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A commentary on 

Constructing nonhuman animal emotion 

by Bliss-Moreau, E. (2017). Curr. Opin. Psychol. 17, 184–188. doi: 10. 1016/j. 

copsyc. 2017. 07. 011 

In a recent opinion paper, Bliss-Moreau argues for a new framework for 

studying non-human animal emotions. Contrary to Classical Views of 

Emotion (CVE) such as Basic Emotion theories, she claims that “ emotions 

are not modules or hardwired circuits, but rather emerge from a combination

of ingredients” ( Bliss-Moreau, 2017 , p. 185), as predicted by Theories of 

Constructed Emotions (TCE). Such an endeavor is interesting and 

praiseworthy, as it promises to overcome the anthropomorphic vice to 

impose human emotion categories on the whole animal kingdom. Inasmuch 

as it makes room for the construction of genuinely non-human emotions, TCE

allegedly enables us to “ understand animal minds for their own sake” (

Barrett, 2017 , p. 276). However, I suspect that this enterprise rests on shaky

foundations. 

TCE proponents (most notably Barrett, 2006 ) contend the central 

assumption of the CVE, i. e., that emotion categories such as “ fear” and “ 

anger” each denote a biologically inherited mechanism which is shared by all

humankind, and arguably by several mammals. Behavioral and 

neuroanatomical homologies in mammals such as those described by 

Panksepp (e. g., Panksepp, 2007 ) constitute prima facie counterevidence to 

their view. Barrett et al. (2007) concede that these count as similarities in 

behaviors (and in behavioral circuits). Nonetheless, they claim that inferring 
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an emotion from a behavior would be a mistake, which Barrett (2017 , p. 

272) dubs the mental inference fallacy . 

One thing to keep in mind here is that different scholars seem to have 

different explanatory targets when they speak of emotion and folk emotion 

terms (e. g., “ fear”). While some think of them as functional states mainly 

defined by their behavioral outcomes (in behavioristic-flavored third-person 

perspective; e. g., Panksepp, 2007 ; Adolphs, 2017 ), others save these folk 

terms to indicate phenomenological states (assessable through a first-person

perspective; e. g., LeDoux, 2012 ; Barrett, 2017 ). Inasmuch TCE advocates 

adhere to this second usage of emotion terms (which is likely also closer to 

their vernacular meaning), they have good reasons for casting doubts upon 

mental inferences from behaviors to emotions, since according to their 

jargon that entails inferring first-person states from third-person observation.

TCE's critique against CVE sounds quite convincing (though not conclusive; 

see Scarantino, 2015 ; Celeghin et al., 2017 ). Unfortunately, I find their 

counterproposal far less convincing. Indeed, at the present stage the model 

they propose might be equally if not more flawed than CVE's. 

Varieties of TCE differ in what ingredients are posited for emotional recipes, 

and in how important they are, e. g., semantic knowledge, past experiences, 

social roles, and norms. However, “ at the core of [every] TCE is “ affect”—a 

global state characterized by valence and arousal that forms the basis of 

emotions” ( Bliss-Moreau, 2017 , p. 185). Whilst not sufficient , affect is a 

necessary ingredient for emotion. 
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Both Bliss-Moreau and her mentor Barrett take for granted that non-human 

animals experience affect. They also seem committed to the view that affect 

is best described by some degree of arousal and valence ( Barrett and Bliss-

Moreau, 2009 ). Having asked whether animals experience affect, Barrett 

answers that “ we can give a pretty confident yes, based on some biological 

and behavioral clues” ( Barrett, 2017 , p. 268). However, I am afraid that the 

available clues suggest otherwise. 

Several neuroimaging studies in human sought to map either discrete 

emotion categories or affective properties (valence, arousal) onto some 

neural basis. Meta-anlyses reveal that the selectivity of valence/arousal is as 

scarce as that of the discrete emotion categories ( Wager et al., 2015 ), and 

perhaps even worse ( Kragel and LaBar, 2015 ). But then, if valence and 

arousal are not even firmly grounded in human neurobiology, why should 

they be a common properties of the whole animal kingdom? 

Behavioral evidence is likewise controversial. According to Bliss-Moreau 

(2017 , 185), “ affect is likely present in most non-plant organisms, although 

in those lacking nervous systems or with simple nervous systems […] it may 

appear in rudimentary form. For example, bacteria move toward positive 

things (e. g., food) and away from negative ones (e. g., acid), indicating that 

they can use signals about affective value to guide behavior.” Due to the 

brevity of her article, she does not elaborate further. Instead, she refers to (

LeDoux, 2012 ) for a discussion of this point. However, LeDoux's paper 

hardly supports such a claim. Tackling the conceptual confusion surrounding 

the first-person versus third–person meanings of “ emotion” and emotion 
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terms, LeDoux propose to save them for the first-person states, and dubs the

homological structures that Panksepp had in mind (and that are responsible 

for homolog behaviors) “ survival circuits.” He claims that we can and should

seek for homology in survival circuits (starting with bacteria), and that we 

should refrain from assigning phenomenal states to non-human organisms: “

survival circuits have their ultimate origins in primordial mechanisms that 

were present in early life forms. This is suggested by the fact that extant 

single-cell organisms, such as bacteria, have the capacity to retract from 

harmful chemicals and to accept chemicals that have nutritional value” (

LeDoux, 2012 , p. 655). Thus, based on behavioral similarities , what he 

hypothesizes we might share with bacteria and other living beings 

(especially mammals) is some kind of survival circuits, not a first-person 

affective state characterized by valence and arousal . 

What is at stake here is not just an infelicitous reference. Indeed, valence 

and arousal are meant to describe felt experience in human, and their 

validation in human heavily relies on first-person data, e. g., verbal 

judgments and self-reports ( Russell, 1980 ). But I can see no way to gather 

first-person data from non-human animals: all we have left are thus third-

person data. But then, projecting our human first-person affective structure 

to non-human animals based on third-person data seems no less a mental 

inference fallacy then projecting the first-person states correlated with our 

discrete categories . And given that arousal/valence are admittedly only “ 

descriptive features of core affect that bear no resemblance to or inform 

about how affect is caused” ( Barrett and Bliss-Moreau, 2009 , p. 188), 

discrete categories seem at least suited for grasping causal processes 
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underlying behavioral homologies ( Panksepp, 2007 ; LeDoux, 2012 ). In the 

light of this, the bargain proposed by TCE on non-human animal emotion 

hardly seems a good deal. 

Author Contributions 
The author confirms being the sole contributor of this work and approved it 

for publication. 

Conflict of Interest Statement 
The author declares that the research was conducted in the absence of any 

commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential 

conflict of interest. 

Acknowledgments 
The authors thanks Joe Dewhurst for his helpful comments and proofreading.

References 
Adolphs, R. (2017). How should neuroscience study emotions? by 

distinguishing emotion states, concepts, and experiences. Soc. Cogn. Affect. 

Neurosci. 12, 24–31. doi: 10. 1093/scan/nsw153 

Barrett, L. F. (2006). Are emotions natural kinds? Perspect. Psychol. Sci. 1, 

28–58. doi: 10. 1111/j. 1745-6916. 2006. 00003. x 

Barrett, L. F. (2017). How Emotions Are Made: The Secret Life of the Brain . 

Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. 

Barrett, L. F., and Bliss-Moreau, E. (2009). Affect as a psychological primitive.

Adv. Exp. Soc. Psychol. 41, 167–218. doi: 10. 1016/S0065-2601(08)00404-8 
https://assignbuster.com/commentary-constructing-nonhuman-animal-
emotion/



 Commentary: constructing nonhuman animal... – Paper Example  Page 7

Barrett, L. F., Lindquist, K. A., Bliss-Moreau, E., Duncan, S., Gendron, M., 

Mize, J., et al. (2007). Of mice and men: Natural kinds of emotions in the 

mammalian brain? A response to Panksepp and Izard . Perspect. Psychol. Sci.

2, 297–312. doi: 10. 1111/j. 1745-6916. 2007. 00046. x 

Bliss-Moreau, E. (2017). Constructing nonhuman animal emotion. Curr. Opin. 

Psychol. 17, 184–188. doi: 10. 1016/j. copsyc. 2017. 07. 011 

Celeghin, A., Diano, M., Bagnis, A., Viola, M., and Tamietto, M. (2017). Basic 

emotions in human neuroscience: neuroimaging and beyond. Front. Psychol. 

8: 1432. doi: 10. 3389/fpsyg. 2017. 01432 

Kragel, P. A., and LaBar, K. S. (2015). Multivariate neural biomarkers of 

emotional states are categorically distinct. Soc. Cogn. Affect. Neurosci. 10, 

1437–1448. doi: 10. 1093/scan/nsv032 

LeDoux, J. (2012). Rethinking the emotional brain. Neuron 73, 653–676. doi: 

10. 1016/j. neuron. 2012. 02. 004 

Panksepp, J. (2007). Neurologizing the psychology of affects: How appraisal-

based constructivism and basic emotion theory can coexist. Perspect. 

Psychol. Sci. 2, 281–296. doi: 10. 1111/j. 1745-6916. 2007. 00045. x 

Russell, J. A. (1980). Evidence of Convergent Validity on the Dimensions of 

Affect. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 36, 1152–1168. doi: 10. 1037/0022-3514. 36. 10.

1152 

https://assignbuster.com/commentary-constructing-nonhuman-animal-
emotion/



 Commentary: constructing nonhuman animal... – Paper Example  Page 8

Scarantino, A. (2015). “ Basic emotions, psychological construction and the 

problem of variability,” in The Psychological Construction of Emotion , eds J. 

Russell and L. F. Barrett (New York, NY: Guilford Press), 334–376. 

Wager, T. D., Kang, J., Johnson, T. D., Nichols, T. E., Satpute, A. B., and 

Barrett, L. F. (2015). A Bayesian model of category-specific emotional brain 

responses. PLoS Comput. Biol. 11: e1004066. doi: 10. 1371/journal. pcbi. 

1004066 

https://assignbuster.com/commentary-constructing-nonhuman-animal-
emotion/


	Commentary: constructing nonhuman animal emotion
	Author Contributions
	Conflict of Interest Statement
	Acknowledgments
	References


