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Abstract 

Fine examination of our accumulated cultural knowledge is especially helpful in studying the 

emotions, which are only tangentially accessible to experimental manipulation.  Here I use the 

six properties of emotions that Elster has summarized (as he previously extracted from 

philosophical, historical, and literary sources) to suggest how they show a need for changes in 

the science of motivation.  The apparent adaptive purpose of emotions lies in their action 

tendencies—what they add to the cold calculation of advantage.  Subjectively they stand out by 

their intrusiveness, the duration of which often has a half-life.  Emotions each have valence, 

which suggests that they are not only motivating but also motivated, an implication that requires 

re-examination of how negativity works.  Emotions are also experienced as “triggered,” but are 

so malleable that triggering cannot mean simple conditioned reflexiveness.  Emotions are not 

only triggered—or motivated—by beliefs, but motivate beliefs in turn, and can be fed back on 

themselves in a “wildfire” phenomenon.  These feedback effects are further evidence against 

emotions being reflexive. 

 

With regard to the three great revolutions, I argue that enthusiasm differs from romantic love 

only in its object, and urgency comes from the dysphoria of using response suppression for self-

control.  I can add nothing further to Elster’s masterful history. 
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I. Introduction 

One of Jon Elster’s several projects is to delineate the emotions linguistically, that is, by 

exploring the properties revealed in common usage as enriched by cameos ranging from 

proverbs to percepts by the great essayists.  This eclectic approach
2
 creates a finer-tuned map 

than behavioral and neurophysiological methods have so far been able to do (Adolphs & 

Anderson, 2018; Pessoa 2015).  It also covers processes that are commonly called emotions but 

lack either regular physiological accompaniments or universal expressions.  His purpose is to 

study the “action tendencies” that these processes add to what are assumed to be the baseline or 

routine (or perhaps “expected”) motives governing choice.   

 

Here he applies his method to three political revolutions that were accompanied by strong 

emotions.  In them he finds evidence for a new emotional kind, enthusiasm, which he adds to the 

perhaps twenty six kinds he has previously described in Alchemies of the Mind (1999) and 

Explaining Social Behavior (2015).  I will have little to add to his probing history, but will take 

this opportunity to suggest how his taxonomy supports some modifications to conventional 

motivational science. Perhaps there is a framework by which these “findings outside the 

laboratory” (p. 2) can be related to those that came originally from inside. 

 

Before beginning I should say that I don’t think his theory of emotion is in conflict with what he 

calls rational choice theory, which he characterizes as “the imputation to agents of continuous 

subjective probability distributions” and “imputing steadily declining time discounting over an 

infinite horizon,” among perhaps other examples. He is probably right to imagine that a person 

called upon to describe her degree of either certainty or time discounting would draw her answer 

from a small number of qualitative categories. However, that same person makes actual choices 

according to fine distinctions among continuous values, which she has often been shown 

experimentally to perceive according to (separate) hyperbolic functions (Green & Myerson, 

2004). Defining the exact shape requires parametric experiment (and is still subject to 

controversy-- Luhmann, 2013, Read & Roelofsma, 2003), but the weighing of quantities from 

experience is clear to introspection. When I choose whether to take a familiar elevator versus the 

staircase I’m aware of imagining the stairs and then the faster but unpredictable elevator and 

then, if the choice is close, the stairs again (the vicarious trial and error, or VTE, first described 

by Tolman, 1932; Redish, 2016). In doing so I’m comparing impressions of two efforts at two 

delays, sampled imperfectly from my recent experience but not forced into categories. This sort 

of weighing can be seen neuron by neuron in the parietal cortices of monkeys choosing between 

food rewards (Glimcher, 2009).
3
  This is not to say that we have experimental data on the 

motives in emotions, but just that the experiential method does not—and should not—contradict 

a theory of choice according to prospective discounted reward. 

 

                                                           
2
 The term “phenomenology” springs to mind, but as I understand this school it advocates 

abandoning our collective cultural wisdom—exactly the opposite of Elster’s approach.  I’ll 

expand on his method at the end. 
3
 The evaluation of distant outcomes is based on more speculative assumptions (see Rick & 

Loewenstein, 2008), but is still quantifiable (and still apt to be hyperbolic—Bradshaw, 2019; 

Green et.al., 2013) 
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The literature of behavioral science is now ablaze with emotion. However, as Elster points out, 

the word “emotion” lacks clear boundaries, and the processes that get called emotions are a 

heterogeneous group.  As with pornography, I know it when I see it. Elster explores possible 

defining features, but finds them not to be strict.  Emotions are to be just what are called 

emotions.  Although it might be that people are using the same word to name differing kinds of 

process, it seems likely that they are recognizing some core feature.  I’ll start with that. 

 

II.  Action tendencies   

As Elster points out, a basic property of emotions is their “well-defined action tendencies.” That 

is, they affect how actions are rewarded.  Some emotions are accompanied by activity in distinct 

parts of the brain; but as has often been pointed out, competing options have to be priced in the 

same neural currency, or at least in currencies that are commensurable (Cabanac, 1992; 

Montague & Berns, 2002; Shizgal & Conover, 1996). That is, there must be a mechanism to 

weigh any behavior against any other behavior that might replace it. The mechanism by which 

alternative options compete on basis of prospective reward is increasingly well known 

(Glimcher, 2009), although not specifically for emotions.  It is important to note here that reward 

governs not only deliberate or even conscious processes; it operates even during sleep (Granda & 

Hammack, 1961; Williams et.al., 1966).  Only choices that a person would have the ability to 

reject can be called deliberate.   

 

The motivation generated by emotions is widely recognized as special. Motivation tout simple 

does not get called emotion.  The opportunity to close a million dollar deal may create a strong 

motive without causing what could be called emotion, at least in a professional investor. So what 

do emotions add?  The human ability to perform precise cost/benefit analyses could have wound 

up shutting emotions out of any major role: The whole human species could have been shaped 

genetically to make decisions just on the basis of cold calculation—the outcome that Darwin 

thought would have been most adaptive (1872/1979). The existence of some people who have 

much higher thresholds for emotionality than others suggests (Jorgensen et.al., 2007) that such 

an adaptation would not have taken many generations to shape—that the ingredient processes are 

on hand to be selected.  Since strong emotions persist, we must conclude that they have an 

ongoing adaptive function, rather than being mere holdovers from a less cognitively developed 

past.  Some possibilities:  

 The conventional account is that additional motivation is needed where an individual 

might under-read a risk, or read it too slowly, for instance in seeing an existential threat 

to be merely a poorer foraging prospect. That is, in some stereotyped situations it may 

prove more adaptive to override deliberation. A related pitfall of deliberation is 

ambivalence.  If the odds in favor of attacking a threat are just as favorable as the odds 

for fleeing, something needs to let one alternative win quickly and stiff-arm the loser.   

 A similar factor is that emotion may modify an individual’s effective delay discounting 

rate. The usefulness of fear in overriding patience is obvious.  Conversely, disgust 

reduces the temporal discounting of nauseating and emetic events, as seen in the bait 

shyness that develops even when the effects of a poison occur after many hours (Garcia 

et.al., 1974).  The long-lasting social devaluation that is said to be driven by disgust in 

humans (Schnall et.al., 2008) may or may not provide an evolutionary advantage.   
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 Sometimes an emotion may supply a game-theoretic strategy that an individual might not 

learn from the mere contingencies of reward—for instance, to always to punish a 

trespass, where in a single case it would not seem worth the cost (Nesse, 1998, p. 411). 

 Emotion—or mood—may modulate an individual’s overall readiness to act on motives. 

That is, it may function as a volume knob that sets a general motivational tone. Euphoria 

entails the lifting of inhibitions, broadening of imagination, and potentially an increase in 

productiveness (Frederickson, 2013). Its limiting condition is manic psychosis, but there 

are individuals who ride persistent hypomania into enduring accomplishment (Gartner, 

2008).  The adaptive function at least for individuals of grief and its corresponding 

clinical state, depression, are less apparent. Authors have wondered if they deter 

individuals from pursuing lost causes, perhaps from taking risks when they are vulnerable 

(Engel & Schmale, 1972), or whether they elicit help from other people (Syme et.al., 

2016). 

 The most consequential function of emotion may occur where reward maximization 

diverges from evolutionary adaptiveness. Emotion may be needed to protect an 

individual’s genome (shared with relatives) at the expense of that particular individual—

why else should an organism attack suicidally to defend territory or family?  Why even 

produce children?  The threat from such questions to the survival of a genome will be 

greatest when individuals can weigh long term outcomes, and especially the more they 

learn to counteract the hyperbolic delay discounting that favors short term rewards. 

Anger overrides not only ambivalence, but also your concerns for personal safety versus 

that of your mates and offspring.  Love overrides the personal defensiveness that 

otherwise lets an individual compete with others most effectively, with the result that 

even foresighted lovers may disregard the costs of bearing children. It has even been 

suggested that a depressive response to personal failure can lead you to stop competing 

with your neighbors for resources, in the extreme case by committing suicide 

(DeCatanzaro, 1980; Syme et.al., 2016). 

Group adaptation may also be the role of Elster’s proposed enthusiasm. He 

follows the Oxford English Dictionary in defining it as a “rapturous intensity of feeling in 

favor of a person, principle, or cause…”, but “minus the reference to a person.”  The 

absence of an individual to focus on does not seem to be a crucial difference. Often 

political enthusiasm is combined with the similar divine love of an individual, as with the 

Divine Being who leads cultish factions in Hume’s example (p. 10)—surely we saw this 

in Robespierre. 

These theories about adaptiveness do not tell us how emotions function differently from ordinary 

motivations. To find what kind of motivational configuration is necessary and/or sufficient for 

emotion, we should examine how Elster describes them. He takes notice of several features in 

addition to action tendencies: 

  [All] Emotions are intrusive.  He picks up on the converse of this feature, their limited 

half-lives, but this highlights the self-renewing tendency that keeps them going until it 

fades. Often the intrusion entails physiological arousal, but it is sometimes only a 

motivational configuration that is hard to move past. Envy, say, or pity, pride, or regret, 

beckon repeatedly as if suggesting action, often when there is no action to take. 
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 [All] Emotions have valence.  That is, whatever motivations for action they may create, 

their experience itself is either attractive or aversive—or in some cases a combination of 

both, but the result in those cases is not neutrality. 

  [All] Emotions are triggered by beliefs (a “core idea”). 

  “A crucial fact is that beliefs can serve both as causes and effects of emotions” (his 

italics), in the latter case when they change the gathering and interpretation of facts.  One 

way that Elster says emotions can shape beliefs is by a feedback effect, e.g. shame about 

envy leading to its transmutation into anger. 

 Emotions can induce urgency (inaction aversion), a preference for action earlier rather 

than later.  Again in terms of reward, such emotions impose a cost for delay over and 

above a person’s regular discounting of the future. 

 

III.  Intrusiveness 

 When physiological arousal occurs it entails an intrinsic time course, an arc which, once begun, 

impels you to ride it. In this essay Elster pictures emotions as mental states that are aroused 

rather than calm, calm meaning that “it does not differ from the baseline physiological state of 

the organism.” However, in requiring arousal he is narrowing his definition to exclude putative 

emotions such as envy, pity, pride and regret, which are so called by other writers and by Elster 

himself in earlier works.  

 

Arousal has dominated the concept since the early 1800s, when moral philosopher Thomas 

Brown popularized “emotion” as a generic term combining “the passions” and “the affections” 

(Dixon, 2012).
4
  Among these “vivid feelings” the affections were “milder,” perhaps even 

intellectual (as Aquinas said), and usually connoted moral good, as if arousal went along with 

being bad. Negative but non-aroused processes such as envy and pride were seemingly not 

included, although they should have been part of Brown’s vivid feelings. 

 

When aroused you strive to get something, but are moved by an additional appetite not necessary 

to the getting. You avoid situations associated with harm and loss, but more than is realistically 

necessary.  You mate for the physical reward, but sometimes feel the need to mate only with a 

particular person, or indeed do things with that person that are not part of mating and might even 

involve renouncing the physical act.  Your pleasure in a rewarding situation sometimes escalates 

into euphoria. You respond to a loss with reactions that could not be expected to restore what 

was lost, and might even get in the way. (Grief reactions might not be well described as arousal, 

but rather some term like deflation.)  Such extra motivation is persistent and falls into a few 

familiar patterns, which make aroused processes conspicuous and easy to label. These patterns 

go along with changed body states, which were, until recently, thought to be hardwired 

subroutines, displayed uniformly across most cultures by involuntary facial expressions (Ekman; 

2003, pp. 3-14; Gendron et.al., 2014), analogous to displays in nonhuman animals (Matsumoto 

et.al., 2008), and accompanied by increasingly well-identified brain activity (Schirmer & 

Adolphs, 2017; Adolphs & Anderson, 2018). Recent research has found that any named kind of 

arousal is expressed in many different ways in different subjects (Barrett, 2017; Siegel et.al., 

2018), and is accompanied by brain activity that is only roughly localized (Kohn et.al., 2014; 

                                                           
4
 French authors, including Elster’s favorite Montaigne, used the term earlier, but meaning 

motivational turbulence in general 
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Wager et.al., 2015). However, aroused emotions clearly have motivational force, supplying 

additional action tendencies to the existing motivational landscape.  

 

In addition to these named emotions there is arousal per se, perhaps best called excitement, 

which may be an element of any of the others except grief (and even that in the symptom of 

agitated depression), and may happen without an identified object.  It may happen when 

watching competitions, or traveling fast, or just by a seemingly random somatic process.  In a 

famous experiment, Schachter & Singer infused subjects with adrenalin, and they reported 

feeling anger or euphoria depending on fictional cues (1962). 

 

Arousal aside, people often notice that they are moved by a factor beyond the routine incentives 

created by a circumstance. In his earlier work Elster made a “long overdue distinction” between 

two meanings of emotion, “occurrent” and “dispositional” (1999a, p. 26)—between actual 

episodes and a low threshold for having such episodes.  That would be a good distinction to keep 

here, adding that occurrence is often marked by arousal.
5
  That is, there are two kinds of 

emotional influence, being aroused and simply responding to a provocative configuration of 

incentives.  The same name may often refer to both kinds—you can be both acutely and 

chronically angry, or fearful, or grief-stricken.  Some emotions don’t provoke arousal at all.  

Even without arousal, anger, say, comes from something that makes a particular provocation 

hard to ignore. You try to go about your business, but in the midst of your usual incentives there 

is a distraction, the press of a story that occupies you, or a threat that this new incentive will 

linger if not taken care of. Or some feature may put a comparison of your own status with 

someone else’s in the path of your customary self-appraisals, a disturbance that you experience 

as envy or pity. Or the awareness of a success invites rehearsal, which is more pleasant than the 

task at hand, but thus goeth before a fall. Or the memory of a past choice tempts you to believe it 

happened a different way, or to rehearse how it could have, generating regret or guilt. Some 

groups of seductions get recognized as having similar configurations and are thereafter 

stereotyped as kinds—those that affront you, those that invite invidious empathy, those that 

create a wish to undo them, and so on.  

 

The list of durable motivational configurations is probably not finite (Frijda, 2017).  Just casting 

about at random I come up with the incongruity that provokes mirth—aroused, sometimes, as 

when someone “dies laughing;” the emotions around incomplete knowledge: curiosity, doubt, or 

suspense; frustration, which, though it classically provokes anger, can just as easily engender 

boredom.  Should we include reminiscence—the lure of memory itself—or only when it takes a 

particular coloration, as in nostalgia?  To the extent that motivational configurations are 

persistant lures the resulting motives will be experienced as intrusive, even when you are not 

aroused. Arguably this intrusion, and only this, is what gets a process called an emotion.  The 

other properties in Elster’s list depend on what causes the intrusiveness. 

IV. Valence  

                                                           
5
 People are apt to say “aroused” when they mean just “occurrent.” You may say that your 

curiosity is aroused, although your physiology has not changed—but less likely that your 

nostalgia was aroused, and certainly not your boredom. 
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 Elster points out that all emotions have valence. This property is peculiar if, as is usually held, 

emotions are triggered automatically. It could be argued that their reward value is an 

epiphenomenon, that they are released like reflexes, without regard to valence.  Certainly much 

emotion is stereotyped, in the sense that it needs specific circumstances to be robust—frustration 

in the case of anger, threat in the case of fear, attractiveness in the case of love, surprise in the 

case of joy, loss in the case of grief. Sometimes even the exact circumstance is innately 

programed, for instance when fear is provoked by being at a height or seeing a snake-like object. 

But one of Elster’s valuable points is that we feel responsible for our emotions:  Recognition of 

our envy is painful, as is seeing ourselves act in unjustifiable anger. Changing the justification is 

easier than changing the emotion, so the emotion must be stronger than the supposed trigger, but 

the implied question remains: if the emotion is not itself motivated, why do we feel responsible 

for it?  And as Elster has noted (1999b), other philosophers have sometimes treated emotions as 

choices, beginning with Sartre (1939/1948), but they have not reconciled this view with the 

function of motivation as it is understood in other contexts. 

 

We should look more closely at the nature of valence.  Elster follows the generally accepted 

practice of classifying emotions as having a positive or negative valence, and certainly we are 

often glad, or not, to find ourselves experiencing a particular emotion. However, his own eclectic 

method finds evidence that the value of even the arousable emotions is apt to be complex, 

depending on where you are in their time course and on what options go with them.  I have 

argued elsewhere that all arousable appetites must have a positive—rewarding—component 

(2001, pp. 65-69; 2017a).  This is not just in the trivial sense that all must compete for your 

attention.  We pay to experience anger, fear, and grief in some fictional settings.  Although part 

of this value is in building our appetite for an eventual resolution, one phenomenologist has 

pointed out that there is pleasure in the fear itself (Hanich, 2011).  It is not hard to find examples 

in daily life of “nursing” these emotions—the sorehead who is always seeking arguments or 

fights, the ads for how terrifying a roller-coaster is, the bereaved person who rejects chances to 

rejoin the living. A whole category of emotion is never simply negative.  

 

The case of anger furnishes the best examples of ambiguous value.  When another driver cuts me 

off in traffic, I am conscious of mentally trying out whether to ignore the provocation or to 

pursue the occasion to get angry, somewhat on the basis of how rewarding the alternative line of 

thought promises to be.  Indeed, Jennifer Lerner (whom Elster cites) has shown that brain 

activity in anger resembles that in other rewarding situations (e.g., Lerner & Tiedens, 2006).  

Any arousable emotion has the potential to become addictive—rewarding enough to support 

repeated choice, but less desirable than alternatives when anticipated at a distance.  Arousal itself 

can be addictive, as seen in the war photographers and emergency room specialists who are 

drawn to the “adrenaline rush.” Like addictive substances, arousal can habituate, so you are 

“velocitated,” both needing increased degrees and dreading a subsequent let-down.  

 

Still, people can’t usually choose emotions like pastimes, or avoid them like mistakes.  Emotion 

is partly shielded from motives.  Not only could we not beat a rhythm with bursts of anger, say, 

but any deliberate production of an emotion is regarded as false (Frank , 1988).  And yet actors 

and con-persons can do it reliably (Rousseau said they were the same thing—Orwin & Tarco, 

1997, 20-44, 274-295), arousal and all.  Anyone has some power to induce her own emotions—

Ekman listed eight ways (2003, 31ff). The conventional explanation is that you imagine potential 
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triggers and dwell on them, but that would seem to have the weights in reverse. Emotions have 

valences and action tendencies, often great ones, whereas imagination itself is facile.  When 

people learn to evoke an emotion habitually—actors are a conspicuous case—they need 

progressively less trigger scenario, eventually just making a simple choice.  The triggering of 

supposedly involuntary but motivated behaviors is a subject that is especially in need of the 

eclectic method. 

 

V.    Triggers   
The emotions open up the whole topic of how “involuntary” mental processes are selected, and 

they are the examples most apt to produce inter-subjective agreement.  The main obstacle has 

been early lab research that led selective factors to be classified as two separate kinds, rather than 

arrayed along continua of latency and duration.  In standard examples where a cue is followed by 

a response which is followed by a selective process that determines whether the response will be 

learned, an inability to experimentally manipulate the valence of emotions or other “involuntary” 

processes such as somatic urges (hunger, pain, urge to excrete…) led to the conventional belief 

that they are not motivated. For example, to attack a threat is counted as a reward-dependent (or 

“goal-directed”) behavior, but becoming afraid of it is said to be triggered like a reflex, without 

regard to what the fear will feel like. The fear response is supposed to be selected by whether it is 

actually followed by a fear-inducing event. In the language of behavioral psychology the attack 

is an operant that is selected (rewarded) or not by the valence of its consequences.  The fear is 

said to be a respondent, or conditioned response (CR), which is selected by a conditioned 

stimulus (CS), the effectiveness of which is in turn selected by sometimes leading to an innately 

powerful unconditioned stimulus (UCS) that is the inborn trigger. This certainly appears to be 

how many emotions behave. However, there is both laboratory and subjective evidence that the 

operant/respondent distinction arises from practical experimental limitations, not a difference in 

the basic selective process. 

  

The notion that respondents are selected by a different selective process than operants is reported 

to have originated in the translation from Russian of Pavlov’s foundational work (1927).  He said 

that a dog’s salivation to a cue, for instance, was “conditional” on the cue having been paired 

with food.  But in English works “conditional” became “conditioned” (Dinsmoor, 2004), which 

coincidentally fit the soon-described distinction of reflex-like triggers from operant reinforcers 

(Skinner, 1930).   Once an event had been found to be rewarding an experimenter could use it to 

teach any kind of operant, but salivation responded only to food. However, if the prospect of 

food actually selects salivation by the same mechanism as operant reward selects arbitrary 

behaviors, this could not be tested and so was not considered. It was thought to be enough that 

salivation could not be trained by other rewards.  But salivation might be rewarded endogenously 

when food is forthcoming, just as anger might be rewarded during frustration or panic when 

facing catastrophic loss.  Behavior pulled by reward looks grossly the same as behavior pushed 

by triggers.  Where the source of reward can’t be identified the reflex trigger mechanism looks 

more justified, but the bigger picture holds reasons to back the all-reward model.  

  

Here is where the many subjective puzzles that Elster and others have described can make sense.: 

  The triggers for emotions can sometimes be mental states that you drift into, just as mere 

opportunities can cue urges to smoke (Dar et.al., 2005, 2010) or take a drug (Meyer, 

1988), or urinate (Elster, 1999a, p. 227, note 2).   
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 As Elster has said, drug cravings themselves “are not only cue-dependent and belief-

dependent [dependent on the belief that satisfaction is available], but cost-dependent" 

(Elster, 1999a, p. 73).   

 He has borrowed Paul Ekman’s concept of “emotional wildfire” to describe a positive 

feedback process in which an emotion in effect becomes a stimulus for itself—incubating 

without further triggering-- again a familiar experience, but a pattern that could not be 

caused by mere association (see Ainslie, 2010).    

 He describes here how enthusiasm can pull itself up by its own bootstraps, and hunger or 

guilt can be transmuted into—that is, replaced by—anger.  Emotions can evolve in subtle 

ways which would be awkward to account for by changes in triggers.  In Elster’s 

examples, what would be the unconditioned stimulus for the envy that is scripted as 

anger, or for counter-wishful thinking? 

Help from the laboratory is limited but still significant.  It is not only the set of emotions that all 

have a valence.  Psychologists Clark Hull (1943) and Neal Miller (1969) long ago noted that all 

stimuli that can induce conditioning (UCSs) also have valence in the operant sense.  Some 

experimental theorists have proposed that operant and respondent selectors are indeed the same 

(Pear & Eldridge, 1984; Donahoe et.al., 1993).  My own experiments have shown that a 

conditioned response—increased heart rate to a cue predicting shock—can be reversed by 

operant training, implying that the selective processes are at least comparable (Ainslie & Engel, 

1974).  I have developed this argument at more length elsewhere (2010), including the key factor 

that has always made an unmotivated pairing process such as conditioning appear necessary: the 

way that individuals are coerced to participate in negatively valued experiences—not just to rage 

but to panic, to grieve, and to be disgusted. 

 

New reports about salience bear on the lure of aversive experience, so I will briefly sketch my 

argument:   The imperative quality of unwanted (or disliked—see Berridge, 2009) experiences is 

often described as “salience,” (Berridge, 2007; Hird et.al., 2018), but since salience often has to 

compete with reward to attract attention it must be on the same motivational dimension as 

reward, and in the positive direction.  Berridge originally called salience “non-hedonic reward” 

(2003).  Recently “utility” has been used to distinguish the hedonic kind (Hird et.al., 2018), but 

the implication of a common marketplace that selects the direction of attention has been ignored 

(however, see Bromberg-Martin et.al., 2010; Ainslie, 2009a). “Salience” was originally a 

cognitive term, for a property of information, so it might seem motivationally neutral; but in that 

case the attractive power of salient perceptions remains to be accounted for.  Better to model 

salience as the offer of short-term reward, like that for an itch but with its reward even more 

closely mixed with dysphoria.
6
  Of course choices with such short latencies as attention and 

emotional response are usually not deliberate; but people overcome fears of heights and snakes, 

more or less, and even panic is experienced not as a reflex but as an urge, which people who 

repeatedly face dire situations learn to resist.  Therapy helps people learn how to withhold panic 

(Clum, 1989) and the emotional (protopathic) component of pain (Sternbach, 1968; Hilgard & 

Hilgard, 1994, 86-165).when facing the supposedly conditioned stimuli for them. It is not just 

                                                           
6
 Since “reward” commonly connotes pleasure, rather than its basic function—that which 

induces repetition of what it follows-- we offend the ear less if we call the influence of a short 

term reward such as salience an urge, rather than, say, an appetite, a hunger, or a desire. Of 

course there are urges for pleasures as well-- the term is inclusive. 



Elster Eclectic Approach to Emotion   10 
 

stoics who learn to be a-pathetic.  Triggers for emotions may sometimes be “offers you can’t 

refuse,” but they are still offers rather than reflex-releasers, and people sometimes refuse them.  

 

Assuming thus that even aversive emotions are based on a rewarding component, it is reasonable 

to propose a motivational model in which learned pathways to reward are not just tools that lie 

about waiting to be called on, but active processes—I’ve used the term interests—that forage for 

reward, perhaps like domestic pets that stay alert to when a route to reward might be opening up. 

Where the environment presents you with concrete threats and resources this model will be hard 

to tell apart from the conventional model in which reward depends on realism—that is, in which 

behaviors are shaped by secondary rewards that are given power to the extent that they predict 

external primary rewards. However, where primary rewards are remote or are matters of 

interpretation, choice depends on imagined—endogenous—rewards, which win not by realism 

but by the reward promised by their occurrence itself.  The extra reward called up by emotion is 

a major example of the endogenous category. Of course this model opens up the question of how 

endogenous reward is constrained, if not by hard facts, 

 

VI.  Beliefs  

Elster’s most penetrating observation is the reciprocal action of emotions and beliefs. 

Functionally, belief is the perception of constraint on choice.  This constraint may be trivial and 

ad hoc, such as an expectation that I will not have time to go through a traffic light before it turns 

red. Even such a trivial perception may be a case of belief causing emotion—a pause in my joy 

of driving, a blip of fear that I will break the law—or belief caused by emotion—incidental 

euphoria or anger giving me a more optimistic expectation, sadness a pessimistic one.  Such 

mindless expectations are easily explained by conventional motivational science. The harder case 

are constraints that are at least partly composed of what the beliefs themselves imply. “Does 

driving late into the yellow period amount to running the red light?;”“If I run the red light, will it 

bother me that the anonymous strangers who see it disapprove of me?”, or even, at an isolated 

intersection, “If I run the red light this time, will I have to spend attention deciding whether to 

run the next isolated one, and the next…?” These beliefs are matters not just of estimation, but of 

interpretation, and thus even more subject to motivation.   The same euphoria or anger may 

affect such interpretations, which, unlike simple expectations, set precedents. To the extent that I 

excuse my choice, not let expected social opinion bother me, or look for a line distinguishing 

“isolated” traffic lights from others,  I have shifted my criteria for how much to take chances, 

what weight to give others’ opinions,  or whether to respond to regulations on a case basis. To 

the extent that this process itself seems to entail dangerous uncertainty, I may perceive the 

incentives to avoid it as facts: Failing to brake on yellow is dangerous, others’ opinions are 

crucial, traffic rules transcend the value of outcomes. 

 

In a model without the mechanism of conditioned responses, endogenous reward is a fiat 

currency, issued at will but subject to the risk of inflation-- dissipation of the appetite for this 

reward when the same kind is issued too often.  Arousable emotions and other endogenously 

rewarded processes are selected when a cue predicts sufficient appetite for them and good pacing 

to sustain them.  Such cues occasion these processes rather than unleashing them like reflexes.
 7

  

                                                           
7
 The emotional effectiveness of singular occasions may be experienced as a kind of factuality, 

more or less confounded with the factuality that comes from physical observation.  In the most 
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For instance, anger is not the most satisfying of emotions, but if a peasant in Elster’s account did 

not have good occasions for joy or pride, and indeed had urges for envy, anger might have been 

the best-paying activity.  However, anger would just support transient daydreams unless a few 

singular occasion for it stood out from all others.
8
  The greatest singularity usually comes from 

hard facts, but the scenario from a set of coincidences behind a paranoid rumor, for instance 

about brigands destroying crops, could perform the same service.  Once a single delusion was 

established, a change of cast from brigands to landlord nobles did not impair it.  A mob of 

neighbors embracing the rumor might put it over his threshold for belief-- and he over theirs, 

Ouija fashion-- and it might not matter that he had doubts about the evidentiary value of 

coincidences and mobs; the occasion would still stand out.  Here is a positive feedback cycle of 

motivated belief.  When the belief is also a personal rule—“resisting oppression is patriotic;” 

“landlords can’t be trusted”-- the feedback effect is stronger, for disbelief would represent a 

failed test case (Ainslie, 2009b, 2017). 

 

The strong motivation that supports enthusiasm, like romantic love, seems to come from 

occasions to throw caution to the winds.  People have learned to be habitually cautious with each 

other, and test each possible cooperation against the many scenarios in which it could go wrong.  

When a unique combination of factors seems to make this caution unnecessary, the heady sense 

of permission for all your pent-up wishes is what Elster reports for enthusiasts, and the poets 

report for lovers.  This perception of singularity must begin somewhere, of course, but need not 

start with the force of a trigger in the Pavlovian sense, which is what Elster is puzzled about.  

 

VII.    Urgency  
  

                                                                                                                                                                                           

conspicuous cases, remembered events are experienced again on their anniversaries, especially 

when the anniversary is a round number; original works of art are felt to be more “real” than 

exact copies; and placebos are effective in proportion to the expensiveness of the ingredients or 

the prestige of the healer. Even realistic beliefs get additional value by serving as occasions for 

emotional reward, as in the “drug effect” of money (Lea & Webley 2006).  Conversely, faced 

with unwelcome urges such as hypochondria, phobic anxiety, or a sense of being dirty, a person 

searches for a favorable interpretation of the situation – whether she can feel well, or safe, or 

clean. This interpretation cannot be arbitrary; wishes have little impact. She must choose her 

belief on the basis of “facts” that she discerns in events beyond her control – a pill given by a 

doctor, a lucky charm or safety signal, or a “scientific” disinfectant. The belief may even become 

stabilized as a personal rule: in effect, “I will not give in to panic or disgust when this signal is 

present.”   
8
 Here the important aspect is that imagination ad lib exhausts itself in premature payoffs. When 

one occasion for reward is as good as another, they will replace each other randomly, and the 

imagining will have the quality of a daydream. Conversely, if there is a single, relatively rare 

occasion that stands out from the others, it will make the corresponding imagination robust. The 

experience of such singularity may be much like that of having solved a puzzle or detected a fact 

of nature. The occasion in question will stand out from the common ruck of imaginings just as a 

fact stands out from a fantasy. 
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Elster has adopted this term to name a specific source of the tendency to act sooner rather than 

later.  It needs to be understood as narrower than the common usage, which includes extreme 

impatience, such as the urge to pull your hand away from a hot radiator.  It looks to me like it 

names the effort of using mental suppression to defer action.  I have argued that what gets called 

willpower may be either resolve—the product of intertemporal bargaining—or suppression—

moment-to-moment vigilance against a specific action (Ainslie, 2021).  Suppression is the more 

primitive, empathically evident in a dog awaiting its master’s fetch signal, but it is the one 

modeled in most laboratory tests of willpower (Friese et.al., 2018).  Suppression is costly 

because it ties up cognitive resources (Kurzban et.al., 2013). The supposed depletion of 

willpower by tedious tasks could be said to come from cumulative urgency.  I would say that the 

anguish of Kamikaze pilots came from this process raised to a power.   

 

I don’t know if Elster would count the motivation for sooner action that comes from a very 

different mechanism, the wish to harvest emotional reward before the emotion wanes.  People 

are often quite aware of emotional half-lives, and so may realistically seek, for instance, to 

retaliate before they are no longer mad, or satisfy curiosity about a question before they forget it.  

In a nearly analogous situation, I have often avoided dissipating sleepiness with caffeine so I can 

enjoy a nap.   

   

VIII.   Is this science? 

 

This article helps define a niche in motivational science that Elster has been developing for most 

of his career.  He has previously cast a net over the behavioral sciences (in which I include 

philosophy), the humanities, and history, including voices from the past—not just the canonical 

philosophers but also Emily Dickinson, John Donne, Stendhal, Montesquieu, Tocqueville, and 

especially Montaigne--.mining introspections and presenting them in a way that enables inter-

reader agreement. The subjectivist method has been called phenomenology, but as I understand 

it, the teaching of the original phenomenologists was to blank out generations of cultural 

assumptions and start with raw introspection (Crotty, 1996).  Elster’s approach is quite the 

opposite—examination of cultural statements in the belief that they often had a basis in personal 

observation 

 

The most important mental processes are subtle, even recursive—the self observing the self—

and at most tangentially accessible to controlled experiment.  But many people have observed 

these processes, in themselves, and many have written them down. Some behavioral scientists 

sniff at experiential evidence as "folk psychology." However, while common sense is suggestible 

at best and, as theory, almost always inconsistent and ad hoc, it is by far the largest body of 

human observations.  Elster wrote in Alchemies of the Mind (1999b), “With respect to an 

important subset of the emotions we can learn more from moralists, novelists, and playwrights 

than from the cumulative findings of scientific psychology...  Prescientific insights into the 

emotions are not simply superseded by modern psychology in the way natural philosophy has 

been superseded by physics.  Some men and women of the past have been superb students of 

human nature… There is no reason why one century out of twenty-five should have a privilege 

in wisdom and understanding” (p. 50).  In the conclusions of Explaining Social Behavior he 

names names and gives details (2015), the gist of which is that it is arrogant for experimentalists 

to dismiss observations that have not undergone their own certainly imperfect process of 
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sanitization.  Elster’s longstanding criticism has recently been validated by the meta-analytic 

finding that controlled experiments on cognitive phenomena have generally shown small effects 

and often failed of replication (Friese et.al., 2018; Hagger et.al., 2016; Simmons et.al., 2011).     

 

Behavioral science in the twentieth century mostly disregarded internally conflicting or 

inconsistent motives, seemingly on the assumption that, once contingencies of reward were clear, 

a person’s choice would be obvious.  However, this assumption was contradicted by the body of 

experiments that became known as prospect theory (Tversky & Kahneman, 1981).  These were 

simple procedures that usually consisted of tallies of paired introspections.  Subjects did not 

choose between actual medical treatments that could save 400 lives or lose 200, but merely 

expressed hypothetical preferences between them.  The situations were probably thought up in 

much the same way as Elster’s emotional triggers, but were then presented to convenience 

samples of subjects—mostly American students.  The empirical surveys were useful safeguards, 

of course, and sometimes have been revealed cultural differences in subject populations (Rieger 

et.al., 2011), but mostly could have been tested in the reader’s own introspection.
9
  Elster’s 

examples in his current proposal might well be testable in the manner of Kahneman and Tversky 

(“If you wanted revenge for a wrong, would you rather have it now or in a week…”), but it 

would be subject to many of the very distortions that he is writing about (“Revenge? Me?”), as 

well as requiring quite bit of self-awareness to begin with.  A dedicated experimentalist might 

say that the facts are thus un-knowable, but this would be to discard the high degree of inter-

subjective agreement I expect that his illustrations elicit—although an objection of Western 

cultural specificity could stand, just as in the case of game theory (Henrich et.al., 2010).  I don’t 

see how Elster’s eclectic method differs in kind from the linguist’s study of a native speaker (but 

see Love & Ansaldo, 2010).  It is a pillar of motivational science.  
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