
A Conceptua l  F r a m e w o r k fo r  Definin g Emotio n concept s 

Changqing Liu and Bo Zhang 
Departmen t  o f  Compute r  Scienc e an d Technology , 

Tsinghu a University , 
Beijing ,  China ,  10008 4 

Icq@s1000.cics.tsinghua.edu.c n 

T o approac h th e proble m o f  emotion ,  physiologist s conside r 
some physiologica l  measures ,  an d som e A I  researcher s 

propos e computationa l  processes .  Ye t  th e proble m remains . 
We m a y ask ,  ar e thes e thing s emotio n o r  emotional l  T o 
determin e wha t  emotio n is ,  w e must ,  first  o f  all ,  clarif y wha t 

i t  i s  mean t  b y "emotion" .  W e argu e tha t  actuall y th e concep t 
of  emotio n an d tha t  o f  desir e ar e on e an d th e same .  W h e n 
we ar e talkin g o f  thirst ,  fo r  instance ,  w e are ,  b y tha t  ver y 
token ,  talkin g o f  th e desir e t o drink .  Fo r  illustration ,  w e giv e 
some emotion s i n term s o f  th e notio n o f  desire : 

feelin g a n itch :  desirin g t o scratch ; 

feelin g col d (hot) :  desirin g t o wa r m (cool )  oneself ; 
feelin g o f  fear :  desirin g t o flee,  o r  escape ,  etc. ; 
feelin g o f  love :  desirin g t o b e with ; 
hate :  desirin g t o mak e someon e fee l  pain ,  die ,  etc. ; 

desirin g t o retaliat e agains t  someone . 
pai n (i n th e genera l  sens e o f  unpleasan t  feeling) : 

desiring ,  whe n P  ( a fac t  o r  a  stat e o f  affairs )  i s  true , 
t o d o somethin g a s a  resul t  o f  whic h P  wil l  no t  hold ; 
pleasure :  desirin g t o d o wha t  i s  bein g done . 

"Desirin g t o scratc h onesel f  (feelin g a n itch )  whe n on e i s 
doin g so "  i s a n instanc e o f  pleasure .  "Desirin g t o lyin g o n a 
beac h i n th e w a r m s u m whe n on e i s doin g so" ,  i s  anothe r 
instance .  Wher e ther e i s a  kin d o f  pleasure ,  ther e alway s 
exist s a  patter n o f  "desir e t o do.. .  when.. .  i s  bein g done" .  I n 
fact ,  th e concep t  o f  pleasur e i s jus t  constructe d ou t  o f  thi s 
behavio r  pattern .  Wit h th e definitio n o f  pleasure ,  th e 
account s fo r  aestheti c feelin g o f  beaut y an d aestheti c feelin g 
of  th e sublim e ar e give n i n thi s paper .  Ever y emotio n ca n b e 
define d b y characterizin g wha t  on e desire s t o d o whe n 
havin g th e emotion . 

By abstractio n from  th e case s typicall y considere d a s 
desires ,  w e obtai n a  typ e o f  formalis m o f  desire .  Wha t  i s 

meant  b y 'desire "  ca n b e characterize d b y P — ^ a readin g 
"wheneve r  P  i s satisfie d b y a  situation ,  th e actio n a  occurs" , 
P specifyin g a  se t  o f  situation s tha t  satisfie s it .  Th e actio n 
par t  a ,  whic h determine s wha t  actio n wil l  b e fired  i f  a 
situatio n satisfie s P ,  characterize s th e desire' s quality .  Th e 
conditio n par t  P  determine s a  desire' s intensity ;  if ,  roughl y 
speaking ,  Q  specifie s a  stronge r  conditio n t o b e me t  tha n R , 

the n R  ' '  > a i s  stronge r  tha n Q  ' '  >a .  A s well ,  thi s 
definitio n fo r  th e concep t  o f  intensit y o f  desir e i s obtaine d 
by th e abstractio n o f  wha t  i s  mean t  b y ".. .  (desire )  i s 
stronge r  tha n ..." .  Fo r  illustration ,  w e presen t  a n accoun t  o f 

th e intensit y o f  pleasur e yielde d whe n quenching .  W e 
demonstrate d tha t  th e relatio n "stronger "  thu s define d 

satisfie s 1 )  antireflexivity ,  2 )  antisymmetry ,  3)transitivity .  I t 

i s a  misconceptio n tha t  emotion s hav e magnitude s i n th e 
sens e i n whic h physica l  quantitie s have .  Thi s misconceptio n 

lead s peopl e t o vie w som e connecte d physica l  parameter s a s 
variable s modulatin g o r  indicating ,  directl y o r  indirectly ,  th e 
intensit y o f  emotion .  Th e situatio n P  m a y includ e th e 
interna l  state s o f  th e subject .  Fo r  example ,  whe n on e feel s 
hungry ,  on e migh t  tak e n o actio n t o ea t  eve n i f  som e foo d i s 
at  hand ,  i f  on e i s o n a  diet ;  onl y wit h th e hunge r  becomin g 
stron g enoug h on e woul d ea t  th e food . 

Our  pape r  demonstrate s h o w th e referent s o r  semanti c 
element s o f  mentalisti c term s coul d b e dismisse d withou t 
appealin g t o neuro n science ,  an d quantu m mechanic s a s 
well .  O n e migh t  agre e tha t  emotio n cause s desire ,  an d desir e 
cause s actio n tendenc y a s define d above ,  bu t  no t  agre e tha t 
the y ar e identical .  Behin d thi s positio n m a y b e th e dualism . 
As Searl e point s out ,  i t  i s  temptin g t o thin k tha t  wheneve r  A 
cause s B  ther e mus t  b e tw o discret e events ,  on e identifie d a s 
th e cause ,  th e othe r  identifie d a s th e effect ;  tha t  al l  causatio n 
function s i n th e sam e wa y a s billiar d ball s hittin g eac h other . 
Thi s crud e mode l  o f  th e causa l  relationship s betwee n th e 
brai n an d th e min d incline s u s t o accep t  som e kin d o f 
dualism .  Th e vie w underlyin g ou r  approac h t o meaning s o f 
thos e s o calle d semanti c primitive s i s  tha t  concept s ar e 
ultimatel y constructe d ou t  o f  th e regularitie s o f  observabl e 
behavior ,  a  vie w whic h ca n b e trace d bac k t o Ryle .  N o w w e 
shal l  giv e brie f  response s t o som e possibl e objection s t o ou r 
theory .  O n e objectio n migh t  b e tha t  fo r  emotio n (o r  desire ) 
i s th e menta l  i t  canno t  b e define d i n non-menta l  terms . 
Reply :  Intelligenc e onc e wa s though t  a s th e mental .  Anothe r 
objectio n migh t  b e tha t  ther e ar e som e emotion s whic h ar e 
not  clearl y define d b y a  particula r  desire ;  fo r  example , 
"excitement" .  Ou r  answe r  is :  Yes ,  bu t  aestheti c feelin g o f 
beauty ,  aestheti c feelin g o f  sublim e an d pleasur e ar e suc h 
emotion s too .  W h e n on e experience s excitement ,  on e 
experience s a  pleasur e an d a t  th e sam e tim e senses ,  say , 
one' s hear t  pounding ,  th e latte r  o f  which ,  sensing ,  i s  n o 
emotion .  I n fact ,  ou r  thesi s ca n b e state d a s tha t  a n feelin g i s 
calle d "emotion "  i f  an d onl y i t  contain s desires .  W e woul d 
prefe r  tha t  ou r  theor y i s considere d a s a  theor y o f  meanin g 
rathe r  tha n o f  emotion ,  i f  i t  i s  considere d extreme . 
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