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Abstract 
 

The topic emotion in traditional philosophy is discussed fragmentarily. And in recent years, 
there are two important approaches to analyze emotions, namely neo-Jamesianism and cognitive 
theory of emotion. Neo-Jamesians identify emotions with states of bodily arousal, which is deter-
mined by the nerve and occurs because of the feelings of bodily changes. And the cognitivists iden-
tify emotions with representations of evaluative judgments, which is regarded as propositional con-
tent accepted or affirmed by their subjects. Besides, the situated theory suggests we should expand 
our attention to the cultural and social environment in which emotions are moulded. 
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Humankind has been tirelessly seeking for 
the certain knowledge about the world, society 
and human being by itself since classical period. 
In ancient Greece, philosophers put forward dif-
ferent hypotheses in which the world is made of 
something, such as Thales’ water, Anaximander’s 
apeiron, Anaximenes’ air, Heraclitus’ fire, Demo-
critus’ atom, Pythagoras’ numbers. Different 
from those predecessors, Aristotle focuses on 
human thinking modes, such as propositions, 
judgments and ratiocination, tries to summarize 
the rules of deduction and form a universal mod-
el in order to provide reliable tools for certain 
knowledge. Anyways, Ontological introspection 
did not resolve the debate and not supply the re-
liability of knowledge until early modern period.

 Francis Bacon resorts to the experimental meth-
ods and induction to seek for the general rules 
from individual fact, by which he believes that 
man can acquire universal knowledge. In order 
to resolve the ontological debate, Descartes at-
tempts to find the only solid foundation of the 
existence of the world by transferring the focus 
from what is the world to how do we know the 
world, as a result, he brings an epistemological 
turn which urges seeking for the knowledge 
outwards. In the early of last century, the philos-
ophers began to analyze language in order to 
clarify the ambiguity of daily language and re-
solve the philosophical questions, by which some 
new methodologies for knowledge emerged. In 
recent years, mind as thinking structure of lan-
guage has become a new hot topic. Then some 
other topics related to mind, such as cognition 
and emotion, are increasingly in the spotlight. 

* This study was funded by the Ministry of Educa-
tion of PRC, the fund number is 13JDXF008.
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Plato writes in Theaetetus that philosophy begins 
with the Wonder; Aristotle also asserts the same 
in Metaphysics. Wonder is an emotion; thinking 
about the essence of the world and pursuing cer-
tain knowledge, both are original task of philos-
ophy. The two sages have been keenly aware of 
the stimulating effects of emotion on cognitive 
activities. So, what an emotion is, how emotion 
functions in activities of cognition and the rela-
tionship between emotion and cognition, etc., 
many questions need to be discussed.  
 

Emotion in Traditional Philosophy 
 

The philosophical discussion on emotion 
can be traced back to Plato's division of the soul 
into three parts: reason, passion and desire. In 
Plato's view, the part of the soul for thinking and 
inference is reason, the part for perceiving anger 
is passion, and the turbulent and irrational part 
for perceiving love, hungry and thirst is desire, 
which is accompanied by satisfaction and hap-
piness (Plato, 2003, p. 418). Those three parts of 
the soul correspond to the three virtues of wis-
dom, bravery, and temperance. The soul can be 
in harmony if reason is to maintain wisdom, 
passion is to achieve bravery and desire is to be 
tempered, and a person with that harmonious 
soul owns the virtue of justice and then can be-
come a righteous person. In Aristotle’s encyclo-
pedic writing, there are also certain chapters to 
discuss emotions. In his Rhetoric, he defines 
emotion as that emotions include all moods that 
make people change their mind, make judg-
ments and then give them distress or pleasure 
(Aristotle, 2005, p. 107). He argues that there 
are only two kind of the feeling of an emotion: 
pleasure or distress. Pleasure comes from in-
nermost desires. The way to obtain the sense of 
pleasure comes from feelings about the present, 

memories of the past and expectations of the 
future. The Stoicism discusses emotions from a 
negative perspective, and talk about various 
types of good or evil motives, desires and 
tendencies in the term impulse. The various im-
pulses constitute different beliefs, and emotions, 
which are divided into four types: desire, worry, 
happiness and pain (other types of emotions, 
such as jealousy, regret and mourning, etc., are 
only their subsets), are the components of im-
pulses (Graver, 2007).  

Descartes believes that emotions which in-
clude feeling, perception, desires and beliefs, 
are produced by animal soul. Emotion is not 
only the feeling of the body, but also the experi-
ence of the soul. He thinks that there are six ma-
jor passions: surprise, love, hatred, desire, hap-
piness and sadness, and that other passions be-
long to those six passions (Descartes, 2015). 
Spinoza treats emotion as one of the forms of 
thought, and there are three basic emotions: 
happiness, pain and desire, and other emotions 
are combined or derived from those three types 
(Spinoza, 1997). Hume regards emotion as one 
of the three basic roles of human nature and ar-
gues that the main motive force of human mind 
comes from happiness or pain, and that emo-
tions fundamentally are derived from the body's 
happiness and pain, which produce desires and 
will and then make mind has prone or offensive 
activities. Hume further discusses from emo-
tions to morality, and thinks that emotion is the 
true essence of human social existence and mo-
rality (Hume, 2015). Under the influence of 
Hume, Kant also divide human nature into three 
aspects: cognitive ability, emotional ability, and 
orectic ability. Kant believes that basic emotions 
has two types: the happy emotion and the un-
pleasant emotion, which origin from the pleas-
ant or painful feelings of the body, and which 
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respectively contain two types: perceptual and 
intellectual emotions, in which the perceptual 
emotion is expressed through the body or imag-
ination and intellectual emotion is achieved 
through the manifested concept or idea (Kant, 
2005). 

Some of above arguments of emotions 
agree with that, to some extent, emotion has cog-
nitive ability. The argument that emotion has 
cognitive ability can be traced back to those of 
Aristotle and the Stoicism. Aristotle points out 
that emotions can make people change their 
opinions and make different judgments. He 
thinks there are three indispensable conditions 
for triggering certain emotion: the first is the 
mood before the occurrence of certain emotions, 
the second is the object that an emotion refers to, 
and the third is the cause of an emotion (Aristo-
tle, 2005). Aristotle's definition of the condition 
of triggering an emotion, which is early version 
of intentional analysis of the content of an emo-
tion, is quite insightful. The Stoicism regards 
emotion as a mixture of various types of good or 
evil motives, desires, tendencies, or beliefs, 
whose intentional object has certain qualities of 
good or evil, or is composed of beliefs lacking 
certain knowledge. The Stoicism’s emotion theo-
ry has a strong cognitive colour, we can find that 
the stoicism treats emotions as the types of 
judgments and considers that each emotion is 
essentially a judgment about the current or po-
tential state of affairs. Seneca and Chrysippus, 
for example, believe that emotion is a judgment 
about the world and about the state of man in the 
world. In their opinion, the world in which peo-
ple lived has been out of their control and out of 
their expectation. Through emotions, they could 
intensify their actual feelings and expectation to 
the world and be released spiritually. But it is 
very difficult to finally get rid of the tragic situa-

tions; emotions can only provisionally delay mis-
fortune and setbacks. Therefore, emotions are 
just judgments with false concept. In the view of 
the Stoicism, emotions are generated with pur-
pose and they have propositional contents which 
always expresses certain objects carries a certain 
kind of affirmation or belittling of value. So 
emotions have a corresponding effect on behav-
ior. The Stoicism discusses some of the judg-
ments that constitute some emotions, such as an-
ger in moral judgments, the fragility of love, and 
anxiety about the feel of self-centered security 
(Graver, 2007). Spinoza is considered to be a 
modern version of the Stoicism. He tends to 
think that emotion has cognitive function and 
regards emotion as a form of thought that makes 
us painful and frustrated (this is similar to the 
Stoicism); The nature of mind consists of the 
correct idea and the incorrect idea (Spinoza also 
called the clear concept and the confusing con-
cept), the correct concept, which is associated 
with active emotions, leads to the initiative of 
mind. And incorrect ideas induce the passiveness 
of mind, which is associated with the passive 
emotion (Spinoza, 1997, pp. 104-105). Most 
emotions, which are based on incorrect idea and 
bring people pain, depression and weakness, are 
passive reactions to the world's expectations. Ac-
tive emotions are based on correct concept, show 
the true nature and enhance people’s power of 
understanding. 
 

Is Emotion Physiological or Cognitive? 
 

In the past 40 years, emotion has increas-
ingly been discussed with the study on mind 
and cognition. Because of the different under-
standing about the nature of emotion, the rela-
tionship between emotion and cognition, and 
the role of emotion in cognitive activities, most 
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of the researchers stand on two major perspec-
tives on emotion, which are neo-Jamesianism 
and cognitive theories of emotion.  

Neo-Jamesians are strongly influenced by 
Darwin and William James, therefore accept 
Darwin’s evolutionism and William James’ 
assertion that emotions are the state of physical 
arousal and, to some extent, the opinion of the 
emotional commonality between man and an-
imal. The research aim of Neo-Jamesianism is 
mainly the origins of emotions and it is sup-
ported by some neuroscientists and psycholo-
gists. Neo-Jamesianism appropriately explains 
the debates whether animals and infants have 
emotions, but there are some theoretical con-
tradictions in it. At first, neo-Jamesians regard 
each emotion as the feeling or reaction when a 
series of specific behaviors and physical chang-
es occur, so emotion would be unconscious, but 
it is seemingly impossible that one can uncon-
sciously feel the physical changes. Secondly, 
intentionality is generally considered as the core 
element of an emotion which always refers to 
an object, neo-Jamesians actually does not deny 
the intentionality of emotion, different from 
their predecessor William James in this respect, 
but they potentially deny the intentionality of 
emotion because they think of emotion as only 
the by-product of bodily change. In addition, as 
far as the intentionality of emotion, an emotion 
always refers to an external object rather than 
physical state while the object of the feeling of 
physical changes refers to the physical state, so 
how can we identify an emotion with the feeling 
of physical change? 

The cognitive theories of emotion are op-
posite with neo-Jamesianism. The theories, here 
we are talking about, are not from a unified 
school but a group with a broader class of simi-
lar cognitive emotion theories, which include 

those from Nico Frijda, Richard Lazarus in psy-
chology , Robert Solomon, Mathar Nussbaum, 
Peter Goldie, Ronald De Sousa, Patricia Green-
span, Michael Stocker in philosophy, and some 
other scholars in different fields. The cognitive 
theories of emotion inherit and develop Aristo-
tle’s and stoicism’s view that emotion may be a 
judgment, and some standpoints even origin 
from Wittgenstein and existentialism. The cog-
nitivists agree that emotions are rational and 
that there is an evaluative judgment or apprais-
ive belief in each emotion, in other words, emo-
tions are the cognitive state with some proposi-
tional contents. The occurrence of an emotion 
means one accepts some belief with specific 
propositional contents, even, confirms a deci-
sion or makes a choice. Thus, for the subject, 
emotions are controllable. 

Emotions are also the intentional state of 
the mind. In the cognitive emotion theories, the 
intentionality of an emotion plays an important 
role, it means that an emotion is always refers to 
something in the world and each emotion is al-
ways the emotion involves something specific, 
and that the physiological feeling without inten-
tional content is meaningless. Therefore, the 
cognitivists do not discuss the feelings merely 
related to physical change and remove the feel-
ings from emotions. Correspondingly, emotions 
are outward-facing and there are always some 
outward signs or physical appearances with an 
emotion, which are externally perceptible. 

The cognitive emotion theories inquire into 
the property and meaning of emotions. In the 
theories, the pattern of the occurrence of emo-
tions is different with that of neo-Jamesianism. 
One encounters the outside stimuli, which trig-
ger certain beliefs or judgments, and then an 
emotion happens, after that, the corresponding 
external physical signs and facial expression, 

WISDOM 1(10), 201843

O n  t h e  C o m p l e x  E m o t i o n :  B e  P h y s i o l o g i c a l ,  C o g n i t i v e  o r  S i t u a t e d ?



 

44 

which even company with action, appear. For 
example, when someone encounters a Komodo 
dragon, at first he realizes that it is dangerous, 
and then he feels the emotion fear with the 
trembling in his legs, finally he runs away. 

Although the members of cognitive camp 
do not have same academic interest, the re-
searchers who are labeled as cognitivists nearly 
all agree that the appraisive judgment, by whose 
content the intentionality of an emotion is ex-
plained and the meaning of an emotion is un-
derstood well, is the basic necessary element of 
an emotion; the cognitivists try to explain the 
intentional content of an emotion with general-
ized, succinct and universal judgments. The 
trigger of an emotion, whose process includes 
the subject of an emotion, the intentional ob-
ject, the intentional content and the situation 
the subject is faced with, finally should be at-
tributed to the appraisive judgments.  

Now let we focus on the emotion sympa-
thy. For example, Wang’s neighbour has a car 
accident and he is seriously injured; Wang 
thinks that the undeserved misfortune should 
not fall on his neighbour. In this case, the re-
ferred object is the neighbour who has suffered 
the car accident and is injured, and the content 
of the proposition is that: 

A. a kind man should be blessed. 
B. the neighbour is a kind man. 
C. the neighbour should be blessed / the 

neighbour should not be given the mis-
fortune. 
After Wang comes to the conclusion in his 

mind with the abovementioned syllogism, the 
emotion sympathy occurs. Here, we may dis-
cuss more. How does the subject come to the 
conclusion whether someone deserves misfor-
tune or not? It depends on how much know-
ledge of the person who suffers misfortune the 

subject has and also depends on the social and 
cultural environment in which an emotion is 
generated. In this case, the unfortunate neigh-
bour is a kind person, so Wang is very easy to 
belief that his neighbour does not deserve the 
misfortune and then realizes the emotion sym-
pathy. Suppose the neighbour would be an evil 
person and get along bad with Wangs, then 
Wang would have the emotion gloating rather 
than sympathy. Suppose the kind neighbour suf-
fers the undeserved misfortune, but it would 
happen during war time and there would be 
many persons died every day. In this case, 
would Wang still has the same judgments so 
that he would feel the emotion sympathy for his 
pitiful neighbour while he and other persons 
would experience their friends, relatives even 
family members died? In addition, the im-
portant factor namely the subject should take 
into consideration. If different subjects feel the 
same emotion, are there the same bases and rea-
sons with those judgments which trigger the 
same emotion? That is debatable. Anyway, even 
though different subjects feel a same emotion, 
the contents of their appraisive judgments in an 
emotion may be completely different. In the 
same way, encountering a same event in differ-
ent situations, the caused emotion may be dif-
ferent. In general, though the cognitivists put 
forward their own arguments, they have the 
same standpoint that there are appraisive judg-
ments as basic element with each emotion. 

In accordance with to which extent the 
cognitive theories stand for the basic view that 
emotion is cognitive, the camp is regarded as 
two subset which are those with strong cogni-
tive perspective (such as Robert Solomon, Mar-
tha Nussbaum, etc.) and those with weak cogni-
tive perspective (such as Peter Goldie, Ronald 
De Sousa, Michael Stocker, Patricia Greenspan, 

WISDOM 1(10), 2018 44 WISDOM 1(10), 201845

L i n  TA O ,  H a i j u n  TA N G ,  M i n g z h u o  Z O U



 

44 

which even company with action, appear. For 
example, when someone encounters a Komodo 
dragon, at first he realizes that it is dangerous, 
and then he feels the emotion fear with the 
trembling in his legs, finally he runs away. 

Although the members of cognitive camp 
do not have same academic interest, the re-
searchers who are labeled as cognitivists nearly 
all agree that the appraisive judgment, by whose 
content the intentionality of an emotion is ex-
plained and the meaning of an emotion is un-
derstood well, is the basic necessary element of 
an emotion; the cognitivists try to explain the 
intentional content of an emotion with general-
ized, succinct and universal judgments. The 
trigger of an emotion, whose process includes 
the subject of an emotion, the intentional ob-
ject, the intentional content and the situation 
the subject is faced with, finally should be at-
tributed to the appraisive judgments.  

Now let we focus on the emotion sympa-
thy. For example, Wang’s neighbour has a car 
accident and he is seriously injured; Wang 
thinks that the undeserved misfortune should 
not fall on his neighbour. In this case, the re-
ferred object is the neighbour who has suffered 
the car accident and is injured, and the content 
of the proposition is that: 

A. a kind man should be blessed. 
B. the neighbour is a kind man. 
C. the neighbour should be blessed / the 

neighbour should not be given the mis-
fortune. 
After Wang comes to the conclusion in his 

mind with the abovementioned syllogism, the 
emotion sympathy occurs. Here, we may dis-
cuss more. How does the subject come to the 
conclusion whether someone deserves misfor-
tune or not? It depends on how much know-
ledge of the person who suffers misfortune the 

subject has and also depends on the social and 
cultural environment in which an emotion is 
generated. In this case, the unfortunate neigh-
bour is a kind person, so Wang is very easy to 
belief that his neighbour does not deserve the 
misfortune and then realizes the emotion sym-
pathy. Suppose the neighbour would be an evil 
person and get along bad with Wangs, then 
Wang would have the emotion gloating rather 
than sympathy. Suppose the kind neighbour suf-
fers the undeserved misfortune, but it would 
happen during war time and there would be 
many persons died every day. In this case, 
would Wang still has the same judgments so 
that he would feel the emotion sympathy for his 
pitiful neighbour while he and other persons 
would experience their friends, relatives even 
family members died? In addition, the im-
portant factor namely the subject should take 
into consideration. If different subjects feel the 
same emotion, are there the same bases and rea-
sons with those judgments which trigger the 
same emotion? That is debatable. Anyway, even 
though different subjects feel a same emotion, 
the contents of their appraisive judgments in an 
emotion may be completely different. In the 
same way, encountering a same event in differ-
ent situations, the caused emotion may be dif-
ferent. In general, though the cognitivists put 
forward their own arguments, they have the 
same standpoint that there are appraisive judg-
ments as basic element with each emotion. 

In accordance with to which extent the 
cognitive theories stand for the basic view that 
emotion is cognitive, the camp is regarded as 
two subset which are those with strong cogni-
tive perspective (such as Robert Solomon, Mar-
tha Nussbaum, etc.) and those with weak cogni-
tive perspective (such as Peter Goldie, Ronald 
De Sousa, Michael Stocker, Patricia Greenspan, 

 

45 

etc.) Robert Solomon developed the cognitive 
theory of emotion, in which he thinks that emo-
tions are rational and emotions involve cogni-
tive activity controlled by the subject or based 
on the choice of the subject (Solomon, 1993, 
pp. 125-131, pp. 309-310); He earlier argues the 
idea that emotions are evaluative judgments 
(Solomon, 1988). Martha Nussbaum analyzes a 
series of the structures of emotions (such as 
sympathy, love and anger). She believes that 
emotions are not repulsive forces and not purely 
spiritual impulses, but include intentionality, 
evaluation and beliefs which are the core ele-
ment of emotions as cognitive contents and can 
cause the changes of emotions (Nussbaum, 
2001, pp. 19-88). Richard Lazarus pays atten-
tion to emotions and stress, and their relation-
ship with cognition; he classifies the moral ap-
praisals in the different emotions as five core 
related themes: anger, fear, sadness, disgust, and 
happiness, with which the function of emotions 
and their eliciting conditions can be analyzed 
(Lazarus, 1991). Peter Goldie believes that the 
operating mechanism of emotion is over-
rationalized; he places emotions in the context 
of consciousness, feeling and imagination, dis-
cusses the role of culture and evolution in the 
development of the capabilities of human emo-
tions (Goldie, 2002). Patricia Greenspan dis-
cusses emotion and practical reason, argues that 
emotions provide an essential basis for choices 
and behaviors. She does not oppose the view 
from evolutionism, thinks that the self-reaction 
of emotion and the ability of human being accu-
rately distinguishing different emotions are 
based on evolutionary development. She also 
thinks that emotions can express evaluative 
judgments with the contents and attitude of 
propositions (Greenspan, 1993). Jon Elster ex-
plains emotions with rational choice theory, and 

reveals that cognition, choice and rationality are 
weakened by the natural material process that 
forms the basis of emotions and desires (Elster, 
2012). Ronald De Sousa also pays attention to 
the rationality of emotion and the cognitive 
component of emotions. He thinks that emotion 
is a kind of perception and plays a key role in 
beliefs, desires and decisions (De Sousa, 1990). 
Michael Stocker studies emotions from the per-
spective of ethics, moral psychology and psy-
choanalysis. He places emotions at the center of 
identity, life and value, and emphasizes the im-
portance of social and emotional context for 
solving ethical dilemmas and conflicts (Stocker 
& Hegeman, 1996). 

Cognitive theories of emotion persuasive-
ly demonstrate the cognitive ability of human’s 
emotions, but there are still some questions 
with emotions needing further discussion. 
Firstly, the capacity of emotions of animals and 
infants is not resolved well in cognitive theo-
ries. As their arguments, each emotion contains 
corresponding evaluative judgments as its con-
tents of intentionality. That means making ap-
praisive judgments requires the ability of mind, 
but the possibility that animals can make ap-
praisive judgments has be excluded in accord-
ing to the requirement of the content of inten-
tionality of emotions in the cognitive theories 
(The Stoicism and Descartes directly deny that 
animals have the ability of mind), therefore 
animals do not have the ability of emotions. As 
similar as animals’ deficiency, infants do not 
have self-awareness nor the abilities of linguis-
tic and thinking yet, so they can't make evalua-
tive judgments in infancy. Reasonably, we can 
infer that infants do not have the ability of 
emotions. But these conclusions are not con-
sistent with our daily experience; anyway, neo-
Jamesianism’s explanation about this topic is 
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more rational. 
The second query is that sometimes an 

emotion is triggered without sufficient or corre-
sponding appraisive judgments as the contents 
of an emotion. Why does it happen? Let us go 
back to the case of encountering a Komodo 
dragon, now the Komodo dragon is locked in a 
firm building with thick concrete ceiling, walls 
and one transparent anti-collision glass curtain 
wall only in the front side for observing. When 
the visitors look at the monster face-to-face 
across the glass curtain wall, they believe (or 
judge) that they are absolutely safe and there is 
no any danger. Logically, the emotion fear 
should not be triggered in terms of the cognitive 
view that the contents of evaluative judgments 
are the triggering causes for an emotion. But 
disappointedly, most of the visitors still feel the 
emotion fear. 

In order to remedy the above problems, 
some cognitivists try to relax the criterion of the 
content of intentionality in an emotion and ac-
cept perception without judgments or belief as 
the basic causing factor of an emotion. That is 
indeed tricky, because perception also involves 
cognitive activities while it does not contain the 
contents with judgments or belief, which are not 
necessary nor inevitable. After that theoretical 
adjustment, the ability of emotions of animals 
and infants is explained well. Whether the 
change can resolve the query that an emotion is 
triggered without sufficient or corresponding 
appraisive judgments as the contents of an emo-
tion? However, it is a little doubtful, because 
perception has only limited cognitive functions 
and relatively narrow cognitive scope, for ex-
ample, perception cannot reach to those cogni-
tive activities involved judgments, deduction or 
thinking, etc., and the perceived contents are 
often too insufficient to trigger an emotion. It is 

inadvisable if one insists that the emotional ef-
fects of perception are completely equivalent to 
those of emotions caused by appraisive judg-
ments, because that means we impose the con-
tents of judgments on perception. In the exam-
ple of Komodo dragon, It is not impossible that 
on the one hand a visitor makes the conclusion 
with the judgment (or believes) that he is abso-
lutely safe when he look at the gigantic lizard 
across the thick anti-collision glass curtain wall, 
on the other hand he would perceive the view 
that the monster is dangerous and then experi-
ence the emotion fear, because one can perceive 
the shape, the location and the distance of the 
lizard, but he cannot perceive that the monster is 
dangerous; if he has already realized the danger 
of the gigantic lizard, actually he has reached to 
the cognitive level with judgments and reason-
ing and has made a conclusion. Anyway, it is 
back to the starting point of the problem, the 
replacement of evaluative judgment with per-
ception has not been fully successful. 

In addition, the cognitivists neglect anoth-
er question: Do the evaluative judgments as the 
contents of an emotion occur because of the 
emotion by itself, or are they thoroughly an-
other cognitive activity in company with an 
emotion? If the evaluative judgments are only 
the result of other cognitive activities in ac-
company with an emotion, then it is difficult to 
explain that emotions have cognitive function. 
And if the judgments are generated directly 
because of emotions by themselves, then that 
may result in the debate of human is and ought 
(factual proposition and value proposition); we 
could ask, whether or how does the actual state 
of the involved object lead to the evaluative 
judgments when a person faces an object? If 
the involved object has never existed in the 
world before, and humankind has no any 
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cept perception without judgments or belief as 
the basic causing factor of an emotion. That is 
indeed tricky, because perception also involves 
cognitive activities while it does not contain the 
contents with judgments or belief, which are not 
necessary nor inevitable. After that theoretical 
adjustment, the ability of emotions of animals 
and infants is explained well. Whether the 
change can resolve the query that an emotion is 
triggered without sufficient or corresponding 
appraisive judgments as the contents of an emo-
tion? However, it is a little doubtful, because 
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and relatively narrow cognitive scope, for ex-
ample, perception cannot reach to those cogni-
tive activities involved judgments, deduction or 
thinking, etc., and the perceived contents are 
often too insufficient to trigger an emotion. It is 

inadvisable if one insists that the emotional ef-
fects of perception are completely equivalent to 
those of emotions caused by appraisive judg-
ments, because that means we impose the con-
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on the one hand a visitor makes the conclusion 
with the judgment (or believes) that he is abso-
lutely safe when he look at the gigantic lizard 
across the thick anti-collision glass curtain wall, 
on the other hand he would perceive the view 
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ence the emotion fear, because one can perceive 
the shape, the location and the distance of the 
lizard, but he cannot perceive that the monster is 
dangerous; if he has already realized the danger 
of the gigantic lizard, actually he has reached to 
the cognitive level with judgments and reason-
ing and has made a conclusion. Anyway, it is 
back to the starting point of the problem, the 
replacement of evaluative judgment with per-
ception has not been fully successful. 

In addition, the cognitivists neglect anoth-
er question: Do the evaluative judgments as the 
contents of an emotion occur because of the 
emotion by itself, or are they thoroughly an-
other cognitive activity in company with an 
emotion? If the evaluative judgments are only 
the result of other cognitive activities in ac-
company with an emotion, then it is difficult to 
explain that emotions have cognitive function. 
And if the judgments are generated directly 
because of emotions by themselves, then that 
may result in the debate of human is and ought 
(factual proposition and value proposition); we 
could ask, whether or how does the actual state 
of the involved object lead to the evaluative 
judgments when a person faces an object? If 
the involved object has never existed in the 
world before, and humankind has no any 
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knowledge about it, how can the person infer 
the evaluative judgments as the contents of 
emotions merely from its existence of the new-
comer? What we discussed just now is related 
to the foundation of the cognitive emotion the-
ories, but the cognitivists have not demonstrat-
ed about that theme further. 

In recent years, other scholars, such as An-
drea Scarantino and Paul Griffiths, propose the 
situated theory of emotion. They argue that 
emotions, which are triggered by the appraisive 
judgments as cognitive contents, have biologi-
cal and genetic basis, and that social culture also 
plays an important role in the formation and 
development of emotions. And they suggest that 
we should expand the study of emotions to 
more fields, besides the research of neural net-
work and conceptual thought, we should espe-
cially concern ourselves with the social and cul-
tural environments in which emotions are 
moulded (Griffiths & Scarantino, 2008). Being 
situated shows the interaction between emotion 
and cognitive activities. The theory is a good 
complement to explain the cognitive ability of 
emotion. 
 

Conclusion 
 

The discussion about the cognitive ability 
of emotion in traditional philosophy is fragmen-
tary, there are only a few of terms and rough 
analysis. Neo-Jamesianism thinks physiological 
conditions determine emotions, and denies that 
emotion has cognitive ability. The cognitive 
theories of emotion advocate that emotion ori-
gins from evaluative judgment which is the re-
sult of cognitive activity. It is laudable that cog-
nitivists support rationality of emotion and the 
ability of cognition of emotion. And the theories 
can meet most of the daily emotional experi-

ence. But cognitive theories cannot well explain 
the capacities of emotions of all animals and 
infants. Also, sometimes the evaluative judg-
ment in an emotion is not related to the trigger 
of an emotion. I agree with their assertion that 
emotion has cognitive ability, and also think 
simultaneously that the basic framework of an 
emotion is physiological and genetic but the 
content of an emotion is cognitive. 

From the ontological angle, we can find 
that experiencing is the most essential activity 
of human beings, cognition as the unfolded 
understanding and emotion as the fulfillment 
of attitude to action are just different ways of 
experiencing. One person is always interacting 
with the nature, other persons and the self, 
which together provide a complex context in 
an interwoven way, so he always experiences 
everything around him or in him and even he 
becomes a part of being situated. He is con-
stantly in cognitive activities, certain emotional 
state, and different actions. Understanding with 
cognition, appearing with emotion and acting 
with action, they function together in the con-
text of the embedded interaction between the 
nature, society and self. 
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