
Functional Accounts of Emotions

D acher K eltner

University of California± Berkeley, USA

James J. G ross

Stanford University, USA

In th is a r t icle we ou tline the h isto ry, elements, and var iat ion s of functiona l

accoun ts o f emot ions. Summ arising d iverse theor ies and observa tions, we
propose tha t funct iona l accoun ts o f emot ions: (1) address why humans have

emot ions; (2) de® ne em otions as so lutions to prob lems and oppor tun it ies
related to physical and social survival; (3) t rea t emot ions as systems o f

in ter related componen ts; and (4) focus on the bene® cial consequences o f
emot ions. Th is concep tua l approach to em ot ion is complemented by severa l

empirical st rategies, includ ing the study of emot ion dysfunction , the effects o f
emot ions on o thers, and the relat ions between emot ions and personal and

social ou tcomes. We conclude by consider ing how functiona l accoun ts o f
emot ion vary, includ ing in terms of their level o f ana lysis, speci® city, manner

o f o rgan isat ion , and range of focus, and the im plications funct ional accoun ts
have for th e study of emot ion .

INTRODUCTION

We all know that emot ions are useless and bad for our peace of m ind and our

bloo d pressure.

Ð Skinner, 1948, p. 92

Emotions are shor t-lived psycho logical-physiological pheno mena tha t repre-

sent ef ® cient modes of a dap tat ion to ch anging environm enta l demands.

Ð L evenson , 1994, p. 123

W hat fu nct ionsÐ if a nyÐ do em o tions serve? T h is sim p le q uest ion h as

p rovoked con siderab le d ivision with in th e socia l sciences. A t on e

extrem e, som e th eo rist s have given new voice t o th e lon gsta nd ing posit io n

in Western p h ilosophy tha t em ot io ns serve no usefu l fu nct ions, and in fact

d isrup t ongo ing act ivit y, d iso rga n ise b ehaviou r, and gener a lly lack th e
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logic, r at ion a lity, an d pr in cipled o rderliness o f rea son and o ther cogn it ive

p rocesses (e.g. D ewey, 1895; H ebb, 1949 ; M and ler, 1984 ). A t the o th er

extrem e, som e theo r ists h ave a rgued th at em ot ion s serve clear ly speci® ed

fu nct ion s, p r io r it isin g and organ ising o ngo in g b ehaviou r s in ways tha t

o p t im ise the ind ividu a l’s ad ju stm en t to the dem an ds o f th e physica l and

socia l environ m en t (Ba r ret t & C am po s, 1987; E km an , 1992; John son-La ird

& O atley, 1992 ; L aza ru s, 1991; L even son , 1994; O at ley & Jenk ins, 1992;

P lu tch ik , 1980; To oby & C osm ides, 1990).

T h e p end u lu m o f em otion theo ry has a lterna ted b etween these two

p osit ion s, m oving m ore recen t ly to an em p hasis on th e adap t ive fun ct io ns

em o tion s serve. Bo th evo lu t ion a ry theo r ists (e.g. E km an , 1992; To oby &

C o sm ides, 1990) and socia l constru ct io n ists (e.g. Averill, 1980; G o rdo n ,

1989; L u tz & W hite, 1986) , who d isagree abou t th e de ® n it io n , b io logica l

b asis, an d un iver sa lity o f em otion , sha re th e view tha t em o tions serve

im por tan t fun ct io ns. Ind eed , som e th eor ists have a rgu ed tha t em ot io ns

sho uld be cla ssi ® ed acco rd ing to their funct ion s (Ba rret t & C am p os,

1987), ra th er than th eir response cha ract erist ics a s h as t yp ica lly been

d one.

D esp ite widesp read references to t he fun ction s o f em otion s, however,

th ere a re few exp licit d iscussions o f wha t a fun ctio na l app roach to em otion

en ta ils (fo r releva n t d iscussion s, see Aver ill, 1990; Ba rret t & C a m p os, 1987;

E k m a n & D avid son , 1994; Joh nson-L a ird & O atley, 1992; O a tley & Jenk ins,

1992; To oby & C osm id es, 1990 ). O ur a im in th is paper, th erefore, is to

d escr ib e the requ irem en ts o f a fu nct ion a l app roach to em otion s. To do th is,

we ® r st de ® n e em otion an d fun ction , and th en consider t he h isto r ica l

p erspect ives, m a jor elem en ts, and po ssib le d ivergences o f fu nct ion a l

accoun ts o f em ot io ns.

DEFINING EMOTION

We de® n e em ot io ns a s ep isod ic, rela tively sho r t -term , b io logica lly based

p at t ern s o f percep t ion , exp er ience, physiology, act ion , an d com m unicat ion

th a t occu r in respo nse to sp eci® c physica l and so cia l cha llenges and

o ppo rtu n it ies. E m otio ns invo lve m ore ¯ exib le in t erp reta t io ns and

responses than re¯ exes, wh ich typ ica lly invo lve ® xed respo nses t o im m ed i-

a te st imu li (Sch erer, 1984). E m otio ns h ave m ore speci® c in t en t iona l o b jects

th an m o ods (F r ijda , 1986) and typ ica lly a re sho rter in du ra t io n as well

(E km an , 1984). W herea s th e p rim ary go a l o f d rives, such as hu nger and

th irst , seem s to b e to regu la te t he in terna l oper a ting con d it ions o f t he

o rgan ism , em o tio ns regu la te the ind ividu a l’s rela t ion to the extern a l envir-

o nm en t (see Buck , 1985 and Tom kins, 1984, fo r o th er d ist in ctio ns between

em o tion s and drives).
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DEFINING FUNCTION

O f the m any m ean in gs o f funct ion (C um m ins, 1975; John son-La ird &

O atley, 1992; Wr igh t , 1973), o u r p resen t concern is with the ro le o f

fun ct io n with in scien t i ® c exp lan at ion . To d e® ne th is sense o f fun ctio n , it

is help fu l to b egin with wha t fun ct io ns a re no t . F u nct ion s a re n o t so lely

uses o f som eth ing or wha t it is good for, becau se behaviou r, t r a its, o r

system s have m any u ses an d a re good fo r m any th ings t ha t a re n o t

syn onym o us with th eir fu nct ions (e.g. t he soun d of th e hea r t b ea t ing

can b e used to d iagnose physical con d it ion s, k n ives can be u sed to

pa in t ). N or a re funct ion s u nd er lyin g m echan ism s (M aster s, 1995) ,

wh ich refer to p rocesses, typ ica lly physio logica l o r cogn it ive, tha t p ro -

du ce behaviou r with cer ta in fun ct ion s. N or a re fun ctio ns goa ls, wh ich

refer to p ro pert ies o f act ion (Wr igh t , 1973). R a ther, fu nct ions a re a

cert a in so rt o f consequence o f goa l-d irected act ion . F unct ion s a re

id en t i ® ed in a et io logica l exp la na t io ns o f t he o rigins an d developm en t

o f t he behaviou r, t r a it , o r syst em (Wrigh t , 1973) . F u nct ion a l a scr ip t io ns,

therefore, refer to t he h isto ry o f a behavio u r, t r a it , o r system , a s well a s

it s regu la r con sequences tha t b en e® t th e o rgan ism , o r m ore speci® ca lly,

the system in which the tr a it , b eh aviou r, o r syst em is con t a ined (C um m ins,

1975 ).

HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES ON THE FUNCTIONS
OF EMOTIONS

O ver the cen tu r ies, theo r ists h ave grapp led in d ifferen t ways with whether

em ot io ns have fu nct io ns (Ca lh oun & Solom on , 1984). T h is th eo rising,

acco rd ing to ou r est ima t ion , has yielded th ree m a jor p ersp ect ives o n th e

qu est ion o f wheth er em o tion s have fun ct io ns o r no t .

Emotions Have no Functions

O n e perspect ive is t ha t em o tions do no t serve adap t ive fun ction s, and in

fact a re pern icious to hu m a n a d justm en t . T h is view da tes ba ck to th e

classica l p h ilo sop hers and m ot ivates t he p reva len t m etapho r th a t rea son

shou ld be the m a ster o f th e un ru ly and u n trustwo r thy pa ssio ns (So lom on ,

1993 ). T h is p ersp ect ive was m ost strongly advoca ted by the Sto ics, wh o

prescr ibed tha t t he d isru p t ive, ba se in ¯ uences o f em otion s were to b e

m in im ised , was ren ewed in the r a tion a list perspect ive in 18th -cen tu ry

E uro pean en ligh tenm en t th ink ing, and un dergird ed ea rly psycho logica l

theo r ising th at t reated em ot io ns a s d iso rgan isin g fo rces in hum an b eha-

viou r (D ewey, 1895; H ebb, 1949; L eeper, 1948).
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Emotions Once Served Functions That Are No
Longer Necessarily Appropriate

A secon d p ersp ect ive ho lds tha t em otion s once served fun ctio ns in th e

environ m en t o f hum an evo lu t ion , bu t no lon ger d o so in their p resen t

fo rm in the p resen t environ m en t (e.g. Bu ss, H aselton , Shackelford ,

Bleske, & Wake® eld , 1998) . T h is view reson ates with Sk inner ’s (1948)

q uo t e ea r lier concern ing a U top ian society engineer ing to free hu m ans

from the burdens o f th eir em otion s. Scep t icism abou t t he cu rren t fu nct ion -

a lity o f em ot io n wa s vo iced even m o re strongly by F reud (1930 /1961 ) who

in Civilization and its discontents re¯ ects up on the costs o f living in so ciet ies

th a t imp ose const ra in t s o n hum an em o tion a l life th a t a re so d ifferen t from

h um ans’ an cest ra l enviro nm en t . Tr aces o f th is view are a lso evid ent in t he

wr it ing o f D a rwin (1872 ), who believed tha t em otions a re ru d imen ts o f

o nce-serviceable act ions, an d th a t a ltho ugh em o tions m ay now serve a

secon da ry com m unica tive fun ct io n , th is is n o t why em o tio ns evo lved .

Emotions Serve Important Functions Now

A th ird perspect ive h o lds tha t em otion s serve fu nct ion s n ow as th ey have

p reviously. E m ot io ns a re a dap ta t io ns to p rob lem s in the cu r ren t hum an

environ m en t . I n ferences abo u t funct ion s o f em ot io ns, therefo re, can be

b ased upo n ana lyses o f speci® c causes and consequences o f em o tion with in

th e cu rren t enviro nm en t . T h is view is sha red by m ost o f th e con tr ibu to rs to

th is Sp ecia l Issue an d m any o thers (e.g. Ba r ret t & C am po s, 1987; F rijd a ,

1994; O at ley & Jenk ins, 1992; P lu tch ik , 1980). A ltho ugh even th e stron -

gest a dheren t to t h is view would n o t go so fa r a s to say th at a ll

o ccu r ren ces o f every em otion a t every in t en sity level a re ad ap t ive for

every in d ivid ua l, t he genera l cla im would be th a t, by an d la rge, m o st

em o tion s have a fun ct ion a l basis m o st o f t he t ime. We det a il th is view in

th e rem a in der o f the a r t icle.

ELEMENTS OF A FUNCTIONAL ACCOUNT
OF EMOTIONS

F u nct ion a l accou n t s m ost gen era lly a ssum e tha t em o tion s a re adap ta t io ns

to the p ro blem s of socia l and p hysica l su rviva l. R ecen t th eo rising (e.g.

Ba rret t & C am pos, 1987; E k m a n & D avidson , 1994) , etho logica l stu d ies

(e.g. E ib l-E ibesfeldt , 1989; K reb s & D avies, 1993), and p h ilo soph ica l

an a lysis (e.g. Wrigh t , 1973) converge o n fou r in ter rela ted elem en ts o f

fu nct ion a l accoun t s o f em ot io ns. F irst , fun ct io na l accou n ts ad dress why

h um ans h ave em otion s, thu s sh ift in g theo r isin g from a d iscussion o f t he

stru ctu re o f em ot io ns, o r wha t em otion s a re, to why em o tion s have the
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st ructu res tha t they do (Averill, 1992 ). Secon d , in p a r t to a ddress why

hu m an s have em o tions, fu nct iona l accoun t s posit th at em ot io ns a re so lu -

t ion s to speci® c p rob lem s of su rviva l o r ad justm en t . T h ird , fu nct iona l

accoun t s conceive o f em otio ns a s system s of in terrela ted com p onen t s.

F ina lly, fu nct iona l accoun t s em ph asise th e bene ® cia l consequences o f

em ot io ns, som e o f which d e® n e th e funct ion s o f em otion s. T hese sha red

elem en t s no twith sta nd ing, it a lso is t ru e t ha t funct ion a l theo r ists a lso

d iverge fro m o ne a no ther at a nu m b er o f p o in t s, su ch a s wheth er em otion s

a re b est concep tua lised in genera l o r sp eci® c t erm s, in d im en sion a l o r

d iscrete term s, o r a s b io logica lly b ased o r so cia lly constru cted en t it ies.

We a ddress th ese po in t s o f d ivergence am on g fun ct io na l accoun ts in th e

fo llowing section .

From What? to Why?

Provoked in pa rt by W illiam Jam es’ fam o us essay, ``W ha t is an em o tion?’ ’

(1884), resea rch has devo ted considerable a tt en t ion to do cum en t in g wha t

em ot io ns a re, ch a racter isin g the appra isa l and exper ien t ia l p rocesses

(Sm ith & E llswo rt h , 1985) , b eh aviou r s a nd act ion t endencies (Ekm an ,

1984 ; F rijda , 1986) , and p hysio logica l concom itan t s (D avidson &

C aciopp o, 1992; L evenson , 1992) o f em o tion .

F un ctio na l app roaches, wheth er concerned with visio n , fever s, la n -

guage, o r em otio n , specify why h um ans o r o th er species h ave cer ta in

physica l fea tu res, st r uctu res, o r m o des o f b ehaviou r (N agel, 1979 ;

Wr igh t , 1973 ). T h is sha red con cern with the quest io n ``W hy?’ ’ d ist in -

gu ishes fun ct io na l accou n ts from a ll o t her perspect ives. I n th e con text

o f em o tion , t he qu est ion ``W hy?’ ’ do es n o t refer to why a given person

has a pa r t icu la r em o tion a t a speci® c p o in t in t im e, bu t r a th er to why

hu m an s have develo ped sp eci® c em o tion s, and to why tho se em otion s

have the str uctu res t hat they do (D arwin , 1872; E km an , 1992; O hm an ,

1986 ; P lu t ch ik , 1980; To oby & C o sm ides, 1990) .

T h is em pha sis on th e o rigins o f em ot ion s is eviden t across a wid e r ange

of th eo ret ica l app roaches to em otion . T h us, evo lu t ion a ry th eo rist s p rovid e

h isto r ica l accou n ts o f em otion by iden t ifyin g their o r igin s in fu nct iona lly

equ iva len t responses o f o th er species (D arwin , 1872; K eltner & Bu swell,

1997 ; R ed ican , 1982 ) a nd in cha r acter ising how bio logica lly based , genet i-

ca lly en coded em otion s m et select io n p ressu res, o r t h reats to su rviva l,

sp eci ® c to the physica l and so cia l environm en t o f h um an evo lu t io n

(Ek m an , 1992; Too by & C o sm id es, 1990) . W ith sim ila r in t ellectu a l m o t iva -

t ion s bu t op era ting a t a d ifferen t level o f an a lysis, so cia l construct ion ist s

focus o n h ow em otion is constru cted acco rd ing to so cia l, st ru ctu ra l, an d

m ora l-ideo logica l forces t ha t d e® n e cu ltu re an d the h isto r ica l so cia l con -

text (G o rdo n , 1989; L u tz & A bu-Lu gho d , 1990; M ark us & K itaya m a ,
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1991; Rosa ld o, 1984; St earns, 1993 ). Bo th persp ect ives iden t ify the causa l

fo rces th a t a ccou n t for how em otion s o r iginate, develop, and o pera te

with in th e cu rren t so cia l an d p hysica l environm en t ; t hey d iffer o n th e

com po nen ts o f em otio n , cau sa l fo rces, an d evo lu t io na ry o r construct ive

p rocesses th at a re o f in terest .

Emotions as Solutions to Problems

To address why em ot io ns o r igin a te and d evelop, fun ctio na l a ccou n ts b egin

with concep tu a lisat ion s o f how em ot io ns so lve surviva l-releva n t p rob lem s,

such as fo rm ing a tt achm en ts, m a in t a in ing cooperat ive rela t ion s, o r avo id ing

p hysica l t h reats (Ekm an , 1992; Johnson -La ird & O atley, 1992; L even son ,

1994; O a t ley & Jenk ins, 1992; Too by & C o sm ides, 1990 ). P ro b lem -rela ted

an a lyses o f em o tion have b een a m a instay o f evo lu t iona ry (e.g. E k m a n ,

1992) and socia l const ru ctio n ist (e.g. L u t z & W hite, 1986 ) th eo rising ab ou t

em o tion , and u nderp in p ostu la t io ns ab ou t th e go a ls em otion s serve

(L aza ru s, 1991; St ein & L evine, 1990) o r th e co ncerns a rou nd which th ey

revo lve (F rijda , 1988) . E m otion s, from th is per spect ive, a re speci® c, effi-

cien t respon ses tha t a re t a ilo red to p rob lem s o f physica l and socia l su rviva l

(e.g. Ba rret t & C am pos, 1987; E km an , 1992; F r ijd a , 1988; L aza rus, 1991 ).

F u nct ion a l accoun ts d o no t de ® n e em otion s in term s of speci® c respo nses

o r com bina t ions o f respon ses, a s has been do ne h isto r ica lly (Ca lho un &

Solom on , 1984), bu t r ath er a s p rocesses tha t rela te enviro nm en ta l inpu t to

ad ap t ive ou tpu t ; em otio ns a re an ``intelligen t in terface th at m ed ia tes

b etween in pu t and o u tpu t ’ ’ (Scherer, 1994, p. 127).

Emotions as Systems of Co-ordinated Components

F u nct ion a l accoun t s t reat em ot io ns, behavio u r s, o r o rgans as system s of

co -o rd ina ted respon ses (Averill, 1990; Wrigh t , 1973). T h e com pon en ts o f

th e card iova scu la r syst em , for exam p le, includ ing th e h ear t , va scu la tu re,

an d b a ro recep to r s, serve in ter rela ted fu nct ions th at a llow fo r th e d istr ibu -

t io n o f bloo d to sup po rt d ifferen t k ind s o f act io n . F un ct io na l accou n t s o f

em o tion s likewise trea t em otion s a s com plex system s of co -o rd ina ted yet

sep a ra te sub system s th at m eet t he m yr iad and dyn am ic dem and s p osed by

th e p rob lem s o f physica l an d so cia l su rviva l.

T h e con cep tua l imp licat ion s o f a syst em s app roach to em otion a re

severa l. F ir st , the subsyst em s of em ot ion a re likely to serve d ifferen t

fu nct ion s, a n o t ion supp ort ed by the weak co rrela t ions u su a lly observed

am on g the m easu res o f t he d ifferen t em ot io n respo nse system s (Lan g, R ice,

& Sternb ach , 1972). T h us, no nverba l a nd voca l em ot ion a l beh aviou r serves

com m unica tive fun ct io ns (e.g. D a rwin , 1872; E km an , 1984 ; F erna ld , 1992;

K eltn er & H aid t , T h is Issue; Scherer, 1986), th e au tono m ic respo nses o f
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em ot io n supp ort s th e execu t ion o f ¯ exib le yet speci ® c a ct ion tend encies

(e.g. F r ijda , 1986; L even son , 1988), p ercep t ion and experience rep rio r it ise,

st ructu re, and p rovide inp u t in to in fo rm a t io n pro cessing and judgem en t

and decision m ak ing (C lore, 1994 ; F r ijda , 1988; N esse, 1990; Schwarz,

1990 ), an d the cen tr a l nervou s system a ct ivity co -o rd inat es th e d ifferen t

a fferen t an d efferen t act ivity o f em o tion (e.g. D avidson , 1993; L eD oux,

1993 ).

A system s app roa ch a lso trea ts em o tions a s dynam ic p rocesses th at

em erge in the in t eract ion between the act ivity o f em o tion respon se system s

and chan ges in t he physica l an d socia l environ m en t (Ba rret t & C am p os,

1987 ; Fogel et a l., 1992; L a zarus, 1991). E m o tio ns a re likely t o invo lve

feedback pro cesses in which info rm a t io n abo u t chan ges in th e environm en t

m od i® es t he d ifferen t respon se system s o f em ot io n (e.g. L a zarus, 1991) .

E m otion s a re a lso likely t o invo lve con t ro l p rocesses th at co -o rd ina te th e

d ifferen t sub system s of em otio n in respon se to a ch angin g environm en t

(see Joh nson-La ird & O atley, 1992; L evenson , T h is Issue). T h ese q uestion s

a re receiving th e a t ten t ion o f em ot io n th eo rist s.

Emphasis on Bene® cial Consequences

F un ct io ns o f behaviou rs o r t r a its a re o ften equa ted with t heir system at ic,

bene ® cia l consequences (E ib l-E ibesfeldt , 1989; K rebs & D avies, 1993 ;

Wr igh t , 1973), bo th in term s of d ista l bene ® t s rela t ing to enhan ced su rvi-

va l ra tes o f t he ind ividua l, o ffsp r in g, and related k in , an d p roxim a l b ene® t s

rela t in g to im proved cond it ion s o f the p hysica l an d socia l enviro nm en t

(O hm an , 1986) . H isto r ica lly, the stu dy o f em ot io n and rela ted theo ret ica l

deb a tes h ave revo lved a rou nd exp lica tin g the an teceden t s and con com i-

tan ts o f em ot io na l exper ience. F un ct io na l accoun t s add ress the an tece-

den ts o f em otio n , bu t add it io na lly sp ecify th e syst em a tic consequences o f

em ot io n with in a given con t ext , which in p a rt a ccoun t for the evo lu t ion o r

constru ct io n o f t he em ot io n . Fo r exam p le, appeasem en t is believed to b e

on e con sequence and fu nct ion of em bar ra ssm en t an d sham e (K eltn er &

Buswell, 1997; M iller & L ea ry, 1992); red ressin g in just ice is believed to b e

on e consequence an d fu nct ion o f anger (So lom o n , 1990).

O f cou rse, n o t a ll consequ ences o f em o tion s rela te t o th eir funct ion s

(Aver ill, 1994) . F un ct io n -related consequences a re t hose reliab le effect s on

the environ m en t tha t the st ru ctu re o f a n em o tion (i.e. its pa t tern o f

exp er ience, com m unicat ion , p hysio logy, an d a ction ) wa s speci® ca lly

``d esigned ’ ’ t o b r in g abo u t , either th rough the p rocess o f evo lu t ion , acco rd -

in g to evo lu t iona ry theo r ists, o r socia lisat io n and cu ltu r a l elabo ra t io n

acco rd ing to socia l con st ruct ion ists. A cciden ta l consequences o f em o-

t ion , in con tr a st , a re less clear ly rela ted to th e cond it io ns tha t elicit th e

em ot io n , th e st ructu r e and goa ls o f em o tion -rela ted respo nses, an d a re
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typ ica lly less regu la r (see Wr igh t , 1973 for d ist inct io ns between a cciden ts

an d fun ctio ns).
1
Fo r exam p le, anger m igh t p lausib ly have severa l conse-

q uences, in clud in g increased pho ne b ills, p a rk ing t ickets, ea t in g b inges,

an d ir ra t iona l bo u ts o f h ouse-clean ing, tha t do no t relate t o the a ssum ed

fu nct ion o f an ger, t he resto ra t ion o f just rela t ions. E m o tion -rela ted con-

sequences m ay b e d istingu ished from fu nct ion -rela ted co nsequ ences by

th eir rela t ive ind ependence from the causes o f em otio n and em o tion -

related respo nses a nd th eir irregu la r it y o f co -occu rrence bo th with in t he

sam e ind ividua l over t ime and across d ifferen t ind ividua ls.

STRATEGIES FOR THE EMPIRICAL STUDY OF THE
FUNCTIONS OF EMOTIONS

A lthou gh widesp read th rou gho u t b io logy, fun ct io na l in ferences o ften p ro-

voke un ea siness in p sycho logy b ecause su ch inferen ces exp la in p resen t

b eh aviou r by referr ing to fu tu re consequ ences, th us r isk in g tau to logica l

em p tiness (Averill, 1994) . We perceive severa l em pirica l st ra tegies ava ilab le

to psycho logists for t he study of th e fu nct ions o f em o tions. E m o tion

system s can be exp er im en ta lly act iva ted o r d eact iva ted , and the in t raper-

son a l a nd in t erpersona l consequences o f such m an ip u lat ion s system a tica lly

exp lored (e.g. L eD oux, 1993; Pank sepp, 1986) . Stud ies can exam ine the

responses em o tion s syst em a tica lly evoke in o thers, a s in stud ies o f in fan t

d ist ress voca lisa tio ns, wh ich evoke p a ren ta l ca re (F erna ld , 1992 ), o r em bar-

r a ssm en t d isp lays, wh ich evoke forgiven ess (K eltner & Bu swell, 1997 ).

Stud ies o f th eo ret ica lly speci® ed socia l o u tcom es revea l po t en t ia l fun c-

t io ns o f em otion . Fo r exam p le, rom an t ic pa r tners who exp er ience less

jea lo usy a re m ore p ro ne to b reak up , consisten t with t he hyp o thesised

m a te p ro tectio n fun ct io n o f jea lou sy (e.g. Bu ss, 1992; E llis, 1992 ).

F in a lly, docum en t ing the consequences o f d evia tion s in t he typ ica l op erat-

ing cond it ion s o f em otions system s, a s in stu d ies o f em ot io n an d p sycho-

p atho logy (see C la rk & Watson , 1994; K eltner & K ring, 1998; K ring &

Ba chorowsk i, T h is Issu e; O at ley & Jenk ins, 1992) can serve as a basis for

in ferences ab ou t fu nct ion s o f em o tions, a s has been d one in stu d ies o f

visio n an d lan guage (e.g. P inker & Blo om , 1992).
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1
W illiams (1966) o ffers an elegant examp le illust rat ing th e dist inction between function

and acciden t. The function of th e app le is to d isp erse and reproduce the species. A cciden ta l

consequences of th e apple include its ro le in the Wash ington st ate econom y and ingrat iat ing

r itu als in the gramm ar school cla ssroom . For exam ple, a funct iona l account m igh t d e® n e

sym pa thy as th e inclinat ion to com fo rt and help o th ers in need, in pa r ticu la r those who have

a ttr ibutes o f defencelessness, unt il th e d ist ress is am eliora ted .



POINTS OF DIVERGENCE AMONG
FUNCTIONAL ACCOUNTS

We have pro posed th at fun ctio na l accoun ts o f em ot io ns focus on th e

rea sons hu m an s have em otio ns, th e p ro b lem s em otion s so lve, t he syst em ic

na tu re o f em o tion -rela ted responses, an d the system at ic, bene ® cia l conse-

qu ences o f em ot io n . D ifferen t fun ction a l accoun ts o f em o tion sh a re these

genera l a ssum p tions to va rying d egrees bu t d iverge in sever a l im po rta n t

ways.

Levels of Analysis

F un ct io na l accoun ts o f em otion m ay be offered at a ny one o f a nu m b er o f

levels o f an a lysis (Aver ill, 1994; Ba rret t & C am po s, 1987 ). E m ot io ns can

serve im p ort an t fun ctio ns a t th e level o f in t ra -o rgan ism ic respon se, co -

o rd in at ing p hysio logica l, percep tu a l, an d cogn it ive p ro cesses tha t en ab le

the o rgan ism to respo nd a dap t ively to sign i® ca n t environ m en t a l cha llenges

o r opp or tun it ies (Leven son , T h is Issu e). A secon d , com plem en ta ry level o f

ana lysis, consid ers the so cia l o r in ter-orga n ism ic fun ct io ns o f em otion s

with in th e con t ext o f ongo ing in tera ctio ns (Ba r ret t & C am po s, 1987 ;

K eltner & H aid t , T h is Issue). A th ird level o f an a lysis focuses on th e

so cieta l level funct ion s o f em otion s, add ressing the m an ner in wh ich

em ot io ns b ene® t la rge gro up s and socia l o rga n isa t io ns (e.g. L u tz &

W hite, 1986). T hus, em otio ns su ch a s anger o r love m ay o rgan ise in terna l

p ro cesses, socia l in teract ions, a nd even gro up ritu a ls an d societa l in st it u -

t ion s in funct ion a lly com plem en t a ry ways (K eltn er & H aid t , T h is I ssue;

L evenson , 1994) .

Speci® city vs. Generality

A lth ough an ana lysis o f th e fun ction s o f em o tion in genera l is likely to be o f

som ewha t lim ited u t ility (see Averill, 1994), th eo rist s va ry in t he sp eci® city o r

genera lity o f th e cla im s they m ake ab ou t th e funct ion s o f em o tion . C er ta in

theo r ists con sider em otion s in d im ensio na l t erm s, elucida t in g the funct ion s

o f b road classes o f em o tion , su ch a s the app et it ive o r aver sive em otion s

(Lan g, 1995), app roach an d withd rawa l o rien ted em ot io ns (D avidson ,

1992 ), o r posit ive and n egat ive em otion s. O ther theo r ists focus on the

fun ct io ns o f d iscrete em ot io ns such a s anger, love, a nd fea r (Izard , 1993) ,

each o f wh ich m ay have severa l d ist in gu ishab le va rian ts o r fam ily m em b ers

(Ek m an , 1992). St ill o t her t heo r ists focus on th e fun ct io ns o f d ifferen t form s

of a ffect , inclu d ing m o ods an d em o tion a l t ra its (N esse, 1990).

C la ims th a t em o tion s a re ad ap t a tio ns a lso va ry in th eir speci ® cit y o r

genera lity. C er ta in th eo rist s fo cu s on th e genera l a dap ta t io ns th at de ® n e
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em o tion , inclu d ing how em o tion s o rgan ise respo nse system s (L even son ,

1994), d ecou p le stimu li fro m respon ses t o facilita te grea ter ¯ exib ility

(Scherer, 1984, 1994), rep r io r it ise a ctio n a nd cogn it ive p ro cesses (C lore,

1994; L evenson , 1994; Sim on , 1967 ), o r m ot iva te genera l app roa ch or

avo idan ce o r t he con serva t io n o f resou rces (C la rk & Watson , 1994;

D avidson , 1992 ; L ang, 1995 ). O ther theo r ists po rt r ay em otion s a s m ore

speci® c so lu t ion s to very speci® c p rob lem s, su ch a s avo id ing pred a tio n ,

r a ising o ffsp ring, sha ring food , o r p rom o tin g coop era t ion a nd gro up

h iera rch ies (K eltn er & H a id t , T h is Issu e; L u tz & W hite, 1986; O h m a n ,

1986; P lu tch ik , 1980; Tooby & C osm ides, 1990).

Manner of Organisation

A t any given level o f ana lysis, fu nct iona l accoun ts m ay d iffer in term s of h ow

th ey a re str uctu red . C erta in fu nct ion a l accoun ts ta ke as t heir u n it o f an a lysis

a single em otio n , a s in a na lyses o f anger (Lu t z, 1988), d isgust (Rozin , 1996 ),

em b ar ra ssm en t (K eltn er & Buswell, 1997) , o r jea lousy (Stea rns, 1989) , and

exp lica te t he ra nge of fu nct ions served by th a t em otio n . O ther funct ion a l

accoun ts ta ke as t heir u n it o f ana lysis a sp eci® c con t ext , fo r exam ple,

greet ing un known o thers (E ib l-E ib esfeld t , 1989) , p lay (Bowlby, 1969), o r

tea sin g (K eltner, Yo ung, H eerey, O em ig, & M on arch , 1998), a nd then

exam in e the fun ct io ns p layed by m ult ip le em otion s with in th a t con text .

St ill o ther s m ay take as th eir un it o f ana lysis a given funct ion (e.g. a t ta ch -

m en t), an d then ca refu lly exam in e a va r iety o f em otion s to see whether th ese

appea r to serve th is fun ct io n in a sp eci® c con t ext (e.g. Bowlby, 1969).

Range of Focus

F in a lly, funct ion a l accou n ts o f em ot ion a lso m ay d iffer with resp ect to

th eir ran ge o f fo cus. So m e accoun t s m ay str ive for a n ana lysis o f em ot io ns

acro ss a wide r ange of species, inclu d ing h um ans. O th er accou n t s m ay

rest r ict th em selves t o hu m an s. A ccoun ts a lso m ay d iffer with resp ect to

th eir consid era tio n o f developm en ta l issu es, with som e a ccou n ts engaging

th e com plexities o f how funct io ns o f em o tion s m ay va ry over t he lifespa n ,

with o thers con ten t to elucida te the fu nct ions o f em o tion with in a m ore

lim ited ra nge (e.g t he a du lt yea rs).

IMPLICATIONS OF A FUNCTIONAL ACCOUNT
OF EMOTION

F u nct ion a l app ro aches t o em otion h ave severa l im po rt an t concep tu a l

im p lica t io ns (see Bar ret t & C a m po s, 1987). In term s of concep tua lisat ion

an d taxono m y, funct ion a l accoun t s d ifferen t ia te a nd gro up em ot io ns
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acco rd ing to th eir sp eci ® c fu nct ions, r ath er t han th eir respo nse cha racter-

ist ics (K eltner & H aid t , T h is Issu e). Becau se any given em o tio n m ay h ave

d ifferen t fun ct ion a l p ro pert ies a t d ifferen t levels o f ana lysis, t h is suggest s

tha t o rgan isa tio na l schem es will va ry acco rd in g to the goa l th a t m o t ivates

the p a rt icu la r schem e in qu est io n . F u nct iona l accou n ts a lso p lace great

em ph asis o n the dynam ic p ro cess o f em ot io n , an d exp lore how the d iffer-

en t com po nen ts o f em o tion rela te to on e an o th er in th e tem pora l un fo ld ing

of em ot io n (see N agel, 1979, on th e t em po ra l em p hasis o f fun ct iona l

accoun t s). A funct ion a l app roa ch to em o tions encou rages cer ta in em piri-

ca l st r ategies. T hese inclu de stud ies th at exam in e the consequ ences o f

em ot io n , bo th in term s of p roxim a l effects o n the so cia l environm en t

and lon g-term ou tcom es, em ot io n dysfun ct io n , an d the tem p ora l p ro -

cesses o f em otion . F ina lly, fun ctio na l accoun ts o ffer t he op por tu n ity fo r

in terest ing theo ret ica l in tegr at ion o f t he supp osit ion s and ® n d ings o f

evo lu t iona ry an d socia l const ru ct io n ist theo ry and resea rch a nd lon gstan d -

in g tensions in th e stu dy o f em o tion rega rd ing b io logy an d cu ltu re. We

ho pe the rem a in der o f the a r t icles in th is Specia l Issu e illu str a te th e b ene® t s

o f t ak ing a funct ion a l app roach to em otion .

M anuscr ip t received 2 M arch 1999
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