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concept knowledge is necessary to bring the emo-
tional instance into existence, such that an emo-
tional event is not perceiver- independent. Situated 
emotion concepts create situated instances of 
emotions (i.e., the brain uses emotion concepts to 
create emotion categories). Without conceptual 
knowledge to predict and make meaning of sen-
sory input, a person will be experientially blind 
to emotion. Sensations will be ambiguous— the 
person will not know what caused them, what they 
refer to, or how to act beyond simple approach or 
withdrawal. In this case, sensations might be ex-
perienced as simple affective feelings (pleasure/ 
displeasure with some degree of arousal; Russell, 
1980; Barrett & Bliss- Moreau, 2009), as somatic 
symptoms (as in alexithymia) or they might not be 
predicted and experienced at all (i.e., they become 
merely as noise).

Emotion Concepts Create Emotion 
Categories

In the theory of constructed emotion, an emotion 
word like “anger” corresponds to many different 
situated, ad- hoc emotion concepts that are capable 
of creating a sample of variable, situated emotion 
categories, each of which contains a sample of var-
iable instances, where each instance being tailored 
to the unique requirements of the situation. This 
hypothesis explicitly relies on the idea of popula-
tion thinking, as it was conceived by Darwin’s On 
the Origin of Species (Barrett, 2013, forthcoming). 
An emotion word does not correspond to a phys-
ical category that is discovered in nature (Barrett, 
2006b). The category instances are heterogeneous 
(i.e., each instance of the category does not contain 
a biological or behavioral fingerprint, or essence). 
Instead, the category is constructed by a human 
mind and the category itself can change from sit-
uation to situation. A human mind (your mind) is 
about to do this because it is in collective agree-
ment with other human minds about what certain 
sensations and actions mean (Barrett, 2012). This 
agreement was achieved in infancy and childhood 
as emotion concepts are learned from parents and 
caregivers (Barrett, 2017b).

Unlike the classical view of emotion, which 
posit that only a handful of “true” emotions exist 
and come with criteria for what is, or what is not, 
an emotion (although theories often disagree on 
which emotions exist and what criteria to use; 
Ortony & Turner, 1990), the theory of constructed 
emotion is very straightforward and follows 
William James, who wrote that there is no limit 
to the number of possible emotions that can exist 
(James, 1894/ 1994, p.  454). If a brain can make 

past experiences that were treated as emotion and/ 
or labeled as emotion, then it has the knowledge to 
make an ad hoc emotion concept that makes emo-
tion (Barrett, 2017b).

I M P L I C AT I O N S
According to the theory of constructed emotion, 
an instance of emotion is not your reaction to 
the world— it is how you make meaning of your 
multisensory experience of the world from the 
perspective of someone with your body. Emotions, 
cognitions, motivations, and perceptions are 
not processes in the brain that interact to cause 
behaviors— they are, themselves, mental events 
that are the result of action, constructed in the 
brain’s functional architecture for creating situated 
conceptualizations. Other comparisons between 
the theory of constructed emotion and the classical 
view of emotion are presented in Table Q1.8.1.

1 . 9  A F T E RWO R D
What Is an Emotion?

Regina C. Lapate  
and Alexander J. Shackman

[B] odily changes follow directly the per-
ception of the exciting fact,

and that our feeling of the same changes as 
they occur IS the emotion.

— William James (1890/ 1950)

E M OT I O N S  V S .  F E E L I N G S 
( A N D  OT H E R  R E S P O N S E S )

For William James, feelings were the defining fea-
ture of an emotion. While his writings remain 
influential, Damasio and Damasio join with a 
number of the other authors in arguing that James 
planted the seed for a long- lasting, troubling issue 
in affective sciences (for a detailed analysis, see 
LeDoux, 2015). For the Damasios, James’s failure 
to distinguish between emotions and feelings 
“created a confusion of the two phenomena that 
has haunted the field to our day. Emotions and 
feelings were already muddled concepts but at the 
authoritative hand of James they became hope-
lessly so.” Likewise, Lang and Bradley consider 
feelings to be a folk- psychological notion, and 
Adolphs argues that conflating “feelings” with 
“emotions” is “one of the most serious obstacles to 
a science of emotion.”

Lang and Bradley highlight the impor-
tance of going beyond feelings and measuring 
other responses, including systematic changes in 
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TABLE  Q1.8.1  A  QUICK HANDY-  DANDY GUIDE TO  COMPARING THE  CLASSICAL 
VIEW AND THE  THEORY OF  CONSTRUCTED EMOTION

Theory of Constructed Emotion Classical View of Emotion

Does an emotion word refer to a 
perceiver- independent category?

No. An emotion word refers to a 
conceptual category populated  
with heterogeneous instances 
that share few, if any, physical 
and perceptual regularities. They 
similarities are created, not discov-
ered, by the perceiver.

Yes. An emotion word refers to 
a collection of instances with 
strong physical and perceptual 
regularities. The regularities are 
discovered, not created, by the 
perceiver.

Do the instances of an emo-
tion category have a biological 
fingerprint?

No. Yes. This fingerprint might be 
modified by other processes, like 
display rules; it might be variable 
across different members of the 
same emotion “family,” perhaps 
caused by different patterns of 
appraisals, or the pattern might be 
stochastic in some sense, but at its 
core the fingerprint is more or less 
regular enough to be diagnostic of 
that emotion.

Are emotions triggered as a re-
sponse to a stimulus?

No. Yes, although in causal appraisal 
theories, the trigger is not the sen-
sory properties of the stimulus but 
the person’s evaluation of stim-
ulus along various dimensions of 
meaning

Do facial and body movements 
“display” emotions? Are these 
displays “recognized” by other 
people?

No. Emotions, as experiences or 
perceptions, are constructed, not 
recognized. “Accuracy” is a norma-
tive term, not a scientific one, and 
should be avoided.

Yes.

Are emotion concepts, emotional 
states, emotional experiences, 
and emotion perceptions separate 
phenomena caused by separate 
processes?

No. Yes.

Are emotions, cognitions, and 
perceptions separate phenomena 
caused by separate processes?

No. Instances of emotion are 
constructed by domain- general sys-
tems in the brain and body. This 
means that we might have to recon-
sider such cherished questions as “how 
does cognition regulate emotion?”

Yes.

Are emotion generation and 
emotion regulation separate 
phenomena caused by separate 
processes?

No. Yes.

(continued )
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Theory of Constructed Emotion Classical View of Emotion

Can an emotion be defined as a 
coordinated event of physiological 
changes in the body, feelings, and 
behaviors?

Yes, but every waking moment of 
life can be described this way. Each 
event is coordinated (if allostasis is 
maintained), but these coordinated 
patterns are not necessarily con-
sistent across different instances of 
the same emotion category. While 
every instance of anger is coordi-
nated, the patterns of each instance 
need not be consistent unless the 
situations demand it.

Yes. These coordinated moments 
define emotions as events that are 
unique from cognitive and percep-
tual events.

Is an instance of emotion always 
constructed using the same set of 
neurons each time (i.e., is there a 
neural essence for each emotion)?

No. Different instances within 
the same emotion category 
can be constructed by different 
combinations of neurons 
throughout the brain (Barrett, 
2013, 2017b, c). In fact, a single 
instance of emotion can be 
constructed and the corresponding 
brain state maintained by shifting 
sets of neurons (after Marder & 
Taylor, 2011). This is the concept 
of degeneracy (Edelman & Gally, 
2001).

Yes (see Tracy & Randles, 2011).

Is this an evolutionary theory of 
emotions?

Yes. The theory of constructed 
emotion asks how the brain’s pre-
dictive architecture evolved and 
how cultural evolution plays a role 
in helping a brain to boostrap a 
conceptual system into its wiring. It 
takes its inspiration from Darwin’s 
On the Origin of Species (see 
Barrett, 2017b for discussion); this 
is the book that helped to topple es-
sentialism in biology (Mayr, 2004).

Yes. Classical views of emotion 
usually take their inspiration from 
Darwin’s On the Expression of the 
Emotions in Man and Animals; 
this is Darwin’s only volume that 
puts forth an essentialist view of 
emotion (Barrett, 2017b; Fridlund, 
1992).

Are emotions functional? Yes. (see Barrett, 2012, 2017b; 
Barrett et al., 2015).

Yes. See Shariff & Tracy, 2011.

Are certain emotion categories 
culturally universal?

Perhaps. But if they are, it is due to 
learning.

Yes, because they are innate.

Are emotions biological or social? This is a false dichotomy so this is 
the wrong question to begin with. 
Social and cultural experiences— 
particularly those accompanied by 
words— change the brain’s wiring. 
The human brain evolved, biologi-
cally, to wire itself to is physical and 
social surroundings. So a brain’s 
internal model is social because of 
its biology.

They are both biological and 
social.

TABLE  Q1.8.1  CONTINUED
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peripheral physiology (e.g., cortisol, heart rate), be-
havior (e.g., freezing, facial expressions), cognition 
(e.g., vigilance), and neurophysiology (e.g., amyg-
dala activation). But, just as feelings should not be 
conflated with emotions, Adolphs, Barrett, Lang, 
and Bradley warn us not to conflate emotions with 
these response channels. As Adolphs summarizes, 
“The evidence for the emotion is not the emotion 
itself ” (see also Kagan’s response to Question 2; 
Berridge, Levenson, and Johnstone’s responses 
to Question 4; and Adolphs, 2017a, b; Cordaro, 
Fridlund, Keltner & Russel, 2015; Kagan, 2010c; 
Quigley & Barrett, 2014; Siegel, Sands et al., 2018).1

Emotions vs. Cognition
Should emotions be distinguished from cognition 
(see Question 8, this volume)? That is a point of dis-
agreement amongst our authors. As Damasio and 
Damasio note, James drew a crucial distinction be-
tween them; cognitive processes were said to have a 
relative “purity” compared to emotional processes 
involving the body. Damasio and Damasio appear to 
agree with James’ argument, while acknowledging 
that feelings can also encompass thoughts and 
memories. Adolphs tells us that emotions interact 
with cognition, but are distinct from perception, 
attention, and memory. Berridge notes that defining 
emotion as “intrinsically affective” helps to distin-
guish it from processes, such as cognitive appraisals 
of value, that may relate to an emotion, but are dis-
tinct from the emotion itself. Rolls and Friston et al. 
emphasize the intimate connections linking the two 
phenomena, with Rolls suggesting that “cognitive 
processing (whether conscious or not) is important 
in many emotions. . . . Indeed, emotions normally 
consist of cognitive processing that analyzes the 
stimulus, and then determines its reinforcing va-
lence”  (see also Blanchard and Pearson’s response 
to Question 7). Barrett goes a step further:  “Are 
emotions, cognitions and perceptions separate phe-
nomena caused by separate processes? No. Instances 
of emotion are constructed by domain- general sys-
tems in the brain and body.” Clore adopts a similar 
position, noting that “the sharp distinction between 
cognition and emotion has probably outlived its 
usefulness.  .  .  . Both arise from largely common 
processes, and imaging data indicate that they de-
pend on overlapping neural systems.”

Emotions Are Valenced  
and Vary in Intensity

All of our authors seem to embrace a dimensional 
account of emotions, with valence conceptualized 
as the core dimension. As Damasio and Damasio 

note, “Affective phenomena are  .  .  . good, bad, or 
somewhere in between, but they are never indif-
ferent.” In contrast with the first edition of this 
volume, none of the present contributors explicitly 
advocates a discrete or basic emotions approach 
(but see Panksepp’s response to Question 5 and 
Keltner and colleagues’ response to Question 10).

For many, this valence dimension is 
superimposed on an orthogonal intensity or 
arousal dimension. Adolphs reminds us that 
linear increases in intensity or arousal can lead to 
nonlinear transitions in behavior (e.g., freezing in 
response to distal threat vs. fighting in response to 
imminent threat; see also Blanchard and Pearson’s 
response to Question 7). Lang and Bradley con-
ceptualize valence and arousal in terms of two dis-
sociable systems: an appetitive motivation system 
that promotes approach and positive affect; and 
a defensive motivation system that promotes 
behavioral inhibition, avoidance, and negative 
affect. Rolls and Clore describe similar models, 
with Clore noting that “Positive value is marked 
by pleasure and approach inclinations, negative 
value by displeasure and avoidance inclinations.” 
Clore emphasizes that the pleasantness or un-
pleasantness of emotional states is at the core of 
their functional usefulness. Friston et al. stake out 
a different position, arguing that positive affect 
arises from decreases in free energy (or resolution 
of surprise), whereas negative affect arises from 
increases in free energy (or uncertainty). Berridge 
cautions us that valence is a “minimal necessary 
condition” for defining an emotional experience, 
but is not sufficient for capturing the complexity 
of emotions that emerge in particular situations 
(e.g., anger vs. fear). He also reminds us that the 
debate over the dimensional structure of affect has 
persisted for over a century without a definitive 
resolution.

Emotions Are Functional and 
Motivationally Potent

Most of the contributors advocate a functional 
account of emotions, which Adolphs articulates 
perhaps most clearly: emotions are internal, func-
tional states that provide causal explanations for 
behavior, feelings, and cognition— they should 
therefore be delineated by “what they do” rather 
than by how they are “constituted or implemented” 
(see also Adolphs, 2017a, b). Rolls offers another 
comprehensive description, highlighting the role 
of emotions in arousing autonomic responses, 
biasing cognition, and motivating action, as 
well as communication and social bonding (see 
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Questions 8– 10, this volume). Clore posits that 
emotional states should be distinguished by what 
they are about, emphasizing that “the function of 
emotional reactions is to inform the organism of 
the value of events in the world, their urgency and 
their importance.” In doing so, emotions incen-
tivize future action (preparation, planning, choice, 
and coping) given the individual’s best prediction 
of costs and benefits.

Damasio and Damasio tell us that William  
James “was well aware of the  .  .  .  fact that  .  .  .   
[feelings] were not happening under voluntary 
control” and go on to argue that “feelings compel 
their experiencers to take appropriate meas-
ures.  .  .  .[they] capture attention and seize the 
moment.” A number of the other contributors em-
phasize that emotions are motivationally urgent 
and non- deliberative (see also Ekman & Cordaro, 
2011). To Clore, Rolls, Adolphs, and Lang and 
Bradley, emotions have an essential evaluative 
component that informs future action based on 
prior experiences. According to Damasio and 
Damasio, events are classified as good or bad, 
harmful or helpful quickly, even automatically. 
In doing so, they often trigger action tendencies 
and activity in the autonomic nervous system that 
prepare the body for adaptive action. Damasio 
and Damasio consider action sequences to be 
“the essence of the emotions.” Along similar lines, 
Adolphs highlights the prepotency of emotions in 
their control of behavior, noting that they require 
“additional regulatory mechanisms to override 
their expression.”

Friston et al. and Barrett concur that a fun-
damental function of emotions is to enable the 
organism to optimally interact with the envi-
ronment equipped with predictions from prior 
experience, but they embrace a constructivist 
approach (Barrett, 2015, 2017a, b). Rather 
than considering emotions “reactions” to sen-
sory inputs, emotions are regarded as events 
constructed by the brain to “make meaning of 
(incoming) sensations.” In Barrett’s “Conceptual 
Act Theory” (CAT), the brain’s primary job 
is to generate a model of the world given sen-
sory input— anticipating it and adjusting to it 
accordingly. This model   generation uses stored 
knowledge organized as concepts. An emo-
tion is thus constructed when the conceptual 
representations employed by the predictive 
brain contain emotion knowledge; there can 
be as many emotional states as an individual 

has conceptual knowledge for it (reminiscent 
of James, 1894/ 1994). Similarly, Friston and 
colleagues argue that by utilizing stored concep-
tual knowledge, the brain generates top- down 
predictions of sensory inputs that contain expec-
tations (i.e., beliefs), and an estimate of their pre-
cision. Emotional experiences are the precision 
of (or confidence in) the best hypothesis of how 
our bodies should respond given the current 
situation. In other words, emotions are second- 
order attributes— the precision over a belief— and 
“emotional processing” is the updating of the 
precision of the consequences of one’s actions. 
Those beliefs are updated based on prediction 
errors (or surprise)— which our (motoric and au-
tonomic) actions in the world should minimize. 
A  key difference between the Friston et  al. and 
the Barrett proposals is that when an incoming 
sensory input does not match the prediction, the 
result in CAT is arousal (which can take the form 
of surprise, fear, curiosity, etc.— depending on 
the individual’s conceptualization of it); rather 
than surprise, as would be postulated by Friston 
et al. and other predictive coding theories.

Emotions Are Behaviorally Flexible
Emotions may be prepotent, but Adolphs and sev-
eral other contributors highlight two ways in which 
emotions differ from reflexes:  their behavioral 
flexibility and their temporal persistence. With re-
gard to the flexibility, Adolphs describes emotions 
as intermediate between reflexes— rigid, inflex-
ible, and stereotyped— and reasoned, intentional 
states and behavior (e.g., purchasing a new home, 
writing a novel or dissertation). Specifically, emo-
tional responses are relatively decoupled from the 
emotion- evoking stimulus, because they incorpo-
rate contextual information. Relatedly, Clore argues 
that “specific emotions do not dictate specific 
behaviors. Indeed, a great advantage of emotions 
is that they provide mental way stations between 
stimuli and responses that allow for flexibility in 
response.” Friston et  al. and Clore emphasize that 
emotions are exquisitely sensitive to context. As 
Clore notes, “emotions are most readily categorized 
in terms of the situations they concern, rather than 
in terms of responses, which depend on the context 
in which they occur” (see Question 7, this volume). 
Along these lines, Rolls suggests that emotions, 
unlike reflexes or habits, “include representations of 
goals . . . and are independent of the actions made to 
obtain the goals.” Damasio and Damasio and Lang 
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and Bradley seem to hold similar views. Adolphs 
makes the point that this intermediate level of be-
havioral flexibility— between that of reflexes and 
intentional states— is a central feature of emotion 
and provides important clues about the content of 
emotions. For instance, they may be pertinent to 
challenges too complex for reflexes to solve, or they 
may be especially relevant in motivationally or be-
haviorally ambiguous situations.

Several contributors highlight the persist-
ence of emotional states, which outlast the 
emotion- evoking stimulus. Adolphs argues 
that “unlike reflexes, they [emotions] are rela-
tively decoupled from stimuli  .  .  . they persist.” 
Clore reminds us that emotion is a dynamic 
process that unfolds over time. Barrett suggests 
that feelings, or what she terms “core affect,” 
are “slower to change than actual sensations 
in the body.” Rolls emphasizes a functional 
explanation for the persistence of emotions, 
arguing that “by enduring for minutes or longer 
after a reinforcing stimulus has occurred, 
[emotions]  .  .  .  help to produce persistent and 
continuing motivation and direction of behav-
ior, to help achieve a goal.”

Emotions and Consciousness
Finally, do emotions require consciousness 
(see Question 12)? The authors who explic-
itly addressed this issue stated that it does not. 
Adolphs proposes that, like vision or memory 
scientists, affective scientists should not re-
quire conscious experience to be a prerequi-
site for their phenomenon of interest. Likewise, 
Clore and Rolls postulate that consciousness of 
an emotional state is not obligatory and it will 
only occur if consciousness is advantageous for 
the organism, in terms of predicting upcoming 
changes in the world (Clore) or correcting 
errors of reasoning (Rolls). Adolphs tells us that, 
while emotions are not isomorphic with feelings 
and, in fact, can be studied without reference to 
conscious experience, the conscious experience 
of emotion is real and important. As such, un-
derstanding how emotional states emerge into 
consciousness to give rise to feelings will be a 
critical direction for future work, and a pre-
requisite for fully understanding the nature of 
emotion.
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