s even-
tual internalization of societal values.” Keltner 
et al. consider expressions the “grammar of so-
cial interaction.” Thus, the precise timing of a 
smile can inform us about its genuineness and 
serve as a metric of the interlocutor’s trust-
worthiness (Krumhuber, Kappas, & Manstead, 
2013), while the precise sub- actions within 
a smile can change its interpretation; for in-
stance, a dominant smile can be threatening and 
provoke avoidance (Niedenthal, Mermillod, 
Maringer, & Hess, 2010). Harris proposes that 
social cognition enables us to perceive one an-
other as full human beings. For example, auto-
matic mimicry may afford a means of decoding 
someone else’s emotional experience, and 
such synchrony (or the lack thereof) between 
individuals may fundamentally humanize 
people, with important implications for how 
one perceives members of stigmatized groups 
(Harris & Fiske 2011).

Hess questions the quality of emotional com-
munication— how good are we at emoting? She 
points to an intriguing dissociation of observers’ 
performance in decoding posed versus sponta-
neous expressions:  Whereas observers tend to 
be good at decoding posed emotional facial ex-
pression, they fare worse at decoding sponta-
neous expressions. Thus, in naturalistic, everyday 
situations, Hess proposes, the observer often 
makes use of the present context and past history 
in reducing the ambiguity and constructing the 
meaning of a given emotional expression.
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Hess also reminds us that Darwin considered 
emotions important for the “welfare of man-
kind,” and invites us to consider a functional 
perspective of emotional expression as a “solu-
tion to problems” in primates— motivating social 
behavior, and serving to coordinate and smooth 
interactions. An implication of this proposal that 
contrasts with the other authors’ perspective is 
that emotional expressions may communicate 
social motives rather than emotions themselves. 
Emotions may provide information from which 
to reconstruct not only the emotional state and 
the event that elicited it, but also the relation-
ship between the emoter and the event. For ex-
ample, did the emoter have sufficient resources 
to handle the emotion- eliciting event? (Anger 

versus sadness would suggest different answers.) 
By observing event– emoter relationships over 
time, one can “reverse engineer” to predict 
someone’s likely behavior in response to future 
situations, and therefore to optimally coordinate 
with others.

In closing, by considering multimodal 
channels of expressions in ecologically valid ex-
perimental settings that move beyond measuring 
individuals in isolation, we will gain novel insights 
that may inform us not only of the how and the 
why of emotional communication, but also how 
to intervene in disorders where emotional com-
munication may be altered, as in autism and social 
anxiety disorder.
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