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Abstract:Contempt is typically studied as a uniquely human moral emotion. However, this approach has yielded inconclusive results. We
argue this is because the folk affect concept “contempt” has been inaccurately mapped onto basic affect systems. “Contempt” has features
that are inconsistent with a basic emotion, especially its protracted duration and frequently cold phenomenology. Yet other features are
inconsistent with a basic attitude. Nonetheless, the features of “contempt” functionally cohere. To account for this, we revive and
reconfigure the sentiment construct using the notion of evolved functional specialization. We develop the Attitude–Scenario–Emotion
(ASE) model of sentiments, in which enduring attitudes represent others’ social-relational value and moderate discrete emotions
across scenarios. Sentiments are functional networks of attitudes and emotions. Distinct sentiments, including love, respect, like, hate,
and fear, track distinct relational affordances, and each is emotionally pluripotent, thereby serving both bookkeeping and
commitment functions within relationships. The sentiment contempt is an absence of respect; from cues to others’ low efficacy, it
represents them as worthless and small, muting compassion, guilt, and shame and potentiating anger, disgust, and mirth. This
sentiment is ancient yet implicated in the ratcheting evolution of human ultrasocialty. The manifolds of the contempt network,
differentially engaged across individuals and populations, explain the features of “contempt,” its translatability, and its variable
experience as “hot” or “cold,” occurrent or enduring, and anger-like or disgust-like. This rapprochement between psychological
anthropology and evolutionary psychology contributes both methodological and empirical insights, with broad implications for
understanding the functional and cultural organization of social affect.
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1. Introduction

Contempt contributes to many of the challenges confront-
ing a globalizing world, including human rights abuses such
as slavery, human trafficking, and sexual exploitation;
intractable ethnic conflicts attended by displacement and
genocide; intolerance of diversity and minority voices;
and insoluble political divisions sustained by disparagement
and obstructionism. On a more intimate scale, contempt
may be the best predictor of divorce (Gottman & Levenson
1992), and it animates both parties during breaches of com-
munity expectations (Rozin et al. 1999). Understanding the
causes, consequences, and cures for contempt is a critical
problem with clear applications. Yet, contempt is an
enigma, empirically and theoretically neglected relative to
comparable affective phenomena (Haidt 2003). What
data there are raise more questions than they answer. We

seek to fill these lacunae by challenging the paradigmatic
assumptions of modern contempt research, with broad
implications for understanding the functional and cultural
organization of affect.

1.1. “A special case”

The modern contempt literature crystallized around the
debate over basic emotions in social psychology. Ekman
and Friesen (1986) famously showed that college students
in 10 cultures select translations of “contempt” to label a
distinct facial expression, the unilateral lip curl. For many
scholars, this elevated contempt to the pantheon of basic
emotions; a complex “contempt” concept was designated
a universal human emotion with evolved design features,
including rapid onset and brief duration (Ekman 1992a).
The apparent absence of evidence of the unilateral lip
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curl in nonhuman primates suggested that contempt may
even be uniquely human (Ekman & Friesen 1986).
Ekman and Friesen’s (1986) provocative claims largely

defined the focus of subsequent contempt research.
While their study occasioned critiques (Izard & Haynes
1988; Russell 1991a; 1991c; 1991d) and replies thereto
(Ekman & Friesen 1988; Ekman et al. 1991), the initial
contempt-as-emotion thesis remains ubiquitous. Dominat-
ing the relatively small contempt literature (Haidt 2003),
numerous studies have explored the form and universality
of contempt expressions (Alvarado & Jameson 1996;
Haidt & Keltner 1999; Matsumoto 2005; Matsumoto &
Ekman 2004; Rosenberg & Ekman 1995; Rozin et al.
1999; Wagner 2000). Debates in this literature have
largely concerned methodological details, the empirical
strength of emotion–expression correspondence, or the
specific assumptions of the basic emotions approach, not
contempt’s status as an emotion. Studies on the anteced-
ents and consequences of contempt have likewise
assumed that “contempt” refers to a discrete emotion

similar in kind to anger and disgust (e.g., Fischer &
Roseman 2007; Hutcherson & Gross 2011; Laham et al.
2010; Rozin et al. 1999). Some authors have questioned
whether “contempt” picks out a psychological primitive.
Prinz (2007), for example, argues that contempt is a
blend of disgust and anger, while others (e.g., Cottrell &
Neuberg 2005; S. Fiske et al. 2002) see contempt as super-
ordinate to, or synonymous with, these other emotions.
These studies maintain that contempt is a prototypical
emotion, albeit not a basic one.
The contempt-as-emotion literature has produced

inconclusive, even perplexing, results. Contempt is not
uniquely associated with the unilateral lip curl but is associ-
ated with a range of facial, postural, and behavioral expres-
sions, including a neutral face (Izard & Haynes 1988;
Wagner 2000). The relationship of contempt to anger and
disgust remains elusive and is aptly described as “nebulous”
(Hutcherson & Gross 2011). In empirical studies, con-
tempt is often explicitly collapsed with other putative emo-
tions, such as disgust and hate (e.g., Cuddy et al. 2007;
Mackie et al. 2000), making clean inferences difficult.
Complicating matters, some results suggest that English-
speaking participants are confused, or at least in disagree-
ment, as to the meaning of the term “contempt” (Haidt
& Keltner 1999; Matsumoto 2005). Other documented
properties of contempt are altogether anomalous for an
emotion, basic or otherwise: Contempt has a relatively
enduring, even indefinite, time course (Fischer &
Roseman 2007; Hutcherson & Gross 2011), and it can be
phenomenologically “cold,” or distinctly unemotional
(Haidt 2003; Izard 1977; Miller 1997). Confronted with
such results, Rosenberg and Ekman (1995) characterized
contempt as a “special case” among putative basic emo-
tions, nevertheless maintaining the underlying contempt-
as-emotion thesis.
Here we develop a novel approach to contempt that

challenges the contempt-as-emotion thesis, as well as exist-
ing alternatives, including the contempt-as-attitude
approach (Frijda 1986; Mason 2003), and those that
would altogether deny the existence of any natural kind
contempt (e.g., L. F. Barrett 2006a). Each of these
approaches has merits, but each leaves some evidence
unexplained. Our perspective integrates them, explaining
extant data and opening novel directions for future
inquiry. We use contempt as a case study to develop a
broader argument about the evolved architecture of basic
affect systems and the patterning of folk affect concepts.

1.2. Folk affect concepts and basic affect systems

We begin with three premises. First, we distinguish between
cultural representations of affective phenomena and the
underlying behavior regulation systems of affect, that is,
folk affect concepts, such as emotion terms and ethnopsycho-
logical theories, and basic affect systems, neurocognitive
“survival circuits” (LeDoux 2012) with phylogenetic legacies
far deeper than human language and symbolic capacities
(Darwin 1872/1955; Fessler & Gervais 2010; Panksepp
1998; Parr et al. 2007). Basic affect systems are built from
“core affect” (Russell 2003) and other domain-general
core systems (L. F. Barrett 2013), but they evince higher-
level evolved design for solving particular adaptive problems
(Cosmides & Tooby 2000; Kragel & LaBar 2013; Nesse
1990; see also H. C. Barrett 2012). Folk affect concepts
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need not correspond to these discrete functional systems
(Scarantino 2009). Emotion language has many uses,
being performative and political as much as veridical of
experience (Besnier 1990; Lutz & Abu-Lughod 1990;
Sabini & Silver 2005), and folk affect concepts can dissociate
from basic affect systems; some cultures lack words for
coherent emotional experiences, whereas some gloss
several distinct experiences with one word (Breugelmans &
Poortinga 2006; Fessler 2004; Haslam & Bornstein 1996;
Levy 1973). “Contempt” is a folk affect concept. Much
research on contempt is research on the term “contempt”
and its particular meanings and uses for English speakers.
This has frequently been equated with investigating the
nature of contempt, a putative basic affect system. Recogniz-
ing this slippage and distinguishing these projects constitute
a first step in resolving ambiguity in the contempt literature.
Here, we use quotation marks to indicate folk affect concepts
(e.g., “contempt”), and italics for basic affect systems (e.g.,
contempt); the folk meanings of the latter terms serve only
as intuitive anchors and do not delimit functional hypotheses
about the postulated systems so labeled.

Second, a theory of the computational architecture of
basic affect systems is needed to explain individual and
population variation in the content of folk affect concepts,
including “contempt.” Although basic affect systems and
folk affect concepts dissociate, their relationship is not arbi-
trary. The contents of folk affect concepts derive in part
from temporal and causal contingencies in embodied emo-
tional experience (L. F. Barrett 2006b; Lyon 1996; Nieden-
thal 2008; Russell 1991a; White 2000). Such experience is
patterned by basic affect systems interacting with local
threats and opportunities, mediated by cultural resources
for appraisal and affect regulation (Markus & Kitayama
1994; Mesquita & Frijda 1992). Although the content of
folk affect concepts is fluid with respect to underlying net-
works of basic affect systems (Haslam & Bornstein 1996),
that content should vary predictably with the engagement
of basic affect systems by social and ecological processes –
for example, by the frequencies and local meanings of
emotion-evoking events. By specifying the underlying net-
works of basic affect systems, and considering the social,
ecological, and historical contexts in which these systems
operate, one can potentially explain the unique constella-
tions of meanings associated with folk affect concepts
(Lutz & White 1986), as well as changes and variation in
their content across time and space. Unpacking the
network of basic affect systems underlying “contempt” is
the central goal of this article.

Finally, it is possible to develop constructive hypotheses
about the functional architecture of basic affect systems.
While concepts such as “emotion” and “affect” invoke
folk affect concepts (Lutz 1988; Russell 1991a), basic
affect systems need not be defined using the everyday
content of such concepts (Royzman et al. 2005; see also
Fehr & Russell 1984). As in adaptationist approaches to
the emotions (e.g., Cosmides & Tooby 2000; Nesse & Ells-
worth 2009), evolutionary, functional, and comparative
considerations can guide the stipulation of basic affect
systems and provide grounded criteria for predicting and
evaluating their existence (Darwin 1872/1955; Fessler &
Gervais 2010). Analytic tools include reverse engineering
observed phenomena to determine potential function;
task analysis of proposed functions to predict design fea-
tures; consideration of ancestral adaptive problems to

predict additional features; cross-species comparison to dis-
tinguish conserved and derived features; and ontogenetic
and cross-cultural data on developmental canalization and
phenotypic plasticity. Increasingly, the functional organiza-
tion of proximate neural systems can also be interrogated.
We use these tools synergistically in inferring the form
and functions of contempt.

1.3. Contempt as a sentiment

Taking inspiration from an early and largely forgotten liter-
ature in social psychology, we argue that contempt is most
profitably understood neither as a discrete emotion, nor as
an attitude, but as a sentiment: a functional network of dis-
crete emotions moderated across situations by an attitudi-
nal representation of another person (McDougall 1937;
Shand 1920; Stout 1903; see also Frijda et al. 1991;
Scherer 2005). “Sentiment” once vied with “attitude” to
be the “main foundation of all social psychology” (see
Allport 1935). Sentiments were thought to differ from atti-
tudes in important ways, being more concrete in their
object, more enduring, more consciously accessible, and
hierarchically organized. Most importantly, sentiments
were recognized as emotionally pluripotent, moderating a
range of emotions vis-à-vis their object across situations.
The paradigmatic sentiment is love, which “cannot be
reduced to a single compound feeling; it must organize a
number of different emotional dispositions capable of
evoking in different situations the appropriate behavior”
(Shand 1920, p. 56); that is, under different scenarios,
love leads to joy, contentment, compassion, anxiety,
sadness, anger, and guilt (Royzman et al. 2005; Shaver
et al. 1996; Storm & Storm 2005; see also Lutz 1988).
Other candidate sentiments include liking, hate, fear,
and, we will argue, respect, an absence of which defines
the sentiment contempt. Contempt thus constitutes a
case study in the deep structure of social affect, the
largely neglected architecture of emotions underlying the
regulation of social relationships.
We theorize three kinds of basic affect systems, defined

by their distinct forms and social-relational functions: atti-
tudes, identified as enduring affective valuations that repre-
sent relational value; emotions, identified as occurrent
affective reactions that mobilize relational behavior; and
sentiments, identified as higher-level functional networks
of attitudes and emotions that serve critical bookkeeping
(Aureli & Schaffner 2002; Evers et al. 2014) and commit-
ment (Fessler & Quintelier 2013; A. P. Fiske 2002;
Gonzaga et al. 2001) functions within social relationships.
These systems interface through affect, a representational
format for information about value (Tooby et al. 2008).
Affect is a “feeling” component of emotions and a represen-
tational currency of attitudes. Through affect, emotions
update attitudes towards particular people, whereas atti-
tudes moderate emotions across situations; sentiments are
the attitude–emotion networks that emerge from these
interactions. The functional organization of these systems,
engaged by local social and cultural processes, helps
explain the variable patterning of folk affect concepts.
In our account, “contempt” is a folk affect concept

anchored by a sentiment, contempt. This sentiment, like
hate, is a “syndrome of episodic dispositions” (Royzman
et al. 2005, p. 23), the function of which inheres in
linking perceived relationship value to emotion moderation
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across contexts.Contempt specifically represents another as
having low intrinsic relational value as cued by his or her
practical or moral inefficacy and expendability, and it
entails devaluing and diminishing that person. Contempt
moderates diverse emotions across contexts, potentiating
anger, disgust, and mirth, while muting compassion, guilt,
and shame. These emotions implement relational behaviors
that are, ceteris paribus, adaptive vis-à-vis someone of low
value, including intolerance, indifference, and exploitation.
By hypothesis, the breadth and variation in the meaning

of “contempt” derives from the manifolds of this functional
network in interaction with individual and cultural differ-
ences. Across varying time-scales, from psychology experi-
ments to cultural change, the meaning of “contempt” is
fluid with respect to which aspects of this functional
network are salient: the “hot” emotions of anger and
disgust, “cold” indifference to another’s suffering or victim-
ization, or the enduring core representation of another’s
worthlessness and inferiority. The American English “con-
tempt” concept has likely come to emphasize emotion dis-
positions such as anger and disgust at the expense of a
hypocognized (Levy 1984) representational core, as this
sentiment has become increasingly morally objectionable
in a so-called “dignity culture” (see Leung & Cohen 2011).
This framework explains the coherence of the various

features ascribed to “contempt” in the literature – it is
hot and cold, occurrent and enduring, translatable yet
varying, with a range of expressive avenues across situa-
tions. The contempt-as-sentiment approach illustrates
how evaluative sentiments invite spurious study as basic
emotions, producing inconsistent results. More generally,
our approach revives the sentiment construct, foreground-
ing the reciprocal functional relationship of attitudes and
emotions and thereby bridging their mutually isolated

literatures. This elucidates the patterning of affect in
social relationships and the grounded pathways traveled
by folk affect concepts across cultures and over the
course of sociolinguistic change. Our argument is a rap-
prochement between evolutionary psychology and psycho-
logical anthropology for the sake of understanding a
biologically cultural species.

2. The features of “contempt”

Modern research on contempt generally involves charac-
terizing the folk affect concept of “contempt” and its
nearest translations in other languages. Examining this
research and characterizing the patterning of the “con-
tempt” concept, including its use by contempt scholars,
provide clues to the underlying architecture of basic
affect systems. We adduce from the literature eight fea-
tures of “contempt” (see Table 1). These features cannot
be fully accounted for by existing theories, motivating our
mapping of “contempt” onto a sentiment.

2.1. Contempt is intentional or about an object

Contempt is directed toward a particular object or class
thereof (Frijda 1986). Unlike disgust (e.g., Wheatley &
Haidt 2005) and anger (e.g., DeSteno et al. 2004), con-
tempt appears not to be susceptible to priming or misattri-
bution (e.g., Tapias et al. 2007). Contempt “tags” others
(Fessler & Haley 2003; Hutcherson & Gross 2011), inher-
ing in representations of them more than in a systemic
mode of operation in the perceiver.

Table 1. Eight features of “contempt,” documented or argued for in the literature, that a complete theory of “contempt” must explain

Eight features of “contempt” Supporting References

1. Intentional, or about an object Hutcherson & Gross (2011); Mason (2003)
2. An enduring evaluation of a person, anchored by character
attributions

Fischer & Roseman (2007); Hutcherson & Gross (2011)

3. Follows from cues to another’s low relational value, such as norm
violations, incompetence, personal transgressions, and out-group
position

Caprariello et al. (2009): Fischer & Roseman (2007); Hutcherson &
Gross (2011); Laham et al. (2010); Rozin et al. (1999)

4. Entails loss of respect and status diminution Haidt (2003); Hutcherson & Gross (2011); Miller (1997); Sternberg
(2003a)

5. Creates “cold” indifference through diminished interest and
muted prosocial emotions

Dubreuil (2010); Haidt (2003); Izard (1977); Rozin (1999);
Sternberg (2003a)

6. Associated with “anger” and “disgust,” which are among the
proximate causes, concomitants, and outcomes of “contempt”

Alvarado & Jameson (1996); Ekman et al. (1987); Fischer &
Roseman (2007); Frijda et al. (1989); Hutcherson & Gross
(2011); Laham et al. (2010); Mackie et al. (2000); Marzillier &
Davey (2004); Rozin et al. (1999); Shaver et al. (1987); Smith &
Ellsworth (1985); Storm & Storm (1987)

7. Can be expressed in many ways, including non-facial modalities Alvarado & Jameson (1996); Darwin (1872/1955); Ekman &
Friesen (1986); Ekman et al. (1987); Izard and Haynes (1988);
Matsumoto & Ekman (2004); Rozin et al. (1994); Wagner (2000);
and various ethnographic accounts (see Section 2.7 in the target
article)

8. Leads to intolerance, exclusion, and relationship dissolution Fischer & Roseman (2007); Gottman & Levenson (1992); Mackie
et al. (2000)
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2.2. Contempt is an enduring evaluation

Contempt entails a relatively enduring change in feeling
toward its object (Sternberg 2003a). Fischer and
Roseman (2007) found that contempt increased over a
period of days, with short-term anger giving way to
longer-term contempt. Hutcherson and Gross’ (2011) par-
ticipants explained the undesirability of being an object of
contempt in terms of its duration or difficulty of resolution
relative to both anger and moral disgust. Many investigators
(e.g., Mason 2003) hold that contempt is anchored by
enduring attributions about character traits; Roseman
(2001) distinguishes anger and contempt according to
their appraised problem types, where that underlying con-
tempt is intrinsic to the person appraised.

2.3. Contempt follows from cues to low relational value

A number of antecedents have been associated with con-
tempt. These include violations of community expectations
(Laham et al. 2010; Rozin et al. 1999), incompetence
(Hutcherson & Gross 2011), immorality (S. Fiske et al.
2002), badness of character (Fischer & Roseman 2007;
Smith & Ellsworth 1985), and out-group or minority
status (Brewer 1999; Izard 1977; Mackie et al. 2000), espe-
cially when perceived competition, superiority, and in-
group strength pertain (Caprariello et al. 2009). These
causes have in common that the targeted actor or group
is a low-value or even worthless relationship partner
(Fessler & Haley 2003). This may follow from their unpre-
dictability, unreliability, inefficacy, incompetence, impov-
erishment, incompatibility, or replaceability.

2.4. Contempt entails loss of respect and status
diminution

Following from another’s cues to low relationship value,
contempt emerges as a two-part representation: respect is
lost (Haidt 2003; Laham et al. 2010), and the other is
viewed as beneath oneself (Keltner et al. 2006; Miller
1997; Smith 2000; Wagner 2000). Whereas respect for an
other follows from efficacy and competence (Wojciszke
et al. 2009), contempt follows from their absence (Hutch-
erson & Gross 2011). Whereas respect involves “looking
up to” someone (A. P. Fiske 1991), contempt involves
“looking down on” someone (Miller 1997), even seeing
the person as less than human (Haslam 2006; Leyens
et al. 2007; Sternberg 2003a). Contrary to claims that con-
tempt blends anger and disgust, of the three, only con-
tempt is empirically associated with feelings of superiority
(Hutcherson & Gross 2011).

2.5. Contempt creates “cold” indifference

Authors frequently refer to contempt and its concomitants
as "cold," a polysemous folk metaphor. One meaning of
"cold" refers to the absence of intense qualia in contempt,
in contrast to the "hot" experience of anger or disgust
(Haidt 2003; Rozin et al. 1999). Another meaning of
"cold" refers to the absence of empathic concern and
"warm" prosocial emotions in contempt (Dubreuil 2010;
Haidt 2003; Mason 2003). Participants appear to blend
these two facets when reporting relatively cool sensations

associated with contempt (Nummenmaa et al. 2014).
Nonetheless, Frijda et al. (1989) found that “contempt”
events are associated with “boiling inwardly” (see also
Fischer 2011); below, we explain how contempt may some-
times involve this experience.

2.6. Contempt is associated with anger and disgust

In studies with various probes and outcome measures, con-
tempt clusters primarily with anger and secondarily with
disgust (Alvarado & Jameson 1996; 2002; Frijda et al.
1989; Rozin et al. 1994; 1999; Shaver et al. 1987; Smith
& Ellsworth 1985), although some researchers report the
reverse (Ekman et al. 1987; Nummenmaa et al. 2014;
Storm & Storm 1987). Many stimuli or situations simulta-
neously evoke contempt with anger or disgust (Fischer &
Roseman 2007; Hutcherson & Gross 2011; Laham et al.
2010; Mackie et al. 2000; Marzillier & Davey 2004; Rozin
et al. 1999; Tapias et al. 2007), and the display of disgust
is among the behaviors associated with contempt (Fischer
& Roseman 2007). Contempt and disgust are considered
together most commonly because both are associated
with action tendencies to exclude or avoid another person
(S. Fiske et al. 2002; Mackie et al. 2000). Others have con-
sidered anger, disgust, and contempt together because all
three are “other-condemning” and motivate hostility
(Haidt 2003; Izard 1977; Sternberg 2003a). Many authors
argue that contempt either is a form of anger or disgust
or is built from them (e.g., S. Fiske et al. 2002; Lazarus
1991; Ortony et al. 1988; Prinz 2007).

2.7. Contempt has many expressions

In studies of facial expressions, the term “contempt” consis-
tently produces low agreement across subjects (Matsumoto
& Ekman 2004; Russell 1991c; 1991d; Wagner 2000). The
term has been associated with the canonical expressions for
both “anger” (Alvarado & Jameson 1996; Rozin et al. 1994)
and “disgust” (Ekman et al. 1987). “Contempt” is also
chosen to label a neutral expression in the absence of a
“neutral” label choice (Wagner 2000). “Contempt” is the
predominant label chosen for the unilateral lip curl
(Ekman & Friesen 1986; Matsumoto & Ekman 2004),
but “anger” and “disgust” are also often chosen (Haidt &
Keltner 1999; Matsumoto 2005; Russell 1991c; 1991d); in
free response, this expression is rarely labeled “contempt”
(Alvarado & Jameson 1996; Ekman & Friesen 1986;
Haidt & Keltner 1999; Matsumoto & Ekman 2004;
Russell 1991d). The unilateral lip curl is linked to the
kinds of situations that elicit contempt (Matsumoto &
Ekman 2004; Rozin et al. 1999), but “contempt” is rarely
used to label these situations in free-response tasks. This
is not due to unfamiliarity with the term (Wagner 2000),
but may be due to uncertainty regarding its meaning
(Haidt & Keltner 1999; Matsumoto 2005; Rosenberg &
Ekman 1995).
Beyond facial expressions, research links contempt with

a downward gaze and tilted-back head, postures associated
with dominance displays and assertions of superiority in
animals (see Darwin 1872/1955; Izard & Haynes 1988;
also Frijda 1986). In addition to linking contempt to a non-
human snarl reminiscent of the unilateral lip curl, Darwin
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foregrounded derisive laughter and turning away as expres-
sions of contempt associated with the other’s insignificance
(see also Fischer 2011; Roseman et al. 1994).
In the ethnographic literature, numerous behaviors and

expressions that show a lack of respect are parochially inter-
preted as indexing contempt, including ignoring others
(e.g., Turnbull 1962), throwing sand at them (e.g.,
Thomas 1914), spitting at or near them (e.g., Handy &
Pukui 1953), swearing at them (e.g., Campbell 1964), stick-
ing one’s tongue or lips out at them (e.g., Pierson 1967),
and displaying one’s buttocks or genitalia to them (e.g.,
Archer 1984). In American English, “contempt of court”
refers to disregarding the rules, etiquette, or orders of a
court of law (Goldfarb 1961). Contempt is often inferred
from disrespectful, irreverent behavior.

2.8. Contempt leads to intolerance, exclusion, and
relationship dissolution

Contempt is associated with diverse action tendencies; it
has been classed among the “appraisal dominant” emo-
tions, meaning that it can be better predicted from ante-
cedent appraisals than from consequent action readiness
(Frijda et al. 1989). Nonetheless, the motivations and
action tendencies associated with contempt have usually
been characterized as rejection and exclusion (Fischer &
Roseman 2007; Frijda 1986; Roseman et al. 1994). Retro-
spectively reported contempt events are associated with
the goals of social exclusion, coercion, derogation, rejec-
tion, and verbal attack (Fischer & Roseman 2007). A com-
posite of “contempt” and “disgust” partially mediates
reported willingness to move away from an out-group,
while anger mediates willingness to move against
(Mackie et al. 2000). More broadly, contempt may serve
to reduce interaction with those who cannot contribute
to the group (Hutcherson & Gross 2011), leading to
mockery, exclusion, and ostracism (Dubreuil 2010).
Haidt (2003) argues that “contempt motivates neither
attack nor withdrawal” (p. 858), instead pervading later
interactions, diminishing prosocial emotions, and leading
to mockery or disregard (see also Miller 1997). Consonant
with these motivational and behavioral outcomes, an
important consequence of contempt is relationship disso-
lution (Fischer & Roseman 2007). Famously, contempt
is one of the “four horsemen of the apocalypse” in predict-
ing divorce (Gottman & Levenson 1992). Finally, con-
tempt is implicated in some of the most heinous of
human behaviors. Sternberg (2003a) suggests that con-
tempt plays a role in propaganda campaigns designed to
foment hate, and implicates contempt in the calculated
massacres of Hutus, Jews, and Armenians (see also Izard
1977).

3. What “contempt” is not

The eight features of the folk affect concept “contempt”
demand explanation. Why do they cohere? How is it that
they show regularities across populations despite frustrat-
ing researchers with low consensus across participants?
Several existing approaches offer explanations to these
questions. However, none of them explains the full
feature set of “contempt” and its translations. As existing

theories cannot adequately account for these features, we
offer a novel explanation below.

3.1. “Contempt” is not a basic emotion

One explanatory approach, exemplified by Ekman and
Friesen (1986), maps the folk affect concept “contempt”
onto a basic emotion, contempt. This is the approach, at
least implicitly, of most contempt researchers (e.g.,
Fischer & Roseman 2007; Hutcherson & Gross 2011;
Rozin et al. 1999). A related approach, which does not
assume basic emotions, maps “contempt” onto an emer-
gent yet cross-culturally salient “modal emotion” sensu
appraisal theorists such as Scherer (2009; see also
Colombetti 2009).
Although contempt evinces features of a prototypical

emotion profile, including elicitors, phenomenological con-
comitants, and motivational and expressive outcomes, other
features of contempt do not sit comfortably within a basic
emotion or appraisal theory approach: Contempt is a rela-
tively enduring representation rather than a fleeting occur-
rent response; it shows no evidence of diffuse systemic
effects, as in priming or misattribution; it often involves a
marked absence of emotion, as in “cold” indifference to
another’s suffering or threat; and its expressions are
diverse across contexts. Despite important cross-cultural
regularities (Ekman & Friesen 1986; Haidt & Keltner
1999; Rozin et al. 1999), agreement on the meaning of
“contempt” is also uniquely low for a putative basic
emotion (Rosenberg & Ekman 1995). “Contempt” does
not map cleanly onto a natural kind emotion.

3.2. “Contempt” is not an attitude

Another approach proposes that “contempt” is an attitude
of indifference or rejection towards an object, person,
place, or idea viewed as having low value (Frijda 1986;
Mason 2003). In standard frameworks, attitudes are like
emotions in that they are intentional, or about particular
objects, but longer lasting – emotions are fleeting responses
in context, whereas attitudes are enduring representations
(Clore & Schnall 2005) that involve little arousal (Russell
& Barrett 1999). The structure of attitudes is generally
thought to include affective representations (e.g., preju-
dice), cognitive representations (e.g., stereotypes), and
behaviors (e.g., discrimination) (see Breckler 1984; Eagly
& Chaiken 1993; Rosenberg & Hovland 1960). These
three channels are themselves treated as equally evaluative
and unidimensional: from like to dislike, from good to bad,
and from approach to avoidance, respectively.
This account could explain why contempt is often devoid

of emotional arousal, and how it moderates relational
behavior across time and situations. However, current atti-
tude theory cannot account for the emotional texture of
contempt. The attitude literature is largely isolated from
the emotion literature and investigates global evaluations
lacking the diverse emotional and behavioral outcomes of
contempt. In contrast to the affectively neutral concomi-
tants of indifference, the associations between contempt
and anger and disgust remain opaque on the attitudinal
account (Fischer 2011).
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3.3. “Contempt” is not an untethered construction

Yet another approach to “contempt” could be developed
that assumes neither discrete basic emotions nor attitudes.
Although they have not been applied to “contempt,” psy-
chological constructionist theories of emotion offer one
option. According to one prominent constructionist
theory, the Conceptual Act Model (L. F. Barrett 2006b;
Lindquist 2013; see also Russell 2003), the features of “con-
tempt” should hang together only because that natural lan-
guage term chunks the otherwise continuous stream of
“core affect” – that is, valence and arousal – into a concep-
tual schema that integrates concomitant processes across
these and other “core systems.” On this account, there is
no unifying feature of experience that characterizes all
cases of contempt; those affective experiences labeled as
tokens of contempt vary widely in their specific features,
and individuals and populations vary in their prototypical
“contempt” concepts. This approach could account for var-
iation in the meaning of “contempt,” while providing scope
for the enduring time course of “contempt” tokens.

In a psychological constructionist approach, a word such
as “contempt” is necessary to anchor the coherence of the
features categorized as a single emotion; without this
anchor for statistical learning, there is only the continuous
stream of core affect. However, this or comparable words
do not appear necessary for experiencing together the fea-
tures of “contempt.” In a study of anger, Fridhandler and
Averill (1982) found that unresolved anger towards a for-
merly valued relationship partner, dispositional attributions
of their shortcomings, and low estimation of the other’s
value and character were associated with having “less
need or affection for the offender” and a “cooling of the
relationship with the instigator.” Although these results
closely parallel those of Fischer and Roseman (2007) for
“contempt,” the word was never used as a prompt. Simi-
larly, the unilateral lip curl is associated with the same
kinds of eliciting situations as “contempt,” yet without
using that word as a prompt (Matsumoto & Ekman 2004;
Rozin et al. 1999). In addition, as we will detail below,
the features of “contempt” cohere as a dispositional social
stance in clinical primary psychopathy, suggesting that
their co-occurrence is far from arbitrary. Finally, a con-
structionist approach has trouble explaining the translat-
ability of “contempt” across diverse populations (e.g.,
Ekman & Friesen 1986). The features of “contempt”
appear to functionally stick together even without that
word acting as conceptual glue.

The features of “contempt” are not merely a conceptual
construction around core affect. They also approximate
neither a basic emotion nor an attitude. Nonetheless,
each of these approaches has merit. The basic emotions
approach highlights the motivational and expressive com-
ponents of contempt. The attitude approach can account
for the object specificity and durability of contempt. And
a constructionist approach is necessary to understand how
basic affect systems might manifest as folk affect concepts.
Synthesizing these perspectives, we argue that the features
of “contempt” are aspects of an underlying sentiment: a
functional network of diverse basic emotions moderated
by an attitudinal representation of a person. This network
evinces statistical regularities across disparate emotional
and behavioral outcomes anchored by a common attitudi-
nal core. On this account, the major limitation of the

discrete emotions paradigm in the affective sciences is
not the assumption of evolved design at a higher level
than “core affect” (see L. F. Barrett 2006a); it is the under-
appreciation of an even higher level of functional organiza-
tion across discrete emotions in the service of social
relationship regulation.

4. Sentiments and the structure of folk affect
concepts

4.1. Sentiments

A higher level of functional design among emotions was
appreciated a century ago by British social psychologists
exploring consistency in individual personalities and
values, despite variable behavior across contexts, that is,
“character” (McDougall 1933; Shand 1920; Stout 1903).
Shand (1920) distinguished three levels of character:
instincts, or simple embodied impulses; primary emotions,
or systems of instincts that organize particular behaviors;
and sentiments, which organize and direct emotions
across situations with respect to particular relational
objects. Sentiments were enduring dispositions to
respond emotionally towards their objects in ways consis-
tent with the value of that object. Love and hate were pro-
totypical sentiments; they potentiated happiness, anger,
fear, and sadness in quite opposite, yet appropriate, situa-
tions, to preserve or destroy their objects, respectively.
For Shand, these primary emotions shared the “innate
bond” (p. 42) of a sentiment toward a particular object.
Despite being hailed as “the main foundation of all social

psychology” (McDougall 1933, as quoted in Allport 1935,
p. 807), the sentiment construct fell from use (though see
Heider 1958). Sentiments were contrasted with “attitudes”
(see, e.g., Cattell 1940; McDougall 1937), which, following
Allport (1935), were embraced by American social psychol-
ogy. The abstractness and generality of the attitude con-
struct likely helped it gain wider use, especially in
experimental studies of impersonal attitudes towards ste-
reotypes, products, and political positions. Other reasons
for the waning of “sentiment” likely included behaviorist
opposition to the “hormic” teleology of sentiments;
greater reliance on unpopular evolutionary (especially
Lamarckian) reasoning by proponents; and associations
with discredited, yet logically distinct, theories of parapsy-
chology and eugenics (see, e.g., Asprem 2010).
Below, we remodel the sentiment construct in line with

the modern tenet of evolved functional specialization
(H. C. Barrett & Kurzban 2006). Doing so resolves
debates about both the structure of social affect and the
sources of variation in folk affect concepts, “contempt”
included, thereby both organizing a large body of existing
findings and generating discriminant predictions.

4.2. The Attitude–Scenario–Emotion (ASE) model of
sentiments

We propose the Attitude–Scenario–Emotion (ASE) model
of sentiments (see Table 2). This model specifically
addresses social affect, emphasizing the adaptive problems
of social relationship regulation (Fessler & Haley 2003;
A. P. Fiske 2002). We leave open the potential generality
of this model for non-social affect. The model includes
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three kinds of basic affect systems distinguished by their
forms and functions: attitudes, emotions, and sentiments.
In our model, attitudes are enduring yet tentative

representations of social-relational value (e.g., Fazio
2007). Attitudes are set or updated by cues of relational
value, then index or proxy that value through time, moder-
ating behavior regulation systems in light of it. In their

form, attitudes approximate Internal Regulatory Variables
(IRVs) (Tooby et al. 2008): “indices” or “registers …
whose function is to store summary magnitudes … that
allow value computation to be integrated into behavior
regulation” (p. 253). Tooby et al. propose that IRVs
are ubiquitous across levels of the mind, operating in
hierarchical systems that aggregate and summarize

Table 2. Major features of the Attitude–Scenario–Emotion model of sentiments, including the constructs, functional features, operational
indicators, and sample predictions from the model*

Construct Functional Features Operational Indicators Representative Predictions

Attitudes Object-specific affective
representations

Pragmatic language: “feelings
about” or “feelings for”
someone

Relatively difficult to
misattribute to other objects
or prime towards others

Phenomenology: can be “coldly”
considered

No necessary concomitant
arousal while introspecting a
current attitude

Enduring representations Time course: relatively stable Outlasts the formative event or
information

Track and summarize cues to
another’s social-relational
value

Structure: orthogonal
dimensions track different
fitness affordances

Possibility of ambivalence
towards someone, with
corresponding reaction time
decrements

Time course: change with new,
valid cues to fitness relevance

Highly informative events can
alter previously stable or long-
standing attitudes

Phenomenology: awareness of
valuation, not necessarily of
formative cues

Possibility of confabulated
justification

Moderation of emotion-eliciting
appraisals

Structure: attitude+belief about
object’s actions/
fate=motivational outcome

Indirect effects; emotion
elicitation is required to
implement action

Emotions Contingent reactions to specific
scenarios

Pragmatic language: “feelings
because of” some event

Can be more easily misattributed
and primed

Outcomes: identified principally
with a motivation apt for
addressing scenario

Behavioral outcome modified by
contextual constraints and
affordances

Occurrent Time course: relatively fleeting Lasts as long as the eliciting
scenario; when latter is
prolonged, leads to moods

Systemic Structure: coordinated
recruitment of relevant
systems across the organism

Identifiable through multivariate
pattern classification

Phenomenology: relatively “hot,”
includes arousal and action-
implementation systems

Cannot be introspected
dispassionately except after
the fact

Sentiments A functional affect network of
attitudes and emotions

Structure: stable attitudinal core
and diverse fleeting emotions
across scenarios

“Context-dependent universals”
of Attitude X Scenario X
Emotion interactions

Attitudes moderate emotions;
emotions update attitudes

Phenomenology: conflation of
emotions and attitudes due to
reciprocal causal and temporal
connections

Individual and population
variation in conceptual
emphasis on attitudinal core
or emotional antecedents and
outcomes

Emotional pluripotence of
attitudes

Outcomes: diverse motives,
behaviors, and expressions
across scenarios

Can be inferred in varying social
contexts from different
emotion expressions

*See Section 6.
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information at higher levels as a function of outputs from
lower levels. Attitudes are IRVs operating at a particularly
high, and potentially introspectively salient, level of the
social mind.

Attitudes solve a key adaptive problem of social relation-
ships: conditioning social behavior on the fitness affordan-
ces – or likely costs and benefits – associated with others.
Anyone can approach, offer aid, inflict harm, or die. But
the fitness consequences of such events depend on who
is involved – on whether they are kin, ally, leader, mate,
stranger, or enemy, and on the costs and benefits to self
that such categories entail. Fitness affordances are not
objective properties but are relative to a perceiver’s traits,
resources, and current state, requiring subjective represen-
tation (see Cottrell et al. 2007; S. T. Fiske et al. 2002;
Tooby et al. 2008). Moreover, appraised threats and oppor-
tunities are often not presently observable but are
grounded in past events that revealed an other’s skills, pro-
pensities, and affiliations. Hence, enduring yet tentative
summary representations should commute the past into
the present and subjectively weight the value of others.
In the ASE model, attitudes serve this function.

In the ASE model, attitudinal representations guide
action, but emotions implement action. Following adapta-
tionist and social-functional approaches (e.g., Cosmides &
Tooby 2000; Ekman 1992a; Keltner et al. 2006; Nesse
1990; Nesse & Ellsworth 2009), emotions are contingent,
occurrent, and coordinated shifts across the cognitive,
motivational, and movement systems of an organism, creat-
ing a state of action readiness (Frijda et al. 1989). Each
emotion is a mode of operation for the organism, contin-
gent on a particular appraisal of circumstance. Function-
ally, each emotion facilitates adaptive behavior vis-à-vis its
eliciting circumstance. In the ASE model, this adaptive
behavior regulation occurs primarily in the present,
although one function of emotions may be to update atti-
tudes for the future (Baumeister et al. 2007; Tooby et al.
2008). We consider canonical moods to be emotions tem-
porally tailored to address protracted threats and opportu-
nities. As with other emotions, their form is systemic and
pervades thought and action (see Clore & Schnall 2005;
Frijda 1994; Schimmack et al. 2000).

Among the diverse behavioral functions served by emo-
tions, many regulate behavior within social relationships
(Fessler & Haley 2003; Fischer & Manstead 2008; A. P.
Fiske 2002; Keltner et al. 2006; Kitayama et al. 2006;
Tooby et al. 2008). The specialized relational functions of
discrete emotions include building (gratitude) or repairing
(guilt) cooperative relationships, and acknowledging
reduced status (shame) or elevating another’s status (admira-
tion) in a hierarchy. Some emotions function as subjective
commitment devices (Fessler & Quintelier 2013) that
proxy (A. P. Fiske 2002) and motivationally weight relational
value (Fessler & Haley 2003; Frank 1988; Gonzaga et al.
2001; Hirshleifer 1987). By hypothesis, these mechanisms
help sustain long-term relationships by countervailing a
host of short-sighted cognitive biases and external tempta-
tions and by motivating relational investment and repair
(A. P. Fiske 2002). Emotions are not separate from cogni-
tion, but function, in part, through cognition as contingent
shifts in trade-offs, time horizons, and sensitivities
(Cosmides & Tooby 2000).

In the ASE model, sentiments are higher-level functional
networks of attitudes and emotions; each sentiment is an

attitude state and the various emotions disposed by that
representation. Within relationships, or towards particular
people, the functions of attitudes and emotions are
complementary and intertwined. Attitudes “bookkeep”
and represent another’s relational value to self. These rep-
resentations adaptively moderate emotions across scenarios
involving others’ actions and fortunes, such as their
approach, departure, or death, imbuing such events with
self-relevant meaning. Emotions then implement adaptive
behavior. One overarching function of each sentiment – of
the emotional syndrome of each attitude – is to implement
commitment to the value of the relationship represented by
that attitude: Positive attitudes regulate emotions to build
and sustain valuable relationships, whereas negative atti-
tudes regulate emotions to minimize the costs of, and max-
imize the benefits extracted from, worthless or costly
relationships. Sentiments are thus the deep structure of
social affect, the largely unstudied networks of attitudes
and emotions that pattern affect within social relationships.

4.3. The diversity of sentiments and their emotional
outcomes

Our model of sentiments includes several additional
hypotheses. First, we propose that there are distinct senti-
ments, subserved by distinct attitude dimensions, that rep-
resent the distinct kinds of costs and benefits afforded by
sociality – just as there are distinct emotions for implement-
ing distinct behavioral tendencies. As with emotions, each
sentiment likely has a distinct evolutionary history and tax-
onomic distribution (see, e.g., Fessler & Gervais 2010), as
well as partially dissociable neural bases (e.g., Panksepp
1998).
The social world presents many distinct fitness threats

and opportunities that cannot be collapsed into a single
summary representation of goodness or badness, liking or
disliking (see Bugental 2000; Kenrick et al. 2010;
Kurzban & Leary 2001; Neuberg & Cottrell 2008; Rai &
Fiske 2011). Correspondingly, existing findings indicate
that there are likely more attitude dimensions than tradi-
tionally assumed. Results support orthogonal positive and
negative attitude dimensions (Cacioppo et al. 1999), dis-
tinct dimensions of “liking” and “respect” for tracking affil-
iation and efficacy, respectively (S. T. Fiske et al. 2007;
Wojciszke et al. 2009; see also White 1980), and possibly
four or five different positive forms of regard (e.g., infatu-
ation, respect, attachment, and liking; Storm & Storm
2005). Those few emotion researchers who have addressed
attitudes and/or sentiments likewise propose some beyond
liking and disliking, including love, respect, and hate (Frijda
1994; Lazarus 1991; Royzman et al. 2005; Scherer 2005).
Integration of these deductive and inductive approaches

suggests a provisional set of sentiments – social attitude
dimensions, corresponding to distinct social-relational
affordances –whose states potentiate unique constellations
of emotions. We highlight the positive dimensions love,
liking, and respect, and the negative dimensions hate and
fear. The positive dimensions correspond to distinct
though potentially correlated positive fitness affordances:
fitness dependence on an other (love; Roberts 2005;
Shaver et al. 1996), the receipt of benefits from an other
(like; S. T. Fiske et al. 2007; Trivers 1971; Wojciszke
et al. 2009), and an other’s efficacy (respect; Chapais
2015; S. T. Fiske et al. 2007; Henrich & Gil-White 2001;
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Wojciszke et al. 2009). The negative dimensions correspond
to distinct kinds of threat or cost imposition: hate tracks an
other’s ongoing cost imposition, including zero-sum advan-
tages relative to self (Royzman et al. 2005), while fear
tracks an other’s willingness and ability to inflict costs
under certain circumstances (Evers et al. 2014; Öhman &
Mineka 2001). A given value on one of these dimensions
has the functional role of indexing amagnitude of that afford-
ance and moderating behavior regulation systems, including
emotions, to manage it. Each of these dimensions can range
in value from nil to high, and each is named for its high value.
However, the absence of value on a dimension can be func-
tionally significant, and can be linguistically marked or other-
wise psychologically or socially salient. Below we make this
case for an absence of respect, which we identify with con-
tempt. In addition, multiple orthogonal dimensions of atti-
tudes can create composite sentiments. For example, equal
amounts of liking and disliking can lead either to indifference
(when neither is appreciable) or to ambivalence (when both
are appreciable; Cacioppo et al. 1999).
A second hypothesis of the ASE model is that each atti-

tude state is emotionally pluripotent, disposing diverse
emotions towards its object, thereby constituting a senti-
ment. Each emotion, in turn, might play a role in numerous
sentiments. The functional logic is straightforward: Each
attitude-by-scenario interaction creates an adaptive
problem best addressed by a particular emotion. Such
events might include an other’s approach, achievement,
misfortune, or death, injury caused to oneself by an
other, and an other’s witnessing of a transgression by
oneself. Each of these scenarios has distinct fitness implica-
tions within a relationship, and each means very different
things across relationships depending on how the person
involved is valued. For instance, if love proxies fitness
dependence on an other, as cued, for example, by indis-
pensable coalitionary support, then the death of a loved
one should lead to a response that solicits social support
to mitigate that potential fitness decrement (e.g., sadness;
Keller & Nesse 2006). In contrast, if hate proxies an
other’s ongoing costs to self, as cued, for example, by her
or his monopolization of resources, then the death of a
hated one should evoke a positively reinforcing response
(e.g., schadenfreude; Hareli & Weiner 2002; van Dijk
et al. 2006). The emotional pluripotence of sentiments
helps explain the lack of direct behavioral correspondence
between attitudes and behavior – appraised situations and
emotions intervene (see, e.g., Cottrell & Neuberg 2005;
Mackie et al. 2000).
Though a central feature of the early sentiment construct

(e.g., Shand 1920), emotional pluripotence departs radi-
cally from most recent discussions. These assume a one-
to-one correspondence between emotions and sentiments,
with sentiments being mere latent emotions awaiting rein-
statement by the sentiment object (e.g., hate as latent
anger; Frijda 1994; Lazarus 1991; see also Averill 1991;
Clore & Ortony 2008). Instead, following Royzman et al.
(2005), we maintain that each sentiment disposes multiple
discrete emotions conditioned on the actions and fortunes
of the attitude object. A negative sentiment such as hate
can dispose positive emotions such as joy at another’s suf-
fering, while a positive sentiment such as love can dispose
negative emotions such as sadness at another’s death –
there is no simple one-to-one correspondence that
depends on previous association for emotion elicitation.

Instead, there is an adaptive grammar of emotions within
relationships resulting from the dispositions of attitudes
across social scenarios. Nonetheless, it may be that some
sentiments have proprietary emotions among their disposi-
tions that function like latent emotions – for example, an
emotion love disposed by an attitude love (Frijda 1994;
Shaver et al. 1996), contributing to the unique structure
of the sentiment love. Similarly, the sentiment fear may
include a particularly strong association between an atti-
tude fear and an emotion fear. In future work it may there-
fore be prudent to notate polysemous scientific language
when referring to a sentiment network (e.g., FEARS,
LOVES), or to its component attitude (e.g., FEARA,
LOVEA) or proprietary emotion (e.g., FEARE, LOVEE).

4.4. The deep structure of folk affect concepts

The ASE model is a novel rapprochement between evolu-
tionary psychology and psychological anthropology: it main-
tains that human social affect has an evolved, functionally
specialized architecture, while theorizing the pathways
through which this architecture finds variable conceptual
and cultural manifestation. Folk affect concepts are pat-
terned by embodied experience, which is itself patterned
by the engagement of basic affect systems by local ecolog-
ical, social, and cultural circumstances. The structure of
sentiments – as functional networks of contingent attitudes
and emotions – allows many experientially grounded
sources of variation in folk affect concepts.
The ASEmodel implies that folk affect concepts can vary

in whether they emphasize the distinctness of discrete
emotions experienced across sentiments, or the relational
significance of attitude states that anchor multiple emotions
within sentiments. This difference may map onto the con-
trast in affect concepts of relatively individualistic and col-
lectivistic cultures (Markus & Kitayama 1991; White &
Kirkpatrick 1985), but it need not be static or absolute.
Tran (2015) describes recent changes in Vietnamese ethno-
psychologies in and around Ho Chi Minh City spurred by
neoliberal reform policies, decollectivization, and rising
consumerism. Alongside the traditional folk notion of “sen-
timent” (tinh cam), which emphasizes durable feelings for
others, relational states, and interpersonal obligations,
there is an emerging folk concept of “emotion” (cam xuc)
that emphasizes discrete and differentiated internal experi-
ences because of exposure to things and people.
Folk affect concepts may also vary in the prototypical

emotions associated with particular attitudes, as a result
of different social scenarios prevailing within relationships.
For example, love can lead to a host of acute emotions, such
as contentment and grief, but which are most salient may
vary across individuals or populations. Lutz (1988)
describes the concept of “love” ( fago) in Ifaluk, a low-
lying Micronesian atoll. In this interdependent community
with low relational mobility and high extrinsic mortality,
love as dependence most saliently begets compassion,
sadness, longing, pity, and other concomitants of loss, sep-
aration, vulnerability, and obligation. In contrast, love in
populations with high relational mobility and low extrinsic
mortality may lead most saliently to contentment, joy,
and other positive consumatory experiences, as in the
canonical English concept of “love.”
The ASE model also indicates that folk affect concepts

may vary in whether varieties of an emotion are
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distinguished based on their attitudinal antecedents (e.g.,
schadenfreude), and in whether they are suffused with par-
ticular relational values and expectations. For example,
Tran (2015) describes the distinction in modern Vietnam-
ese between “happiness” (hạnh phúc), traditionally linked
with the fulfillment of relational expectations, and “joy”
(nie ̂ḿ vui), a newer concept expressing satisfaction from
self-motivated choice. Likewise, the concurrence of dis-
tinct sentiments within relationships may vary across popu-
lations. Concepts that capture the conjunction of respect
and fear may be alien to those in putatively meritocratic
and egalitarian societies without ascribed hierarchies, but
they are salient where dominance and subordinance are
valued facets of social life (e.g., Indonesia; Fessler 2004).
Finally, clusters of related affect terms may correspond to
different contextual or behavioral manifestations of particular
sentiments. In the case of contempt, such terms might
include “scorn,” “disdain,” “sneering,” “defiance,” “anger,”
“disgust,” “derision,” and “haughtiness” (Darwin 1872/1955;
Izard 1977).

The principal implication of the ASE model for folk
affect concepts is that variation in such concepts comes
not only from the historical and experiential vagaries of cat-
egorization or social construction. To a significant and ver-
ifiable extent, it also results from the manifolds of
sentiments. Networks of contingent attitudes and emotions
create many degrees of freedom for differences in the
actual engagement of basic affect systems, and in their con-
ceptual representation across words, individuals, and popu-
lations. Nevertheless, variation in folk affect concepts
should be predictably patterned, following the joints of sen-
timents as these are differentially engaged by local circum-
stances and systems of meaning.

5. The deep structure of “contempt”

The ASE model of sentiments and its implications for folk
affect concepts can explain the coherence of the features of
“contempt,” as well as variation in their manifestations
across studies, individuals, and populations. We begin by
fleshing out the basic affect systems of the sentiment
respect, which largely define the sentiment contempt. We
then detail how this sentiment explains the features of
“contempt” and effectively organizes the extant findings
in the contempt literature.

5.1. The sentiment respect

Of the multiple meanings of “respect” (Langdon 2007),
most are consistent with an underlying sentiment that
tracks an other’s practical and moral efficacy in domains rel-
evant to the evaluator (S. T. Fiske et al. 2002; Wojciszke
et al. 2009). These standards are subjective, defined relative
to the evaluator’s goals, abilities, and social options, but
they can stem from shared criteria defining a social role
or status. Ultimately, respect facilitates forming mutualisms
with efficacious individuals (see also McClelland 2011) by
motivating tolerance of, and interest in, their continued
functioning, and facilitating prosocial emotions (e.g., com-
passion, guilt, and shame) that foster engagement with,
and mitigate harm done to, them. Increasing levels of
respect track an other’s relative expertise in relevant prac-
tical domains, which makes the other an increasingly

valuable source of information and positive externalities.
While minimal respect engenders tolerance and interest
in an other’s continued functioning, increasing respect
motivates increasing concern, deference, and imitation
(Henrich & Gil-White 2001), as well as followership and
support (Van Vugt 2006). Respect is implicated in many
of the social behaviors that constitute human ultrasociality,
including reciprocal relationships (Trivers 1971), prestige-
biased cultural learning (Henrich & Gil-White 2001), and
followership in the resolution of coordination problems
(King et al. 2009; Price & Van Vugt 2014). In each case,
respect plays a role in assortment by indexing which individ-
uals are competent norm adherents, potential sources of
cultural skills, and capable leaders. Respect is one proxi-
mate mechanism that may implement strategies modeled
as explanations for the evolution of cooperation, including
partner selection (e.g., Hruschka & Henrich 2006) and
indirect reciprocity (e.g., Panchanathan & Boyd 2004).

5.2. The sentiment contempt

If respect is necessary for many human social behaviors,
then an absence of respect should be functionally signifi-
cant. We identify the absence of respect as the sentiment
contempt (Fig. 1). By hypothesis, the core of contempt is
an attitude state that represents others’ low intrinsic value
to self, due to their inefficacy in adhering to social-rela-
tional standards; they have either failed to establish their
worth, or shown themselves unworthy of previous positive
valuation. This attitude state is constituted by a lack of felt
respect and by the cognitive schema of “looking down on”
someone, leading to indifference, intolerance, and exploita-
tion through emotion moderation. Together, these disposi-
tions minimize the costs incurred from poor relationship
partners and maximize the benefits extracted from them.
Contempt potentiates two clusters of emotion disposi-

tions. First, the prosocial emotions supported by respect
are muted, leading to cold indifference and exploitation;
that is, contempt undermines emotions that implement
subjective commitment (Fessler & Quintelier 2013) to
valuable relationships. The target may be ignored, and, as
their welfare is not valuable, empathy and compassion are
not engaged. There is no valuable relationship for guilt to
preserve as a disincentive to exploit the other, nor is
there a relationship for guilt to repair following a transgres-
sion (Baumeister et al. 1994; Fessler & Haley 2003); any
benefit taken is a net benefit lacking a countervailing
cost. Moreover, the target’s valuation of oneself is not
important, and their knowledge of one’s own transgressions
should not motivate shame. At the same time, accidents
befalling them are not perceived as serious for the self, as
no valuable relationship is thereby threatened, potentiating
mirth and Duchenne laughter (Gervais & Wilson 2005).
Second, the hostile emotions mitigated by respect are

instead potentiated in contempt, leading to intolerance
and exclusion. Any actual or potential cost imposed by
the other – including proximity as a cue to cost imposition –
registers as a net cost, disposing anger and behaviors that
will deter the other in the future (see, e.g., Sell et al.
2009). The target also presents costs that can be mitigated
through the co-opted avoidance tendencies of disgust.
These costs include culture contamination – inadvertently
copying the practices that may have earned that person
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contempt in the first place – and image infection, or stigma-
by-association (e.g., Neuberg et al. 1994).
Contempt can be inferred from expressions and behav-

iors associated with its various emotion dispositions, espe-
cially as these diverge from civil interaction: being
unmoved by another’s joy, reacting aggressively to a
minor transgression, or laughing at another’s misfortune.
Contempt is associated with the unilateral lip curl
(Ekman & Friesen 1986), a mild threat display given the
proximity of someone not valued and hence potentially
costly (Darwin 1872/1955; Izard & Haynes 1988). Not sur-
prisingly, within an established relationship, these disposi-
tions and expressions initiate relationship dissolution.
There is convergent empirical support for this model of

contempt. Mounting evidence indicates that empathy and
concern are moderated by social closeness and relationship
value (e.g., Cikara & Fiske 2011; Hein et al. 2010). These
effects are both direct and mediated by reduced motivation
to perspective-take (Batson et al. 2007) and affiliate (van
Kleef et al. 2008). There is also evidence that increasing
someone’s power (Lammers & Stapel 2011) or social
capital (Waytz & Epley 2012) increases his or her indiffer-
ence and dehumanization towards distant others, consis-
tent with contempt. The down-regulation of concern by
those high in relative efficacy is evident in increased rule
breaking, exploitation, and cheating by wealthier individu-
als (Piff et al. 2012). Likewise, increased physical formida-
bility enhances anger reactivity (Sell et al. 2009). The
coincidence of in-group love and out-group indifference
(Brewer 1999) is explicable as out-group contempt
abetted by in-group interdependence and solidarity.
Contempt is plausibly the default social sentiment in psy-

chopathy. Clinical psychopaths are characterized by a con-
stellation of antisocial traits and behaviors, including “cold”
affect, arrogance, interpersonal manipulation, impulsivity,
irresponsibility, and both reactive (anger-based) and instru-
mental aggression (Blair et al. 2005; Hare 1996; though see

Reidy et al. 2011). Psychopaths thus appear contemptuous
in all of their interactions: arrogant, without guilt, empathy,
shame, or social sadness; exploitative, reactively intolerant,
and externalizing – all adaptive dispositions vis-à-vis
someone held in contempt. Supporting this, clinical psycho-
paths are capable of empathy, but are usually unmotivated
to empathize (Meffert et al. 2013), and subclinical psycho-
pathic traits predict the conditioning of concern and rela-
tional investment on another’s manifest relational value
(Arbuckle & Cunningham 2012; Gervais et al. 2013;
Molenberghs et al. 2014).
Lending discriminant value to our approach, contempt

differs markedly from hate, though they are often conflated
(e.g., Cuddy et al. 2007). Described as “inverse caring”
(Royzman et al. 2005), hate represents an other as actively
competitive or threatening, and motivates harming an
other and delighting in her or his misfortune. In contrast,
contempt is not the inverse of caring, but merely its
absence – it disposes instrumental exploitation and reactive
aggression towards a devalued other, but does not intrinsi-
cally motivate harming or annihilating that person. A wide
variety of harmful acts are motivated not by intrinsic
motives to harm the other, but as a means to other ends.
This implicates contempt instead of hate in many so-called
“hate crimes” and “cold-blooded killings,” as contempt
makes the contemned vulnerable to use by the contemnor
in satisfying extrinsic goals, including rape, theft, and
attempts to signal formidability or in-group commitment.

5.3. The evolution and phylogeny of contempt

How might contempt, as the absence of respect, have
evolved? To start with, respect must be a derived capacity
within a species’ neurocognitive repertoire. Species
lacking this capacity – plausibly the prevailing pattern in
the animal kingdom, especially among non-social animals –
merely evince pseudo-contempt in their intolerance and

Figure 1. A schematic representation of the hypothesized sentiment contempt. Relational cues to an other’s inefficacy and low value
establish an attitudinal representation of an other that is an absence of respect; he or she is worthless and below oneself. This creates
two clusters of emotion dispositions: muted prosocial emotions such as compassion, guilt, and shame, and potentiated hostile
emotions including anger, disgust, and mirth. These emotions create both the “cold” and “hot” aspects of contempt phenomenology,
and implement indifference, exploitation, intolerance, and exclusion.
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indifference to conspecifics. Among social species capable
of differentiated relationships involving interest, tolerance,
coordination, and reciprocity among non-kin (including
“friendships”), we might expect that respect evolved to
facilitate the establishment and maintenance of valuable
relationships with efficacious others. In such species,
respect could be gained or lost, making contempt relation-
ally significant.

The ancestral form of respect (protorespect) may have
been directed up dominance hierarchies towards especially
efficacious conspecifics, motivating interest and investment
in exchange for the benefits uniquely available from those
of high rank (Chapais 2015). This system, involving
“looking up to” another, may have co-opted a physical
size schema with even deeper phylogenetic roots in
force-based agonistic interactions (A. P. Fiske 1991; Hol-
brook et al. 2016), just as the emotion systems protopride
and protoshame were co-opted from dominance hierar-
chies for use in prestige hierarchies (Fessler 1999; 2004).
The cognitive side of contempt – “looking down on”
another – likewise finds a plausible homologue in domi-
nance hierarchies (Darwin 1872/1955; Frijda 1986; Izard
& Haynes 1988), especially towards lower-ranking conspe-
cifics that cannot deliver benefits upwards and fail to earn
respect. Dominant individuals in many species act con-
temptuous towards replaceable and low-ranking conspecif-
ics – indifferent, intolerant, even exploitative –while
showing respect-like tolerance and cooperation in more
valuable relationships (e.g., Smuts & Watanabe 1990; see
Chapais 2015). To the extent that high rank is contingent
on the support of subordinates, mutual respect may
change the quality of dominance interactions and hierar-
chies (Boehm 1999; Chapais 2015). The interaction of pos-
itive yet asymmetrical levels of respect could sustain a
legitimate status hierarchy, involving upward support, def-
erence, followership, and propitiation, and downward
noblesse oblige and pastoral responsibility, thereby approx-
imating the Authority Ranking (AR) relational model (Fiske
1991).

Beyond a capacity for conditional respect, in a few
species we might expect further derived mechanisms that
facilitate social tolerance and the discovery of mutualisms
on a wider or faster scale. Two possible mechanisms are
an elevated baseline level of respect towards conspecifics
and prepared, one-shot cue-based learning. Such mecha-
nisms are plausibly found in humans, owing to the co-evo-
lution of risk-pooling, obligate cultural learning, expanding
social networks, and ratcheting interdependence (e.g., Hill
et al. 2011; Tomasello et al. 2012). Contempt can be impli-
cated in facilitating the evolution of human ultrasociality
once prestige and community expectations gained a foot-
hold in our lineage. Contempt implements low-cost or indi-
rect punishment, such as exclusion from cooperative
ventures, potentiating social selection (Boehm 2012;
Nesse 2007). Specifically, contempt as relative devaluation
should have selected for strategies for its avoidance –
including adherence to norms for the sake of predictability
in joint enterprise (Fessler 1999; 2007); social niche differ-
entiation and the cultivation of worth to others (Sugiyama
& Sugiyama 2003; Tooby & Cosmides 1996); and sociocul-
tural competence culminating in leadership and prestige
(Chapais 2015; Henrich & Gil-White 2001; Price & Van
Vugt 2014). Efficacy in adhering to community moral
expectations could likewise engender respect and mitigate

contempt (see Rozin et al. 1999). It may be the significance
of lost respect, especially for moral failings, that makes con-
tempt particularly salient in human social life; that is, con-
tempt may be a uniquely human moral sentiment, but
only insofar as humans are unique in their moral expecta-
tions. One upshot of this phylogenetic history may be a
kludgey solution to relational tracking that evinces phyloge-
netic legacies in its proximate instantiation (Fessler &
Gervais 2010), including bleeding across the bases for con-
tempt, such as in metaphors of possessing “weak” moral
fiber, engaging in “low” actions (Lakoff 1995), or having a
“small” intellect.

5.4. The deep structure of “contempt”

The ASEmodel of the sentiment contempt lays the ground-
work for understanding the features of the folk affect
concept “contempt” (see Table 1). “Contempt” is parsimo-
niously explained as a conceptual schema patterned by con-
tempt as we have characterized it; it is anchored by a
relatively stable attitude state and incorporates, to variable
degrees, the cues, emotions, experiences, and behaviors
causally linked with that attitude. In other words, the folk
affect concept “contempt” is a conceptual and cultural con-
struction built on and by the functional structure of the sen-
timent contempt.
“Contempt” is (1) object-focused and (2) enduring.

These are basic features of attitudes as enduring represen-
tations of the value of particular people or objects. “Con-
tempt” specifically results from (3) cues of another’s
physical, cultural, or moral inefficacy, and entails (4) loss
of respect and status diminution. These features are key
aspects of the function of contempt as a representation of
another’s low relational value to the perceiver. This attitude
is facilitated by attributions that the other is unable to
change, hence the salience of character attributions as
beliefs that support “contempt.” The phylogenetic analysis
of contempt suggests a source domain for the representa-
tional feature of “looking down on” someone.
“Contempt” is associated with (5) “cold” indifference.

This conceptual metaphor follows from the role of con-
tempt in reducing the “warm” feelings associated with
friendship, respect, and committed relationships (Kövecses
2003); contempt undermines emotional engagement and
compassion, thus potentiating “cold-blooded” treatment.
In other situations, “contempt” is associated with (6)
anger and disgust. This is the second, “hot” constellation
of emotions potentiated by contempt. Experienced as
“boiling inward” in the study by Frijda et al. (1989), these
emotions mitigate costs incurred from low-value partners.
Anger and disgust may also be involved in the establish-
ment of contempt. Anger gives rise to contempt when
intrinsic attributions and low control attend relational trans-
gressions (Fischer & Roseman 2007; see also Fridhandler
& Averill 1982). Disgust and contempt co-occur when
the same information that cues low value also cues a
threat that can be addressed through avoidance.
That contempt moderates diverse emotions and behav-

iors explains why (7) “contempt” can be expressed in so
many ways: a mild threat signaling “stay away” (e.g.,
Ekman & Friesen 1986); largeness or a downward glance
signaling “I’m better than you” (e.g., Izard & Haynes
1988); disappointment signaling “you’re not good enough
for me” (e.g., Russell 1991d); anger (e.g., Alvarado &
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Jameson 1996), disgust (e.g., Ekman et al. 1987), indiffer-
ence (e.g., Wagner 2000), and laughter (e.g., Miller 1997)
as emotion dispositions that index contempt in context;
and also ridicule, disrespect, vulgarity, and a lack of shame-
ful modesty in the other’s presence, which index lack of
regard for him or her. Finally, the outcomes associated
with “contempt” – (8) intolerance, exclusion, exploitation,
and relationship dissolution – follow from the emotional
dispositions created by contempt, which function to mini-
mize the costs incurred, and maximize the benefits
extracted, from low-value individuals.
The ASE model of contempt thus organizes the existing

contempt literature and makes sense of the eight features
that cohere in the “contempt” concept. This includes the
findings for which contempt has been labeled a “special
case,” most notably individual variation in the meaning of
“contempt,” diverse expressions, both “hot” and “cold” phe-
nomenology, and “nebulous” association with anger and
disgust. In addition to shedding light on existing data, the
ASE model generates predictions about how the “con-
tempt” concept should be patterned across studies, individ-
uals, cultures, and social ecologies. In the next section we
flesh out these predictions and future directions, after
which we develop more general implications of the ASE
model for studies of basic affect systems and folk affect con-
cepts. In evaluating the utility of the ASE model, we stress
that it makes predictions about the structure and variation
of folk affect concepts where few, if any, other theories do.
Folk affect concepts are the most directly observable affec-
tive phenomena and the most experience-near for partici-
pants, lending added value to any theory that can explain
and predict their form.

6. Predictions and Future Directions

6.1. Predicting variation in contempt and “contempt”

In addition to explaining the coherence of the features of
the “contempt” concept, the ASE model of the sentiment
contempt hypothesizes many dimensions along which the
meaning of “contempt” can vary or change over time.
This multifaceted architecture explains the lack of consen-
sus on the meaning of “contempt” (Matsumoto 2005;
Rosenberg & Ekman 1995), while generating predictions
and insights into variation and change in “contempt” and
related folk concepts.
In the ASE model, attitudes and emotions are tightly

linked causally as well as temporally. Owing to this func-
tional dependency and close association in experience, atti-
tudes and emotions should be readily conflated in folk
affect concepts (Frijda et al. 1991). Nonetheless, it should
be possible to probe sentiments for their distinct functional
components. For example, at the synchronic level of psy-
chology experiments, the meaning of “contempt” should
be fluid as different frames or primes make salient different
aspects of the underlying sentiment – not only the “hot” or
“cold” emotion constellations of contempt, but also whether
it resembles an emotion or an attitude. Asking about “a
time” one felt contempt should foreground the occurrent
emotionality of contempt establishment or situational reac-
tivity. In contrast, asking about a person towards whom one
feels contempt should foreground the enduring evaluation
of the relationship and its cold consideration. More
broadly, a productive line of research might explore the

malleability of affect concepts, and whether apparent indi-
vidual or cultural differences in affect concepts can be
erased or reversed through the foregrounding of different
aspects of relational experience grounded in emotions or
attitudes.
The ASE model also suggests that the same sentiment

may manifest differently in different relationships if the
targets share a core fitness affordance (e.g., inefficacy for
contempt), but differ in other affordances or social contexts.
For example, within individuals but across their relation-
ships, “contempt” likely takes different forms. If one
person held in contempt is frequently encountered, and
is thought to impinge on the contemnor, contempt will
be suffused with the “hot” constellation of anger and
disgust dispositions. In contrast, a contemned person who
is rarely encountered may be coldly considered. Contempt
may also co-occur with other attitudes. If someone low in
efficacy is nonetheless a source of fitness benefits (e.g.,
via relatedness), contemptmay co-occur with love, buttress-
ing prosocial emotions and creating experienced “pity.” In
contrast, if someone of low moral efficacy evinces cues to
cost imposition and competition, she or he may also be
hated, amplifying anger and adding resentment and spite-
ful motives to experienced contempt. On its own, contempt
should not potentiate schadenfreude-like pleasure at
another’s misfortune (see, e.g., Cikara & Fiske 2012), but
instead indifference, or Duchenne laughter only if his or
her misfortune satisfies the incongruity condition of
humor (Gervais & Wilson 2005) (see Fig. 1).
Although contempt is distinct from hate, it should insid-

iously facilitate hate by generating credulity toward portray-
als of the other as threatening, even evil (Sternberg 2003a).
The cost/benefit ratio of believing vilifying information
about an other hinges on the value of the other as a poten-
tial relationship partner. If, as in contempt, the other is
presently represented as worthless, then the costs of erro-
neously believing new false denigrating information are
low, as no benefits are forsaken; conversely, the costs of
erroneously rejecting true derogatory information will be
high, as threats to the self would be overlooked. When
uncertainty attends decision-making, evolved systems
should be biased toward the less costly error (Haselton &
Nettle 2006). Hence, contempt should enhance credulity
toward vilifying information. Writ large, contempt creates
an attractor (Sperber 1996) for villifying information, and
is implicated in the success of propaganda campaigns and
“witch hunts,” especially those directed at contemned sta-
tuses, minorities, or outsiders.
Because sentiments subjectively represent the fitness

affordances of others, they should be calibrated to individ-
ual differences in variables that influence one’s own relative
value and the value of social relationships more generally.
Individual differences in sentiment profiles – differences
in emotion dispositions created by differences in attitude
baselines –may be an important yet overlooked source of
so-called trait emotions and personality differences. This
implies that, across individuals, there should be differences
in proneness to respect and contempt that influence the
varieties of “contempt” experienced. Clinical psychopathy
may be an extreme case of obligate contempt across rela-
tionships. More commonly, these differences are a function
of one’s own perceived efficacy and value relative to others.
For example, high resource-holding power should circum-
scribe the number of others deemed valuable, making one
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“contemptuous.” High resource-holding power in a steep,
unstable social ecology should sensitize one to threats to
resources from others, making “contempt” relatively
“hot.” In contrast, a stable dominance hierarchy insulates
those at the top from such threats, while making them
enduring sources of costs for those on lower rungs; in the
thermodynamics of rigid hierarchies, “cold” contempt
should sink, whereas “hot” contempt rises.

Within populations, folk affect concepts should be fluid
over time, influenced by changes in the lived costs and ben-
efits of social relationships, as well as shifting normative dis-
courses pertaining to self, society, and morality. The turn
toward “emotion” in urban Vietnamese ethnopsychologies
(Tran 2015), discussed earlier, indexes the increasing sali-
ence of discrete emotions per se, a shift apparently driven
by urbanization, market integration, and individualization.
Historical shifts may also occur with respect to particular
sentiments. For example, the predominant meaning of
“contempt” and its nearest translations may be fluid over
historical time. We suggest that one reason for the
common conflation of “contempt” with “anger,” “disgust,”
and “hate” is that successive civil rights movements in
America have undercut the public legitimacy of contempt.
Many such movements are responses to contempt and
hinge on counterclaims to dignity and respect – from the
“unalienable rights” listed in the Declaration of Indepen-
dence, to the Declaration of Sentiments at Seneca Falls
that “all men and women are created equal” (Stanton
1848/1997, p. 75; emphasis added), to the more recent
affirmation that “black lives matter” (see: blacklivesmat-
ter.com). In the moral discourse of a “dignity” culture
(Leung & Cohen 2011), all people have, and ought to be
treated as though they have, inviolable rights and worth.
This prescribes respect and renders illegitimate, even con-
temptible, looking down on or treating as worthless many
historically contemned statuses – a pattern that potentially
explains the more than five-fold decrease over the last
two centuries in the proportion of words in English-lan-
guage books that are “contempt” (Google Ngram: Michel
et al. 2011). In this context, only those universally viewed
as morally depraved – such as Nazis, pedophiles, or,
within political parties, the other political party – remain
legitimately and publicly contemptible. This normative
stance conflates in discourse and experience contempt
and hate and their conjoint emotional outcomes anger
and disgust. It may even “unmark” many cases of cold con-
tempt, making them even more insidious, for instance in
implicit racial biases. If this account is correct, differences
in the texture of “contempt” should be evident in compar-
isons of the corpuses of early and recent American English,
older and younger Americans, and American and British
English speakers, wherein modern American contempt
should be relatively “hot” and bound up with anger,
disgust, and hate. Generally, any transition from an autoc-
racy to a democracy should be accompanied by a shift in the
content of the nearest cultural model of contempt away
from the cold, matter-of-fact representation of inferiority,
towards hot emotional reactions to the trampling of rights
and dignity.

Across populations, folk affect concepts should also vary
in systematic ways. For example, the nearest translations
of “contempt” will vary in content as a function of differ-
ences in social organization and the frequencies of particular
relational events, in addition to local moral discourses. In

contrast to the “hot” contempt of dignity cultures (discussed
above), “contempt” will take on cold tones of disappoint-
ment and indifference in contexts where failings or essen-
tialized differences are consensual grounds for
devaluation. This includes honor cultures, in which
respect has to be earned and contempt plays a legitimate
role in everyday social life (e.g., Abu-Lughod 1986). In pop-
ulations with low relational mobility and high interdepen-
dence – for example, some “face” cultures (e.g., Doi
1973) – contempt will be infused with pity from the parallel
engagement of love by that interdependence. In autocratic
stratified settings, “contempt” should involve cold instru-
mentality directed downwards, and hot indignation and
resentment directed upwards. “Reverence” as the conjunc-
tion of love and respect may be more common in social
structures with freely conferred status differences, while
such societies may lack terms, common elsewhere, for the
composite sentiments of respect and fear. Specific variables
of interest that might influence the manifestation of con-
tempt and other sentiments include the structure, size,
and fluidity of social networks, levels of risk pooling and col-
lective action, rates of within- and between-group violence,
and the presence of interaction rituals that cue different
relational affordances – in short, any variable that influences
the perceived costs and benefits of social relationships. As
with individual differences, we would implicate culturally
variable sentiment profiles as a source of genuine cultural
differences in emotional proclivities and social behavior.
Nonetheless, there should be deep similarities across popu-
lations in the contingencies that obtain between particular
valuations of relationships and the emotional concomitants
of those relationships in particular appraised scenarios – “
context-dependent universals” (Chapais 2014) in attitude–
scenario–emotion linkages.

6.2. General ASE predictions and future directions

The preceding predictions about folk affect concepts hinge
on the underlying structure of basic affect systems as char-
acterized in the ASE model of sentiments, especially our
model of contempt, which exemplifies the structure of sen-
timents and the consequences of this structure for folk
affect concepts. Of course, our predictions about variation
in concepts of “contempt” could be wrong without imper-
iling the underlying model of contempt, if, for example,
our assumptions about the relationship of basic affect
systems and folk affect concepts are mistaken. Likewise,
our specific model of contempt could be wrong without
imperiling the more general ASE model of sentiments;
contempt may not be an absence of respect, or it may not
be a sentiment at all. For these reasons, it is worth sketch-
ing more general empirical contributions of the ASE
model, as well as meta-theoretical virtues of this approach.
The ASE model distinguishes attitudes and emotions by

their computational form and function. In so doing, it pio-
neers an explicit evolutionary psychological approach to
attitudes to complement that which exists for emotions
(e.g., Nesse 1990; Tooby & Cosmides 1990). The venerable
attitude literature has continually reconsidered the nature
of its own constructs and redefined “attitude” across the
years (Allport 1935; Eagly & Chaiken 1993; see Gawronski
2007). Emphasizing form–function fit, functional special-
ization, and the adaptive problems of personal social
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relationships, the ASE model extends this tradition in the
direction of consilient social theory.
Empirically, there are a number of operational indicators

that may be used to distinguish attitudes and emotions
(summarized in Table 2, column 3). For example, in
natural language use, the object-specificity of attitudes
should manifest in statements regarding “feelings about”
someone, while the more diffuse and systemic operation
of emotions should manifest in statements regarding “feel-
ings because of” some event. Phenomenologically, it should
be possible to introspect present attitudes coldly and dis-
passionately, while emotions remain relatively “hot”
during their operation. As enduring representations, atti-
tudes should have a relatively stable time course updated
only by new object-relevant information, whereas the
course of emotions should be relatively fleeting, lasting
only as long as the eliciting scenario (however protracted).
Structurally, attitudes are principally evaluations of
someone and require only that object (real or imagined)
for their activation. In contrast, the structure of emotions
is that of systemic mobilization without necessarily a clear
object, but instead patterned changes across the organism
(Kragel & LaBar 2013). No single heuristic is likely to
clearly distinguish emotions and attitudes in all cases;
their casual and temporal dependencies, which mask their
distinction in folk affect concepts, will likewise complicate
scientific attempts to empirically disentangle them (see
also Frijda et al. 1991). For example, this may explain
why “hate” and “anger” are not reported to vary in their
duration (Royzman et al. 2005): If hate requires anger
(among other emotions) to mobilize action, and if anger
can follow recurrently from hate, then their conceptual rep-
resentations may well overlap. Distinguishing attitudes and
emotions in such folk affect concepts will require carefully
crafted probes that assess the statistical clustering of multi-
ple functional features across measures, including self-
reports, physiology, neural signatures, and behavior.
The ASE model invites a host of novel questions about

the psychological and functional interactions of emotions
and attitudes. The attitude and emotion literatures have
remained largely isolated for a half-century; little research
has explored how attitudes articulate with the appraisal pro-
cesses theorized in the emotion literature, or how and when
emotions influence attitudes (though see, e.g., Clore &
Ortony 2008; Cunningham et al. 2007). Considering how
attitudes articulate with emotion-eliciting appraisals can
inform relational models of appraisal, which attempt to
specify the information that influences appraisal processes
(see Smith & Kirby 2009). For example, the valence or
intrinsic pleasantness of a stimulus (see Scherer 1999),
important in the front end of appraisal, potentially cleaves
closely to the evaluative representations of attitudes. Atti-
tudes may play a direct role in appraisal by coordinating
goals or more proximate motives vis-à-vis attitude objects
(Frijda 1994; Shand 1920). Attitudes may also influence
attention and perspective-taking, mediating, for example,
empathic concern (Batson et al. 2007). Likewise, attitudes
may influence ascriptions of causal locus, including ascrip-
tions of intent for behaviors with positive versus negative
outcomes (e.g., Peets et al. 2008). Reciprocally, emotions
may update attitudes. This idea is central to the latent-
emotion approaches to attitudes and sentiments (see also
Baumeister et al. 2007), but conceptualizing attitudes as
internal regulatory variables, each updated by diverse

emotions, greatly expands this underexplored area (see
Tooby et al. 2008).
Two additional hypotheses of the ASE are (1) the exis-

tence of diverse orthogonal dimensions of interpersonal
attitudes, and (2) the emotional pluripotence of attitude
states. Together these features motivate the characteriza-
tion of sentiments as higher-order attitude–emotion net-
works and constitute key criteria for distinguishing
sentiments from stand-alone attitudes or emotions. Senti-
ments should have some of the functional attributes of atti-
tudes described above, including intentionality and
durability, but will “feel” respectively like attitudes or emo-
tions depending on circumstances. One signature of senti-
ments will be the tendency of people to infer them from
diverse emotional expressions. For example, love may be
indexed by joy, anger, fear, or sadness in different contexts.
This is readily testable in a modified emotion recognition
paradigm with social-relational framings. Rather than
asking which emotion a pictured person feels, researchers
might ask how the pictured person feels about another
person given his or her expression at that person’s fate or
action – a smile at that person winning the lottery or
dying, for example. A similar paradigm, measuring emo-
tional reactions to scenarios with a manipulation of target
identities, could be used to characterize the precise emo-
tional grammar for different values of each putative atti-
tude across events. Distinct attitudes should produce
divergent emotional outcomes in at least some circum-
stances – such as envy or schadenfreude-like joy following
from hate but not contempt, or approach-induced anxiety
that scales with respect but not love. Under our reconcep-
tualization of interpersonal attitudes, it is unclear that any
will be simple attitudes with only one emotional disposition.
We have focused on respect and contempt as the anchors of
one among many attitude dimensions, merely sketching a
larger set of dimensions, and general functional links
among cued affordances, attitudinal representations, and
emotional dispositions. In doing so, we sought a middle
ground between parsimony and functional specialization.
Much more research is necessary to catalogue and charac-
terize the pantheon of sentiments, in particular in personal
relationships. Most work on the dimensionality of attitudes
has focused on stereotypes and impersonal judgments,
arguably a distinct domain from personal relationships
that entails its own adaptive problems and functional struc-
ture (see Fiske & Fiske 2007 for discussion).
One fruitful line of research into the diversity of attitude

dimensions would be to investigate their interactions and
conjoint emotional outcomes within relationships. Because
individuals are multifaceted, different features of an other
may be represented via different attitudes, and these may
conflict. For example, an actor may both love a close kins-
person and hold them in contempt for their divergent poli-
tics, a conflict that can produce “pity” as the conjunction of
(perceived) superiority and affection (Fessler 1999) – a pre-
diction quite different from that which limits the objects of
contempt to the “lowest of the low” (i.e., Cuddy et al. 2007).
Children may be a common object of such affectionate con-
tempt across populations. While this may seem counterintu-
itive, given the Western folk affect concept of “contempt,”
consider that, by the same logic, hate and respect can like-
wise intersect, as, for example, in the sentiments of a mili-
tary leader towards a skilled and formidable foe. Some
intersections of attitude dimensions may be common,
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whereas others are unlikely or even incommensurate, owing
to the clustering of relational affordances in the world. What
terms are there in the world’s affect lexicons for mixed-atti-
tude relationships? If more than hyperbole, a “love/hate
relationship” would illustrate the upper boundary of infor-
mation summarization in the social mind, providing evi-
dence of ambivalence at the coexistence of competing
relational affordances, such as dependence and exploitation.
Interpersonal ambivalence may be an important signature
of the multi-dimensionality of attitudes (Cacioppo et al.
1999). It also distinguishes the ASE model from the
theory that there is a single streamlined summary variable
regulating self-other trade-offs (i.e., the Welfare Tradeoff
Ratio; Tooby et al. 2008). Studies of reaction times in
social decision-making could quantify the magnitude of
ambivalence from different combinations of attitude
states, while priming studies that foreground different
facets of targets should be able to increase or reduce such
ambivalence experimentally.

The ASE model links to and extends a growing literature
in primatology on cost/benefit bookkeeping within social
relationships (sensu Silk 2003). Researchers studying
social bonds, reciprocity, and assortment in nonhuman pri-
mates have proposed that emotions are the proximate
mechanisms that track relational costs and benefits, adap-
tively regulating social behavior without explicit cognitive
account keeping (e.g., Aureli & Schaffner 2002; Evers
et al. 2014; Schino & Aureli 2009). The ASE model clarifies
the functional systems in question, distinguishing the com-
plementary forms and functions of bookkeeping attitudes
and commitment emotions in networks of sentiment. High-
lighting a deep but previously unappreciated connection
between bookkeeping and commitment, the ASE model
grounds the commitment functions of emotions, including
social engagement versus disengagement (Kitayama et al.
2006), or affiliation versus distancing (Fischer & Manstead
2008), in antecedent bookkeeping indices of relational
value. In so doing, the ASE model provides a novel lens
for investigating the neurobiological bases of social rela-
tionship regulation.

The functional features of sentiments map closely onto
the functional properties of some neuroendocrine
systems, facilitating contingent behavior across social-rela-
tional contexts (Trumble et al. 2015). The ASE model
creates a framework for testing how particular hormones
and neural networks represent relationship value, update
such representations, or implement behavior conditionally
on such representations. For example, the proposed func-
tions of the neuropeptide oxytocin range across these pro-
cesses, including social memory, social bonding, and
modulated tolerance, trust, and parochialism (De Dreu
et al. 2011; Insel 1992; Kosfeld et al. 2005). However, a
careful examination of the evidence in light of the ASE
model suggests that the functions of oxytocin are not the
attitudinal encoding of value itself, but are specifically
emotion-like, implementing a mode of behavior conditional
on an existing representation of value (e.g., Crockford et al.
2013), or updating that representation, given new cues to
relationship value (e.g., Wittig et al. 2014). Evidence that
oxytocin tracks relationship quality (e.g., Holt-Lunstad
et al. 2014) should not be taken as evidence that oxytocin
is in some sense the social bond. Instead, we suggest that
oxytocin release is moderated by a separate index of rela-
tionship value – an attitude – and implements adaptive

behavior (e.g., tolerance, trust, investment) within a rela-
tionship thus indexed. The effects of exogenous oxytocin
do appear contingent on other evaluative representations,
such as those tied to group membership (De Dreu 2012;
though see Leng & Ludwig 2016), suggesting that simply
boosting oxytocin does not get one a bonded relationship;
targeted updates to the representation of the relationship,
or the attitude, may be necessary.
What neural systems, then, encode relationship value

and moderate the release of, and the effects of, oxytocin
and other neurotransmitters? Insight into social-relational
valuation may be gained from pathologies thereof, as in
psychopathy or frontotemporal dementia. Though typically
conceptualized as pathologies of emotion, we reconceptu-
alize these as sentiment disorders in which atypical attitudi-
nal representations disrupt downstream social emotions.
Previous work on these conditions can thus be interpreted
as nominating candidate neural networks for encoding
social valuation (or attitudes), including the basolateral
nucleus of the amygdala, orbitofrontal cortex, anterior cin-
gulate, anterior insula, and superior temporal pole (see
Anderson & Kiehl 2012; Filippi et al. 2013; Yoder et al.
2015). These areas are key components of the “salience
network” (Seeley et al. 2007) regulating the motivational
import of social information, in line with a proposed func-
tion of attitudes. How these areas relate to the regulation
of neurohormones – their release and effects, for example –
is a key outstanding question for the neural implementation
of sentiments. The construct of sentiment disorders can also
challenge received wisdom. For example, rather than an
empathy deficit disrupting the development of attachment
in psychopathy (Blair et al. 1997), an inability to value
others may be primary in psychopathy and underlay psycho-
paths’ diminished empathy and resistance to socialization.
We have characterized sentiments as systems of endoge-

nous affect that regulate social-relational behavior. This is
not to say that the engagement of these systems within
any given relationship is the only determinant of behavior
within that relationship. Strong norms backed by punish-
ment, or obligations and expectations linked to reputation,
can channel and constrain social behavior, motivating gen-
erosity, or disincentivising exploitation, even in the absence
of compassion or respect. At the same time, the existence
of norms such as “hate the sin, not the sinner” suggests
that communities often need norms to countervail the
endogenous tendencies of social attitudes (Wilson 2002).
Despite extensive research on the individual and societal
determinants of relational dynamics, the nature of the psy-
chological interactions between these influences on social
behavior remains under-researched. What work there is
suggests significant cultural variation in the relative
weight of relational attitudes and internalized role expecta-
tions in determining social behavior. For instance, among
Indian participants, an internalized sense of duty can abet
prosociality, even within relationships that are devoid of
warmth, thus establishing two pathways to “intrinsically”
motivated prosocial behavior (Miller & Bersoff 1998;
Miller et al. 2011). However, the interaction of sentiments
and internalized norms is likely more intertwined than
such cases suggest; internalization itself may be mediated
by sentiments towards community members generally, or
towards authority figures (including supernatural agents)
in particular. Theorized as a psychological commitment
device evolved to enhance norm conformity and the
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social benefits thereof (Fessler 2007), the internalization of
norms should hinge on the perceived fitness affordances of
the holders of normative expectations. This is because the
fitness benefits of internalization apply only vis-à-vis those
whose judgments are valuable as means to social, cultural,
and material resources. In other words, the costs of not
internalizing norms follow from the negative judgments
of valuable allies or authorities. This implies that, over
and above cultural variation in normative expectations,
individual and cultural differences in the internalization
of norms may reflect variation in respect for authority, or
love for other group members, producing differences in
the commitment emotions regulated by these attitudes.
This, in turn, predicts variation in the success of the
social control of behavior; love or respect for authorities
or role models may be necessary to curb the enactment
of contempt or hate in other social contexts within a
group. Clinical psychopathy may be noteworthy as multi-
hit sentiment disorder involving deficits in love, respect,
and fear, profoundly impacting sensitivity to socialization.
Normally, dramatic changes in an individual’s circum-
stances vis-à-vis a group, with corresponding changes in
the relational value of group members, may alter the
degree to which norms are internalized as a function of
changes in sentiments: a sudden rise in an actor’s coercive
power may lead to a decline in her or his respect for author-
ity and the motivational import of previously motivating
norms, whereas defeat and assimilation by an outside
group may lead to the abandonment of prior norms in
favor of those of the new group on which one becomes
dependent (cf. Cantor & Price 2007).

7. Summary and conclusion

Employing a phylogenetic and adaptationist approach to
the mind while taking transmitted culture seriously, we
have sought to clarify the form and functions of contempt,
a phenomenon that has resisted simple explanation.
Decomposing the folk affect concept “contempt” into its
eight component features reveals characteristics that
cannot be fully accounted for by models that depict con-
tempt as a basic emotion or by those that seek to explain
it as an attitude. Rather, the features of “contempt” func-
tionally cohere and map onto the basic affect systems of a
sentiment – a network of basic emotions moderated by an
attitudinal representation of social-relational value. The
Attitude–Scenario–Emotion (ASE) model of sentiments
details this construct, including the diversity of functionally
specialized attitude dimensions and the emotional pluripo-
tence of each attitude state. The sentiment contempt repre-
sents an other as worthless and below oneself, and
potentiates both indifference to an other’s concerns and
intolerance of his or her presence and any costs associated
with them. The features of the folk affect concept “con-
tempt” are the variably-experienced manifolds of this func-
tional network, which may be more or less “cold,” more or
less enduring, and experienced in conjunction with other
sentiments such as love or hate. Though not simple, our
explanation of contempt is parsimonious, explaining all of
the features of the folk affect concept “contempt” with ref-
erence to one high-level basic affect system, contempt.
This approach suggests a number of methodological and

empirical insights, illuminating how “contempt” can be
probed to reveal different features of the underlying

sentiment, and shedding light on both when variation in
“contempt” is to be expected and how corresponding folk
affect concepts compare across social and temporal
scales. More generally, the ASE model of sentiments has
many virtues. Characterizing emotions and attitudes in
complementary functional terms should facilitate engage-
ment between emotion researchers and attitude research-
ers, connecting these mutually-isolated literatures. While
the ASE model focuses on the role of attitudes in moderat-
ing emotions, it leaves room for the dynamic feedback of
emotions on attitudes (see, e.g., Tooby et al. 2008). The
computational–functional ASE model can be grounded in
comparative neuroscience and can help clarify our under-
standing of the representational and motivational functions
of different neural systems, including neuropeptides, the
“salience network,” and the etiologies of emotion-related
disorders. The model links psychological research to the
comparative literature in primatology, fleshing out candi-
date proximate mechanisms for models of social evolution,
and foregrounding enduring social relationships – the
ancestral cornerstone of human adaptation – in the evolu-
tion and functions of social affect. By jointly considering
evolved psychological architecture, the content of
emotion lexicons, and genuine cultural differences in atti-
tudes, emotions, and social behavior, this synthetic
approach unifies the insights of evolutionary psychology,
psychological anthropology, and cultural psychology – a
necessary consilience if we are to understand humans as
a biologically cultural species.
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that emerge when an underlying evaluative attitude interacts with
appraisals of a range of specific scenarios. Thus construed, sentiments
are epiphenomenal. We argue that G&F would do better to identify
each sentiment (love, say) with the attitude that underlies and explains
the patterns of emotional responding (in the case of love, this might be
the attitude of valuing the good of a specific other).

Gervais & Fessler (G&F) provide an illuminating analysis of per-
sisting sentiments such as love, hate, respect, and contempt. Their
theory captures the socially adaptive significance of sentiments
while also making sense of cultural variation in the ways in
which these sentiments are recognized and described. Such
anthropological insights are useful, and can help clarify the
targets of our everyday affective folk concepts. When it comes
to understanding the causal structures involved, however, the Atti-
tude–Scenario–Emotion (ASE) model lacks explanatory power.
By identifying sentiments with functional networks of attitudes
and emotions, G&F render sentiments themselves causally
inert. This analysis may be of interest to anthropologists, but not
if the goal is to understand the underlying psychological mecha-
nisms involved. For, if sentiments are merely superficial patterns
in one’s overall affective life, then any question about the structure
of sentiments (what causes them, what their effects are, etc.) will
be reducible to questions about evaluative attitudes and the ways
in which they interact with appraisals of situations. As a result, we
suggest, it might be theoretically more useful to identify senti-
ments with underlying attitudes.

G&F argue that sentiments are part of the “deep structure” of
affect, and they persistently use causal language in describing the
work that sentiments do. Respect, for instance, is described as a
“proximate mechanism,” and contempt is said to “moderate
diverse emotions across contexts.” But on G&F’s own account, sen-
timents cannot be causes. Rather, they are patterns that emerge
between (1) an evaluative Attitude, (2) appraisals of Scenarios,
and (3) resulting Emotions. On this ASE model, a sentiment
should be identified with the entire Attitude–Scenario–Emotion
complex rather than any single component within it. In the case
of the sentiment respect, for example, one may (1) positively
value another as a potential social partner. That valuing attitude,
together with (2) an appraisal of a scenario in which the valued
person is aware of one’s poor performance, for example, will issue
in (3) a specific emotional response – in this case, shame. The atti-
tude is a partial cause of the emotional response, as is one’s knowl-
edge/appraisal of the scenario. And the emotion of shame will have
a variety of further downstream effects on oneself and others by way
of impacting occurrent attitudes and appraisals. So, all three compo-
nents of the ASE model are individually causally efficacious.

Importantly, however, the overall patterning that results from the
interaction of this attitude with a variety of different scenarios over
time to issue in specific emotional responses is not itself a cause of
anything. Far from being the deep structure of anything, respect is
merely a superficial patterning of ASE pairings. The real causal work
is done by the component parts, and it is to these that we must look
if we are to explain the causes and functions of social affect.

Consider psychopathy, for instance. G&F remark that the ASE
contempt is plausibly the default social sentiment for those with
psychopathy. Although this diagnosis may adequately describe
the patterning of a psychopath’s interactions with others, it
doesn’t explain why the psychopath behaves as he does. After
all, many people exhibit contempt for specific others, perhaps
cued by differences of religion, skin color, or social status. Char-
acterizing psychopathy as a form of generalized contempt offers
little in the way of understanding. What we need to know is
why the psychopath consistently discounts the value of all
others, thereby coming to exhibit the emotional/behavioral
markers of contempt in all of his social interactions. As G&F
themselves put it, “an inability to value others may be primary
in psychopathy and underlie psychopaths’ diminished empathy
and resistance to socialization” (sect. 6.2). It is the underlying atti-
tude that explains, and which needs to be explained in turn, if psy-
chopathy is to be understood.

In fact, it is quite unclear to us why G&F do not identify senti-
ments with the underlying attitude-component of the ASE struc-
ture. (Indeed, at one point they themselves do precisely this. In
Figure 1, the intervening devaluing attitude is labeled “contempt,”
instead of that label designating the entire contents of the figure,
as the official ASE doctrine would require.) One could say, for
example, that contempt is the attitude of disvaluing another as a
potential social partner, which issues in a range of different emo-
tions depending on how the circumstances are appraised. Such a
view is just as well capable of accommodating all eight features of
contempt that G&F list in Section 2. Specifically, as an attitude it
is certainly intentional (representing another as uninteresting or
unworthy); the attitude is itself an enduring evaluation anchored
by character attribution; it takes as input cues to another’s rela-
tional value (e.g. lack of competence); it will issue in cold indiffer-
ence when the other remains at a distance, or in hot anger or
disgust when the other begins to impinge on one’s life; it will be
expressed differently based on context and situation; and it will
lead to behavioral outcomes such as rejection or exclusion.

Moreover, the reasons G&F give for not identifying contempt
as an attitude are quite weak. They say that such an account
cannot explain the emotional texture of contempt. But of course
it can do so, provided one bears in mind that any evaluative atti-
tude will issue in a range of distinct emotions, resulting from
one’s appraisals of various situations as differentially relevant to
what one values.

So G&F confront a dilemma: Either sentiments are real and caus-
ally efficacious attitudes, in which case the ASEmodel of sentiments
is incorrect; or the ASE model is retained, but then sentiments are
merely superficial patterns in one’s overall affective life. Either way,
any analysis of the causal structure of sentiments will at some
point boil down to our understanding of evaluative attitudes.
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Abstract: Prejudice, like contempt, is a general evaluation rather than a
specific emotion. I explore the idea that emotions and attitudes are
conceptually distinct by applying Gervais & Fessler’s model to the
intergroup context. I argue that prejudice is an affective representation
of a social group’s relational value (friend or foe) and dispute the idea
that there are many distinct prejudices.

What does it mean to say emotions and attitudes are conceptually
distinct? Prejudice, like contempt, is best understood as a general
evaluation rather than a specific emotion. This perspective
departs from the view of prejudice as specific emotion adopted
by several recent theories of prejudice (Cottrell & Neuberg
2005; Cuddy et al. 2007; Fiske et al. 2002; Mackie et al. 2000).
Prejudice, like contempt, is an intergroup sentiment. It is an
affective representation of a social group’s relational value –
friend or foe?

A prejudice-as-sentiment view seamlessly adopts many of the
features of the Attitude–Scenario–Emotion (ASE) model pre-
sented by Gervais & Fessler (G&F) in the target article. First,
the attitudinal component of prejudice is an object-specific affec-
tive representation of a social group. It represents the perceiver’s
“feelings about” the group, and it can be “coldly” considered, as
evidenced by the common use of self-report measures in preju-
dice research (e.g., Brigham 1993; McConahay 1986). People
usually complete these measures in private, reporting their evalu-
ation of a group when its members are not present.

Commentary/Gervais & Fessler: contempt and the deep structure of affect

BEHAVIORAL AND BRAIN SCIENCES, 40 (2017) 19
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X16000352 Published online by Cambridge University Press

mailto:abahns@wellesley.edu
http://www.wellesley.edu/psychology/faculty/bahns
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X16000352


Second, the affective representation of prejudice is enduring.
Both explicit and implicit prejudice measures predict subsequent
discrimination (e.g., Fazio et al. 1995; McConnell & Leibold
2001), even when the measurement of attitude and behavior is
separated by as much as one week (Dasgupta & Rivera 2006).
The same group may at times be seen as “lazy” and other times
“dangerous,” but the underlying representation of affect is
equally negative in both scenarios. The stable time course of the
attitude should be taken as evidence of the generality of the rep-
resentation (McDougall 1933).

Third, prejudice can moderate diverse emotions across scenar-
ios. Prejudice-as-specific-emotion theorists are right to point out
that different emotions are often experienced in relation to differ-
ent groups (Cottrell & Neuberg 2005; Mackie et al. 2000). African
Americans may be stereotyped as dangerous and elicit fear, while
gay men may be stereotyped as immoral and elicit disgust. But
rather than claiming that groups eliciting fear and groups eliciting
disgust represent different kinds of prejudice, a prejudice-as-sen-
timent model recognizes a common attitudinal core at the heart of
all prejudices. (This allows for the sensible possibility that differ-
ent contexts will lead to different emotions toward a group –
surely we are excited rather than fearful when aggressive people
join our team.)

G&F present two main hypotheses associated with the ASE
model. The first is that there are many distinct sentiments, and
the second is that sentiments are emotionally pluripotent. To
garner support for the first hypothesis, G&F cite a central idea
in evolutionary theory (e.g., Neuberg & Cottrell 2008), noting
there are many distinct threats and opportunities which determine
a person’s social-relational value. Therefore, they argue, senti-
ments are more complex than good/bad or like/dislike. Although
this hypothesis seems appropriate for the interpersonal context,
an extension to the intergroup context would mean there are
many distinct prejudices. This cannot be true if prejudice is a
general evaluation.

Indeed, it should be possible to represent a group’s value along
the single dimension of friend/foe. To be sure, evaluative judg-
ments can be made along other dimensions as well (e.g., warmth,
competence, status; Fiske et al. 2002), but these judgments come
later. A prejudice-as-sentiment model easily accommodates this
prediction. It conceives of prejudice as a general evaluation of
the outgroup’s value in relation to the ingroup. At the highest
level, prejudice marks a group as friend or foe. This core affective
representation then shapes the way the group is perceived (e.g.,
dangerous, trustworthy, warm), depending on the information
available in a particular intergroup context (Bahns 2017).

The second hypothesis associated with the ASE model, the idea
that sentiments are emotionally pluripotent, is fundamental to the
argument that prejudice is a general evaluation. Emotional pluri-
potence means the same attitude can moderate a diverse range of
emotions toward its object across situations. The hierarchical
structure of a sentiment helps to account for the fact that multiple
emotions may be elicited in the same intergroup context (see Cot-
trell & Neuberg 2005); there need not be a one-to-one correspon-
dence between emotions and target groups. For example, groups
that threaten the physical safety of the ingroup may evoke both
fear and anger, depending on the immediacy of the threat. The
core affective representation of the group is the same – the
group is a foe – but the emotions and behaviors directed toward
the group may differ from one context to another.

One important implication of adopting a prejudice-as-senti-
ment model is that the particular stereotypes and emotions asso-
ciated with a group can shift in different scenarios – they are not
part of the enduring affective representation. Different stereo-
types may be activated in different intergroup contexts, but
each serves the same basic function of justifying the negative eval-
uation and appropriately directing behavior (Crandall & Eshle-
man 2003). In this way, stereotypes can be understood as
justifications of prejudice rather than as forming the source of
the prejudice itself (Crandall et al. 2011).
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Abstract: Analyzing the contempt as an intergroup emotion, we suggest
that contempt and anger are not built upon each other, whereas disgust
seems to be the most elementary and specific basic-emotional
antecedent of contempt. Concurring with Gervais & Fessler, we suggest
that many instances of “hate speech” are in fact instances of “contempt
speech” – being based on disgust-driven contempt rather than hate.

Gervais & Fessler (G&F) view contempt as a sentiment built upon
more basic emotions, such as anger and disgust. They portray con-
tempt as a passive sentiment, a lack of the positive emotion of
respect. According to them, the main role of contempt is to
justify oppression and superiority.
Based on the social psychology of intergroup relations, particu-

larly on the BIAS map model (Cuddy et al. 2007), we suggest that
G&F’s view of contempt cannot be directly applied to contempt as
a collective emotion for three reasons: (1) Contempt cannot be
viewed as a mere lack of respect due to its two-dimensional struc-
ture; (2) contempt and anger are not built upon each other, but
may have distinctive roles, for example, in mobilizing collective
action; and (3) disgust seems to be the most elementary and spe-
cific basic-emotional antecedent of contempt.
The current social psychological research on intergroup rela-

tions suggests that ethnic prejudice is built upon a two-dimensional
structure of stereotype (consisting of two relatively orthogonal
dimensions of warmth and competence; Fiske et al. 2002). Accord-
ing to this model, respect is related only to the dimension of com-
petence: it may be felt towards both allies and enemies, as long as
they are perceived as competent (across cultures, correlations of
respect and competence range from .74 to .99; Fiske 2015). On
the contrary, contempt is defined not only as the perceived lack
of competence, but also (and essentially) as the perceived lack of
warmth. Therefore, a lack of respect may result not only in con-
tempt, but also in pity (when the target group is disrespected
but liked), which, like contempt, can justify oppression.
What is more, research closely analyzing the system-justifying

structureof stereotyping (Cichocka et al. 2015; Jost&Kay 2005) sug-
gests that prejudice based on pity (and also envy felt towards
respected but disliked outgroups) justifies oppression and inequali-
ties more than prejudice based on contempt (the perception of out-
group as cold and incompetent). In line with this reasoning, mixed-
content stereotypes (i.e., those evoking pity or envy) are the most
prevalent in countries with greater income inequalities (Fiske 2015).
Thus, respect cannot be viewed as the opposite of contempt as

the two are only loosely related. Three recent empirical studies
found that the correlation between these two emotions toward dif-
ferent target groups varies from −.12 to .71 (Bukowski & Winiew-
ski 2011). In fact, a study by Laham et al. (2010) demonstrated
that respect moderates the elicitation of contempt, and not the
conversion of respect into contempt, as suggested by G&F. This
implies that the relation between contempt and respect is far
more complex, and there are several other variables that explain
that relationship.
The relationship between anger and contempt is also found to

be more complex than postulated by G&F. Specifically, in studies
on collective action intentions, anger and contempt act as two dis-
tinct emotions that lead to alternative forms of collective action:
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anger motivates normative forms of such action (Górska & Bile-
wicz 2015), whereas contempt motivates the violent, non-norma-
tive ones (Tausch et al. 2011).

On that basis, contrary to G&F, we view disgust, and not anger,
as the closest emotional antecedent of contempt. Previous studies
indicate that disgust can affect many aspects of social evaluations
(Hodson & Costello 2007; Inbar et al. 2009; Jones & Fitness
2008). For example, inducing disgust can increase the severity of
individuals’ self-reported moral judgments (Schnall et al. 2008)
and sensitivity to moral transgressions (Whitton et al. 2014). On
the physiological level, increased activation of the levator labii (a
face muscle indicating disgust expression) can be observed when
people evaluatemoral situations and the norms are violated (Krum-
huber et al., in press), suggesting that disgust may play a crucial role
in effective social evaluation processes. Studies of facial expressions
of contempt and disgust reveal the similarities between contempt
and disgust expressions, which are frequently mistaken (Alvarado
& Jameson 1996; Darwin 1872/1955; Haidt & Keltner 1999).
Even if these two emotions do not reflect one process, they have
a major physiological and communicative overlap.

On the level of collective emotions, neuroscientific research
based on the BIAS map shows that people stereotyped as low in
warmth and low in competence, such as the homeless or drug
addicts, elicit contempt and disgust in observers on the behavioral
level and cause changes in brain activation: they trigger insula and
amygdala activation, while limiting medial prefrontal cortex acti-
vation (Harris & Fiske 2006; 2009; 2011). This suggests that con-
temptuous prejudice is rooted in feelings of disgust as triggered by
portrayals of groups and people that evoke disgust.

We began by stating that G&F’s view of contempt cannot be
directly applied to contempt as a collective emotion. However,
we would like to point out one aspect in which the view of G&F
and current approaches to contempt as a collective emotion con-
verge – namely: their criticism of conflating the structurally differ-
ent emotions of hate and contempt. The authors conclude that in
fact, contempt motivates many of the so-called “hate crimes.” Our
research suggests that the same conflation occurs in the case of
“hate speech.” A recent study of hate speech content found that
most racist and homophobic slurs are built on contempt and
disgust rather than hate (Bilewicz et al. 2014) and that they are
more often driven by dominance and ingroup superiority rather
than feelings of threat (Bilewicz et al. 2017). Our new study of
hate speech shows that among adolescents the emotion of contempt
is a stronger predictor of the use of derogatory language about
minorities (Muslim, gay, Roma, Jewish) than the emotion of hate
(Winiewski et al. 2017). Therefore, we concur with G&F’s sugges-
tion that many instances of “hate speech” are in fact “contempt
speech” and that by focusing our attention on their hate-related
components we run the risk of overlooking the disgust- and
dominance-driven psychological nature of such phenomena.
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Abstract: “Contempt” is proposed to be a unique aspect of human nature,
yet a non-natural kind. Its psychological construct is framed as a sentiment
emerging from a stratification of diverse basic emotions and dispositional
attitudes. Accordingly, “contempt” might transcend traditional conceptual
levels in social psychology, including experience and recognition of
emotion, dyadic and group dynamics, context-conditioned attitudes,
time-enduring personality structure, and morality. This strikes us as a
modern psychological account of a high-level, social-affective cognitive
facet that joins forces with recent developments in the social
neuroscience by drawing psychological conclusions from brain biology.

Gervais & Fessler (G&F) set out to frame “contempt” as a
uniquely human emotion notoriously characterized by the unilat-
eral lip curl. It is described as a non-basic emotion that is however
intimately related with, primarily, anger and, secondly, disgust.
“Contempt” is further conceptualized as a dispositional social
stance with various societal-sociological ramifications, including
rejection and exclusion motivation and behaviors, feeling superior
to others, and influence on high-level social judgments.

We applaud this psychological account of human “contempt” as
modern, also from a neurobiological perspective on human behav-
ior. The human amygdala is an excellent example of the perti-
nence of such accounts, as this brain structure not only features
the much cited reactivity to emotion-laden stimuli, but also
readily responds to abstract social stimuli and even non-emotional,
non-social behaviorally relevant environmental information. For
instance, the human amygdala has not been confirmed to be spe-
cific or sufficient for processing fear, although this is still a wide-
spread thought. The idea of the human insula as the neural seat
of processing disgust is similarly outdated. Even more drastically,
various affective stimuli elicit neural activity in the so-called sali-
ence network without qualifying as emotion-specific This is
because this brain network recollects the set of most activated
brain regions across experimental paradigms (Yarkoni et al. 2011).

Further, the authors’ account of “contempt” as a sentiment is
reminiscent of the de-reification of the Ekmanian basic emotions
proposed by Barrett and Satpute (2013). Both a qualitative litera-
ture review and a quantitative meta-analyis confirmed a lack of
specificity in brain responses to emotion appraisal. These
authors went on to criticize the traditionally embraced distinction
into affective, social, and cognitive processing facets based on the
ubiquitous implicit modular-mind assumption, and adopted a con-
structionist perspective on human emotions instead. In the spirit
of the “contempt” contemplations by G&F, Barrett and Satpute
have argued for domain-agnostic distributed functional networks
that exhibit complex interaction to produce a range of affective
states. The conceptual relatives of the discussed conceptual
framework of “contempt” hence agree with recent brain-
imaging investigations in that brain activity patterns underlying
neural responses to various emotions are frequently more
similar than different, let alone distinct. Further evidence for a
constructivist, componential vision of human affective categories
on the brain level has also been provided by a recent computa-
tional Bayesian study (Wager et al. 2015). These investigators
have advocated against a direct mapping of the five basic emotions
to a single region, network, or other brain system. Rather, a con-
figuration of these would subserve distinct affective categories by
combining cognitive facets from sensory, memory, motivational,
and other domain-general processes. More globally, a reconfigu-
ration of general-purpose functional networks prompted by
changing environmental challenges might be an important
feature that enables specific task performance (Bzdok et al. 2015).

Finally, we also identified a few potential weak points in the con-
ceptual proposal by G&F. A very important argument for the
initial establishment of the five basic emotions was their intercul-
tural consistency. Similar data could have been discussed for “con-
tempt” to describe this phenomenon as rather innate or learned
during infancy. While much convincing evidence exists for the
very early developmental onset of the five basic emotions, analo-
gous pieces of evidence for “contempt” have not been discussed
in detail. The typical developmental trajectory of “contempt”
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perception and expression therefore remains fragmentary. Addi-
tionally and relatedly, it would have been interesting to discuss
the impact of a neurological brain lesion on the onset and charac-
teristic properties of “contempt” behavior. Its heritability strikes as
similarly missing and could have introduced more matter-of-fact
elements into the authors’ conceptual framework. Moreover, “con-
tempt” is qualified as situation-enduring. Yet, this psychological
concept has not been explicitly posed within the state–trait
dichotomy. Clinically, it would also have been pertinent to more
exhaustively discuss the relationship between contempt and per-
sonality structure, in addition to the relation to psychopathy traits.

Apart from these blind spots when examined from a social neu-
roscience perspective, we are grateful to G&F for the comprehen-
sive and thought-provoking account of perhaps one of the most
complicated emotional sentiments specific to the complex socie-
ties of human primates.

Dominance as a competence domain, and the
evolutionary origins of respect and contempt
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Abstract: The hypothesis of a phylogenetic connection between
protorespect in primate dominance hierarchies and respect in human
prestige hierarchies lies in the principle that dominance is a domain of
competence like others and, hence, that high-ranking primates have
protoprestige. The idea that dominant primates manifest protocontempt
to subordinates suggests that “looking down on” followers is intrinsic to
leadership in humans, but that the expression of contempt varies
critically in relation to the socioecological context.

Gervais & Fessler’s (G&F’s) Attitude–Scenario–Emotion (ASE)
model provides a stimulating, ontologically useful, and testable
framework of the relations between sentiments, attitudes, and
emotions. The sentiments they are concerned with, respect and
its correlate contempt, are an integral part of the psychological
foundation of status hierarchies, which are universal features of
human societies (Anderson et al. 2015). Here I elaborate on the
primate origins of respect, a topic the authors treat rather
briefly, and on some implications of the idea that high-ranking pri-
mates show protocontempt towards subordinates.

G&F argue that respect tracks the value of others as competent
partners, and evolved to facilitate the formation of efficacious rela-
tionships. In prior work (Chapais 2015), I suggested that the emo-
tional underpinnings of attraction to higher ranking individuals in
primate dominance hierarchies (protorespect) had been co-opted
in the course of human evolution and given rise to the admiration
(respect) of experts in all relevant domains of activities. The two
phenomena would be homologous. Referring to that work, the
authors go on stating that protorespect was co-opted “just as the
emotion systems protopride and protoshame were co-opted from
dominance hierarchies for use in prestige hierarchies” (target
article, sect. 5.3, para. 2). I agree. However, there are some impor-
tant differences between the processes involved in the co-optation
of protorespect, on the one hand, and that of protopride and proto-
shame, on the other, and I take this opportunity to enlighten those
differences and further characterize the primate origins of respect.

Dominance is the capacity to exercise coercive power and orient
the behavior of others by undermining their welfare and reproduc-
tive capacity. Dominance status in animals is imposed upon others
based on asymmetries in physical power, whereas prestige status in
humans is freely conferred on skilled individuals based on their
competence levels in any one of a vast array of domains and,

hence, on their value as social partners. While dominance status
stems from competition and involves intimidation and fear, pres-
tige status stems from cooperation and involves competence and
attraction. If only for that reason, it is tempting to conceive of dom-
inance and prestige as distinct strategies of status-attainment
having their own separate evolutionary origins (e.g., Cheng et al.
2013; Henrich & Gil-White 2001). In many primate species,
however, dominance relationships are not limited to their compet-
itive dimension. They may also have a significant cooperative com-
ponent, and it is only by considering the latter that the evolution of
respect may be understood (Chapais 2015). Once dominance rela-
tionships are established, the highest-ranking individuals, especially
the alpha male and female, are uniquely positioned to provide spe-
cific types of benefits to subordinates, including efficient protection
against aggressors, decisive support in conflicts, and access to
monopolizable resources (mates or food). The high value of top-
ranking individuals as potential partners may explain why subordi-
nates are attracted to them, offering grooming and support in
exchange for help and tolerance (reviewed in Chapais 2015).
From that perspective, dominants have protoprestige and primate
dominance hierarchies concurrently are prestige hierarchies.
Following the evolution of cumulative culture among hominins

and, with it, the multiplication of technological, social, and idea-
tional activities requiring high levels of competence, the coopera-
tion-based psychology of protorespect towards dominants would
have generated the respect of experts in all relevant cultural
domains. In that view, the key principle for understanding the
transition from primate-like dominance hierarchies to human-
like prestige hierarchies is that dominance is a domain of compe-
tence per se and hence a source of prestige, from which it follows
that it should be so in humans as well. Empirical findings support
that prediction. Taller men are perceived as having greater lead-
ership abilities (Blaker et al. 2013; Murray & Schmitz 2011; Re
et al. 2013; Von Rueden 2014), and group members willingly
grant a high status to physically formidable men owing to their
leadership abilities and the services they may provide, such as
punishing free-riders and negotiating with other groups (Lukas-
zewski et al. 2016). This indicates that formidable men have a
high status because they have a high social value, not just
because they are feared, and that the attractiveness of formidable
individuals is homologous between humans and other primates.
That said, the capacity to exercise dominance in humans involves
competence in several other domains, including in the handling of
weapons, recruitment of allies based on ideational arguments,
control of information and resources affecting others’ welfare,
and use of nonphysical entities to inflict physical costs.
The other point concerns the evolutionary origins of contempt,

which G&F define as an absence of respect towards individuals
perceived as having low value as social partners. They further
suggest that a plausible homologue of contempt is found in
primate dominance hierarchies in the attitude of high-ranking
individuals “towards lower-ranking conspecifics that cannot
deliver benefits upwards and fail to earn respect” (sect. 5.3,
para. 2; emphasis in original) and are, as a result, the object of
indifference, intolerance or exploitation. If this phylogenetic con-
nection is right, it implies that “looking down on” followers is
intrinsic to leadership; that is, leaders would by default be emo-
tionally biased to exploit a substantial fraction of their followers.
Assuming this to be the case, one expects the expression of con-
tempt to vary critically in relation to the extent to which leaders
are dependent on their followers’ respect to acquire and maintain
their status. When leadership is freely conferred on leaders based
on their skills and willingness to cooperate, and hence may be
revoked by followers – for example, in non-authoritarian societies,
contempt and exploitation would be substantially muted. At the
other extreme, in dictatorships, the exploitation of “followers”
would be given free reign, but would focus on the (usually
large) fraction of followers on whom leaders are not dependent
for maintaining power. In all intermediate situations in which
leaders run the risk of being deposed by their followers, either
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democratically or through revolutions, leaders would tend to
exploit followers whenever opportunities arise, but covertly.
History is filled with kings and nobles appropriating a dispropor-
tionate share of resources while publicly acting as if, and stating
that, their subjects’ welfare is their main concern.

Are sentiments subject to selection
pressures? The case of oxytocin
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Abstract: We argue that natural selection operates on emotional and
cognitive capacities supporting the subjective experience of sentiments,
rather than on discrete sentiments themselves. We support this
argument by examining the case of oxytocin in relation to the sentiment
of love. We also explore future directions for health psychology research
that includes “cold” aspects of contempt in conjunction with “hot” aspects.

Gervais & Fessler (G&F), recognizing that attitudes and emotions
are highly intertwined in the social domain, make a compelling
case for the value of reconciling distinct research traditions that
have focused either on attitudes or on emotion in relative isolation.
G&F provide a valuable discussion of why and how a broader lens
should be used to examine the larger picture of social affect. Spe-
cifically, they focus on the unique social functions that are served
through particular combinations of attitude and emotion.

The authors conceive of sentiments (such as contempt) as “func-
tional networks of attitudes and emotions” that are organized
around the “fitness affordances” – that is, likely costs and benefits
of particular types of interactions – of others (sect. 4.2, para. 3). At
the same time, the authors acknowledge considerable fluidity in
the boundaries of sentiments (arguing, for example, that contempt
can co-occur or overlap with love or anger to create pity or hate,
respectively). What remains unclear in this formulation is whether
and how natural selection could act upon sentiments, given the
range of emotions and attitudes that the authors argue are encom-
passed within a single sentiment and the fluid boundaries that sen-
timents are proposed to have.

We commend the authors’ broad aim of reconciling attitudes
and emotions research. At the same time, we remain uncon-
vinced that discrete sentiments such as contempt are themselves
subject to selection pressures. Instead, we suggest that contempt
emerges as a phenomenologically – and functionally – coherent
construct because natural selection operates on underlying pro-
cesses that, in combination, give rise to the subjective experience
of a sentiment. Specifically, we posit that natural selection may act
upon (1) basic affective reactions, (2) the cognitive capacity to
hold stable representations of specific others in memory, and (3)
the high-level ability to experience attitudes and emotions in flex-
ible combinations in the service of particular social goals relative
to specific individuals. In this conceptualization, further specifica-
tion of discrete sentiments as units of functional specialization, or
as distinct targets of evolutionary pressures, is unnecessary.

G&F (sect. 6.2, para. 8) discuss how certain neuroendocrine
systems, such as oxytocin, may support specific sentiments (the
authors do not specify a particular sentiment corresponding to
oxytocin, but love might be a plausible candidate). We argue
that a parsimonious interpretation of the prior research conducted
on non-human animals does not require sentiments as an organiz-
ing construct. Instead, oxytocin seems to regulate basic affective
and cognitive processes (e.g., desire for proximity; social recogni-
tion and memory) that yield attachment outcomes (e.g.,

proximity-seeking; social regulation of stress) to specific others
(e.g., caregivers; mates; Donaldson & Young 2008; Insel &
Young 2001). Infant–caregiver bonds and mated-pair bonds
clearly serve functions with survival consequences, but these func-
tions can be supported via oxytocin regulating basic affective reac-
tions and cognitive representations (rather than via oxytocin
regulating any particular sentiment directly). Oxytocin’s basic
functions across mammalian species are likely to be evolutionarily
conserved. In humans, oxytocin’s role in regulating affective and
cognitive processes may operate in combination with our
species’ ability to experience attitudes and emotions in flexible
combinations. Love may emerge as a coherent subjective experi-
ence out of the core processes that oxytocin supports, but the case
for love itself as having an “evolved functional specialization” (sect.
4.1, para. 3) seems more tenuous when the role of oxytocin in the
human species is considered alongside its role in other species’
cognition and behavior.

Leaving aside the question of whether discrete sentiments are
“evolved functional specializations” or not, G&F’s discussion of
individual differences in “sentiment profiles” of contempt pro-
vides interesting future directions for health psychology research.
G&F describe a sentiment profile of contempt as an individual’s
proneness to feeling contempt (sect. 6.1, para. 5). The concept
of hostility in health psychology – defined as a “negative attitude
towards others, consisting of enmity, denigration, and ill will”
(Smith 1994, p. 26) –maps well onto G&F’s conceptualization
of the “hot” aspects of contempt (i.e., anger, disgust, and laughter
at the expense of others). A large body of research has linked hos-
tility to coronary heart disease outcomes in both healthy and cor-
onary heart disease populations (Chida & Steptoe 2009; Smith
et al. 2004).

Several mechanisms explaining how hostility influences coronary
heart disease have been proposed, including both behavioral and
psychosocial mediators. Hostility and anger are linked to smoking,
excessive alcohol consumption, greater fat and caloric intake,
lower physical activity, and greater body mass (Bunde & Suls
2006; Miller et al. 1996). High levels of hostility and anger have
also been proposed to create a pattern of “moving away” from
others resulting in decreased social support, which could be a
factor contributing to the association between hostility and coronary
heart disease (target article: sect. 5.4, para. 4; Smith et al. 2004).

G&F’s ideas should prompt health researchers to consider the
“cold” aspects of contempt (muted prosocial emotions such as
compassion, guilt, and shame) in order to better understand the
social isolation that has been associated with the “hot” (hostile)
components of contempt. Speculatively, decreased levels of pro-
social emotions might also result in higher levels of relationship
strife and social isolation contributing to greater heart disease
risk. Indeed, there is some evidence that lower trait levels of com-
passion are associated with less adaptive profiles of stress reactiv-
ity, including higher blood pressure reactivity and higher cortisol
reactivity (Cosley et al. 2010). Considering the health implications
of “cold” aspects of contempt that often co-occur with the more
well-studied “hot” aspects could help researchers develop more
comprehensive interventions for individuals with high-contempt
sentiment profiles.

Warmth and competence as distinct
dimensions of value in social emotions
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Abstract: Gervais & Fessler’s analysis collapses across two orthogonal
dimensions of social value to explain contempt: relational value,
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predicted by cooperation, and agentic value, predicted by status. These
dimensions interact to potentiate specific social emotions and behaviors
in intergroup contexts. By neglecting the unique roles of these
dimensions – and their associated attributes: warmth and competence –
the sentiment framework cedes predictive precision.

Gervais & Fessler (G&F) have laid out a novel analysis of social
emotions, which is sure to stimulate fruitful discussion and
future research. Nevertheless, I believe that their model suffers
from some conceptual ambiguity, which, if clarified, would give
the analysis greater predictive power and fidelity.

The authors posit that low-value individuals are likely to
become targets of contempt because they fail to elicit respect.
This characterization neglects that value may be high or low
along orthogonal dimensions and that these dimensions interact
to predict specific emotions. The Stereotype Content Model
(SCM) (Fiske et al. 2002; 2007) organizes beliefs about social
and cultural groups along two fundamental dimensions of social
cognition: warmth and competence. Warmth is attributed to
groups that are generally seen as cooperative rather than compet-
itive, whereas attributions of competence are reserved for
high-status relative to low-status groups. Crossing the warmth
and competence dimensions yields four broad classes of stereo-
types and predicts specific corresponding emotions. Groups that
are seen as both cooperative and high-status – and therefore
warm and competent (e.g., Christians, middle class) – elicit emo-
tions like pride and admiration. Groups that are seen as compet-
itive (in the sense that they are free-riders) and low-status
stimulate disgust and scorn (e.g., drug addicts, welfare recipients).
The two “off-diagonal” classes provoke ambivalent emotions:
cooperative but low-status groups (e.g., elderly, disabled) are
seen as warm but incompetent and therefore trigger pity. Com-
petitive but admittedly high-status groups (e.g., rich people,
Asians, and other model minorities) activate emotions like envy.

In the SCM framework, groups may be imbued with relational
value (based on their cooperation), agentic value (based on their
status), neither, or both. Each dimension is associated with distinct
suites of behaviors (Cuddy et al. 2007). Relational value predicts
active behaviors. Cooperative groups receive active assistance
(e.g., prosocial behavior, charity), whereas competitive groups
receive active harm (e.g., harassment, political scapegoating).
Agentic value, on the other hand, predicts passive behaviors.
High-status groups receive passive facilitation (e.g., realpolitik
cooperation) and low-status groups receive passive harm (e.g.,
neglect, limited access to education, housing). Each class of social
groups receives a combination of these active and passive behaviors
(e.g., elderly people receive charity, but are also neglected). Rather
than treat them as orthogonal sources of value, G&F discuss
“value” and “efficacy” as substitutes for one another.

Collapsing across warmth and competence as distinct value
dimensions diminishes the predictive power of G&F’s model. Fur-
thermore, it considerably expands the swath of people who are
likely to become targets of contempt. In the contempt-as-sentiment
framework, all social targets with the exception of high-warmth, high-
competence targets are likely targets of contempt in either its cool or
hot form because they are devalued on at least one dimension.

What determines whether a sentiment – in this case contempt –
runs hot or cold? And when it runs hot, what determines whether
contempt prompts approach or avoidance behaviors? G&F refer-
ence many likely moderators; the hot form of contempt may be
invigorated by frequency of contact, stability of the social hierar-
chy, and network size, among many other factors. The authors
ultimately conclude that the emotions, phenomenology, and
behavior that result from the contempt sentiment will depend
on “any variable that influences the perceived costs and benefits
of social relationships” (sect. 6.1, para. 7).

Contrast this formulation with the systematic principles
approach taken by the SCM, which begins by identifying the func-
tional relations – competitive, cooperative – between parties to
make predictions about downstream emotions and behaviors.
Active, “hot” intergroup emotions are amplified when there is a

zero-sum relationship between two parties’ goals (Fiske &
Ruscher 1993; Struch & Schwartz 1989). Even in the absence
of overt competition, the mere perception that a group poses a
resource or value threat engenders negative emotions, intergroup
conflict, and outgroup derogation (Deutsch 2006; Johnson &
Johnson 1989; Mackie et al. 2000; Sherif et al. 1954/1961).
However, as described above, the assessment of a group as
friend or foe necessarily intersects with the assessment of their
ability to enact their intentions (i.e., their status), good or ill.
Because the sentiment framework relies on a single index of value,

it clusters anger, an approach emotion, together with disgust, an
avoidance emotion, to produce the “hot” phenomenology associated
with contempt. However, using both dimensions from the SCM
allows us to differentiate when the hostile emotions route is likely
to lead to anger and attack (i.e., in response to low-warmth, high-
competence targets; Glick 2002) versus disgust and exclusion (i.e.,
in response to low-warmth, low-competence targets). In line with
these predictions, we find that participants report they would be
most likely to harm low-warmth, high-competence targets (Cikara
& Fiske 2011), but most likely to say it is acceptable to sacrifice
low-warmth, low-competence targets (Cikara et al. 2010).
Another strength of examining the orthogonal effects of com-

petitiveness and status, as opposed to a unitary value, is that it
allows for predictions about how emotional responses towards
groups will change as attributions of warmth and competence
change. For example, we find that participants are most likely to
exhibit pleasure in response to competitive, high-status (relative
to other) targets’ misfortunes (for a review, see Cikara & Fiske
2013). However, providing participants with counter-stereotypic
information that decreases these targets’ status or increases per-
ceptions of their cooperation significantly reduces participants’
Schadenfreude (Cikara & Fiske 2012), indicating that it is these
dimensions, as opposed to anything intrinsic to the groups them-
selves, that drives counter-empathic responses.
G&F’s broader contribution to the social emotions literature is

undeniable. The Attitude-Scenario-Emotion (ASE) model of sen-
timents integrates seemingly irreconcilable views of contempt and
other social emotions. Formally integrating distinct dimensions of
social value would deepen the impact of this approach by facilitat-
ing even more specific predictions regarding when and why con-
tempt arises, and how it manifests.
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Abstract:Gervais & Fessler’s Attitude–Scenario–Emotion (ASE) model is
a useful tool for the detection of affect in social media. In this commentary,
an addition to the model is proposed – the audience – and its role in the
manifestation of affect is discussed using a cyberbullying scenario. The
presence of contempt in cyberbullying is also discussed.

Social media is now a standard way of interacting with other
people – friends, acquaintances, and a wider audience of
unknown people. Given the wealth of online activity and its rele-
vance to our “real” lives, analysis of social media has gained a lot of
interest. In particular, affect detection from text has attracted
many researchers (e.g., Altrabsheh et al. 2015; Paltoglou &
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Thelwall 2012; Tromp & Pechenizkiy 2015), where affect is
broadly understood as anything to do with human emotion and
related phenomena. In this area, there is confusing terminology
about what is expressed and what can be detected from social
media text. A recent article (Munezero et al. 2014b) sought to
clarify this terminology and it is largely aligned with Gervais &
Fessler’s (G&F’s) article in the sense that emotions can be
observed and that sentiments can be inferred from different
emotion expressions.

Research in this area focuses on broad categories such as sub-
jective versus objective text and positive/negative/neutral polarity
(e.g., Gaber et al. 2015; Liu & Zhang 2012). Some attempts were
made to detect specific emotions, mostly based on Ekman’s basic
emotions model (Ekman 1992b) or Russell’s dimensions (Russell
& Mehrabian 1977) (e.g., Balahur 2013; Paltoglou & Thelwall
2013). In the last five years there has emerged detection of
more complex affective phenomena, such as humour and irony
(Reyes et al. 2012), nastiness (Justo et al. 2014), and sarcasm
(Altrabsheh et al. 2015; Justo et al. 2014). Moreover, there is a
growing interest in the detection of online activity such as antiso-
cial behaviour (Munezero et al. 2014a) and cyberbullying
(Dinakar et al. 2012; Zhao et al. 2016) through the manifestation
of affective text (e.g., insults).

In this context, the ASE model proposed by G&F would be a
useful tool for sentiment detection. Given the characteristics of
the medium of communication, that is, social media, I propose
the addition of another dimension: the audience. The audience
is implicit in social media; one may not be aware of the entire audi-
ence – in fact, there is a tendency to underestimate the size of the
audience (Bernstein et al. 2013), but one accepts that there is an
audience and one’s mental model of the audience influences one’s
online activity (Litt 2012; Marwick 2011).

To illustrate the ASE model with the addition of the audience
(ASE+A), a cyberbullying scenario is used, where cyberbullying is
the repeated communication through digital media of hostile/
aggressive messages intended to harm/discomfort others (Toku-
naga 2010). The influence of attitudes, audience, and emotions
on behaviour is discussed for several cases (Table 1). The cases
and their explanations are not exhaustive; they are meant as an
illustration of how the audience has an influence on one’s emo-
tions, and, consequently, on one’s behaviour.

Scenario: X is repeatedly making nasty comments about Y’s
appearance on a social network. The last comment is more
hurtful and is accompanied by an unflattering picture.

Cases 1 and 2 illustrate the presence of contempt with “cold”
and “hot” phenomenology respectively. In Case 1, the actor
lacks compassion for Y, but the uncertainty over the audience
(i.e., perceived risk of social negative evaluation/less social
reward), prevents a reaction resulting in indifference. Case 2,
on the other hand, with an audience of friends involved in the bul-
lying (i.e., opportunity to gain social reward or fear of losing social
approval if not joining) activates hostility in the form of laughter.

Case 3 illustrates a conflict between one’s beliefs and a friends’
behaviour, which could result in compassion for Y, but a reluc-
tance to risk the friendship with X, leading to no reaction. In
Case 4, defending Y is an opportunity to gain social rewards

from an audience of friends (presumed to have similar beliefs).
In Case 5, the actor is fearful that defending Y would lead to
being targeted as well.

Thus, the audience has a major role in one’s reactions on social
media, with two main dimensions: (a) relationship to main actors
(X and Y) and (b) the social group (friends/acquaintances/
unknown). Social reward depending on the audience of friends
versus acquaintances was explored in previous research on cyber-
bullying (Bastiaensens et al. 2014; Jones et al. 2011) – these
cost-reward and power dynamic aspects are in line with the book-
keeping and commitment functions in social relationships, as
discussed in G&F’s article.

G&F define contempt as the lack of caring, but with the lack of
intrinsic motivation to harm others. In cyberbullying, the intent to
harm is present, without a clear distinction if this harm is the main
goal or a means for other ends like social standing. In face-to-face
bullying and, possibly even more so, in cyberbullying, the element
of power or social standing may be the main goal. This may explain
why some people join in the bullying when they do not know the
victim or the initiating bully. Bertolotti and Magnani (2013)
describe this behaviour as gratuitously humiliating another
person in public and compare it to “sociopathy.” In this sense, it
is similar to the “hate crimes” mentioned by G&F, and contempt
rather than hate is more likely to justify such behaviour.

Using the ASE+A model for affect detection offers the poten-
tial to better understand affect in the context of social dynamics by
integrating elements of the context (i.e., scenario), the audience
(network of relations), and attitudes. Of these, perhaps the most
challenging is the detection of attitudes; in the case of cyberbully-
ing, stereotypes about one’s appearance, intelligence, and other
personal characteristics are often involved (Dinakar et al. 2012)
and could be used as a proxy for attitudes.

Two kinds of respect for two kinds of
contempt: Why contempt can be both
a sentiment and an emotion
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Abstract:Gervais & Fessler argue that because contempt is a sentiment, it
cannot be an emotion. However, like many affective labels, it could be that

Table 1 (Cocea). Cases of the Attitude–Scenario–Emotion+Audience (ASE+A) model for a cyberbullying scenario

Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4 Case 5

Attitude Appearance is indicative of one’s worth One’s worth is independent of one’s appearance
Audience Acquaintances;

friend with X
Friends; friend with
X

Friends and
acquaintances;
friends with X

Friends Friends and
acquaintances;
friends with Y

Emotion Lack of compassion Mirth Pity for Y Indignation Fear
Behavior Indifference Laughter at Y Indifference Defend Y Indifference
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“contempt” refers both to a sentiment and to a distinct emotion. This
possibility is made salient by the fact that contempt can be defined by
contrast with respect, but that there are different kinds of respect.

In their fascinating article, Gervais & Fessler (G&F) draw a dis-
tinction between emotions and sentiments and argue that con-
tempt is better understood as a sentiment. G&F’s distinction
parallels a longstanding distinction in the philosophy of emotion
between emotions (e.g., “being afraid of a spider at a given
moment”), which are occurrent mental states, and emotional dis-
positions (e.g., “being afraid of spiders in general”). While simple
emotional dispositions consist in being disposed to feel only a
single kind of emotion (e.g., the disposition to feel fear when
seeing a spider), complex emotional dispositions trigger different
emotions depending on the circumstances (e.g., love and hate).
This latter kind of emotional dispositions is what philosophers
often call sentiments (Deonna & Teroni 2012).

One common observation in the philosophy of emotions is that
many folk concepts of emotions are ambiguous: they refer to both
emotions and related emotional dispositions. For example, “He is
angry at his father” may refer either to the emotion (“Right now,
he is angry at his father”) or to the emotional disposition (“He has
been angry at his father for years”). Thus, even if G&F are right to
point out that the term “contempt” sometimes refers to a senti-
ment, whether it also sometimes refers to a distinct emotion
remains an open question.

This idea that “contempt”may refer to both a sentiment and an
emotion finds additional support in G&F’s proposal to define
contempt in contrast to respect. Indeed, philosophers are accus-
tomed to distinguishing between different kinds of respect.
More particularly, Stephen Darwall has famously drawn a distinc-
tion between two kinds of respect: recognition respect and
appraisal respect (Darwall 1977). According to Darwall, recogni-
tion respect “consists in giving appropriate consideration or recog-
nition to some feature of its object in deliberating about what to
do” (p. 38). Thus, “to have recognition respect for persons is to
give proper weight to the fact that they are persons” (p. 40).
Meanwhile, appraisal respect “consists in an attitude of positive
appraisal of that person either as a person or as engaged in
some specific pursuit” (p. 38). Thus, appraisal respect takes as
objects only persons or features of persons “that manifest their
excellence as persons or as engaged in some particular pursuit”
(p. 38).

If we were to convert Darwall’s proposal into psychological
terms, we would probably fall on the following distinction. In
one sense, respect amounts to caring for a person, that is, taking
her well-being and interests into consideration. In another
sense, respect is akin to admiration. In the first sense, we
respect people when we do not instrumentalize or wrong them;
in the second sense, we respect them when we appraise some
of their excellence.

G&F’s proposal somewhat conflates both notions in one con-
struct. We have good reasons to keep them apart, however.
There are people we do not admire and even consider quite
incompetent, but whom we care about, or at least are reluctant
to treat as objects (Fiske et al. 2002). Recognition respect (i.e.,
the attitude that prevents us from treating people as mere
means to our ends) may occasionally originate in appraisal of
skills and abilities, but can as well originate in empathy, or even
tenderness in the case of young children (Sherman &Haidt 2011).

Thus, if (i) we define contempt by opposition to respect, and (ii)
accept that there are different kinds of respect, we should con-
clude (iii) that there are different kinds of contempt. If recogni-
tion respect amounts to care about someone, then its opposite is
an absence of care, a pure indifference to someone’s fate, which
will translate into reduced empathetic reactions. Let’s call this
first form of contempt disregard. Alternatively, if appraisal
respect amounts to admiring someone’s excellence or skills,
then it seems that contempt should not be defined as the mere
absence of admiration, but as the opposite reaction, a negative

emotion triggered by the spectacle of incompetence. Let’s call
this second form of contempt scorn (see our Figure 1).
We now have two kinds of contempt, which demarcates

between the two conflated notions in G&F’s characterization of
contempt: lack of care, on the one hand, and focus on poor
skills and abilities, on the other. At that stage, we can trace our
steps back to the distinction with which we started. On the face
of it, our first kind of contempt (disregard) can only be a long-
term disposition, that is, a sentiment. This is the side of contempt
that G&F’s account adequately captures. But if we look at the
second kind of contempt (scorn), it looks as if it can be an occur-
rent mental state, and thus an emotion. We do say that we feel
scorn on some occasions (“She felt only scorn for my perfor-
mance”), even if “scorn” can at other times also describe a more
durable emotional disposition (“I have only scorn for p-
hackers”). We are thus led to an ambivalent attitude toward
G&F’s conclusion: the true claim that contempt is a sentiment
is only half the story, since contempt is also an emotion. The dif-
ference between the two might sometimes be elusive, as scorn
often leads to disregard. Still, we think that an account that distin-
guishes between different meanings of “contempt” is better suited
to make sense of the conflicting evidence G&F rightly emphasize.

Above and below the surface: Genetic and
cultural factors in the development of values
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Abstract: In the Attitude–Scenario–Emotion (ASE) model, social
relationships are subpersonnally realized by sentiments: a network of

Figure 1 (Cova et al.). Two kinds of contempt (disregard and
scorn), the corresponding two kinds of respect, and their
properties (Cova 2016).
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emotions/attitudes representing relational values. We discuss how
relational values differ from moral values and raise the issue of their
ontogeny from genetic and cultural factors. Because relational values
develop early in life, they cannot rely solely on cognition as suggested by
the notion of attitude.

We describe and understand our social (inter)-actions on the basis
of a complex of folk-psychological notions, for example, “con-
tempt” or “respect,” which also convey the criteria on the basis
of which we attribute value to things and, above all, to people.
We are generally aware which of these folk-psychological
notions adequately describes our stance toward others – on any
specific occasion we know whether we experience “contempt”
or “respect” – and that such stances are characterized by specific
affective tones. However, we do not know what causes these
stances or whether the folk-psychological notions that we use to
describe them are well grounded at a subpersonal level. Gervais
& Fessler (G&F) develop a model called Attitude–Scenario–
Emotion (ASE) that explains what these folk-psychological
notions actually describe, that is, what computational and func-
tional mechanisms realize our social relationships and actions.
According to the ASE model, these stances and their characteris-
tic affective tones are due to an underlying mechanism based on
sentiments. Sentiments are viewed as functional networks: They
are the basis of all social affects and constitute the deep structure
that underlies and regulates emotions and attitudes (meant as
affective valuations, which include cognitive elements such as
beliefs, as well as representations concerning values).

The ASE model takes inspiration from early literature in social
psychology, and its central idea can be traced back to 18th-century
Sentimentalism, which claims that our social relationships are
determined by the structure of our sentiments: these motivate
all our morally relevant behaviors and allow us to become aware
of our values as the criteria we use to assess our actions. In the
ASE model, values are also a crucial operational parameter for
sentiments that contributes to regulating our social emotions
and selecting the appropriate (re-)actions. An important differ-
ence between these two perspectives is, however, the way in

which they conceive of values. This difference points to an explan-
atory gap in the ASE model.

For Sentimentalism, sentiments have a prescriptive function;
they operate independently of reasoning processes to determine
social actions (Shaftesbury 1711/2001). They are directly respon-
sible for our grasp of moral values and do not derive from rela-
tional dispositions such as, for example, sympathy, because we
can morally approve of the actions of our enemies (Hutcheson
1755). The values conveyed by our sentiments are the outcome
of a moral intuition: Values are immediately perceived as such;
they are produced by an innate faculty and are, therefore, “objec-
tive” and shared by all humans. This argument does not apply in
the ASE model.

First, the authors never speak of moral values. Values are
rather qualified as (social-) relational, even though they are
hypothesized to be indirectly related to morality through the
mediation of sentiments: In G&F’s view, our view of another
person’s moral (in)efficacy depends on whether we are moti-
vated, for example, by contempt or respect. The switch from
moral to relational values remains unexplained in the target
article, but is probably rooted in a relativistic view of morality
according to which there are no situations that are universally
considered as specifically moral, and moral rules are instead con-
sidered conventional, that is, social (Quintelier & Fessler 2012;
2015). To consider values as social-relational instead of moral
might allow us to account for the cultural component of our judg-
ments about what is right or wrong and for the fact that we often
have variable degrees of moral consideration for people depend-
ing on our relation to them (e.g., friendship or hatred) (Dellanto-
nio & Pastore 2013). However, it makes it difficult to explain
why humans are also capable of neutral moral evaluations,
which disregard relational values and even contradict the
sentiments we have.

Second, and most importantly, the authors do not address the
issue of how these values are formed. In the ASE model, values
are a component of attitudes described as affective valuations, that
is, as cognitions characterized by an affective component. This
raises the question of how the relationship between values and

Figure 1 (Dellantonio et al.). Transgenerational Transmission of Values. Prenatal and postnatal factors influence early life experience, as
family values are passed on. These family values merge later in life with individual and social values. The adult then passes on her/his
values combined with her/his partner’s values to the next generation.
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valuations should be interpreted. Do values depend on valuations,
that is, on the beliefs we have? Or are they rather the outcome of
affects? If this remains undetermined, it is impossible to establish
how people weight the relational value of others and how earlier
weightings might be modified across time on the basis of what
factors.

As for the ontogeny of values, we may gain some insight from
recent literature in human genetics and physiology. Relational
values, which may be represented by automatic patterns of rela-
tion in a given social scenario, start to develop at a very early
stage, before children learn language and, thus, before they
have cognitions in the form of beliefs. They start as subpersonal
structures determined by our genetic background and environ-
mental influences. Specifically, pre- and post-natal factors such
as the genetic background of a person (genetic vulnerability
and/or temperament) and environmental exposure (chemicals,
parenting, etc.) interact in determining the transmission of rela-
tional values from one generation (parents) to the next (see our
Fig. 1). Recent evidence has indicated, for instance, how
people’s automatic physiological reactivity to social stimuli (e.g.,
responses to a human cry [Esposito et al. 2017] or responses to
socially appropriate/inappropriate contexts [Truzzi et al. 2016])
is moderated by complex factors that depend on both genetic
background (i.e., the oxytocin receptor gene) and environmental
exposure (e.g., exposure to hormones during the fetal period or
the subsequent level of bonding with parents; see Dalsant et al.
2015). Of course, transmission from one generation to the next
is not direct and linear; in addition, cognitive as well as social-rela-
tional mechanisms are involved in the further development of
values. However, from a developmental perspective, values
cannot be interpreted as the product of cognitive valuations;
their early origin must be subpersonal, prelinguistic, and noncog-
nitive. From this point of view, it does not seem appropriate to
consider values as a component of attitudes, if attitudes are valu-
ations. Alternatively, the notion of attitude should be further spec-
ified in terms of its affective components and its ontogenesis.

We need more precise, quantitative models
of sentiments
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Abstract: The constructs of attitudes, emotions, and sentiments are often
only verbally defined and therefore somewhat vague. The sentiment
construct might be fruitfully modeled as a result of sampling processes,
complementing the Attitude–Scenario–Emotion model in explaining
similarities and differences in sentiments across different cultures.

Attitudes and emotions are among the longest studied constructs
in psychology, but there is still a lot of disagreement about the
meaning of these concepts, their objective existence, and their
function (e.g., Bohner & Dickel 2011; Ekman 2016; Volz &
Hertwig 2016). Gervais & Fessler’s (G&F’s) target article provides
a thoughtful review of these constructs and clarifies them by
examining their evolutionary significance for human sociality, rec-
ognizing the intricate links and feedbacks between attitudes and
emotions, and distinguishing the folk affect concepts from basic
affect systems.

The sentiment construct in the Attitude–Scenario–Emotion
(ASE) model might not be as illuminating as the other ideas
in the target article. It seems to be yet another verbally
described psychological construct that might be difficult to
empirically distinguish from related experiences (other recent

conceptualizations of sentiments are similarly vague; e.g., see
Pang & Lee 2008; Stets 2003). In the ASE model, this construct
was formulated specifically to describe the concept of contempt,
which at times may be more similar to different emotions and at
other times to attitudes. The number of different sentiments
and their expressions might be very large, and their characteristics
might overlap with each other and with their constituent parts. It
therefore seems difficult to measure empirically and either prove
or disprove that a person is experiencing a particular hypothesized
sentiment. The potential of the sentiment construct to usefully
describe and, in particular, predict human judgments and experi-
ences could be limited.
Instead of adding a new (or revived) vague construct to organize

other unclear constructs, more clarity and predictive power might
be achieved by attempting to build a simple, parsimonious, quan-
titative model that would more precisely describe and predict
what a person might experience in a particular social situation.
A potentially good starting point might be the constructionist
models of attitudes sensu Tourangeau and Rasinski (1988) and
Schwarz and Bless (1992) (note that this tradition is largely discon-
nected from the constructionist models of emotions discussed in
the target article). For instance, Tourangeau et al. (2000) pro-
posed a belief-sampling model of attitudes in which a reported
attitude is formed by sampling potentially relevant considerations
from memory, which may include feelings, evaluations, images, or
any other material that seems relevant in the current situational
context. These models predict that the resulting attitudes will
be affected by the context in which they are formed; but at the
same time they can predict intra-individual consistency across
time because of similar samples (Schwarz 2007). The models
can also produce quite precise predictions of differences in atti-
tudes constructed in different contexts.
A similar, but broader approach might be used to quantitatively

model not only attitudes, but also syndromes of attitudes and
emotions, such as contempt and other sentiments in the ASE
model. People might sample different emotions, attitudes, and
other relevant considerations from memory and from the
current context to form an appraisal of a social situation. Different
considerations might receive different sampling weights, deter-
mined in part by the evolutionarily developed sensitivity for an
other’s relational value as a potential cooperation partner, a
mate, or a source of useful information, and in part by individual
circumstances and affordances of the particular situation. The
content of the samples and the sampling weights can, at least in
principle, be explicitly or implicitly measured, or inferred from
evolutionary analysis and anthropological findings. The samples
might be quantitatively described as, for instance, an individual’s
frequency distribution over different emotions (e.g., anger,
disgust, mirth) and evaluative judgments (e.g., devaluation and
diminution; examples taken from G&F’s Figure 1 in the target
article). These distributions might be thought of as quantitative
representations of the sentiments in the ASE model, and might
be used as building blocks of simple models (e.g., akin to
Galesic et al. 2012) to predict the resulting motives, behaviors,
and physical expressions.
To the extent that the same considerations receive similar

weights in different cultures (e.g., because of their evolutionary
significance), experiences in similar social contexts will translate
across diverse populations. At the same time, to the extent that
the social contexts differ between populations (e.g., in how easy
it is to dissolve an unsatisfying relationship, or openly express hos-
tility), the samples and the resulting experiences will be different.
In other words, we might not need to assume an existence of spe-
cialized, evolutionarily developed functional networks of attitudes
and emotions in order to explain similarities and differences
across populations. Instead, sentiments such as contempt and
respect might be conceived and perhaps more precisely
modeled as experiences constructed from more basic emotions
and relatively simple evaluative judgments sampled in a particular
social context.
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Contempt, like any other social affect, can be
an emotion as well as a sentiment

doi:10.1017/S0140525X16000765, e237
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Abstract: Gervais & Fessler assert that contempt is (a) not an emotion (or
an attitude) but (b) a sentiment. Here, we challenge the validity and
empirical basis of these two assertions, arguing that contempt, like many
other emotions, can be both an emotion and a sentiment.

The debate about how to define emotions and demarcate them
from related phenomena like affect, feelings, attitudes, and senti-
ments is an everlasting discussion in the social and life sciences,
starting with ancient philosophers and continuing until the
present day (see Kleinginna & Kleinginna [1981] for an overview).
Gervais & Fessler’s (G&F’s) article is a new attempt to clarify
these different concepts, focusing on one emotion: contempt.
The authors rightly argue that contempt is a relatively neglected
phenomenon (see also our review, Fischer & Giner-Sorolla
2016), but they also conclude that “the contempt-as-emotion liter-
ature has provided inconclusive, even perplexing results” (sect. 1,
para. 3). They therefore assert that contempt is (a) not an emotion
(or an attitude), but (b) a sentiment. Here, we challenge the valid-
ity and empirical basis of these two assertions.
Contempt as non-prototypical emotion. G&F find support for

eight different and coherent features of contempt from the liter-
ature, but still conclude that contempt cannot be considered a
(basic) emotion. We do not see this literature on contempt as per-
plexing or inconsistent. Our review took as its basis a prototype
view (Russell 1991b) in which non-prototypical emotions lack
one or more key traits. For example, we argued that contempt
may lack hot physiology and a clear term in English, but its
appraisals, action tendencies, and expressions are distinctive. Con-
tempt thus can be seen as a non-prototypical emotion (similar to
other non-prototypical emotions like guilt or worry). This more
parsimonious account shows that the literature does not lead inev-
itably to the model proposed by G&F.
Contempt as a sentiment, not an emotion. In our review, we

argue that contempt can be both emotion and sentiment, based
on Frijda et al.’s (1991) definition of sentiment as an enduring
object–emotion association, that is, a disposition to respond emo-
tionally to a certain object. G&F assume that contempt can only be
seen as an enduring sentiment, organizing more momentary
related emotions such as anger and disgust around “a common
attitudinal core” (sect. 3.3, para. 3). However, many other emo-
tions can become enduring object-linked emotional sentiments,
such as anger (e.g., Giner-Sorolla 2012; Halperin & Gross 2011),
disgust (Ortony et al. 1990; Olatunji et al. 2007), envy, or admira-
tion (Fiske et al. 2002; Harris & Fiske 2007). In other words, any
emotion can become a sentiment when it becomes temporally
extended, characterized by enduring changes in one’s relation
with others. There is no evidence that one of these is a “master
sentiment” leading the other mere emotions along.

According to G&F, because contempt is a sentiment, it cannot
also be an emotion, elicited by a single action of a person. We
think that this assumption makes a category error: yes, contempt
represents negative traits in others, but need not itself arise from
an enduring attitude; one action can suffice. For example, a son
who has a very good relationship with his parents hears that they
have decided to divorce because his father betrayed his mother by
sleeping with another woman, and he feels contempt towards his
father. No pre-existing negative attitude is required to feel contempt
for his father. On the contrary, the experience of contempt may lead

to an attitude change towards his father, and he may not have the
same relationship with his father ever again. This story, as reported
by a respondent in one of our studies (Fischer & Roseman 2007),
clearly illustrates that contempt can be an immediate response.

Although it is true that various studies have shown that con-
tempt is more likely to endure than anger, this is plausibly
because its eliciting factors are more likely to endure (a single
act versus a character), and not a reason to deny contempt’s man-
ifestation as an emotion. In fact, it is hard to see how evidence that
contempt has distinctive expressions (e.g., the unilateral lip curl
[Matsumoto & Ekman 2004], or clucking or tutting noises
[Hawk et al. 2009]) fits the view of contempt as a recruiter of
diverse, context-sensitive feelings and expressions. What transi-
tory emotion is recruited, if not contempt itself, when the con-
tempt sentiment leads to such displays?
The Attitude–Scenario–Emotion model of sentiments. While

Frijda and colleagues’ definition of sentiment is easy to operation-
alize – does an object elicit the same emotion at different times or
when presented out of context –G&F propose an Attitude–Sce-
nario–Emotion model of sentiments. This model’s components
have many hard-to-verify, hard-to-falsify or overlapping features
(see G&F’s Table 2 in the target article), for example, “diverse
motives, behaviors, and expressions across scenarios” (said of sen-
timents in their Table 2, but also potentially true of emotions or
attitudes). In fact, the authors assert that sentiments are
“higher-level functional networks of attitudes and emotion; each
sentiment is an attitude state and the various emotions disposed
by that representation” (sect. 4.2, para. 6). The interrelatedness
and fuzzy boundaries of three core concepts of this model stand
in sharp contrast with the authors’ aim to disentangle folk
concepts and the neurobiological basis of affect systems.
Conclusion. We agree on many functional points about con-

tempt, but don’t see the usefulness of an overly complicated
model that blurs established usages of the terms “emotion” and
“sentiment.” Of the eight features of folk “contempt” presented
as evidence of deep structure (target article, Table 1), none of
them supports the structural model exclusively. Anger and
disgust, the latter in particular, can also be (1) object focused and
(2) enduring. A prototype view of contempt as emotion also charac-
terizes contempt with the perception (feature 3) and reinforcement
(feature 4) of low social value, and with related action tendencies
(feature 8). Contempt’s “coldness” (feature 5) is a non-prototypical
feature, and its negative association with empathy and positive asso-
ciation with anger and disgust (feature 6) can be explained by
related negative appraisals of social value. Finally, there is no com-
parative evidence that contempt has more or fewer expressions
than other emotions (feature 7), for example, disgust and anger
too can be expressed through variations of a facial expression,
sounds, verbal expression, or gestures. We encourage the study
of the social and evolutionary functions of contempt using a
more parsimonious and better-supported conceptual model.

How dare you not recognize the role of my
contempt? Insight from experimental
psychopathology

doi:10.1017/S0140525X16000777, e238
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Abstract: Gervais & Fessler argue that contempt is an attitude state
defined as a lack of respect that potentiates the activation and
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deactivation of two different clusters of emotions. However, clinical and
experimental findings do not support this view. We provide evidence
that contempt is not an emotion, nor an attitude, but a reactive
defensive mechanism evolved to help individuals avoid shame.

In their target article, Gervais & Fessler (G&F) develop a theoret-
ical approach to understanding the role of contempt and use con-
tempt as a case study to develop a broader argument about the
architecture of basic affect systems (Attitude–Scenario–Emotion
[ASE] model). A cornerstone of the article is that contempt is
an attitude state defined as “an absence of respect” that potenti-
ates the activation and deactivation of two different clusters of
emotions (muted prosocial emotions and potentiated hostile emo-
tions) (sect. 5.2). We believe this statement to be biologically and
clinically implausible, and we argue that the available data from
affective neuroscience and experimental psychopathology
provide evidence that contempt is not an emotion, nor an attitude,
but a reactive defensive mechanism evolved to help individuals to
avoid and minimize the experience of self-harming emotions such
as shame. We present three issues that are inconsistent with the
authors’ conclusions and support our view.

G&F identify “the absence of respect as the sentiment con-
tempt” and propose “that the core of contempt is an attitude
state that represents others’ low intrinsic value to self, due to
their inefficacy in adhering to social-relational standards; they
have either failed to establish their worth or shown themselves
unworthy of previous positive valuation” (sect. 5.2, also see
their Fig. 1). Accordingly, in the sequence for generating con-
tempt, first, cues to inefficacy and low value are detected (rela-
tional cues); then contempt is activated (attitude); then anger,
disgust, and mirth are activated (emotions); finally, intolerance
and exclusion are enacted (behaviors). In other words, the time-
line of events according to the ASE model is stimulus→ atti-
tude→ emotions→ behavior. This assumption is not supported
by affective neuroscience findings (Damasio 1999; Grecucci &
Job 2015; Grecucci et al. 2015; Panksepp 1998). Emotion has a
neurobiological primacy over cognition (attitudes) and behavioral
responses in terms of temporal dynamics (emotional information
is processed a few milliseconds before cognitive processes take
place [Damasio 1999; LeDoux 1998]) and anatomical circuitry
(direct links between perceptual systems to detect salient
stimuli and emotional structures, and then, higher cognition
areas; Panksepp & Biven 2012). It follows that a biologically plau-
sible sequence is stimulus→ emotion→ behavior/cognition
(Frederickson 2013; Grecucci et al. 2017; Panksepp 1998). This
evidence contradicts the model presented in G&F’s Figure 1.
We suggest that for the ASE model to work, these findings
should be incorporated in the model, which should be reformu-
lated accordingly.

G&F argue that contempt shares some features of a sentiment.
However, we see two major problems with this approach. On one
hand, the nature of contempt is misunderstood; on the other
hand, the link between contempt and emotions is unclear. A
useful distinction from clinical psychology and psychotherapy is
between emotions and defensive affects (Dadomo et al. 2016;
Frederickson 2013; Grecucci et al. 2016). The first refer to
primary biologically generated emotions. They are elicited by spe-
cific stimuli and have certain temporal dynamics with specific
strength and duration proportional to the relevance of the stimu-
lus itself. The second, defensive affects, are generated by the
operation of defensive mechanisms. They are not proportional
to the entity of the stimulus and can be longstanding. Defensive
affects serve to avoid and cover primary emotions. For their func-
tions, defensive affects can be considered as part of defensive
mechanisms typically used to ward off unwanted emotions (Vail-
lant 1992, p. 238). We propose that contempt is not an
emotion, nor a sentiment, but rather a defensive reaction that
serves to protect the self against the experience of unpleasant
emotions. The ASE model does not incorporate this distinction
and is thus unclear regarding the nature of contempt.

Building on the previous considerations, we suggest that con-
tempt is a defensive reaction to cope with the experience of
shame. Robust clinical evidence indicates that shame-eliciting sit-
uations cause expressions of intense reactive contempt, anger and
hostility (Izard 1991; Kohut 1971; Lewis 1971; Nathanson 1994;
Tangney et al. 2007). Lewis (1971) first noted that patients’
shame co-occurs with responses of humiliated fury and suggested
that shame can elicit defensiveness, anger, and overt aggression.
Shame rage or humiliated fury is thought to represent a defensive
response to a wounded self (Stuewig et al. 2010). Shamed individ-
uals may become angry, blame others, and use contempt to regain
a sense of agency and control (Gilligan 1996; Scheff 1987, pp.
109–49; Stuewig et al. 2010; Tangney 1992; Tangney & Dearing
2002). This is especially true for individuals with antisocial and
narcissistic personality disorders, who suffer from excessive
shame sensitivity. This sensitivity leads to the creation of a defen-
sive pathological grandiose self that keeps the self-esteem at toler-
able levels (Kernberg 1984; Kohut 1971; McWilliams 1994).
When the grandiose self is publicly threatened with cues of inef-
ficacy and low value, these individuals avoid the experience of
shame by reacting with contempt, devaluation, and narcissistic
rage, defense strategies designed to humiliate the offending
person (Izard 1991; Kernberg 1984; Lewis 1971). This reaction
aims to restore self-esteem and a pathologically positive self-
view to protect the self from further harm (Kohut 1971).
Recent experimental data from our lab show that individuals,
when criticized for socially and morally unwanted aspects of the
self, experience shame and subsequently react with anger
towards others. Such anger reactions take the form of contempt
aimed at devaluing and punishing the partner who criticized and
shamed them (Grecucci et al., in preparation).
The above considerations allow us to frame the role and func-

tion of contempt, and its link with emotions, in a clear and consis-
tent pattern. When someone is threatened by relational cues of
inefficacy and low value (stimulus), shame is experienced
(emotion). Contempt is not a feeling, but a defensive strategy to
avoid shame. Contempt (as well as other cognitive and behavioral
reactions) attempts to restore a positive self-image (defensive
reaction) by devaluing the image of the other person. As it
stands, G&F’s framework cannot account for the pattern we
have outlined on the basis of neuroscientific data and clinical
observations, and we suggest that some aspects of G&F’s
approach need rethinking.

A sentimental education: The place of
sentiments in personality and social
psychology
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Abstract: “Sentiment” is a potentially appealing concept for social and
personality psychologists. It can render some complex affective
phenomena theoretically tractable, help refine accounts of social
perception, and illuminate some personality dispositions. The success of
a future sentimental psychology depends on whether “sentiment” can be
delimited as a distinct domain, and whether a credible classification of
sentiments can be developed.

Like Dr. Frankenstein, Gervais & Fessler (G&F) have brought
something dead back to life. Their monster, the concept of senti-
ment, has been rebuilt from the remnants of early psychology
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textbooks. As a functional network of emotions and attitudes, a
sentiment is a complex assemblage, and the authors’ Attitude–
Scenario–Emotion model allows emotion theorists to sew it
together with surgical precision.

Just how functional “sentiment” will prove to be in psychology’s
conceptual repertoire remains to be seen, but the idea has several
desirable properties. First, it helps to make sense of complex phe-
nomena such as contempt that are not easily assimilated into exist-
ing concepts of emotion or attitude but appear to have elements of
both. Like Goldilocks’ porridge, sentiments are not too affectively
hot nor too cognitively cold to do justice to love or respect.
Second, G&F’s account of sentiments represents a sophisticated
synthesis of cultural and evolutionary approaches to emotion.
Third, like recent developments in moral psychology (Rai &
Fiske 2011), the concept of “sentiment” places the regulation of
social relationships front and center in the study of affective
science, where it belongs. Sentiments are embedded in social rela-
tions, not confined to individual hearts and minds.

For a social psychologist, “sentiment” is an appealing idea. The
concept of emotion has often been poorly integrated into research
on core social psychological topics such as stereotypes and preju-
dice. As a result, this research has tended to flatten complex affec-
tive orientations towards others into a single dimension of positive
versus negative evaluation. This unidimensional understanding
has begun to break down as social psychologists recognize that ste-
reotypes differ qualitatively and that prejudices vary in their affec-
tive coloration. This recognition is best known through the work of
Susan Fiske and colleagues (Fiske et al. 2007). Their stereotype
content model identifies groups which are targets of prejudices
that have different emotional tones – pitying, envious, or dis-
gusted – depending on their perceived status and warmth. Here
sentiment-like ideas are permeating the social psychology of atti-
tudes in a direction that G&F’s work might advance.

The concept of sentiment also has the potential to bridge per-
sonality and social psychology. These fields sometimes seem to be
drifting apart on different tectonic plates, one increasingly bound
to the idea of universal neurobiologically grounded affective dis-
positions, the other to contextually variable cognitive appraisals.
“Sentiment” offers a point of connection. If a sentiment is a par-
ticular configuration of (social) emotions and attitudes directed
towards a particular (social) object, then some personality charac-
teristics may be construed as default sentiments, as the authors
propose, or as generalized sentiments without particular objects.

If this is the case, then the task of the personality psychologist is
not just to identify a latent trait psychometrically and explore its
correlates, but to understand the complex cognitive-affective
network that underpins individual differences. Sentiments are a
promising starting point for this kind of social psychology-
informed personality research. Research on dispositions to
express single emotions (e.g., trait anxiety, envy-proneness) has
proven to be something of a dead end, and exploring tendencies
to manifest more complex configurations – “pluripotent” emotions
as the authors describe them –may be revealing. G&F’s analysis
of psychopathy as a trait linked to the sentiment of contempt is
encouraging on that point. Future research might link complex
traits such as dependency and narcissism to possible sentiments
of love and pride.

The real challenges for a future psychology of sentiments will
be to demonstrate that “sentiment” has clear conceptual boundar-
ies with adjacent notions of “emotion” and “attitude,” and that a
credible classification of sentiments can be developed. On the
first point, there is reason for some skepticism. G&F do not
make a strong case for sentiments being qualitatively distinct
from emotions or attitudes, and, thus, self-evidently needful of
their own separate conceptual domain. Emotions vary in their
durability and complexity, attitudes vary in their degrees of affec-
tive saturation, and sentiments might simply represent an indis-
tinct intermediate zone between the most prototypical emotion
and the most prototypical attitude, rather than being a distinct
natural kind. This semantic continuum can be carved in different

ways in different languages. In the Romance languages, for
example, what counts as “emotion” is typically covered by two dis-
tinct terms referring to primary and secondary emotions. In
French, “emotion” refers to more basic emotional states and “sen-
timent” to states that are seen as relatively complex, refined, and
unique to humans. Thus, the same affective landscape is mapped
rather differently in French and English, and in the former the
distinction between “sentiment” and “emotion” is drawn in a dif-
ferent place – closer to the emotion prototype – than it is in the
authors’ formulation. As Wierzbicka (1999) has written, the
French “sentiment” generally resembles the English “emotion”
except that it lacks reference to bodily states. These linguistic
points relate to everyday word meanings rather than to scientific
concepts, but they raise questions about whether a clear distinc-
tion between sentiments and cognate concepts can be made. If
it cannot, the psychology of sentiments will be undermined.

Whether sentiments can be classified readily is another key
challenge. The psychology of discrete emotions is grounded in a
well-established, if occasionally questioned, taxonomy. The devel-
opment of a similarly solid classification of sentiments –whether
categorical like the taxonomy of basic emotions or dimensional
like the taxonomy of personality –would be a great step forward
for a future sentimental psychology. However, this classification
will be compelling only if there is general agreement on what phe-
nomena count as sentiments –where the concept’s boundary lies –
and if the classification does not closely resemble the classifications
of emotions or attitudes. If they do, psychologists might question
whether the domain of sentiments is truly distinct. Much work
remains to be done, but G&F’s proposal is a promising first step.

Warmth, competence, and closeness may
provide more empirically grounded starts
for a theory of sentiments
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Abstract: Gervais & Fessler dissect the folk concept of “contempt” to
argue for a functionally integrated model of attitudes and emotions in
the context of social relationships. Existing studies of how evaluations of
warmth, competence, and closeness shape people’s reactions and
behaviors towards others may help in operationalizing and testing the
proposed model.

In the target article, Gervais & Fessler (G&F) propose the Atti-
tude–Scenario–Emotion (ASE) model of sentiment as a remedy
to a contemporary disconnect between the study of emotions
and attitudes in social behavior. The authors use “contempt” as
the main lever for their argument, providing a fascinating portrayal
of its functions, cross-cultural instantiations, and potential phyloge-
netic origins to show that contempt is not simply a basic emotion or
an attitude, but rather a functionally integrated network of emo-
tions and attitudes called a sentiment. According to their model,
“contempt” is only one of a number of distinct sentiments, includ-
ing love, respect, hate, and fear, that both keep track of the value of
relationships and facilitate commitment to them.

The ASE model productively focuses our attention on how
complex networks of attitudes and emotions help us evaluate,
react to, and act towards social partners, as well as the evolutionary
functions of these networks. However, the focus on contempt
rather than on better studied dimensions, such as warmth, compe-
tence, and closeness, makes it difficult to judge how the theory
improves our understanding over and above an already growing
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literature on how people evaluate and act towards others. Here I
describe some potential linkages that might inform the model as it
is filled out with concrete examples in future work.

A recurring prediction in the target article is that contempt for
another person will reduce prosocial behavior towards that person –
muting prosocial emotions, undermining compassion, potentiating
anger, promoting exploitation, and leading not only to relationship
dissolution, but also avoidance, exclusion, mockery, and dehuman-
ization (also see Figure 1 in the target article). This fits well with the
folk concept of contempt and the negative connotations of the
term. However, the article also raises the possibility that the
effect of contempt can be completely reversed by another senti-
ment, love. In such situations, as with one’s own young child or a
beloved elderly community member, contempt and love together
can lead to pity and related prosocial emotions and behaviors. In
the English language at least, this seems like an odd way of
talking about a loved one. It would be quite an emotional mind-
bender to say, for example, that I love my child, but that I also
have contempt for her. I’m fine calling my child helpless, needy,
or incompetent, but saying I have contempt for her is a stretch.
How such challenges arise in other languages and cultures
remains to be seen, and is worth considering as the authors
further elaborate and assess the ASE theory of sentiments.

A potentially simpler theory of contempt would build from
well-established dimensions of warmth and competence already
studied in social cognition (Cuddy et al. 2007; Fiske et al. 2007).
According to this model, a dimension of warmth captures assess-
ments of trustworthiness, liking, and loving. Orthogonally, a
dimension of competence captures perceived ability, skills, and
efficacy. In evolutionary terms, these are both plausibly cues to
the magnitude and reliability of fitness benefits provided by
others. The folk concept of “contempt” can easily fit into the
low-warmth and low-competence quadrant of this two-dimen-
sional model. Reframing contempt in this way also suggests why
it doesn’t sound right to view one’s beloved young child with con-
tempt. Contempt is not just about “looking down,” but rather
about looking down with a lack of warmth or love towards that
person. When considered in light of the warmth–competence
model, perhaps one of the reasons contempt is an enigma is not
that it is an emotionally pluripotent sentiment, but rather that it
is a composite of two more basic ways of evaluating others.

In addition to making it easier to talk in English about how I
view my young child, this alternative model allows us to
compare ways of operationalizing how people evaluate their
social partners. In fieldwork in the United States and in rural Ban-
gladesh, respondents can readily talk about concepts like social
closeness and liking (coinciding with a warmth dimension) and rel-
ative ability or need (coinciding with a competence dimension). In
most cases, they don’t protest when asked to rank or rate others
along these dimensions, and they have reliable correlations with
giving and helping (Hackman et al. 2015; 2017). It would have
been helpful if the article had discussed how readily people in dif-
ferent cultural settings could rate others in terms of how much
contempt they feel towards those others.

The warmth–competence model has largely been applied to
social judgments about groups and classes of people. However,
it also has clear relevance to how people evaluate, react to, and
act toward current and potential relationship partners. For
example, the concept of social or emotional closeness in the liter-
ature on altruism in social relationships appears to map closely to
the warmth dimension. Contrary to G&F’s observation that atti-
tudes are often poorly linked with behaviors, numerous studies
have found reliable associations between perceived social close-
ness to a partner and giving both real and hypothetical stakes
and helping in naturalistic settings (Aron et al. 1992; Bechler
et al. 2015; Hackman et al. 2015; 2017; Ma et al. 2015; Rachlin
& Jones 2008).

I have focused here on the proposed sentiment of contempt
because it was described in most detail in the target article.
However, it is quite possible that other sentiments proposed by

G&F, such as love, may pose similar challenges of definition
and operationalization (Fisher et al. 2002; Hruschka 2010; Stern-
berg 1986). As the hypothesized structure of sentiments is more
thoroughly fleshed out against existing and future empirical
work, it will be exciting to see what sentiments finally emerge as
distinct and functionally coherent. The ASE model may be
useful, but it will require considerable working out with appropri-
ate concrete examples and linkage with existing empirical work
before this can be determined.

Oxytocin shapes the priorities and neural
representations of attitudes and values
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Abstract: The phylogenetically ancient neuropeptide oxytocin has been
linked to a plethora of social behaviors. Here, we argue that the action
of oxytocin is not restricted to the downstream level of emotional
responses, but substantially alters higher representations of attitudes and
values by exerting a distant modulatory influence on cortical areas and
their reciprocal interplay with subcortical regions and hormonal systems.

In their superb Attitude–Scenario–Emotion (ASE) model, Gervais
& Fessler (G&F) propose that distinct sentiments such as con-
tempt or love result from enduring attitudes which moderate dis-
crete emotional outcomes across various scenarios in a top-down–
like manner. When reflecting on the role of neuroendocrine
systems in the light of the ASE model, the authors suggest that
the canonical “functions of the [neuropeptide] oxytocin are not
the attitudinal encoding of social value itself, but are specifically
emotion-like” (sect. 6.2, para. 8), thus enabling different behavioral
outcomes depending on superordinate a priori attitudes.
The past decade has witnessed a tremendous surge of interest

in the modulatory effects of oxytocin (OXT) on social-cognitive
and behavioral readouts in humans. These studies are feasible
because intranasal delivery of synthetic OXT allows modeling of
transient states of heightened brain OXT concentrations
(Striepens et al. 2013). Converging evidence now suggests that
the influence of OXT varies as a function of context and interper-
sonal variables (Olff et al. 2013). As such, OXT effects can be
dependent upon the time point of administration (Eckstein
et al. 2015; 2016), the presence of social cues (Scheele et al.
2015), social provenience and parochialism (De Dreu et al.
2010; 2011), or neurodevelopmental characteristics (Scheele
et al. 2014a). However, G&F’s interpretation that the peptide pro-
duces exclusively emotion-like effects has several shortcomings.
For instance, it cannot account for the finding that exogenous
OXT evokes differential effects in women and men (Scheele
et al. 2014b) and young and elderly participants (Ebner et al.
2015), despite the absence of a priori group differences in the
placebo condition. Moreover, the authors’ interpretation does
not fully account for OXT causing an enhancement of emotional
empathy to the pain of an adversary outgroup (Shamay-Tsoory
et al. 2013) and a newly induced social altruism bias at the cost
of ecological responsibility (Marsh et al. 2015), both of which
rather suggest that the peptide can weaken or reverse a priori atti-
tudinal representations and resultant behavioral priorities. Admin-
istration of OXT may even modify complex psychological
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constructs such as self-concept, for instance, by increasing the
subjective experience of attachment security in insecurely
attached adults (Buchheim et al. 2009) or by eliciting stronger
positive attitudes toward oneself (Colonnello & Heinrichs 2014).
OXT also influences self-perception of extraversion and openness
to new experiences, in the absence of mediation by stress or neg-
ative affect (Cardoso et al. 2012).

Further support for the notion that the effects of OXT are not
restricted to downstream emotional responses, but in fact shape
attitudes and values, comes from clinical studies documenting
the peptide’s therapeutic potential to improve social functioning
in individuals with autism (Yatawara et al. 2016) and schizophrenia
(Davis et al. 2014). In these studies, improvements were observed
far beyond the emotional level, namely, in social awareness, capac-
ity for reciprocal social communication, and empathic accuracy.
Dysfunctional cognitive schemata can be influenced as well:
OXT as an adjunct to exposure therapy for social anxiety disorder
has been found to mitigate the exaggerated negative beliefs about
oneself which are typical for patients with social anxiety (Guastella
et al. 2009).

In addition, G&F propose to reconceptualize psychopathy as a
sentiment disorder in which an inability to value others disrupts
downstream social emotions including empathy. Concordant
with this view is neuroimaging evidence that spontaneous
empathy is reduced in psychopathy, whereas deliberate empathy
is not (Meffert et al. 2013). OXT has a key role in empathy
(Domes et al. 2007; Hurlemann et al. 2010), and evidence sug-
gests abnormalities of the OXT system in psychopathy and
related callous-unemotional traits: For example, lower peripheral
OXT concentrations are associated with stronger callous-unemo-
tional traits (Levy et al. 2015). Notably, a recent longitudinal epi-
genetic study detected a positive link between methylation of the
OXT receptor gene at birth and callous-unemotional traits at age
13, which corroborates the hypothesis of abnormalities in the oxy-
tocin system as a core element of developmental pathways to
callous-unemotional traits (Cecil et al. 2014). These findings,
together with the relationship between variations in common
polymorphisms of the OXT receptor gene and antisocial behavior
(Hovey et al. 2016), and high callous-unemotional traits (Beitch-
man et al. 2012; Dadds et al. 2014), all point to an involvement
of the OXT system in upstream attitudinal representations.

On the neural level, exogenously administered OXT affects
activity not only in key components of the salience network includ-
ing the amygdala (Eckstein et al. 2015), insula (Striepens et al.
2012), and anterior cingulate cortex (Preckel et al. 2015), but
also in the precuneus (Scheele et al. 2014b), which is consistent
with current concepts that the peptide’s effects are not limited
to the modulation of arousal responses orchestrated by evolution-
ary ancient areas. OXT also influences, and interacts with, repre-
sentations of attitudes and values in more recently developed
cortical regions (Hurlemann & Scheele 2016). Furthermore, the
modulatory effects of OXT on reward-associated responses in
the ventral tegmental area (VTA) or nucleus accumbens are criti-
cally influenced by gonadal hormones (Scheele et al. 2013; 2016),
suggesting that at least some representations of value are suscepti-
ble to hormonal signals and their interactions, especially in the
sexual domain (Hurlemann & Scheele 2016). Specifically, it has
been proposed that OXT attaches salience to socially relevant
cues by modulating activity in the VTA (Gregory et al. 2015;
Groppe et al. 2013). While it would seem simplistic to reduce rela-
tional values to a single peripheral OXT concentration, these find-
ings are consistent with the idea that OXT contributes to the
representation of sentiments not only at the behavioral and emo-
tional level, but also at the level of relationship values and attitudes.

Taken together, the effect profile of OXT is not confined to the
peptide’s modulatory role in proximate emotional responding. In
fact, to understand how OXT influences human social behavior,
we need to consider the close cross-talk between OXT and
other hormonal systems through which sentiments such as con-
tempt may be shaped at various levels.

Building a house of sentiment on sand:
Epistemological issues with contempt
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Abstract: Contempt shares its features with other emotions, indicating
that there is no justification for creating “sentiment” as a new category
of feelings. Scientific categories must be created or updated on the basis
of evidence. Building a new category on the currently limited contempt
literature would be akin to building a house on sand – likely to fall at any
moment.

A well-known parable contrasts two men: one man builds his
house upon solid rock, the other builds his house upon shifting
sand. This allegory conveys the importance of a solid foundation.
The effort by Gervais & Fessler (G&F) to integrate emotional the-
ories through creation of a new construct is laudable. However,
the available empirical evidence reveals that contempt shares fea-
tures with other emotions and offers a shaky foundation for build-
ing “sentiment” as a construct.
Is contempt different? Categories emerge in science based on

assessment of correlated properties (Boyd 1991). To determine
whether a new category is warranted, studies must demonstrate
that a member has properties different from existing categories.
Do the features identified by G&F suggest contempt is different
from other emotions?.

1. Contempt is intentional. All emotions are “about” or directed
toward specific events or objects, including sadness at a failure or
anger at an insult. Emotions are “intentional states,” directed
toward the world (Neu 2000; Solomon 2008). Indeed, evidence
reveals this is the hallmark feature of emotions (Beedie et al.
2005; Kaplan et al. 2016; Lench et al. 2015; Verduyn et al. 2011).

2. Contempt involves enduring evaluation. Emotions were once
defined as relatively brief and contrasted with longer-lasting
moods (Eich et al. 2000; Russell 2003). An unfortunate conse-
quence of this definition was the resultant supposition that emo-
tions are ephemeral – there and then gone. The evidence does
not support this supposition. Emotions can last for minutes,
hours, or days, and re-occur when people think about an event
or object (Lench et al. 2011b; Levine et al. 2012; Verduyn et al.
2009; 2011). Widows and widowers, for example, report intense
emotions on the anniversary of their spouse’s death (Carnelley
et al. 2006). Many experimental emotion elicitations rely on this
feature of emotion by engaging participants with autobiographical
narratives or emotion-evoking objects (Lench et al. 2011a; Lerner
& Keltner 2001; Lench & Levine 2005).

3. Contempt follows cues to low relational value. This feature
suggests that people engage in evaluation and, as a result, experi-
ence contempt. Decades of investigations have revealed the eval-
uations that cause different emotions (e.g., sadness after perceived
loss; Carver 2004; Frijda 1987; Lench et al. 2011a; Levine 1996;
Roseman et al. 1996). These evaluations are often called apprais-
als – fast, typically unconscious, assessments of situations, objects,
or people (Arnold 1960; Ellsworth & Scherer 2003).

4. Contempt entails loss of respect and status diminution. G&F
posit that contempt is associated with these cognitions. Emotions
are typically defined as coordinated responses in experience, cog-
nition, behavior, and physiology (Lench et al. 2016; Mauss et al.
2005). In a meta-analysis, emotions had effects on cognition con-
sistent with theoretical accounts and small to moderate in size
(Lench et al. 2011a).

5. Contempt creates “cold” indifference. Any feelings signal rel-
evancy, and many studies demonstrate that emotions orient atten-
tion (Arnold 1960; Compton 2003; Lench & Levine 2010).
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Whether contempt is classified as emotion or sentiment, it is
unlikely that it creates indifference. This feature might reflect a
phenomenological experience of coldness. The experience of dis-
sociation (“coldness”) is also a feature of sadness (Andrews &
Thomson 2009; Averill 1968; Cunningham 1988) and is not
unique to contempt. Generally, emotions are associated with sub-
jective experience (Lench et al. 2011a; Nummenmaa et al. 2014).

6. Contempt is associated with “anger” and “disgust.” Self-
reports of negative emotions are often correlated, and effects
are less differentiated among negative emotions than between
emotions that vary in valence (Lench et al. 2011a).

7. Contempt can be expressed in many ways. All emotions are
associated with different expressions. The moderator of expres-
sion can be identified when sufficient evidence is available.
Anger is associated with “approach” brain activation, but only
when action is possible (Carver & Harmon-Jones 2009). Sadness
is associated with physiological arousal when help is available
and deactivation when help is not possible (Kreibig 2010).

8. Contempt leads to intolerance, exclusion, and relationship
dissolution. Most theories posit that emotions are associated
with behaviors (Lench et al. 2015; Mauss et al. 2005). Thousands
of studies examine the behavioral consequences associated with
different emotions, and studies frequently include interpersonal
behaviors (e.g., anger and aggression).

The preceding review reveals that the “unique” features of con-
tempt are common among emotions. One feature – that contempt
is an intentional state about objects – is a defining property of all
emotions. There is insufficient evidence to support a new category
of feeling.
Shifting sands of contempt research.We were surprised to find

so few studies that experimentally manipulated contempt. The
majority of studies consider identification of contempt expressions
(Ekman & Friesen 1986; Matsumoto & Ekman 2004), contempt
as a mediator (Becker et al. 2011; Mackie et al. 2000; Melwani
& Barsade 2011; Romani et al. 2013; Ufkes et al. 2012), or scenar-
ios that result in contempt (Caprariello et al. 2009; Laham et al.
2010). This lack of experimental control limits inferences about
contempt in two critical ways. First, it is impossible to distinguish
contempt from other emotions. Reliance on self-report means
findings can be determined by the wording of measures. For
example, G&F contend that contempt is sometimes correlated
with disgust and sometimes with anger. A close examination of
the literature reveals that some measures of contempt include
disgust items (Becker et al. 2011; Caprariello et al. 2009;
Mackie et al. 2000), making the relationship between contempt
and disgust difficult to disentangle. Second, without experimental
work it is impossible to draw inferences about the effects of con-
tempt on cognition, physiology, and behavior, or whether con-
tempt experienced in one situation can influence subsequent
situations (as with other emotions).

Categories must be created or updated based on evidence.
Building a new category on the currently available contempt liter-
ature would be akin to building a house on sand – likely to fall at
any moment.

Contempt as the absence of appraisal, not
recognition, respect
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Abstract: Gervais & Fessler’s defense of a sentiment construct for
contempt captures features distinguishing the phenomenon from basic

emotions and highlights the fact that it comprises a coordinated
syndrome of responses. However, their conceptualization of contempt as
the absence of respect equivocates. Consequently, a “dignity” culture
that prescribes respect does not thereby limit legitimate contempt in the
manner the authors claim.

Gervais & Fessler’s (G&F) defense of a sentiment construct for
contempt captures features distinguishing the phenomenon
from basic emotions. Although their case against an attitude con-
struct is more tenuous, it highlights that the phenomenon com-
prises a coordinated syndrome of responses, with an attitude
modulating discrete emotions across situations. However, their
conceptualization of contempt as the absence of respect invites
equivocation. Consequently, a “dignity” culture that prescribes
respect does not thereby limit legitimate contempt in the
manner the authors claim.
Contempt: Reactive attitude, nonreactive attitude, and

sentiment. G&F correctly distinguish contempt from basic emo-
tions insofar as contempt is a phenomenon of more lasting dura-
tion, is associated with more complex appraisals, has no apparent
correlate in nonhuman hominids, and may, indeed, mute emo-
tional responses to its target. Although the authors further argue
against attitude theories of contempt, their reasons suggest defi-
ciencies of current attitude theory more than they defend positing
a distinct psychological kind.
In adopting the term attitude, my early work on contempt sig-

naled a debt to the philosopher P. F. Strawson, who dubbed an
admittedly motley class of affective phenomena the “reactive atti-
tudes,” prototypical among them resentment (Mason 2003; Straw-
son 1962). For Strawson, to say that an attitude is “reactive” is to
say that it responds to the quality of will (good, ill, or indifferent)
that a person (perhaps yourself) manifests toward you or those of
concern to you. It is less clear why Strawson calls resentment an
“attitude.” My usage is intended to position contempt as an eval-
uative stance toward a person, one that is more enduring than an
occurrent emotion and that includes an “evaluative presenta-
tion” – or appraisal – of its target as “low” in the sense of ranking
low in worth in virtue of falling short of an interpersonal ideal
that the contemnor endorses, if not one that she herself meets
(Mason 2003; 2014). Although nothing in my use of “attitude” is
incompatible with the authors’ observation that an attitude of con-
tempt moderates discrete emotions across situations (sect. 1.3),
philosophical work on the reactive attitudes has not sufficiently
attended to this feature. If using “sentiment” as a term of art
helps us keep track of it, all the better.
In pursuing the sentiment construct, however, the authors must

render the relation between the sentiment and its constituent atti-
tude(s) more precise. Whereas the construct posits a one-to-many
mapping from the sentiment to discrete emotions across situa-
tions, the mapping between sentiment and attitude remains
ambiguous. The folk concept “contempt” refers to either of at
least two phenomena, which I call reactive contempt and nonre-
active (or objective) contempt (Mason 2014). For an example of
the former, consider the attitude expressed by many of those
who joined the January 2017 Women’s March on Washington to
call U.S. President Donald Trump to task for his sexism and
racism (cf. Bell 2013). For an example of the latter, consider
the utter disregard that others felt toward a man they found
beyond reform and, thus, “beneath (reactive) contempt” – a
proper subject for therapy, perhaps, but not for rational engage-
ment or accountability-seeking attitudes. The two phenomena
are unified by their constitutive appraisal of their target as
“low”; they are distinguished by their emotion-modulating
effects and emotivational goals, among other features (Roseman
1984; cf. Frijda 1986).
How does the sentiment contempt map onto these two related

but distinct phenomena? Do we have a one-to-one mapping
where a single attitude modulates the protest marchers’ emotions
toward Trump in one way and mutes others’ accountability-
seeking responses toward him? If so, is the suggested model
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perhaps one where the attitude tends to mute certain emotional
responses to its target when previous emotional engagement has
been denied uptake? Alternatively, do we have a one-to-many
mapping to two related but distinct attitudes? In either case, reac-
tive contempt emerges as one form that the sentiment contempt
may take.
Appraisal respect tracks worth; recognition respect acknowl-

edges dignity. G&F conceptualize the sentiment contempt as
the absence of the sentiment respect. However, as they note,
“respect” is notoriously equivocal (sect. 5.1). Philosophers
employ “recognition respect” as a philosophical term of art for a
respect universally owed all persons because they possess what
Kant calls a “dignity” (würde), as opposed to the “price” of fungi-
ble objects (Kant 1786/2012). “Dignity cultures,” G&F note, are
committed to universal respect. That is to say, in dignity cultures,
each person has an inalienable claim right on the recognition
respect of each other.

English usage allows that “respect”must be earned. This is so of
what philosophers call “appraisal respect” (Darwall 1977) – a
mode of valuing a person grounded in a positive appraisal of the
person’s good features of character (Darwall 1977; 2004).
Contempt, “dignity” cultures, and relationship dissolution. The

accounts of recognition and appraisal respect in hand, we see that
G&F arrive at a fallacious conclusion. One cannot infer, from the
fact that a dignity culture affords all persons equal, inalienable
rights to recognition respect, that the culture thereby limits
those legitimately and publicly contemptible to “only those uni-
versally viewed as morally depraved” (sect. 6.1, para. 6). This is
a non sequitur on either disambiguation of “respect.” Understood
as the absence of recognition respect, contempt is never legiti-
mate in a dignity culture; even the morally depraved possess
dignity. Understood as the absence of appraisal respect, contempt
may be legitimate in response to those other than the morally
depraved (for a detailed example and defense, see Mason 2003).
In close interpersonal contexts, for example, one may be war-
ranted in giving priority to certain aspects of others’ characters
for the purpose of appraising their suitability for continued rela-
tionship; when they prove grossly substandard, one’s reactive con-
tempt may signal to them a need for reform. Ultimately, the
corrosive effects of a reactive contempt that decays into nonreac-
tive contempt may serve the important emotivational goal of dis-
solving the relationship (Frie & Shaver 2002; Gottman &
Levenson 1992). Not only the morally depraved but also those
more mundanely bad are thus, even in a dignity culture, legitimate
targets for contempt.

On the substantial contribution of “contempt”
as a folk affect concept to the history of the
European popular institution of charivari

doi:10.1017/S0140525X16000832, e244
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Abstract: The integration of the folk affect concept of “contempt” into the
analysis of the complex institution known generally as charivari is mutually
beneficial for both ethno-anthropology (which may thus access inner
causes for disputed social and collective behaviors) and evolutionary
psychology (which may thus study the length of tradition together with
the width of the institution spread, serving the same social functions).

The target article by Gervais & Fessler (G&F) brings an impor-
tant contribution to anthropology and ethnology, by means of
the Attitude–Scenario–Emotion model of sentiments encompass-
ing contempt; in turn, the model is being given historical consis-
tency, by means of those disciplines. In our opinion, what best
illustrates the case of contempt across social historical data is
the European institution of charivari. Its own diachrony and
amplitude are difficult to delineate, since, as a concept, charivari
has been defined as a collective ritual performed mainly by the
youth, specific to both urban and rural Western European
milieus and documented as late as the 14th century (Castelli
2004, p, VIII; Ginzburg 1981, pp. 131–140). Yet, the literature
available on the custom expands its area at least to the eastern
border of Europe (Lesourd [1981, pp. 109–113] calling it chari-
vari; Manolescu [1967/2004, pp. 141–176] calling it, in vernacular
Romanian, strigarea peste sat, alimori, silitatul, moroleuca); and
its existence at least as far back as classical Roman times (see
Boiteux 1981, pp. 237–249). The literature also broadens the
custom’s development to the realm of the rites of passage
(Benga et al. 2015; Castelli 2004, p. IX; Karnoouh 1981, pp.
33–43) and its historical-religious relevance as deep as the wild
hunt/la chasse sauvage (Barillari 2001; Ginzburg 1981, pp. 131–
140; 1989/1996; Meisen 1935/2001) and the battles for fertility
(Benga 2011; 2015; Ginzburg 1989/1996; Manolescu 1967/
2004; Neagota 2012b, pp. 70–71). What then, is charivari, and
how can it help us bridge the social affect “contempt” and the col-
lective imagination and rituality?

Charivari is a loud public ritual, a raucous, discordant mock ser-
enade involving a lot of noise-making, frequently with pounding
on pots and pans and makeshift instruments. A big sound is pro-
duced by a merry procession of youth and others, which is
directed either towards the house of the designated “victim” of
the charivari mockery procedure (where they yell and ring their
bells), or merely led throughout the entire village, meant symboli-
cally to stand for the “victims” who are this time addressed by
name and targeted by verbal mockery and loud disharmony.
What is being punished by these means? Improper marital behav-
ior (e.g., female domestic violence; a non-native spouse; marrying a
widow/widower, or marrying with a wide age-difference, or not
marrying at all – as in the case of spinsters and bachelors; adultery)
is largely documented as subjected to charivari all across Europe.
The custom/practice appears under many names: charivarium,
capramaritum, chabro, ciabra, crava, Haberfeld-treiben, katzen-
musik, pôeletage, rough music, cencerrada, cochallada, esquello-
tada, scampanata, caribaria, charavaria, javramaritum,
zabramari, zebra, cireri, sireri, bataquarci, burdaleri, matrimügg,
cioccada, tuba, tübada, tamburata, tuntuna, tempellata, timpu-
leada, corna, scornata, sa corredda, ludus turpis, ludus iniquitatis,
ludus demoniacus, gioco infernale, gioco d’Acheronte, and so on
(Castelli 2004, pp. VII–XXIV). As indicated by some of the latter
terms in the preceding list, charivari also takes place in the
context of private (non-institutionalized) witchcraft practices,
which are well documented as existing up to the 20th century in
Eastern Europe. (In this context –which has been our field of
research from 1997 to the present – public exposure is less
evident and the charivari more narrative-confined; that is,
recounted in narrative form and accessed through interviews.)

Stripped to the core, the charivari procedure is meant to pub-
licly divulge and actively mock what is perceived as a violation of
the norms and moral non-written codes of the respective commu-
nities. This kind of verbal and gestural mockery, climaxing in pun-
ishment and atonement (by payments in modern times, by public
execution of yore – executions scheduled for the days of Carnival,
preferred scenario on Shrove Tuesday), has left traces in present-
day carnivals across Europe: burying or burning the simulacrum
of a person is ultimately common to every carnivalesque
cortège (Neagota 2012a). Are they mocking, punishing, or secur-
ing the social behavior within the community?

The target article provides the tools to address these enduring
ethnological questions. Even though the accent in G&F’s article is
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on the individual generation of contempt, the collective behaviors
that the authors cite, as such being solely the economic calculus of
benefits (“fitness benefits”; sects. 4.3, 5.2, and 6.1), all the way to
“ambivalence” or “indifference” (sect. 4.3), and the overall social
effect of the influence of a dominant individual on an other (the
“image infection” or “stigma-by-association” paradigm; sects. 5.2
and 6.1), are nonetheless relevant to – and can in turn be illumi-
nated by – the kind of group/community behavior enacted in cha-
rivari. Likewise, regarding the norms and predictions that are
addressed in sect. 6.1, or regarding the “social-relational afford-
ance” (sect. 4.3), G&F’s body of theory will be of essential use
in pondering the roles assigned by tradition and “the adaptive
grammar of emotions” (sect. 4.3, para. 5) to the hieratic versus car-
nivalesque cortèges, accompanying, ultimately, every closed-
group popular ceremonial (cf. sect. 1.2). Interactive behavior
within groups is minutely presented within G&F’s Table 1 featur-
ing the eight attributes of “contempt,” and elsewhere throughout
the article. The novel explanation of the ASE model of sentiments
(sect. 2.6), with its critical formulation (the eight features cohere
across populations, why is that?), helps us answer the critical trans-
disciplinary question: whether we can, or cannot, attach rituality to
carnivalesque behavior (cf. Benga & Benga 2006).

Ultimately, the extant questions are: Can contempt be collective?
Could we share in the same contempt? Could themockery and deri-
sion assembled in culturally transmitted patterns reach some sort of
rituality? Could societies, better than individuals, exchange the per-
manent loss of respect and status diminution, on such temporary
losses, within a cyclic perspective over the ceremonial year within
customary societies, aiming at releasing pent-up social conflict ten-
sions (Bakhtin 1965/1984)? Is contempt necessary, less so as leading
to anger and hatred, from which it in effect it differs (sects. 1.1, 5.1–
5.3, and 6.1), and more so as the sine qua non fabric of salient tra-
dition-bound narratives: such as the Christian gospel, where the god
himself is being compulsorily mocked and punished? Anthropolo-
gists suggest charivari, the marital-comment format of Western
Europe, had a most concrete reason to appear: the strict rules
around marriage alliance, forbidding by all means the loss of a
young bride to an old bridegroom, and the like (Karnoouh 1981,
pp. 33–43). That we, as a species, could mock with a reason – con-
tempt as a “biologically cultural species” (last line of the target
article, sect. 7, para. 2) – is an encouraging thought after all. If we
speak about contempt as an evolutionary unit within our cultural
phylogeny, we need to remember the grand scale migration
routes and historical links within the large landmass of Eurasia, as
well as the thousands of years of clustering within the European cul-
tural pool, whose features we may still decipher and delineate with
our, relatively late in history, field researches of today.

Sentiments and themotivational psychology of
parental care
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Abstract: Beyond its implications for contempt, it remains to be
determined whether the sentiment concept might be applied usefully to
other domains of social affect. This commentary considers its
applicability to the domain of parental caregiving. Characteristic features
of sentiments are considered in conjunction with empirical research on
the motivational psychology of parental care.

Sentiments are hard to define conceptually, although Gervais &
Fessler (G&F) make valiant and reasonable attempts to do so.

And given that a sentiment is variously described as a “syndrome”
or a “network” or a “deep structure,” sentiments may be difficult
to define operationally too. (It is not yet clear that sentiments are a
readily measurable psychological construct.) In order for the sen-
timent concept to catch on again, I suspect that it will have to be
defined more precisely and tethered more rigorously to a compu-
tational approach to motivational systems (Cosmides & Tooby
2013; Tooby et al. 2008). Still, G&F’s analysis of contempt is pro-
vocative; and it suggests that sentiments –whatever they are
exactly –may offer a useful lens through which to examine
human affect and human motivation.
Of course, if the sentiment concept is to be influential, it must

be relevant to more than just the psychology of contempt. It must
be applicable to a wider range of social relationships and motiva-
tional systems pertaining to those relationships. So let us consider
carefully whether the sentiment concept might apply to some-
thing that is very different from contempt. Let us talk about love.
Echoing others (e.g., Shand 1920), G&F identify love as a pro-

totypic sentiment. This assertion seems superficially appealing,
but it is probably not quite right. Love is perhaps too diffuse a con-
struct to fit sensibly within an evolutionary analysis of the sort
offered by G&F. Love comes in a variety of different flavors
(e.g., romantic love, filial love, parental love) that are specific to
functionally different kinds of relationships and that dispose indi-
viduals toward different kinds of behavioral responses (Shaver
et al. 1996). But even if the vague folk concept of love does not
qualify as a sentiment, each relationship-specific form of love
might make the cut. With that in mind, I focus on one specific
form of love: parental love. How do the characteristic features
of sentiments fit with what we know about the motivational
psychology of parental care?
Sentiments are characterized as functionally specialized net-

works of attitudes and emotions that evolved in response to selec-
tion pressures arising within specific kinds of relationships. Does
this apply to parental care? Yes. Parental caregiving responses
are products of genetically coded neural mechanisms and neuro-
chemical processes that are, to some extent, distinct from those
associated with other motivational systems (Feldman 2016;
Mileva-Seitz et al. 2016; Rilling 2013). This underlying physiology
appears to have evolved in response to the unique fitness implica-
tions associated with the provision of parental care to offspring
(Kenrick et al. 2010; Preston 2013).
Sentiments are characterized as enduring, emotionally textured

responses. Does this apply to parental care? Yes. There are stable
individual differences in individuals’ affective responses to chil-
dren (Buckels et al. 2015). Attitudes constitute part of this constel-
lation of affective responses, but there is more to it than mere
liking or disliking. The parental disposition is characterized also
by a capacity to experience very particular, functionally specific
emotional responses – such as tenderness, which is empirically
distinct from other compassionate responses (Buckels et al.
2015; Kalawski 2010; Lishner et al. 2011).
Sentiments are characterized as being emotionally pluripotent,

manifesting in different emotional expressions under different
contextual circumstances. Does this apply to parental care? Yes.
The perception of young children elicits a tenderness response,
which is subjectively experienced as a rewarding emotional state
(Buckels et al. 2015; Kalawski 2010), and may facilitate nurturing
behaviors. But parental care is characterized not only by nurturing
behaviors but by protective behaviors, too, which may manifest in
risk-aversion and antagonistic responses to potentially threatening
things (Eibach &Mock 2011; Fessler et al. 2014; Gilead & Lieber-
man 2014; Hahn-Holbrook et al. 2011). These protective
responses are typically associated with entirely different kinds of
emotions, such as fear and disgust and anger.
Sentiments are characterized as being responsive to function-

ally relevant relational cues. Does this apply to parental care?
Yes; and here things get a bit more complicated. Parental
responses – including tender responses to children and aversive
responses to the broader environment – are triggered not just by
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the perception of cues indicating the presence of one’s own off-
spring, but by the perception of human infants more generally,
and even by things that merely mimic prototypic features of
human infants, such as baby nonhuman animals or adults with
baby-faced features (Buckels et al. 2015; Glocker et al. 2009;
Sherman et al. 2009). These responses are exhibited not just by
parents, but by non-parents too.

In sum, there is an evolved “deep structure” of parental love
that seems to fit with G&F’s conceptualization of sentiments;
but this parental sentiment is directed toward an unusually large
and fuzzy category of relational objects. Indeed, one need not
have had any prior interaction with – or even any meaningful
knowledge of – an object in order for it to elicit a parental affective
response. This contrasts with other alleged sentiments, such as
contempt and hate and romantic love, which are typically directed
toward specific individuals with whom one has had some prior
interaction or at least some prior knowledge. So is parental love
a sentiment? I am not sure. Might there be different kinds of sen-
timents – some that require input from prior experience with par-
ticular relational objects, and others that do not? Again, I am not
sure. What I am sure of is this: Before the sentiment concept can
be applied productively to a broad range of motivational systems
and affective experiences, some rigorous conceptual work needs
to be undertaken. G&F have taken some necessary and stimulat-
ing first steps, and I commend them for it. The hard work remains
to be done.

Constructing contempt
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Abstract:Gervais & Fessler argue that contempt is a natural kind and that
its experience cannot be explained by a constructionist account of emotion.
We dispute these claims and offer a positive constructionist model of
contempt that accounts for the existing evidence and unifies conflicting
findings in the literature on contempt.

Gervais & Fessler (G&F) characterize contempt as a “sentiment”
to account for inconsistent findings on contempt as a basic
emotion. They claim that constructionism, an alternative to basic
emotions approaches, cannot account for contempt findings. We
suggest that “sentiments” sound a lot like basic emotions as
natural kinds, a theoretical approach that has been heavily criti-
cized. Moreover, G&F misunderstand constructionism, which par-
simoniously accounts for the messy literature on contempt.

Despite claiming that contempt is not a basic emotion, G&F
use basic emotion theory terms (e.g., Ekman & Cordaro 2011;
Izard 2011; Panksepp 2011) to define sentiments: “As with emo-
tions, each sentiment likely has a distinct evolutionary history
and taxonomic distribution […], as well as partially dissociable
neural bases” (sect. 4.3, para. 1). Similarly, when they suggest “a
provisional set of sentiments – social attitude dimensions, corre-
sponding to distinct social-relational affordances –whose states
potentiate unique constellations of emotions” (sect. 4.3, para. 3).

As in basic emotion approaches, G&F define contempt as a
natural kind. A natural kind is a non-arbitrary collection of
natural phenomena or properties existing independent of

human observation (e.g., chemical elements; Mill 1884).
However, growing evidence suggests that emotions are not
natural kinds. Emotion categories have neither consistent nor spe-
cific outcomes making them biologically distinct from one another
(Barrett 2006a; Kreibig 2010; Lindquist et al. 2012; Mauss & Rob-
inson 2009; Vytal & Hamann 2010; Wager et al. 2015). Contempt
is no exception.

Contempt lacks consistency and specificity. People fail to con-
sistently identify facial expressions as contempt; the label “con-
tempt” is used to categorize posed facial portrayals of contempt
at or below chance (Izard & Haynes 1988; Wagner 2000).
Instead, facial muscle movements are not specific to contempt –
people categorize them as disgust (Haidt & Keltner 1999; Russell
1991d; Russell et al. 1993) or annoyance (Alvarado & Jameson
1996) depending on context. Although some studies find that
people associate a unilateral lip-curl with contempt (Matsumoto
& Ekman 2004), this occurs only in forced choice designs involv-
ing direct comparisons between prescribed categories. In fact,
prototypically contemptuous facial expressions are not universally
perceived as contemptuous (Heuer et al. 2010; Russell 1991d).
Additionally, predicted correspondences between specific ante-
cedent events (e.g., violations of community norms) and contempt
are not upheld (Rozin et al. 1999). The evidence for the existence
of contempt as a natural kind is so in question that even propo-
nents of natural kind views of emotions admit contempt is less
likely to qualify as such (Haidt & Graham 2016; Rosenberg &
Ekman 1995).

If contempt is not a natural kind, then what is it? We suggest it
is a constructed experience, like all emotions and mental states
(Barrett 2009; Clore & Ortony 2013; Cunningham et al. 2013;
Lindquist 2013; Russell 2003). Rather than arising from discrete
mechanisms with domain-specific functions, constructionism sug-
gests that distinct mental states are the emergent product of
domain-general ingredients, including core affect and conceptual
knowledge (Barrett 2013; Cameron et al. 2015; Lindquist 2013;
Russell 2003). These ingredients combine in different ways to
produce different mental products. For example, just as the
same combination of ingredients can create a sugary cake or a
savory biscuit, different combinations of core affect and concep-
tual knowledge can construct different emotions.

G&F dismiss constructionism as a theoretical framework for
understanding contempt, but their argument is based on a misun-
derstanding of constructionism. The authors wrongly claim that a
constructionist view predicts that “a word such as ‘contempt’ is
necessary to anchor … features categorized as a specific
emotion” (sect. 3.3, para. 2), pointing to evidence in which
people experience contempt without linguistic prompts (Fridhan-
dler & Averill 1982; Matsumoto & Ekman 2004; Rozin et al. 1999).
However, this is a misunderstanding; constructionism hypothesizes
that most instances of emotion are experienced in the absence of
an explicit linguistic prompt – little of daily life involves explicitly
labeling experiences. Instead, a constructionist view predicts that
language plays a covert role in emotion insofar as it implicitly
helps people acquire, organize, and use emotion concept knowl-
edge during online categorization (Lindquist & Gendron 2013;
Lindquist et al. 2015a; 2015b).

Constructionism predicts that people experience a specific
emotion concept (e.g., contempt) when they draw on their rich
cache of conceptual knowledge about that category. Conceptual
knowledge of “contempt” consists of past internal feelings in situ-
ations categorized as contempt, as well as past motor representa-
tions of behaviors, sensory representations of situations, and
cultural knowledge about what it means to experience contempt.
These diverse sensorimotor representations are partly united by
the word contempt because contempt is not a natural kind with
strong perceptual regularities uniting members of the category
(Lindquist et al. 2015a; 2015b). Unbeknownst to human observ-
ers, words cohere this category information and facilitate its acces-
sibility during online perception (Lindquist et al. 2015a; 2015b;
Lupyan 2012; Vigliocco et al. 2009). People can still experience
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contempt in the absence of explicit emotion words, but emotions
are disrupted when implicit access to emotion words is impaired
(Gendron et al. 2012; Lindquist et al. 2006; 2014).

In sum, constructionism accounts for the “messy” data on con-
tempt more parsimoniously than the authors’ model, suggesting
domain-general processes underlie emotion rather than many
discrete, local mechanisms. This converges with neuroscientific
evidence suggesting domain-general neural networks are impli-
cated in many different mental states besides the emotional
(Barrett & Satpute 2013; Cushman & Young 2011; Lindquist &
Barrett 2012; Shenhav & Greene 2010). Additionally, construc-
tionism generates novel predictions about contempt: People
with more fine-grained conceptual knowledge about emotions
(Lindquist & Barrett 2008) may be more likely to construct con-
tempt as opposed to anger or disgust out of diffuse core affect.
This suggests that, contrary to G&F’s claims, the experience of
contempt may vary across persons within the same situation and
within the same person across situations.

If the authors make a mistake, it is placing too much emphasis
on the meaning of words. The lack of a verbal label in an experi-
ment does not invalidate constructionism. And a new label of
contempt – as a “sentiment” – does not make this argument differ-
ent from old natural kinds claims about emotions. Words have
power, but we should not confuse our labels with the essence
underneath, especially when that essence may not exist.

Further implications in analyzing contempt
in modern society
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Abstract: The target article by Gervais & Fessler represents a
comprehensive analysis of contempt but is not fully adequate in
addressing how contempt produces hatred, how contempt is used
manipulatively by aspiring leaders, and how contempt can be cured or at
least mitigated. This commentary addresses these concerns.

Many articles become quickly out of date, even before being pub-
lished. This excellent target article by Gervais & Fessler (G&F) is
an exception. Indeed, the study of contempt has become more
relevant in 2016 perhaps than it was at any time in the past in
U.S. society.

Although this is an excellent article, there are three important
questions about contempt that are left either unaddressed or
insufficiently addressed.
1. Why is contempt such a serious problem for contemporary

society? Although the article briefly discusses hate, it does not
squarely deal with how, when leaders express contempt, they gen-
erate hatred in their followers toward those to whom they show
contempt. Contempt is not merely incidental to hatred, but
rather, an integral part of it.

Contempt generates and then continues to feed off two compo-
nents of hate, negation of intimacy and “decision/commitment”
(Sternberg 2003a). Negation of intimacy is the feeling that one
could never have any degree of intimacy with a person or group
because they are beneath one’s station, perhaps barely human. Com-
mitment is a cognitive rationale for the negation of intimacy. The
commitment component is characterized by cognitions of devalua-
tion and diminution through contempt for a targeted group.
Those who foment hate seek to change the feelings and thought pro-
cesses of the preferred population so that its members will conceive
of the targeted group(s) in a devalued way (Sternberg 2003a).

In generating components of hatred, the consequences may be
literally deadly, as they have been in so many wars. Generating
contempt may thus lead followers to hatred that even leaders
cannot control. Aspiring leaders should be aware that they may
lose control of the hatred toward targets that they generate. The
authors need more to deal with the very serious worldwide conse-
quences of contempt, especially as practiced by leaders.
2. Do leaders and aspiring leaders sometimes strategically

display false contempt that is confused by followers as genuine
contempt? There is contempt and there is feigned contempt. If
we look at contemporary leaders and would-be leaders and their
styles of leadership (Antonakis et al. 2004a; 2004b), outward dis-
plays of contempt seem to be on the rise (which became apparent
in the U.S. presidential elections of 2016). But is the contempt real?
The target article does not adequately address the very real
problem of feigned contempt, especially as shown by candidates
for political or other leadership positions. Why are so many
leaders today, as in times past, contemptuous of not only their
opponents, but also even would-be allies? The answer is that they
may not be. Rather, they may be strategically feigning contempt.
As a strategy for an aspiring leader, displays of contempt may be

“practically intelligent” (Sternberg 1984) in the sense that they
produce votes. The strategy worked for Hitler and Mussolini.
The strategy may even be creative (Lubart & Sternberg 1988),
in that it is both novel, in the context of what have been more
sedate campaigns, and effective, in that it acquires votes of
people who want nothing more than to legitimize their feelings
of components of hatred that in the past they have kept latent.
3. What is the cure for contempt? The target article deals inad-

equately with cure. The cure is wisdom, seeking a common good
for all, not just oneself or one’s group. Ultimately contempt is not
wise but rather foolish (Sternberg 2002; 2003b), because it
degrades the dignity of the person and certainly of any potential
leader. Mere intelligence is not a cure, because it deals with
how intellectually able people are (Sternberg 1985; 1988), and
intelligent people may use their smarts to manipulate others
through expressions of contempt. Contemptuous leaders generate
ethical drift (Sternberg 2012), a downward spiral in the ethical
reasoning and behavior of the citizenry.
People probably always will show less liking for those who are

unlike them (Sternberg 1987; 1998), whether for reasons of
race, or ideology, or whatever (Sternberg et al. 2005). It is as
though people’s metaphors of mind (Sternberg 1990) become
ones in which their own minds are “sound” (regardless of what
they believe), whereas people who disagree with them are
unsound of mind and worthy of contempt.
Unfortunately, people always have been suspicious of those

who are wise and above contempt. We may be reminded of Soc-
rates, who was rewarded for being wise by being forced to drink
hemlock. We can and must do better.

Including pride and its group-based, relational,
and contextual features in theories of contempt
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Abstract: Sentiment includes emotional and enduring attitudinal features
of contempt, but explaining contempt as a mixture of basic emotion system
affects does not adequately address the family resemblance structure of
the concept. Adding forms of individual, group-based, and widely shared
arrogance and contempt is necessary to capture the complex mixed
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feelings of proud superiority when “looking down upon” and acting harshly
towards others.

When David Hume wrote about the moral emotions, he argued:
“Contempt or scorn has such a strong tincture of pride, that there
scarce is any other passion discernible” (Hume 1739/2001,
p. 249). According to Norton (2001), Hume argued that contempt
is “a mixture of hatred and pride arising from the experience of the
negative features of another person” (p. 161). While it might be
argued that the folk affect concept of contempt has changed
markedly since the 18th century, a more parsimonious explanation
is that pride is an important omission from Gervais & Fessler’s
(G&F’s) Attitude–Emotion–Scenario (AES) model.

Claiming that pride is part of the complex family resemblance
(Wittgenstein 1953/2001) of conceptual relations means examin-
ing the criteria for ascribing contempt and pride in contrast to
(and excluding) their respective opposites of respect and humility.
Moreover, pride, anger, and disgust should be included in the
family resemblance structure of contempt because these are man-
ifestations of a devaluation of and sense of superiority over other
individuals and groups. It is important to clarify that pride is not
discussed here as a form of positive self-evaluative emotion
based upon “authentic” personal achievements recognized by
others (Tracy & Robins 2007). Rather, it is “hubristic pride”
(Tracy & Robins 2007), which suggests a lack of concern for
others (e.g., opponents) when celebrating one’s achievements,
abilities, or affiliations and a tendency towards self-aggrandize-
ment and arrogance. Depending upon the context, intensity (Hol-
brook et al. 2014b), and repetition of such displays, a consistently
arrogant stance when comparing oneself with or simply relating to
others tends to be associated with the type of description of a
“proud man” discussed by Hume (1739/2001). The account of
proud arrogance and aloof or “cold” superiority and anger or
disgust advocated here is therefore consistent with a dispositional
negative character of a contemptuous person. However, pace
G&F, I argue that expressions of disgust, anger, and arrogant
pride form a family resemblance structure of complex similarities
and differences which allows these quite distinct discrete emo-
tions to be examined as manifestations of a superior or devaluating
attitude towards another person or group.

On my account, both “hot” and “cold” forms of arrogant pride
should be included in G&F’s analysis of contempt. Similar but
limited recognition of a role for pride is acknowledged in
Fischer and Giner-Sorolla’s (2016) competing analysis of con-
tempt as a dynamic emotion. Fischer and Giner-Sorolla present
contempt as a complex mix of emotions, expressive behaviours,
and actions experienced during interactions with others that
potentially varies from laughter to hate, but people do not tend
to vacillate between contempt and more positive emotions.
Both analyses rightfully emphasise that contempt is about the
other person or group and their lack of worth and only implicitly
about one’s superiority. However, pointing out that a person is
expressing contempt or enjoys dominating and demeaning
others (e.g., as an individual or on behalf of group) might, of
course, be experienced as identifying the person’s conduct as
shameful – that is, unless the context is one in which the contemp-
tuous person’s prestige or status reflects individual or group-based
power as well as the confidence and certainty that criticism of his
or her sentiment can be easily rebuffed.

Such contexts indicate the importance of group-based individ-
ual and even widely shared collective emotional forms of relational
emotions (Sullivan 2014). By including pride within the AES
model, we can see how complex interpersonal relations are impor-
tant in contexts in which imbalances of power are maintained
between individuals. For example, it is not always the case that
pride is a matter of one’s superiority over others or that the
grounds for arrogance reside solely in the deficiencies, errors, or
weaknesses of other persons or groups. The appraised lower
value of others and perceptions based on social appraisals, such
as being influenced by the contempt of a popular group leader,

may be perpetuated by propaganda, disinformation, and a lack
of meaningful intergroup contact.

Evidence for complex mixed and group-based combinations of
contempt with other emotions is demonstrated by Becker et al.’s
(2011) finding that negative outgroup-directed anger and con-
tempt was experienced simultaneously with positive self-directed
emotions (which included personal pride) as a result of engaging
in collective action. Moreover, as Bar-Tal et al. (2007) have out-
lined with regard to intractable conflicts, emotions like anger or
disgust towards other groups may become part of a background
collective emotional orientation of a given society. Occasions of
group pride that are widely shared and form a background to indi-
vidual group-based expressions or internalizations of contempt for
others are therefore worth incorporating into the AES model,
even if only to identity how the re-humanization of devalued
others occurs and contempt expressed towards individuals and
groups is overcome, in some cases, by the actions of the
“targets” of the sentiment themselves. If such reconciliation is
impossible, then contempt may indeed signal that the other
person (or group) is individually or socially “appraised as unworthy
or inferior and the relation as beyond reconciliation” (van der
Löwe & Parkinson 2014, p. 130).

In this commentary, I have argued that contempt has a family
resemblance conceptual structure with multiple overlapping crite-
ria. Hubristic or arrogant pride should be analysed as part of the
conceptual relations of contempt with disgust and anger. The
enduring interactional and relational features of the proud or arro-
gant individual who “looks down upon” other individuals or groups
also should be included in a manner that can address G&F’s focus
on sentiment as a combination of basic affect mixtures and endur-
ing attitudes. In the right context, diverse expressive and perfor-
mative behaviour such as a lip curl, laughter, or indifference can
be interpreted as individual, group-based, or even widely shared
collective forms of contempt. Scenarios in which a person might
feel completely justified and certain in their devaluation of
another person or group therefore require close attention to
matters of identity and power. This may include certainty of the
inferiority of an individual or collective other that renders recon-
ciliation (or mutual recognition) unlikely and reflects a back-
ground group moral ethos which is reinforced by social
appraisals of the contempt towards a given target displayed by
individuals or groups that the appraiser does respect.

Deep mechanisms of social affect – Plastic
parental brain mechanisms for sensitivity
versus contempt
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Abstract: Insensitive parental thoughts and affect, similar to contempt,
may be mapped onto a network of basic emotions moderated by
attitudinal representations of social-relational value. Brain mechanisms
that reflect emotional valence of baby signals among parents vary
according to individual differences and show plasticity over time.
Furthermore, mental health problems and treatments for parents may
affect these brain systems toward or away from contempt, respectively.
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Gervais & Fessler (G&F) describe the complex phenomenon of
contempt within functional networks of attitudes and emotions.
The related inverse concept of parental sensitivity may provide
a framework for underlying brain mechanisms. Maternal sensitiv-
ity comprises the thoughts and behaviors required for parenting,
including recognition and acknowledgment of baby, reflective
self-awareness, and emotion regulation toward social attachment
(Ainsworth & Bell 1970; Bowlby 1958; Mayes et al. 2005; Swain
et al. 2004). This is also present for fathers (Swain & Lorberbaum
2008; Swain et al. 2014a) with brain circuits that are highly adapt-
able (Kim et al. 2014; 2016b) – perhaps a critical realization
because they relate to child outcome (Kim et al. 2015b).
Indeed, studies of brain activity as a function of listening to
baby cry in the early postpartum period have established
responses in adaptable social brain circuits, including those con-
cerning emotion response and regulation in addition to dissociable
and volitional attention and executive function, reward and moti-
vation, and sensorimotor circuits (Buckner et al. 2008; Seeley et al.
2007; Sripada et al. 2014; Swain 2011; Swain et al. 2014b).

Brain affect regulation centers are more sensitive for vaginal
versus cesarean deliveries (Swain et al. 2008) and breastfeeding
versus formula-feeding mothers (Kim et al. 2011). In these
studies, brain responses to infant stimuli vary according to mater-
nal mood, and predict parental sensitivity (Elmadih et al. 2016), as
well as the related constructs of empathy (Ho et al. 2014) that
guide sensitive decision-making (Swain & Ho 2017). Own versus
other baby cry stimuli have been studied for associations with
maternal mental state talk (Hipwell et al. 2015). In this work,
mothers were filmed in face-to-face interaction with their
4-month-old infants, and maternal behaviors were blindly and
independently coded. Higher functional activity in the right
fronto-insular cortex to own versus other baby cry at the group
level, in addition to bilateral subcortical regions including the thal-
amus, amygdala, hippocampus, and putamen, was positively asso-
ciated with mental-state talk. Rather than being related to global
aspects of observed caregiving, relationships were reported
between brain activity and perceptual and contextual covariates,
such as maternal felt distress, urge to help, depression severity,
and recognition of own infant cry. This suggests many nuances
of parental brain activity that may fit with the notion of sentiments
(G&F), in which, for example, contempt may co-exist with other
sentiments important for parenting such as liking, loving,
respect and caring (parental nurturance) (Davis & Panksepp
2011).

Further brain evidence for the necessary plasticity in parental
brain circuits among the same mothers includes affect regulation
brain function changes in response to baby cry (Swain 2008) and
structure changes over the postpartum according to positive per-
ceptions of baby (Kim et al. 2010a) suggesting adaptability accord-
ing to parental affect and circumstances. Maternal brains are more
sensitive to infant cry according to perception of early-life caregiv-
ing (Kim et al. 2010b), suggesting long-term transgenerational
effects of parental sensitivity on affect regulation. Finally, a wide-
spread set of brain responses were reported in a recent study of
mothers responding to child visual feedback after a caring decision
(Ho et al. 2014). Responses that correlated with dimensions of
empathy included the amygdala, ventrolateral prefrontal cortex
(PFC), and supplementary motor area that may also fit with
broader work on altruism (Brown & Brown 2015; Preston 2013;
Swain et al. 2012) and critically inform progress on consciousness
connecting sensory with motor output as aspects. Although most
of the work has involved relations of brain activity with caregiving
sentiments, there are presumably relations with corollary variables
such as contempt. This is included in the literature on the corol-
lary of long-term adverse effects on maternal sensitivity –
perhaps akin to contempt – in which postpartum psychopathology
and reduced sensitivity have just begun to be studied.

Indeed, postpartum depression is associated with deficits in
parenting (Feldman et al. 2009), which may include exaggerated
components of the sentiment of contempt. Ongoing research on

brain function beyond the normal range of parental anxiety
(Leckman et al. 2004; Kim et al. 2013), such as with postpartum
depression, suggests impairments in specific empathy and
emotion regulation circuits (Moses-Kolko et al. 2014). Highlights
of this research on maternal depression and brain function include
evidence for reduced reward circuit activity (Laurent & Ablow
2012), dampened emotion circuit response (Barrett et al. 2012),
and connectivity (Wonch et al. 2016) using own baby picture
stimuli. Furthermore, even less severe adverse circumstances
can interfere with parental brain responses such as the stress of
poverty (Kim et al. 2015a; 2016b) and lack of parent–infant syn-
chrony (Atzil et al. 2011; 2012; 2014) – perhaps also related to
contempt.
An important next step is to elucidate brain mechanisms that

reflect change with a parenting treatment, such as Mom Power
(MP) – equipped with cognitive-behavioral therapy techniques,
mindfulness, and distress tolerance practices – likely to decrease
contempt. It has been shown that mothers undergoing MP
exhibit reduced parenting stress, less depression and anxiety,
and increased bonding toward their children (Muzik et al.
2015). For the first time, (Swain et al. 2017), mothers were
studied before and after parenting intervention. Twenty-nine
mothers with a wide range of depression symptoms were
pseudo-randomly assigned to either MP (n=14) or control
(n=15). Compared with control, MP decreased parenting stress
and increased child-focused responses and connectivity in social
brain areas. Furthermore, over 13 weeks, reduction in parenting
stress was related to increasing child-focused versus self-focused
baby-cry responses in amygdala-temporal pole functional connec-
tivity, which may mediate maternal ability to take the perspective
of her child. Future studies may explore the brain basis of con-
tempt among parents to understand when it may be compatible
with sensitive parenting and when it may be incompatible with
parental sensitivity yet perhaps amenable to treatment to the
benefit of child outcome.
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Socioecological factors are linked to changes
in prevalence of contempt over time
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Abstract: Gervais & Fessler argue that the perceived legitimacy of
contempt has declined over time in the United States, citing evidence of
a decrease in the frequency of its use in the American English corpus.
We argue that this decline in contempt, as reflected in cultural
products, is linked to shifts in key socioecological features previously
associated with other forms of cultural change.
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Gervais & Fessler (G&F) suggest that “contempt,” a cultural-level
folk concept, is on the decline in American culture. This change is
evident in a decline in the frequency of the word contempt in the
American English corpus, which, the authors argue, reflects a shift
to a dignity culture (Leung & Cohen 2011), one in which all
people are assumed to have inherent rights and dignity, and
expressions of contempt are viewed as illegitimate. But why
might such a shift have taken place? We propose that changes
towards a dignity culture represent shifts in values that are often
responses to changes in socioecological conditions. Previous
work has linked variations in ecological factors such as pathogen
prevalence and climatic stress in interaction with resource levels
to cultural variations in a host of behaviors, attitudes, and other
psychological tendencies (e.g., Fincher & Thornhill 2012; Thorn-
hill & Fincher 2014; Van de Vliert 2013). In our work we have
explored how changes in socioecological variables are also linked
to cultural-level shifts in culture’s value systems and associated
practices and behaviors. For example, higher socioeconomic
standing (as well as the prevalence of infectious diseases, and
decreasing frequency of natural disasters) are associated with cul-
tural-level shifts towards products and practices reflecting individ-
ualism in the United States (Grossmann & Varnum 2015), with
similar patterns occurring across a variety of other societies
(Santos et al. 2017). Similarly, reduction in prevalence of
infectious diseases has been associated with reduction in cul-
tural-level gender inequality (Varnum & Grossmann 2016). It is,
therefore, possible that cultural change in the prevalence of
contempt may also be linked to shifts in social ecology.

To test this idea, we analyzed archival data on the frequency of
the use of the word contempt and its synonyms disdain, disgrace,
and despised in the American English corpus using Google’s
Ngrams database (https://books.google.com/ngrams), from the
beginning of the 20th century until the emergence of digital
readers like Amazon Kindle (1900–2006). We also looked at the
frequency of the word contempt and its synonyms in the Book-
worm Movies database over the same period (starting in the
1930s; see: movies.benschmidt.org), which provided uses of the
word per million words of dialogue in thousands of American
movies and television shows and archival data on pathogen prev-
alence, socioeconomic status (SES), urbanization, deaths resulting
from natural disasters, and climatic stress (Grossmann & Varnum
2015), as well as unemployment (U.S. Department of Labor) in
the United States during this period. All data are available at
the Open Science Framework (see: osf.io/k6ec8). Pathogen prev-
alence was positively correlated with the use of contempt-related
words in books, r = 0.69, whereas socioeconomic development
(tracked through urbanization, less unemployment, and median
shifts in occupational prestige) was negatively associated with
the use of contempt-related words in books, rurbanization =−0.78,
rless unemployment =−0.43, rlevel of SES =−0.92. The number of
deaths due to natural disasters was weakly positively associated
with the use of contempt-related words in books, r = 0.22,
whereas the relationship between climatic stress and contempt-
related words was negligible, r =−0.10.

Similar patterns were found in analysis of movie and television
dialogue. Pathogen prevalence was positively correlated with the
use of contempt-related words in movies and television, r =
0.25, whereas markers of socioeconomic development were neg-
atively correlated with contempt-related words in these media,
rurbanization =−0.43, rless unemployment =−0.18, rlevel of SES =−0.68.
Natural disasters and climatic stress were only negligibly related
with use of contempt-related words in movies and television,
−0.02 < r’s < 0.11.

To explore the lagged relationships between these variables, we
also analyzed the data using cross-correlation functions (CCFs).
We found that decline in pathogen prevalence is lagging, rather
than causing, the decline in contempt-related words in books
and is unrelated to contempt-related words in television and
movie scripts. In contrast, socioeconomic development (standard-
ized average of SES, urbanization, and reverse-scored

unemployment) was bidirectionally associated with the frequency
of contempt-related words in books, and predicted the frequency
of contempt-related words in television and movie scripts 20 years
later.

Why might pathogen prevalence and socioeconomic conditions
be linked to changes in contempt? As G&F note, contempt as a
sentiment serves as a guide to action; as such it may cause
people to avoid contact with others for whom they feel contempt.
Objects of contempt are often out-groups, as G&F note. Previous
work has consistently linked xenophobia and in-group bias to
higher levels of pathogen prevalence (Fincher & Thornhill
2012; Huang et al. 2011; Schaller & Park 2011). Given that the
sentiment and the folk affect concept of contempt are interre-
lated, it may be possible that pathogen levels influence how the
notion and the utility of the folk affect concept contempt will
change, too.

G&F also suggest that contempt is inferred from disrespectful,
irreverent behavior. Appraisal of behavior as disrespectful may be
more pronounced in societies emphasizing social stratification
(e.g., between the working, middle, and upper classes). As U.S.
society continues to move from industrial to post-industrial
means of production (i.e., from manual labor to office work), con-
tempt may continue to decline. Moreover, G&F suggest that con-
tempt should be more common when there is greater competition
for resources. Thus, shifts in occupational status and unemploy-
ment levels might be linked to cultural shifts in the prevalence
of contempt as was seen in our data. These findings are also
broadly consistent with modernization theory, which holds that
as people become more materially secure, they become more tol-
erant and supportive of diversity (Inglehart &Welzel 2005). These
relationships should be confirmed in systematic experimental
work; however, our initial analyses provide support for the
notion that expressions of contempt (and cultural changes in con-
tempt) are likely intertwined with the major societal-level shifts in
social ecology.

Is humility a sentiment?
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Abstract: Gervais & Fessler reintroduce the concept of a sentiment as a
framework for conceptualizing contempt, a construct with both
attitudinal and emotional components. We propose that humility might
also fit this mold. We review recent findings regarding the antecedents,
phenomenology, and functional consequences of humility, and discuss
why conceptualizing it as a sentiment may advance our understanding of
this construct.

Gervais & Fessler (G&F) hearken back to the formative years of
social psychology to make a strong case for resuscitating the
concept of a sentiment, or “a functional network of discrete emo-
tions moderated across situations by an attitudinal representation
of another person” (sect. 1.3, para. 1). We applaud their effort,
and expect it to help bridge the largely disparate literatures on
attitudes and emotions. Although it may be pragmatic for scien-
tists to conceptualize constructs as primarily attitudinal or emo-
tional – and carve out corresponding niches in circumscribed
academic subfields – ample evidence suggests that many con-
structs involve components of both. For example, feelings-as-
information theory suggests that individuals rely on momentary
affect when making attitude-like evaluations (Schwarz 2010),
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and functionalist models of distinct emotions often explicitly
incorporate attitude-like evaluations of the self and others as nec-
essary prerequisites for certain emotional experiences (e.g., Tracy
& Robins 2004; Van Dijk et al. 2015).

G&F propose a provisional set of sentiments that might serve
unique social affordances (i.e., love, liking, respect, hate, fear;
sect. 4.3). We would add another construct to this list – one that
also does not fit well with current models of emotions or attitudes:
humility. Like contempt, humility does not meet the standard cri-
teria to be considered a basic emotion (Ekman 1992a); for
example, it lacks a cross-culturally recognizable nonverbal expres-
sion, distinct physiological signature, and evidence of manifesta-
tion in any nonhuman species. However, also like contempt,
humility is clearly an affective experience (Saroglou et al. 2008),
and is characterized by several features typically used to define
emotions (Izard 2010), including antecedent cognitive appraisals
(i.e., accurate evaluation of one’s abilities) and activation of dis-
tinct cognitive-behavioral patterns (i.e., directing one’s attention
toward others and their accomplishments; Chancellor & Lyubo-
mirsky 2013; Tangney 2000). Yet, alongside these emotion-like
qualities, humility exhibits several features more characteristic
of attitudes: it is thought to be a relatively enduring quality
of persons (e.g., Kesebir 2014; Peterson & Seligman 2004)
and is considered by some to be a judgment, composed of
at least as much cognitive content as affective content (Davis
et al. 2010).

Adding to this complexity, we recently found converging evi-
dence across a series of studies examining lay experiences and
semantic conceptualizations, as well as experts’ reports, that
humility is experienced in two distinct forms, each of which
involves both emotional and attitudinal features (Weidman et al.
2016). The first of these, which we labeled appreciative humility
based on its most representative feelings and thoughts, typically
follows personal success; it is associated with compassion, grace,
and understanding, and with traits such as high self-esteem,
status, and agreeableness; and it motivates a behavioral orienta-
tion toward celebrating others. The second form, labeled
self-abasing humility, is more likely to follow personal failures; is
associated with feelings of submissiveness, unimportance, and
worthlessness, and with traits such as low self-esteem and intro-
version; and motivates a behavioral orientation toward hiding
from others.

In light of this complexity, how should humility be understood?
To date, researchers have reached little consensus; humility has
variously been described as a relationship-specific personality judg-
ment (Davis et al. 2010), a personality trait (Kesebir 2014), a hypo-
egoic state (Kruse et al. 2014), an emotion (Saroglou et al. 2008),
spiritual intelligence (Emmons 1999), an accurate assessment of
one’s abilities (Tangney 2000), and a virtue (Chancellor & Lyubo-
mirsky 2013; Peterson & Seligman 2004). In the face of such dis-
parate conceptualizations, the concept of sentiment could prove
useful. Consistent with the first major component of G&F’s defini-
tion, each form of humility involves several narrower distinct emo-
tional experiences; for appreciative humility these include
authentic pride and gratitude, and for self-abasing humility they
include shame and embarrassment. Consistent with another
major component of G&F’s sentiment, each form of humility
involves the adoption of a particular attitude toward a person. Epi-
sodes of appreciative humility promote a sense of appreciation
toward others’ accomplishments and a desire to connect with
those individuals. Self-abasing humility also fosters an attitude
toward a person, but, interestingly, that person is oneself.
Indeed, this form of humility leads individuals to view themselves
as unimportant, unintelligent, and incompetent, all of which reflect
a negative attitudinal self-evaluation. If humility is a sentiment, this
last finding suggests that sentiments may involve attitudinal repre-
sentations of either another person or the self, suggesting a possi-
ble minor amendment to G&F’s definition.

Conceptualizing humility as a sentiment may yield a much
needed, more nuanced understanding of the construct. To date,

humility has been portrayed as a universally positive characteristic,
with wide ranging and somewhat disparate effects, such as atten-
uating death anxiety (Kesebir 2014), reinforcing gratitude (Kruse
et al. 2014), fostering forgiveness (Davis et al. 2013), promoting
prosocial behavior (Exline & Hill 2012; LaBouff et al. 2012), buf-
fering against stress (Krause et al. 2016), and facilitating self-
control (Tong et al. 2016). These findings likely result from the
aforementioned contrasting conceptualizations of humility, as
well as the fact that most researchers view humility as uniformly
positive but do not specify what exactly it is (Peterson & Seligman
2004). To date, these findings have not been integrated into a
comprehensive theoretical model, leading to the conclusion that
humility simply promotes a grab-bag of desirable outcomes. Yet
it is not immediately clear why existential anxiety and gratitude –
two entirely distinct emotional processes –would both be
influenced by humility. Similarly, why would humility lead to
both prosociality and increased self-control, given that the
former requires focusing on others, whereas the latter involves
focusing on (and withstanding) one’s own desires? Crucially, con-
ceptualizing humility as a sentiment could prompt researchers to
move beyond viewing the construct as broadly and uni-dimension-
ally positive, toward building a more nuanced theory, as G&F
have done for contempt (see their Figure 1 in the target
article). This, in turn, might generate specific predictions regard-
ing the elicitors, phenomenology, and functional consequences of
humility.
In closing, we appreciate G&F’s attempt to integrate constructs

with both attitudinal and emotional components under the rubric
of a sentiment, and believe it may foster novel insights into certain
constructs that have defied proper classification – like contempt
and humility.
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Abstract: The target article argues that contempt is a sentiment,
and that sentiments are the deep structure of social affect. The 26
commentaries meet these claims with a range of exciting
extensions and applications, as well as critiques. Most
significantly, we reply that construction and emergence are
necessary for, not incompatible with, evolved design, while
parsimony requires explanatory adequacy and predictive
accuracy, not mere simplicity.

R1. Introduction

We thank the authors of the 26 commentaries for their
thoughtful and wide-ranging discussions of our target
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article. Many affirm the aptness of our analysis of contempt,
the conceptual and methodological value of the Attitude–
Scenario–Emotion (ASE) model, and the applicability of
this model to other affective and interpersonal phenomena.
Many commentators also present constructive criticism,
advancing the discussion and revealing avenues for future
research and theory-building. Some may misunderstand
our argument, so below we clarify our position. We main-
tain that sentiments are like the proverbial elephant:
unseen by disparate investigators narrowly focused on
parts of the whole. Also like the elephant, sentiments are
constructed from general materials organized over evolu-
tionary and developmental time to serve specialized func-
tions. We hope that in stimulating debate about the
shape and substance of sentiments, we contribute to even-
tually understanding the evolved structure of the social
mind.

Our response is organized as follows: In section R2, we
address criticisms. These include skepticism that senti-
ments are natural kinds (R2.1), skepticism of the functional
distinction between attitudes and emotions (R2.2), skepti-
cism of the utility of the ASE sentiment construct, espe-
cially as applied to contempt (R2.3, R2.4), and skepticism
of the operationalizability of the ASE model (R2.5). In
section R3, we engage the many productive extensions
and applications of the general ASE model (R3.1, R3.3)
and of the specific ASE model of contempt (R3.2, R3.4).

R2. Critical concerns

R.2.1. The designed emergence of functional kinds

The ASE model is grounded in an evolutionary approach
that assumes the mind consists of adaptations shaped by
natural selection. Adaptations can be described at multiple
complementary levels: evolved function, phylogenetic
history, ontogenetic origins, and proximate implementa-
tion. Functional descriptions, addressing why a trait
evolved, entail descriptions of input–output computations,
but they are agnostic as to how adaptations proximately
work and how they arise during development. Nonetheless,
natural selection operates by shaping proximate and devel-
opmental systems to produce functional phenotypes; rather
than being contradictory to evolved design, “designed
emergence” (H.C. Barrett 2015) is necessary for building
locally adapted organisms.

Several commentaries (Bzdok & Schilbach;Christie &
Chen; Galesic; Spring, Cameron, Gray, & Lindquist
[Spring et al.]) conflate levels of description in construing
the emergence of sentiments from lower-level processes as
an alternative to our adaptationist account of sentiments.
The ASE describes the design – the computational form
and functions – of emotions, attitudes, and sentiments.
These functional kinds are built out of domain-general
ingredients over both evolutionary and developmental
time. If design is evident in the patterning of constituent
parts across situations, individuals, and populations, this
indicates that evolution has crafted functional kinds,
regardless of how they get built. Showing that emotions
are constructed from domain-general processes, as Spring
et al. suggest, does not refute adaptationist accounts.

Likewise, Galesic’s “alternative” account to the ASE
supposedly renders sentiments illusory, mere distributions
of emotions and judgments. Her account assumes basic

emotions, simple evaluative judgments, and information
from memory and context, which jointly construct an
appraisal of a social situation. However, sampling evaluative
judgments of others (what we call “attitudes”) in construct-
ing an appraisal of a social situation, to produce emotions, is
precisely a process account of the ASE. If (1) evaluative
judgments are influenced by previous relational experience
(the bookkeeping functions of attitudes); (2) there are
ancestrally adaptive patterns in the construction of these
judgments; (3) sampled social contexts are parsed accord-
ing to evolutionarily relevant content (“scenarios”); (4)
jointly sampling evaluations and contexts has consistent
effects on emotion components (“appraisal”); and (5) the
same evaluations sampled in different contexts produce dif-
ferent yet adaptive emotions (emotional pluripotence),
then, evolution has built functional systems – sentiments –
for social relationship regulation. It is not the involvement
of lower-level processes that will weigh against the ASE
model, but an absence of patterning in their joint opera-
tion. We nonetheless agree with Galesic that formally mod-
eling these interactions will help generate quantitative
predictions about the patterning of emotions within rela-
tionships (see sect. R.2.5, second paragraph, below).
Spring et al. do dispute functional patterning in emo-

tions and sentiments, arguing that “emotion categories
have neither consistent nor specific outcomes.” But existing
emotion categories are not natural kinds; they are folk affect
concepts. In contrast, ASE attitudes, emotions, and senti-
ments are functional constructs and putative basic affect
systems. Folk affect concepts may dissociate from these
systems for many reasons. One is that the adaptive regula-
tion of behavior does not require phenomenological consis-
tency every time an adaptation is engaged. This is especially
true of sentiments, which can manifest as attitudes or as dif-
ferent emotions, producing diverse and variably salient
experiences. Accordingly, contempt’s manifestations can
vary “across persons within the same situation, and within
the same person across situations” –which Spring et al.
erroneously claim is a novel prediction of constructionist
accounts; yet we predict such variation in detail in section
6.1 of the target article. We grant that no linguistic
prompt is necessary to experience together the features
united by an existing “contempt” concept. But unlike the
ASE, constructionist accounts produce only post hoc expla-
nations for the particular patterning of “contempt” concepts
across scenarios, individuals, and populations.
Considering the proximate instantiation of the ASE, sen-

timents should inhere in functional networks among neural
and embodied sub-systems for memory, attention, appraisal
processes, affect regulation, and decision making. This belies
any suggestion that we naively assume discrete neural
“centers,” even for discrete emotions. Bzdok & Schilbach
appreciate this, yet they label sentiments “non-natural
kinds” – a puzzling description if evolution has designed
coordination among their sub-systems.We are also surprised
that Schaller views the ASE model as insufficiently
computational –we defined the components of sentiments
with reference to the same evolutionary-computational
approaches that Schaller cites (e.g., Tooby et al. 2008).

R.2.2. Attitudes and emotions

A number of the commentaries wrestle with the distinction
between attitudes and emotions. Haslam highlights the
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need to establish clear conceptual boundaries between
them, even while everyday vernacular conflates them. We
agree (see Table 2 of the target article). A functionalist
model of the deep structure of affect can decompose folk
affect concepts into constituent functional systems.
Lench, Bench, & Perez (Lench et al.) argue that

many of the features we ascribe to contempt are features
of emotions and, therefore, that contempt is an emotion.
However, they ignore attitudes, ascribing to emotions fea-
tures often used to distinguish attitudes from them (e.g.,
Clore & Schnall 2005). For example, Lench et al. argue
that intentionality is a hallmark of emotions, while conflat-
ing intentionality about objects and about events. Their
examples of the intentionality of emotions – sadness at
failure, and anger at insult – are events. Yet we explicitly
ascribe object intentionality to contempt, and use
intentionality about objects as compared to events as the
hallmark functional distinction between attitudes and emo-
tions. Lench et al. also argue that duration does not distin-
guish emotions from attitudes, given evidence for the
potential long time course, and re-occurrence, of emotions.
We acknowledge that emotions can last a long time; uncon-
ventionally, we explicitly classify moods as emotions that
deal with protracted problems. However, this is not the
same as a permanent change in attitude towards a target,
and reliving an emotion through simulation or mental
time travel is not equivalent to coldly contemplating an atti-
tude. Lench et al. further argue that appraisals, such as
those in contempt, are well known to cause emotions.
However, the fact that emotions are preceded by appraisals
does not mean that anything that follows an appraisal is an
emotion. Some appraisals cause emotions, but some recal-
ibrate attitudes, and some may do both. Lench et al. also
argue that because emotions include changes in cognition,
the cognitive changes in contempt are evidence of an
emotion. While we include cognitive shifts as part of our
account of the form of emotions, not all cognitive
changes are contingent on emotion activation, and they
may be permanent, as in attitude change.
Giner-Sorolla & Fischer likewise inadequately theo-

rize attitudes. They emphasize that contempt involves an
appraisal of character, being about a person, making it dif-
ferent from putatively comparable emotions involving
appraisals of actions. Fischer and Giner-Sorolla (2016)
even describe contempt as an emotion attached to an “atti-
tude” or to a “general representation” of a person or group.
Yet they deny that contempt is an attitude. By undertheo-
rizing attitudes, emotion researchers perpetuate the
mutual isolation of the attitude and emotion literatures.
Grecucci, Frederickson, & Job (Grecucci et al.)

argue that comparative neurobiological evidence contra-
dicts the ASE. After perception, affective information is
processed first via direct links between perceptual
systems and subcortical structures; cognitive processing
occurs more slowly and is influenced by prior affective eval-
uation. However, Grecucci et al. equate attitudes with cog-
nition, and emotions with affect. In the ASE, affect plays a
role in both attitudes and emotions, being the representa-
tional currency linking them. The priority of affect in pro-
cessing stimuli is consistent with the role that attitudes
play in the ASE in moderating appraisals. If someone
approaches, the reaction of fear, anger, or happiness will
be contingent on the affective attitude one holds; affec-
tively tinged representations of other people potentiate

emotional reactions in scenarios. Rather than undermining
the ASE, research such as that cited by Grecucci et al.
offers a consilient neurobiological account of how attitudes
moderate emotions, and how emotions update attitudes.
Grecucci et al. also critique us for overlooking the dis-

tinction between emotions and “defensive affects,” pur-
portedly a class of mechanisms functioning to “ward off
unwanted emotions.” This biologically implausible view
treats “self-harming” emotions such as shame as dysfunc-
tional, despite strong support for theories of their adaptive
functions (e.g., Sznycer et al. 2016). Contempt generally
follows from appraisals of inefficacy in others, not, as Gre-
cucci et al. contend, cues of inefficacy and low value in one’s
self.
Commentators Hurlemann, Marsh, Schultz, &

Scheele (Hurlemann et al.) and Christie & Chen
argue that oxytocin challenges the ASE model because it
has effects that are both emotional and attitudinal. This cri-
tique rests on a definition of “emotion” delimited to valence
and arousal. Although these facets are primary in some def-
initions of emotion, the ASE theorizes emotions as coordi-
nating modulation across systems, including cognition.
Rather than being a counterexample, oxytocin may
exemplify a neurohormonally implemented emotion that
coordinates organism-wide systems. These authors also
underappreciate the implications of the contingent release
of oxytocin within particular dyads. Oxytocin administration
studies, such as those cited by Hurlemann et al., bypass
the endogenous processes that moderate oxytocin release
in naturalistic social interaction. If not an attitude, what is
the “bond” that moderates oxytocin release towards one indi-
vidual and not towards others? To the extent that oxytocin
release is contingent on the presence of particular partners,
and on antecedent attitudinal representations of them as
valuable, then oxytocin regulation nicely illustrates attitudi-
nal moderation of emotions. Evidence that the attitudinal
bond moderates emotion systems not linked to oxytocin
would support the broader emotional pluripotence of
sentiments.

R.2.3. Sentiments and the emotional pluripotence
hypothesis

Adair &Carruthers argue that sentiments are not psycho-
logical causes; either sentiments are epiphenomena, or they
should be equated with attitudes, which are causal. Strictly
speaking, they are correct: As we stated, “each sentiment is
an attitude state and the various emotions disposed by that
representation” (sect. 4.2, para. 6). However, there are two
reasons for distinguishing between attitudes narrowly
defined as representations, and sentiments as attitudes
linked to diverse emotion dispositions. First, Adair & Car-
ruthers argue that attitudes alone can explain the emotional
texture of contempt, “provided one bears in mind that any
evaluative attitude will issue in a range of distinct emo-
tions.” This will be news to social psychologists, who have
long theorized and studied attitudes without reference to
their emotional pluripotence, contrasting “attitude” with
“sentiment” on precisely this basis. Moreover, beyond
interpersonal relationships, in attitude research on prod-
ucts, opinions, and political positions, attitudes are simple
evaluative representations, qualitatively different from the
causally linked emotion networks of sentiments. Mason,
implicating deficiencies of current attitude theory,
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appreciates this. Although not endorsing the need for a dis-
tinct psychological kind in sentiments, Mason emphasizes
that the sentiment construct helps keep track of the
emotion dispositions of attitudes. With “sentiment” high-
lighting attitude–emotion contingencies, it becomes an
empirical question whether all attitudes qualify as
sentiments.

A second reason to maintain the sentiment construct is
that, rather than being psychological causes, networks of
attitudes and emotions are social, evolutionary, and cultural
causes. In a sentiment, each contingent emotion serves a
particular function in regulating a social relationship
tracked by an attitude. These functions are complemen-
tary – in a relationship represented by love for an other, dif-
ferent emotions implement attending to their needs,
tolerating costs from them, refraining from exploiting
them, and signaling commitment after failing their expecta-
tions. The gestalt of these contingent behaviors determines
the partner’s perception of relationship quality, their recip-
rocal sentiments, and the success of the relationship. It is
the sentiment – the whole attitude–emotion network –
that is causing relationship quality. Christie & Chen
contend that only lower-level processes will be under selec-
tion, but evolution through social selection – in which par-
ticular relationship partners are differentially chosen as
mates, cooperative partners, or leaders – should target sen-
timents, and configure networks of attitudes and emotions
as contributors to social strategies that determine fitness.
Finally, as Adair & Carruthers appreciate, the network
patterning of attitudes and emotions is causal in structuring
folk affect concepts. It is in this sense that sentiments are a
“deep structure.” A concept such as “contempt” can
include contradictory facets such as “cold” indifference
and “boiling inward” because these are linked within senti-
ment networks. Differential activation of parts of this
network can explain seemingly irreconcilable affect con-
cepts across individuals and populations.

Haslam suggests that rather than being a distinct natural
kind, sentiments may be an “intermediate zone between
the most prototypical emotion and the most prototypical
attitude.” Attitudes and emotions may well overlap at the
margins, since emotions can be enduring moods and can
be chronically evoked by re-imagining their eliciting
appraisals. However, the emotional pluripotence of senti-
ments presents a qualitatively different form from single
emotions (Royzman et al. 2005). If an evaluation of an
object can be shown to cause distinct emotions across dif-
ferent scenarios, then, operationally, that evaluation is a
sentiment.

Giner-Sorolla & Fischer advance several critiques that
hinge on the emotional pluripotence hypothesis. They
claim that the ASE model blurs established usage of the
term “sentiment,” developed by Frijda (1994; Frijda et al.
1991), wherein a sentiment is the enduring one-to-one
association of an emotion with an object. Like Haslam’s
“intermediate” form, this usage is qualitatively different
from the ASE’s emotionally pluripotent sentiments.
However, “sentiment” is rarely invoked as a construct in
the social psychological literature, and Frijda’s use is not
seminal; an earlier “sentiment” construct (e.g., Shand
1920; McDougall 1937) included diverse emotional
outcomes.

Giner-Sorolla & Fischer also contend that the ASE
model of contempt is unnecessarily complicated. They

advance an alternative model (Fischer & Giner-Sorolla
2016), which was published while our target article was
under review. (The authors of the 2016 paper are hereafter
referred to as F&G-S.) F&G-S depict contempt as a dis-
crete (albeit not prototypical) emotion, involving distinct
appraisals and action tendencies, but lacking distinct elicit-
ing conditions and a universal non-verbal expression, while
appearing uniquely “cool” relative to frequently co-occur-
ring anger and disgust. To explain contempt’s non-proto-
typical features, F&G-S argue that contempt is also a
sentiment sensu Frijda – the emotion becomes “attached”
to a representation of the target, which functions to elicit
contempt at the target’s real, or imagined, presence.
The F&G-S model is only superficially simple. It includes

three pathways to contempt elicitation: (i) repeated trans-
gressions implying low-value character; (ii) culturally trans-
mitted beliefs about an other’s contemptible characteristics;
and (iii) transgression-evoked anger that, if ineffectual,
“turns into” contempt. The ASE model parsimoniously sub-
sumes these. In each case, information is obtained that war-
rants devaluation of the object (i.e., the “relational cues” in
Figure 1 of the target article). Giner-Sorolla & Fischer
mischaracterize us as claiming that contempt only manifests
from a pre-set attitude. Contempt will manifest during its
establishment by any cues to inefficacy and low relationship
value, including single events that recalibrate attitudes and
establish contempt.
The F&G-S model also fails to account for data that the

ASE model illuminates. In portraying contempt as both a
distinct emotion and a sentiment, Giner-Sorolla &
Fischer note that “any emotion can become a sentiment.”
Why, then, is contempt a “special case” (Rosenberg &
Ekman 1995) among putative basic emotions for its incon-
sistent lexicalization and unreliable expression? F&G-S
attribute contempt’s lack of a distinct facial expression to
“methodological problems” and to the rarity of the term.
This both fails to explain that rarity and overstates it; in
the research they review, “contempt” is the most
common term in the “disgust” cluster, and contempt is
studied with the same methods as other putative
emotion-sentiments. F&G-S also observe that contempt
has divergent emotional consequences in scenarios
beyond “merely seeing someone.” Their examples –
verbal attack, and reduced compassion – entail distinct
emotional concomitants in complex scenarios; F&G-S
obscure this complexity and fail to give a process account
for it. Likewise, arguing, as F&G-S do, that contempt
downregulates anger and hate – being less “effortful and
dangerous” (p. 351), less “socially and personally costly”
(p. 354) – fails to account for the “boiling inward” phenom-
enology sometimes associated with contempt (Frijda et al.
1989, p. 223). It also conflates “coolness” from reduced
anger with “coolness” from reduced “warm” engagement.
In contrast, contempt as an emotionally pluripotent sen-

timent parsimoniously explains – and furnishes predictions
about – the range of emotions, expressions, and meanings
associated with contempt. There are several critical tests
between our model and that of Giner-Sorolla &
Fischer/F&G-S. First, if enduring contempt, identified
by a representation of a target as inferior, can be shown
to create diverse downstream emotion biases in particular
contexts – for example, downregulating compassion and
guilt, while disposing anger and disgust – then, congruent
with the ASE but not with the F&G-S model, this will be
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evidence of a “master sentiment.” Second, F&G-S explain
contempt’s “coolness” by suggesting that contempt downre-
gulates anger, whereas the ASE predicts that contempt
potentiates anger in the service of social distancing; data
on anger reactivity towards objects of contempt will
support one model over the other.
Lench et al. also deny the emotional pluripotence

hypothesis, underappreciating the functional gestalt
among contempt’s features. They reject that contempt
creates indifference, and argue that “coldness” is also a
feature of sadness. However, this again conflates two mean-
ings of “coldness” – vis-à-vis “hot” anger and “warm” com-
passion – and ignores that we emphasize the latter in
articulating the reduction in “warm” prosocial emotions
caused by contempt. Lench et al. implicate lack of differen-
tiation among negative emotions in explaining the associa-
tions of contempt with disgust and anger. However, the
evidence we reviewed goes far beyond vague associations,
to specific functional and temporal relationships. Our
model explains these, while making many predictions
about contempt vis-à-vis anger, disgust, and hate. In
explaining away contempt’s diverse expressions, Lench
et al. argue that the expressions of all emotions are moder-
ated by contextual affordances. We concur, but this does
not explain why contempt is inferred from a range of
expressions, including those for other basic emotions, and
from an absence of any expression. Finally, in explaining
the diverse behavioral outcomes of contempt, Lench
et al. argue that all emotions are associated with behaviors.
We do not dispute this, but it does not follow that only emo-
tions predict behavior. If attitudes moderate emotions,
then they too will have behavioral consequences, albeit a
more diverse set than a single emotion.
Both Mason and Cova, Deonna, Sander, & Teroni

(Cova et al.) argue that the ASE model of contempt con-
flates “recognition respect” and “appraisal respect.” Recog-
nition respect entails giving appropriate consideration to its
object during deliberation. In Darwall’s (1977) normative
account, recognition respect is owed all persons by virtue
of them being ends in themselves in possession of
dignity. Appraisal respect, in contrast, must be earned
through positive appraisals of character, and involves feel-
ings of respect such as admiration.
Acknowledging the utility of distinguishing recognition

and appraisal respect, we think the ASE model of respect
parsimoniously unites them. Appraisal respect is the more
accurate descriptive account of how the respect sentiment
operates: appraisals of another’s value incrementally
increase “feelings of respect,” the emotion constellation
of the respect sentiment. Unlike Darwall (1977), we do
not limit appraised features to character, but hold that all
contributors to efficacy influence respect. Moreover,
appraisals are relative to an appraiser’s own interests and
standards in valued domains, not “categorical” in Darwall’s
sense. The ASE can then subsume recognition respect as
part of the emotion constellation of appraisal respect. We
have highlighted interest in targets, and deference to
them, as outcomes of respect; this is effectively the weight-
ing of a target’s concerns that scholars have ascribed to rec-
ognition respect. Interest and consideration may not
intuitively belong among the “feelings of respect,” but
they involve the kinds of systems (e.g., attention, and evalu-
ative trade-offs) that attitudes moderate on the ASE. In this
account, prescribing recognition respect for persons is

equivalent to stipulating that personhood is a sufficient cri-
terion for some minimum appraisal respect. However, per-
sonhood will compete with other appraisals – including
incompetence, laziness, or badness – that undercut
appraisal respect, engendering contempt, muting recogni-
tion respect, and potentiating intolerance and exploitation.
This descriptive account does not deny the virtue of stip-

ulating recognition respect for all humans, or for all life.
But it does unpack why the normative project of fostering
recognition respect runs aground on the rocks of human
nature, while suggesting workarounds (see sect. R.3.4
below). It also minimizes Mason’s critique of our analysis
of contempt’s place in a dignity culture. We identify con-
tempt with an absence of respect. We argue that because
a dignity culture prescribes respect for all persons, it pro-
scribes expressions of contempt. Mason points out that pre-
scribing recognition respect, and dignity for all, does not
proscribe appraisal contempt, or differentially devaluing
others on the basis of character. Even those viewed as
morally depraved should be granted dignity. However,
the normative stipulation of respect for persons does not
countervail the descriptive fact that humans are prone to
deny personhood to others on the basis of real or imagined
negative appraisals. Lapses in recognition respect remain a
problem in a dignity culture, even while its prescription
undercuts the expression of contempt. If such lapses are
most likely towards targets that are also objects of hate,
then our suggestion of a conceptual conflation of contempt
and hate within dignity cultures remains plausible.
Cova et al. argue that we conflate two forms of con-

tempt, disregard (an absence of recognition respect) and
scorn (an absence of appraisal respect). We see these as
two components of the sentiment contempt. Disregard
can be viewed as part of the “cold indifference” facet of
the contempt sentiment, while scorn belongs to the “reac-
tive intolerance” facet. However, rather than proposing a
distinct emotion, scorn, our account decomposes the folk
affect concept “scorn” as disgust in the service of contempt.
This captures both the enduring and the occurrent mani-
festations of scorn, as well as its connotations of superiority,
derision, and rejection. Similarly, whereas Giner-Sorolla
& Fischer adduce the unilateral lip curl (ULC) as evidence
of a unique contempt emotion, we counter that the ULC,
often labeled “anger” or “disgust” (Haidt & Keltner 1999;
Matsumoto 2005; Russell 1991c; 1991d), signals the reac-
tive intolerance cluster of the ASE sentiment contempt,
implemented by anger (if a second-person threat) or
disgust (if a third-party signal) vis-à-vis a devalued target.
Either of these emotions, or the attitudinal core of con-
tempt, can be inferred from the ULC.
Challenging our claim that contempt actually disposes

both anger and disgust, Cikara asks what determines
whether contempt runs hot or cold, and, when it runs
hot, what determines whether contempt prompts approach
or avoidance. Mason similarly asks how contempt maps
onto two putatively distinct phenomena, “reactive con-
tempt” (such as protesting) and “nonreactive (or objective)
contempt,” such as disregard and disengagement. The
answer to both is: the scenarios in which the attitude
object is encountered or imagined, and the threats or
opportunities posed by that scenario vis-à-vis the fitness
affordances tracked by the attitude. Anger, as a bargaining
strategy (Sell et al. 2009), changes the behavior of con-
temned targets to reduce the costs they impose; disgust,
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as a mechanism co-opted for signaling rejection (Fessler &
Haley 2003), prevents guilt-by-association in the eyes of
third parties (see also Kupfer & Giner-Sorolla 2016). Impo-
sition or even approach by a contemned target evokes
anger, whereas proximity to, or similarity with, a con-
temned target in the presence of potential allies elicits
disgust; if a contemned target claims leadership, this
elicits disgusted opposition; if they are inactive or harmless,
disregard suffices. In all cases, action is suffused with disre-
spect, including protest (Tausch et al. 2011).

R.2.4. The dimensionality of sentiments

Comparing the ASE unfavorably to the Stereotype Content
Model (SCM), Cikara contends that we collapse orthogo-
nal dimensions of social-relational value, namely, “rela-
tional value” (warmth) and “agentic value” (competence).
In fact, we break “warmth” into two positive (love, liking)
and two negative (hate, fear) dimensions, while generaliz-
ing “competence” to efficacy across domains. These dimen-
sions are potentially orthogonal, allowing for cooperation
and competition to occur within a relationship, unlike the
unitary “warmth” dimension of the SCM. The ASE also
provides a crucial missing piece to the SCM: how interac-
tive scenarios moderate the relationship of attitudes and
emotions. In the SCM, each representational quadrant
has “corresponding” emotions. However, Cikara’s own
example of schadenfreude at the misfortune of a competi-
tive, high-status target illustrates that such “correspon-
dence” does not hold. The ASE acknowledges “default”
emotion dispositions at approach, but theorizes emotional
pluripotence, in which single emotions can address
similar adaptive problems vis-à-vis different kinds of
targets. This includes happiness at the success of a loved
one and at the failure of a hated enemy, and anger at any
“transgression,” with a threshold moderated by attitudes.

Hruschka suggests that the SCM provides a “simpler”
theory of contempt than the ASE. In the SCM, contempt
joins disgust and hatred as emotional reactions to targets
low in both warmth and competence. Yet, as we point
out in the target article, and as Lench et al. echo,
studies of the SCM often collapse measures of contempt
with disgust and hatred, producing composite ratings.
This obscures unique variance accounted for by contempt,
and limits contempt to targets that are also disgusting and
hated. Studies that partial out contempt find it is not
directed only at low warmth–low competence targets: in
some, contempt tracks competence alone (Hutcherson &
Gross 2011; Ufkes et al. 2011); in others, there are main
effects of both warmth and competence (Schriber et al.
2016); and in some, only high–high targets are safe from
contempt (Caprariello et al. 2009; Schriber et al. 2016).
The SCM also denies a role for contempt in pity. But as
Miller (1997) argues, “Contempt … often informs benevo-
lent and polite treatment of the inferior…. Pity and con-
tempt go hand in hand” (p. 32). Yoking contempt to the
efficacy dimension explains this. Cova et al. argue that
“caring about” someone does not have a single sentimental
etiology, and sentiments including love can produce it
despite contempt; parental sensitivity is thus not necessarily
the “inverse” of contempt, as Swain & Ho and Hruschka
suggest. Although Hruschka and Cikara contend that we
extend the swath of the contemned too far, contempt is
not simply a response to the lowest of the low.

Schaller doubts that there is a unitary love sentiment
tracking fitness dependence on an other. While we agree
that the domains of fitness dependence addressed by
romantic love, filial love, and parental love entail unique
adaptive problems, the similarities are striking – for
example, the behavioral needs for tolerance and conditional
aid provisioning. Evidence for conserved neural bases
across these systems (Preston 2013) suggests that an ances-
tral love system was evolutionarily co-opted repeatedly,
from regulating parental behavior to shaping pair bonds
and friendships, producing a love sentiment with manifesta-
tions tailored to different forms of fitness dependence.

R.2.5. Operationalizing the ASE

Galesic, Giner-Sorolla & Fischer, Hruschka, and
Schaller express concerns about the operationalizability
of the ASE. We outlined how to operationalize and empir-
ically distinguish attitudes, emotions, and sentiments (see
Table 2, column 2, in the target article). The parameters
for distinguishing attitudes and emotions include their
intentionality (object- vs. event-specific), phenomenology
(“cold” vs. “hot”), time course (enduring vs. occurrent),
and structure (evaluative representation vs. organismic
mode of operation). Sentiments will include all of these fea-
tures, but not randomly: attitudinal representations will
moderate different emotional outcomes across scenarios.
The interrelatedness of the core concepts of the ASE is a
feature of the model, not a limitation, affording decompo-
sition of folk affect concepts into underlying attitude–
emotion networks. Variously describing a sentiment as a
“syndrome,” a “network,” or a “deep structure,” which
Schaller laments, is productively seeing sentiments from
different perspectives: respectively as the coordinated reg-
ulation of different emotions, as causal links among atti-
tudes and emotions, and as the functional architecture
underlying variation in folk affect concepts.
Galesic suggests that sentiments might be quantitatively

described as frequency distributions of appraisals and emo-
tions within relationships. Refining this, sentiments may be
described as a set of conditional probabilities of scenario–
emotion contingencies given a particular attitudinal repre-
sentation in a relationship. Perceived scenarios are crucial;
the consequences of objective situations will be psycholog-
ically mediated, via attention, appraisals of threat, harm,
and so on, and ascriptions of causation. Efforts to measure
emotions have recently converged on multi-componential
triangulation (e.g., Kragel & LaBar 2013), focusing on the
coordination of functional features across diverse measures.
Multi-measure scales are likewise useful for measuring
interpersonal attitudes. Although Hruschka worries about
how readily people can rate their contempt for others, he
also highlights the role that metaphors such as “warmth”
and “closeness” can play in assessing interpersonal evalua-
tions. In the case of contempt, scaling separate Likert-
type measures of “look down on,” “look up to,” “contempt,”
and “respect” could produce a reliable measure of the atti-
tudinal core of contempt. Schriber et al. (2016) demon-
strated the utility of this approach in their Dispositional
Contempt Scale; this could be readily converted into a
target-specific scale. The key to a clean measure of
respect–contempt will be partialing out love and hatred.
Bilewicz, Kamińska, Winiewski, & Soral (Bilewicz

et al.) challenge our identification of contempt with an
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absence of respect, citing research on attitudes towards out-
groups that reports widely varying intra-target correlations
between respect and contempt. However, Bilewicz et al.
treat both affects as “emotions,” and they do not give suffi-
cient detail of the studies they cite to evaluate their bearing
on our claims. Of course, if reliable measures of respect and
contempt, as enduring, target-specific attitudes, fail to neg-
atively correlate, then this will undermine our model.

R.3. Extensions and applications

R.3.1. Extensions of the ASE model of sentiments

Both Cova et al. andGiner-Sorolla & Fischer argue that
contempt can be an emotion and a sentiment. We are
unconvinced by their arguments for a unique emotional
outcome of the contempt sentiment, since a representa-
tional core that downregulates prosocial emotions, and
that upregulates anger and disgust, can account for the
data. Nonetheless, some sentiments may have proprietary
emotional outcomes. They may also be updated by emo-
tions. The possibility remains that there is a proprietary
contempt emotion involved in the establishment of the sen-
timent contempt, that is, in downregulating respect. At the
perception of cues to inefficacy in some valued domain, this
emotion would recalibrate the affective component of
respect and establish a contempt representation. This
emotion might sometimes be categorized as “disappoint-
ment,” which has been linked with the unilateral lip curl
(Russell 1991d). However, we know of no strong evidence
for this proposal. Similarly, Cova et al. suggest that an
emotion, admiration, plays a role in establishing respect.
As an emotional reaction to appraised efficacy, admiration
plausibly upregulates respect. Alternatively or in addition,
admiration may be a proprietary outcome of an established
respect representation – part of the ASE sentiment
respect – implementing approach and emulation of highly
respected targets (Onu et al. 2016). These considerations
highlight the need for a more detailed theory of the pro-
cesses whereby the attitudinal cores of sentiments are
recalibrated, including by emotions (Tooby et al. 2008).
Dellantonio, Pastore, & Esposito (Dellantonio

et al.) discuss the role of moral values in sentiments.
They claim that, in our approach, “[one’s] view of another
person’s moral (in)efficacy depends on whether [one is]
motivated, for example, by contempt or respect.” This actu-
ally reverses our argument: contempt and respect depend
on appraisals of another person’s moral (in)efficacy. None-
theless, this appraisal is influenced by moral values. We dis-
tinguish two meanings of “value” that Dellantonio et al.
conflate. One, valuation, is a form of regard; an outcome
of evaluation, it involves ascribing a quality and quantity
of worth to an object. This is the primary sense in which
we use value – relational valuations of the fitness costs
and benefits of social partners, evaluated using ancestrally
reliable cues, and tracked through time by attitudinal rep-
resentations. By values Dellantonio et al. mean abstract
principles used in the process of evaluation; values are stan-
dards against which evaluation occurs. Some values are
moral, but others are practical, such as valuing particular
domains of expertise. Dellantonio et al. are correct that
we said little about values-as-standards. We did discuss
two points. First, values play a role in determining
respect. Respect is conditioned on attributions of efficacy

in valued domains; failure in those domains warrants con-
tempt; values thus condition valuations. Second, we dis-
cussed the role of relational valuations in anchoring the
internalization of values. If internalization is a psychological
commitment device for enacting normative behavior, a
capacity selected by differential inclusion in cooperative
ventures (Fessler 2007), then what gets internalized as
values should be yoked to valuations of social partners. In
this vein, Dellantonio et al. review early life transmission
of values, highlighting the role of bonding with parents.
We likewise implicated deficits in valuations underlying
insensitivity to socialization in clinical psychopathy. We
agree that the function of morality is relationship regula-
tion, and that moral values are, to some extent, relative to
the expectations of moral communities (Fessler et al.
2015).

R.3.2. Extensions of the ASE model of contempt

Bzdok & Schilbach foreground an absence of neuropsy-
chological, ontogenetic, and heritability data in our
account of contempt. We endorse triangulating the form
and functions of biological systems using consilient data
from across disciplines. While direct data are lacking,
there may be relevance in research on the genetics and
development of callous-unemotional traits, as well as in
frontotemporal dementia. Important empirical questions
remain.
Varnum & Grossmann present original analyses

extending both our observation that “contempt” use has
proportionally decreased in English-language books and
our suggestion that folk affect concept salience should
vary with socioecological parameters. Varnum & Gross-
mann suggest that contempt may be less engaged in exclud-
ing out-group targets as infection risk decreases. However,
they show that declines in pathogen prevalence lag behind
declines in contempt-related words, which undermines a
simple causal story, hinting at a third variable, plausibly soci-
oeconomic development. On the negative relationship of
socioeconomic development and contempt, Varnum &
Grossman implicate reduced stratification in post-industrial
workplaces, and increased material security through stable
employment. We are skeptical of these causal mechanisms.
It is not clear that hierarchically structured white-collar
organizations involve less perceived stratification than do
industrial or pre-industrial workplaces. Moreover, increased
material security and individual risk retention may effec-
tively decrease the value of social partners, especially for
risk pooling, which may increase contempt. Perhaps socioe-
conomic development both fosters, and relies upon, respect
(in action, if not in sentiment), as a medium for mutualistic
economic interactions among strangers. However, capital-
ism can also produce inequality and exploitation. A con-
found in the American data-set used by Varnum &
Grossmann is the rise of a dignity culture through civil
rights movements. This shift toward norms of equality,
inclusivity, and tolerance likely undermined the expression
of contempt in America, perhaps until recent shifts in
American political discourse during the 2016 election (e.
g., Stohr 2017). Prior to this, if the rise of a dignity
culture actually did increase tolerance and mutual respect,
without common violations, then discussions of contempt
would have declined. Whether this change in norms can
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itself be related to changes in social or economic organiza-
tion is unclear.

Chapais summarizes our argument (based partly on his
work) that protorespect evolved in primate dominance hier-
archies to track efficacy – both of dominants, in down-
wardly conferring benefits such as resource access and
protection, and of subordinates, in upwardly conferring
benefits such as grooming and coalitional support. The evo-
lution of a capacity for protorespect made possible proto-
contempt: withholding protorespect from those not
efficacious in these ways, directing intolerance and exploi-
tation towards them. Chapais derives two predictions
from this. First, he suggests that “looking down on” follow-
ers should be intrinsic to leadership, potentiating exploita-
tion down hierarchies. Some folk models (e.g., that “power
is corrupting”) are consistent with this. Second, Chapais
suggests that downward contempt should vary with the
extent to which status is dependent upon subordinates.
This echoes our own conjecture: “To the extent that high
rank is contingent on the support of subordinates, mutual
respect may change the quality of dominance interactions
and hierarchies” (target article, sect. 5.3, para. 2). Again,
there is folk precedent: “absolute power corrupts abso-
lutely.” Regarding both predictions, note that respect and
contempt may interact with other attitude dimensions
and sentiments. For example, while downward contempt
may unleash exploitation, the expression of upward con-
tempt may be mitigated by fear of physical reprisal. Like-
wise, in addition to respect for efficacious subordinates,
downward contempt may be mitigated by interdependence
from relatedness or shared group defense.

Sullivan notes that pride was implicated in contempt in
eighteenth-century moral philosophy, and draws parallels
between the functional features of one facet of pride – “
hubristic pride” (Tracy & Robins 2007) – and contempt,
including expressions of superiority and diminished
concern for others. Sullivan proposes that hubristic pride
is among the emotion dispositions of the contempt senti-
ment, following from a superior and devaluing attitude.
This is plausible. Fessler (1999) has argued that pride has
phylogenetic roots in protopride, an emotion evoked in
dominance hierarchies when a dominant is in the presence
of a subordinate; it motivates status-striving and signals
dominance to others. In this model, an antecedent repre-
sentation (of being dominant or higher-status) interacts
with a scenario (proximity) to produce an emotion (proto-
pride). If the attitudinal core of contempt is part of the rep-
resentation of relative superiority, this model of protopride
implies that a dominance-based positive emotion should be
evoked by proximity to a contemned target. Research does
link contempt to a tilted-back head and downward gaze
(Izard & Haynes 1988), components of pride expressions,
especially of the hubristic or dominance-based variety.
Self-reported dispositional contempt also correlates posi-
tively with trait hubristic pride (Schriber et al. 2016). Dom-
inance-based pride may well be among the emotion
dispositions of the sentiment contempt.

Even if one assumes a unitary pride emotion – an
authentic positive feeling evoked during accomplish-
ments –we expect attitudes towards others to moderate
pride expressions. Respect for others, and concern for
their standing and self-esteem, might lead authentic pride
to be expressed humbly, with self-deprecation and other-
enhancement; pride in the context of contempt may lead

to unmitigated self-aggrandizing and bragging, inviting
accusations of arrogance and conceit, the core of the
hubristic pride scale (Tracy & Robins 2007; see also Hol-
brook et al. 2014a; Tracy & Robins 2014). On this
account, pride would not be an emotion disposition of con-
tempt, but contempt would moderate pride expression.
Different social-attitudinal contexts of pride and pride
expression, in turn, could contribute to different cultural
models of pride – as a healthy expression of success, as evi-
dence of humility, or as an index of inflated self-worth.
Degrees of pride expression could be taken as indexical
of one’s views of others; consonant with Sullivan’s sugges-
tion, the proud person may be the contemptuous person.
This would illuminate why pride is viewed as dangerous
in communal societies: its unmitigated expression indexes
devaluation of others, predicting selfish behavior that
undercuts community.

R.3.3. Applications of the ASE model of sentiments

Bzdok & Schilbach suggest that the ASE is relevant to
interpreting the functions of the amygdala, the insular
cortex, and the brain’s “salience network.” We add that
somatic markers (sensu Grecucci et al.) may be the affec-
tive component of attitudes, providing the mechanism
whereby emotions update, or recalibrate, attitudinal
representations.
Weidman & Tracy apply the ASE to “humility,” raising

the possibility that there may be a self-directed sentiment, a
representation of self-value moderating self-conscious
emotional reactions to events. This finds precedent in func-
tionalist views of self-esteem as an internal index regulating
emotions and behavior (e.g., Leary et al. 1995). Given that
self-esteem has been modeled as tracking liking by others
(e.g., Srivastava & Beer 2005), the ASE suggests distinct
self-monitoring systems may track distinct dimensions of
valuation by others (e.g., liking, respect, love). Paralleling
our remarks on pride, above, “humility” could be fruitfully
approached by considering how the expression of self-valu-
ations is moderated by other-directed sentiments such as
respect – for example, whether pride manifests as hubris
or humility. This raises questions about the interaction of
other- and self-sentiments, for example, in producing
attachment styles, or varieties of the “Dark Triad” person-
ality complex. We suggest that some personality complexes
emerge from the interaction of different sentiment disposi-
tions. For example, psychopathy and narcissism may both
involve dispositional contempt (Schriber et al. 2016), yet
be distinguished in their default self-sentiments: high
self-esteem (psychopathy) and low self-esteem (narcis-
sism). Other facets of personality, such as attachment
styles and agreeableness, may likewise emerge from the
interaction of self- and other-sentiment dispositions.
Bzdok & Schilbach concur that the ASE is generally

relevant to personality structure, extending our analysis of
psychopathy. Haslam suggests that the ASE can help per-
sonality psychology go beyond inductively identifying latent
traits by theorizing the cognitive-affective networks that
constitute relational strategies, including the simultaneous
regulation of multiple emotion dispositions. He points to
future research studying dependency in terms of disposi-
tions towards the sentiment love. Christie & Chen
suggest that, in a health psychology literature focused on
individual differences in “hot” reactive hostility,
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considering the “cold” aspects of our model of contempt
might inspire alternative interventions.
Schaller assesses the generality of the ASE model

beyond contempt. For each sentiment feature – functional
specialization, the interaction of an enduring attitude and
diverse emotions, emotional pluripotence, and sensitivity
to relevant relational cues – Schaller affirms an equivalent
in a system regulating parental care provisioning. He also
notes that this system responds to others’ infants as well as
one’s own; is active in non-parents; and responds to many
organisms displaying cues of neotony and dependence.
This highlights process distinctions between (1) the cue-
driven elicitation of emotions, (2) the establishment of
an attitude (and a sentiment) through emotion elicitation,
and (3) the attitude-moderated elicitation of emotions
within established sentiments. The ASE focuses on the
latter, but allows for attitude updating by emotions, and
also allows for emotion elicitation outside of sentiments.
Neotony cues may elicit caretaking generally, but may
also begin the process of parental sentiment formation; a
unique function of a parental sentiment is to maintain
caretaking after the child no longer evinces such cues.
More discriminating cues may cement a strong parental
sentiment; Swain & Ho foreground vaginal delivery and
breastfeeding in the neural reorganization of motherhood
that later predicts sensitivity, empathy, and the unique
neural responses to one’s own child. We add that differ-
ences in maternal life history trajectories – coloring the
fitness value of a given child for its mother – plausibly
influence maternal sentiments, such that these cues do
not have a uniform impact across mothers.
Bahns proposes that prejudice also evinces many of the

functional features of sentiments, finding the emotional
pluripotence hypothesis useful in accounting for both the
evaluative form of prejudice and the many emotional out-
comes associated with attitudes towards out-groups.
Viewed in ASE terms, stereotypes may function like
chronic scenario appraisals concerning the intentions,
actions, and fates of out-group members, interacting with
evaluative attitudes to produce chronic emotion disposi-
tions towards them. More broadly, although we have
focused on affect within personal relationships, sentiments
should operate toward classes of others, of which out-
groups are one type. We expect not only that both negative
and positive stereotypes toward out-groups decompose into
sentiments, but also that the same processes underlie rep-
resentations of, and the regulation of responses toward,
generic others on the basis of gender, age, class, and so
forth.
Cocea raises the question of how sentiments operate

within multi-party contexts. She suggests that N-person
dynamics warrant modification of the ASE. We agree that
N-person contexts add complexity, but suggest that they
“simply” involve the relative weighting of sentiments
across targets; attitudes towards all salient parties in a sce-
nario should jointly moderate emotional reactions. More
valuable relationships should be prioritized when trade-
offs are unavoidable, and allegiances strategically revealed
when a side must be taken (Shaw et al. 2017). Biasing
emotional reactions according to the relative strengths of
attitudes towards different parties addresses adaptive
trade-offs, as attitudes track the relative costs and benefits
to supporting various parties. These computations are not
simple, but the ASE provides a framework with which to

partition sources of variation, especially the relative valua-
tion of different social partners and weighting of their
interests.

R.3.4. Applications of the ASE model of contempt

Cocea highlights situations wherein a devalued target is
instrumentally harassed to enhance social standing with
an audience. This resonates with our suggestion that
many “hate crimes” are more properly “contempt crimes”
wherein perpetrators instrumentally exploit targets for
gain, rather than spitefully attacking them for harm’s
sake. Bilewicz et al. discuss “hate speech” driven by dom-
inance and the expression of disgust, rather than by per-
ceived threat. Although not materially exploitative, which
would follow from the “cold” indifference facet of the con-
tempt sentiment, such speech plausibly arises as part of the
“hot” reactive intolerance facet of contempt. We suggested
that disgust, in particular, operates in the service of con-
tempt to signal alliance membership and mitigate “image
infection” from the contemned.
Neagota, Benga, & Benga (Neagota et al.) apply our

model of contempt to charivari, a pan-Europe collective
mockery institution, noting that, per the model, features
of contempt should cohere across time and space. This sug-
gests a recurring motivational and expressive scaffold from
which ritualized institutions might be built, providing part
of a universal semiotics for decomposing historical phe-
nomena into constituent psychological and social processes.
Their analysis also raises the possibility that the semiotics of
contempt can be deployed in informal social bargaining, to
influence the behavior of norm violators through mockery
and threat of exclusion. Public ritualized mockery appears
in many cultures (e.g., Indonesia; Fessler 1995), as punish-
ment in the service of motivating norm conformity, rather
than simply excluding non-conformists beyond
redemption.
Sullivan suggests that group-level contempt illuminates

intractable conflicts, noting that contempt within a “back-
ground group moral ethos” of relative power, abetted by
group-based pride, can justify violence, undermine recon-
ciliation, and prolong conflict. We agree that the social
context of contempt will influence its expression and
enactment. While contempt can be proscribed, it can
also be encouraged. The recent re-emergence of con-
tempt in U.S. political discourse suggests that political
polarization crossed a threshold at which the perceived
between-group benefits of showing respect for the oppos-
ing party were outweighed by the within-group benefits of
derogating and obstructing them. This transition could
rest on increasing self-segregation afforded by new
media, fanning a conviction that one’s own principles
and constituents are superior to those of the other party.
Expressions of contempt can be the final act in a crum-
bling relationship (Gottman & Levenson 2000), likely
also between groups, biasing subsequent attributions of
intentions, and shifting construals of interdependence to
zero-sum competition.
Asking why contempt is such a problem for contemporary

society, Sternberg proposes that leaders use contempt to
foment hate. We provided an error management mecha-
nism for this phenomenon: contempt should bias one
towards believing untrue vilifying information about its
object, since targets of contempt are expendable, and
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failing to heed true vilifying information is dangerous. While
this supports Sternberg’s claim that leaders open the door
for hate when they show contempt for opponents, it
leaves unexplained the latent contempt that leaders lever-
age. We might implicate the larger cultural and historical
context: a globalized capitalist economy that requires imper-
sonal participation while obscuring latent networks of inter-
dependence (Durkheim 1893/1997). Such a system may be
unfulfilling for a social mind striving for warmth, belonging,
and reciprocity. Communities that do fulfill these needs,
forced together despite divergent norms and interests,
may fail to see latent efficacy in each other, and set them-
selves in competition.

Sternberg also proposes that leaders strategically
display false contempt that followers mistake for genuine
contempt. We are skeptical. Disrespecting and diminishing
another’s worth is corrosive in relationships. If a potential
ally is actually valued, the costs of feigning contempt will
be too high – unless both parties have reliable information
about each other’s private commitment to an alliance,
whereupon displays of contempt could be used to mask
the alliance without undermining it.

Lastly, Sternberg suggests that seeking a common good
for all is the cure for contempt. This is partially accurate,
but too underspecified. When will people seek a common
good? Why do groups delimit the moral circle, with
people tending to view “others” as worthy of contempt?
Morality evolved for regulating social relationships
(Fessler et al. 2015; Rai & Fiske 2011). Group members
have a shared fate, manifest interdependencies, and
accountability, as well as shared norms that facilitate coor-
dination. Group boundaries are therefore ancestrally adap-
tive borders for sentiments such as love (tracking fitness
dependence) and respect (tracking efficacy) that build
and preserve valuable relationships; beyond them we
should generally expect indifference (Brewer 1999) or
competitive hate (Choi & Bowles 2007), except in cases
of specific affordances for out-group cooperation (Pisor &
Gurven 2016).

We suggest three potential cures for contempt. First,
sanctions on contemptuous behavior can extrinsically moti-
vate tolerance and respectful consideration. However, con-
tempt for the institutions backing such sanctions predicts
extreme non-conformity (Tausch et al. 2011). Suppressing
the expression of contempt is thus an unstable stopgap at
best.

Second, it may be possible to upregulate the sentiment
love, to override contempt. Given the likely phylogenetic
origins of fitness dependence in biological relatedness,
and later in shared fate within a coalition or group, cues
of “unity” (Rai & Fiske 2011) – common origins, shared
essence, shared fate, group membership, physical similar-
ity –may upregulate love and the commitment emotions
supporting those on whom one is dependent. Unfortu-
nately, similar strategies can also be used to constrict
boundaries. Immigration debates hinge on origin stories
and purported allegiances; global threats are downplayed
while anxieties over national or religious threats are
fanned; economic isolationism denies gains-in-trade from
intergroup alliances; and so on. The salience of spatially-
and temporally-near interdependencies may outweigh
abstract considerations. Using love to treat contempt may
not be feasible or stable.

The “wisest” cure for contempt is to stoke respect
through appraisals of efficacy, including competence,
effort, and integrity. Dignity cultures simply stipulate that
everyone deserves respect. However, the basic criterion
for respect in this logic is personhood; contempt contrib-
utes to dehumanization (Haslam 2006), so premising
respect on personhood cannot cure contempt. Simply con-
testing pejorative narratives will often fail, as antecedent
contempt biases evaluations of information, discrediting
counter-narratives. Instead, curing contempt likely
requires concrete interactions with target populations, in
which practical and moral efficacy is evident and irrefut-
able. Intergroup Contact Theory has long recognized this
(e.g., Allport 1954). Such research would benefit from
moving beyond general conceptions of attitudes as positive
versus negative, to measuring specific attitudes of love and
closeness, respect and worth, hate and zero-sumness, and
fear and bad intentions, including intervening appraisals
of interdependence, varieties of efficacy, competition,
and threat. Designing interventions that highlight concrete
efficacy, as well as interdependence, while downplaying
zero-sumness and unpredictability (e.g., collective action
tasks; Schroeder & Risen 2016), are most likely to positively
alter attitudes. Although neither simple nor cheap, cuing
respect has the best chance of curing contempt.
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