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Chapter 9 
Affect Dynamics 

 
In this chapter, we will discuss, first, what it is that 
determines whether an affect becomes conscious, 
including the implications of this theory for a theory 
of dreams; second, what are the interrelationships 
between specific affects, that is, what are the effects 
of each affect upon other affects; third, the transfor-
mation of the affective responses and of the activa-
tors of affective responses by learning; and lastly, 
what are the most general goals or strategies (in the 
language of this theory, General Images guiding the 
feedback mechanism) which every human being al-
most inevitably develops in order to come to terms 
with his emotions. 

HOW DO DIFFERENT AFFECTS 
AND THEIR ACTIVATORS 
BECOME CONSCIOUS? 

How do these different profiles of stimulation de-
scribed in the previous chapter relate to the ultimate 
disposition of these message sets and their accom-
panying affects when they compete with each other 
for the conscious attention of the individual? Will a 
stimulus which is rising rapidly in density of neural 
firing, and which adds to its total density of firing 
the feedback of the affect of excitement, be more 
or less likely to capture attention than another stim-
ulus, which rises more rapidly in density of neural 
firing, and which thereby adds to its total density 
of firing the feedback of the affect fear? The ans-
wer to such questions will depend on the nature of 
the mechanism which governs the inclusion and ex-
clusion of messages from the central assembly (the 
transmuting mechanism and those components of 
the nervous system which are functionally joined to 
the transmuting mechanism at a given moment in 
time), since we assume that every member of the 

 
set of messages which is in the central assembly is 
transformed into that conscious form which we have 
defined as a report. 
  In the chapter on consciousness (in the third 
volume) we will consider the principle of inclu-
sion and exclusion of information from conscious 
awareness, why one message or another is trans-
muted into a report when there is competition be-
tween messages for inclusion in the limited channel 
of consciousness. Briefly, our view is that the criti-
cal factor in such competition is the selection of the 
message set which has the maximal density of stim-
ulation or neural firing. Thus if an individual’s pain 
receptors are stimulated, these characteristically do 
not summate. Only the most dense stimulation be-
comes conscious and it masks the other sources of 
pain. If now pain should increase in density of stim-
ulation and neural firing at another site, conscious-
ness shifts to this source. This mechanism makes 
it possible for the individual to mask pain inflicted 
by dental or surgical procedures by producing com-
peting greater pain by digging their nails into their 
own flesh. High pitches of sound are favored over 
low pitches in competition for attention. This is con-
sistent with a density of stimulation interpretation, 
since the former fire more frequently than the latter. 
  Let us return now to the question of the rela-
tionship between the different affects, the messages 
they amplify, and the probability of one or another 
set of messages becoming conscious. If we assume 
that between any two competing message sets it is 
the densest stimulation which is reported, then it is 
the combined density of the source and the affect 
which it activates which determines the successful 
competitor. Therefore we must consider not only the 
original activator of each affect but also the intensity 
and duration of the affect which is aroused. In some 
cases, notably startle, the density of stimulation of
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the activated affect is itself so great that it not only 
excludes prior messages in the central assembly, 
but momentarily components of the nervous sys-
tem activated by the startle response constitute the 
major part of the central assembly itself. While the 
feedback of the response is centrally assembled and 
transformed into conscious reports, the individual is 
characteristically unaware of even the object which 
activated the startle response. We must therefore 
distinguish between the activator of the affect and 
the affect. Although the combined density of both 
may be the critical factor in making them both con-
scious, we should note that the density of stimulation 
of the affect itself is independent of the density of 
stimulation of the activator and may indeed swamp 
the latter so that one is aware of being startled, or 
frightened, but not of the object which activated the 
affect. The same mechanism which selects the com-
bined affect and object messages against compet-
ing combined affect and object messages can also 
select the affect, if its density both exceeds that 
of the object message and is sufficiently dense to 
capture the entire channel capacity of the central 
assembly. 
  Hence the answer to the question of the re-
lationship between the affects, their activators and 
consciousness must specify both the density of the 
affect activator and the density of the activated af-
fect. Thus a mildly frightening dog may lose in com-
petition for attention with a very exciting sex object 
whereas a very distressing toothache may displace 
both. There are nonetheless some generalities which 
govern such competition. Affects such as distress 
and aggression which depend for activation on an 
absolute level of density of stimulation will in gen-
eral prevail over affects which depend upon a re-
duction of stimulation density, such as joy, unless 
the joy response itself is very intense. This would 
mean that the human being would characteristically 
be more vulnerable to suffering than to happiness, if 
we restrict ourselves to distress on the one hand and 
joy on the other. Such a relationship, however, would 
obtain only in the case that the source of distress and 
joy were quite separate, as in seeing a friend or one’s 
child or wife, while one still is distressed about an 
unsolved problem carried home from the office. This 
 
 

generality would not hold in the instance that joy is 
activated by the rapid reduction of distress. Thus if 
one were distressed about the health of one’s child, 
his recovery which would reduce the distress would 
at the same time activate the joy response. There-
fore the hypothecated competitive strength of these 
affects is limited to the special class of instances 
where two separate objects activate these compet-
ing affects. 
  Secondly, the affects such as startle, fear and 
excitement, which are activated by a gradient of in-
creasing density of stimulation, themselves have a 
more sharply peaked profile of arousal and decline, 
compared with affects which are activated by abso-
lute level of stimulation density, such as distress and 
aggression. In the extreme case an infant may cry 
continuously for months at a time, but not be startled 
or be frightened or be excited continuously. We are 
here postulating a match between the profile of the 
activator of affect, and the profile of the affect which 
it activates. This relationship holds within different 
types of such affects as well as between them and 
the affects based on absolute level of stimulation 
density. Thus we postulated the steepest gradient of 
activation to occur in the case of the startle. The star-
tle is also the affect with the most sharply peaked 
arousal and decline. It comes and goes in less than 
half a second. 
  The next steepest gradient we postulated to oc-
cur with fear and then excitement. There is no reli-
able evidence as yet on the shape of the profile of 
arousal of one compared with the other, with inten-
sity held reasonably constant, but it is certain that 
both affects are less rapid in both arousal and decline 
than is the startle response. All three responses are 
also clearly more peaked and less inert than the cry 
of distress which can continue for some time in re-
sponse to the same stimulus, which itself may be 
relatively constant in intensity, as with a toothache. 
  In addition to a match between the profile of 
the activator and the profile of each affect, there 
also appears to be an inverse correlation between 
the steepness of the gradient of the affect and its du-
ration. Thus the startle which is most sudden in on-
set and decline is also the affect of shortest duration. 
Fear and excitement are also relatively brief, so long 
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as the stimulus is held constant and is a relatively 
simple stimulus. If the stimulus is more complex 
there may be sustained fear or excitement, but ordi-
narily this is a sequential set of affective responses 
to varying aspects of the stimulus. Repeated expo-
sure of a simple stimulus rapidly loses the capacity 
to evoke either fear or excitement, unless there is 
considerable elaboration of the stimulus through re-
cruitment from memory and through transformation 
of sensory input and retrieved information by the an-
alyzer mechanisms. There is essentially a quantum-
like burst of fear or excitement to the stimulus which 
activates it. Either different aspects of the stimulus or 
the feedback of the fear or excitement response may 
activate succeeding bursts, but these are also each 
brief and peaked, or they may even become more in-
tense as fear feeds on fear, but they are nonetheless 
discrete, brief, quantumlike responses. In contrast, 
the cry of distress may be one long wail, whether 
the activating stimulus continues or not, and if that 
stimulus does continue, as in the case of a toothache, 
the cry of distress may be equally continuous with 
little or no adaptation. 
  The biological utility of affects with sharply 
peaked profiles, such as startle, fear and excitement, 
to aspects of the environment which themselves may 
be highly variable, and the more continuous arousal 
of distress and aggression by aspects of the inner 
or outer world which continue to overstimulate the 
individual, as in constant pain, is evident. No less 
useful biologically is the decreased probability of 
becoming aware of affects such as joy which are ac-
tivated by reduction of stimulation whenever these 
are in competition either with continuing overstim-
ulation or suddenly rising stimulation which may 
signify danger or novelty and either startle, frighten 
or interest the individual. The joy response is a lux-
ury response when it competes with pain or danger 
or novelty, and the general relationship between the 
principle of selection of messages for the central as-
sembly and the principles of the three major types 
of affect activation guarantee that it is the most vul-
nerable to exclusion in competition for conscious-
ness. 
  A second general principle is that in the compe-
tition between affects activated by absolute density 
 
 

levels and those activated by increasing density gra-
dients, the combined density of the latter will tend to 
exceed that of the former at any moment in time, and 
therefore become conscious, but that the former will 
tend to exceed the latter over any chunk of time and 
therefore tend to displace the latter whenever there 
is any lapse of peaked stimulation. This is so, in part, 
because the stimulus conditions which activate star-
tle and fear and excitement are themselves not only 
sudden and brief, but very intense, and, when there 
is added to this high density level an affect which 
itself is also sudden and brief and more dense than 
the combined density of the competing affect and the 
competing activating stimulus to which it is added, 
then as long as the combined density of stimulus 
and accompanying affect of fear, startle or excite-
ment remains at this peak value, it will claim the at-
tention of the individual over distress or aggression. 
Thus it is that an excited, frightened soldier may 
continue to fight, unaware of the pain of a wound 
and the distress response which it might have acti-
vated. It is equally evident that the moment there is 
a lapse in excitement or fear that such competing 
stimulation, if it still continues, will eventually at-
tain consciousness. Thus the rising level of hunger 
stimulation and its accompanying distress usually 
begins to compete with otherwise exciting competi-
tors, as these lapse in density and the hunger and 
distress signals increase in density. 
  The reader may be troubled by the apparent in-
consistency of proposing that affects which are in 
general activated by a stimulation density which is 
both very high and usually continuous should them-
selves have a lower density than, and therefore lose 
in competition with, affects which are activated by 
a rapidly rising level of density of stimulation even 
when the peak of this rising level may still be less 
than the continuing level, for example, of pain stim-
ulation, which activates distress. Our reason for this 
is derived from the as yet undiscussed assumption 
that there is an inverse relationship between the den-
sity of neural firing of an affect and its duration. 
Although there is a positive correlation between the 
profile of activation and reduction of each affect and 
its activator, there is a negative relationship between 
the density of one affect and the density of another 
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affect when one has a sudden peaked profile of brief 
duration and the other has a profile of continuing 
duration. 
  Thus the massive startle response, the intense 
panic or sudden excitement are, we are saying, more 
dense, i.e., involve more neural fibers in more fre-
quent firing, than is true for the crying response, the 
aggressive response or the smiling response. The 
most dense affective feedback is the startle. A con-
tinuous startle would be indistinguishable from a 
grand mal epileptic seizure. It is perhaps because of 
this that the startle response is in fact absent among 
epileptics. 
  It is clear that continuous bombardment of con-
sciousness with the feedback of the startle response, 
and the continuing rate of such high energy ex-
penditure as would be involved in emitting such 
motor responses, would soon bring the individual 
to that stage of exhaustion which Selye described 
as characteristic of unremitting, continuing stress. 
This inverse relation between peak energy expen-
diture and continuing energy expenditure is essen-
tially a consequence of the equilibrium which must 
be maintained between catabolic and anabolic pro-
cesses within any organism. The expenditure of peak 
energy is too costly, in terms of the energy debt it 
generates, to permit very sustained expenditure of 
such energy. As we have seen in the chapter on evo-
lution and affect, there is specialization of affects 
not only within the individual but between different 
species which have tended to evolve more in one 
direction or the other. Thus Crile has presented en-
docrinological evidence based on autopsy of over 
two thousand animals that there are animals which 
not only burn the candle of life more or less brightly, 
with very high or very low general metabolic rate, 
but that within the same general metabolic level 
there are significant differences in energy expendi-
ture. These differences of energy expenditure he re-
lates on the one hand to differences in the relative 
size of the thyroid and adrenal glands and on the 
other to differences in the way of life of the animal. 
As an example, members of the cat family character-
istically hunt by stealth and a sudden massive attack 
on their prey. This would require, Crile suggests, 
 
 
 

an autonomic system capable of peak, explosive 
expenditure of energy for a relatively brief period 
of time. Crile finds that in the lion there is in fact 
the greatest size of the adrenals and celiac ganglia 
relative to the size of the thyroid gland. In con-
trast, wolves and other members of the dog fam-
ily pursue their prey over long distances for rela-
tively long periods of time. These animals, Crile 
finds, have relatively larger thyroids and smaller 
adrenals when compared with the cat family. This 
endocrinological substrate supports the way of life 
of animals which must put out energy for longer pe-
riods of time in contrast to the cats who are much 
more quickly exhausted but who nonetheless can 
mount a much more violent and massive attack for 
a brief period of time. Crile also presents evidence 
that some of the difference between the affective 
life of the human child and adult is due to a shift 
from the early cat-like pattern of adrenal predom-
inance to the later dog-like pattern of thyroid pre-
dominance. 
  The same kind of specialization which Crile 
discovered between species, and within man over 
time, also occurs, we are suggesting, between dif-
ferent affects within the human being. If an affect, 
such as startle, is to have the power of interrupting 
ongoing stimulation, which itself was sufficiently 
dense to have excluded other competitors, then it 
must have a sufficiently dense peak of stimulation 
so that it is capable, either alone or in combination 
with its activator, of displacing any ongoing stimu-
lation. Both because it would rapidly deplete energy 
reserves if it continued at such intensity and because 
no other stimulus or affect could ever successfully 
compete with it, it is critical that such high density 
affects themselves be brief in duration. The same ar-
gument holds for panic in contrast to the affect of the 
distress cry. An infant with the three-month colic can 
cry almost continuously and yet live. Three months 
of intense chronic anxiety would certainly destroy 
the child. Similarly with the two positive affects of 
joy and excitement. It is much more taxing to be 
continually excited than to be continuously happy 
and smiling. To prevent confusion it should be noted 
that the term “chronic anxiety” does not refer to a 
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steady state of conscious awareness of continuing 
high-level fear, but usually refers to a low thresh-
old which results in frequent but not continuing 
anxiety. Not even in schizophrenia is there unre-
lenting, unbroken terror. 
  Lower-key, but more continuing, affect is then 
always ready to appear in awareness as soon as the 
quantal bursts of surprise, fear and excitement are 
reduced. So long however as sharp gradients of com-
bined stimulation and their activated affects can be 
produced by variation of the stimulus, by variation 
of elaboration or interpretation, by retrieval of new 
information from memory and by transformation 
of such information, then such sets of gradients of 
dense stimulation will continue to dominate con-
sciousness and exclude both the familiar and the 
steadier combinations of distress or aggression and 
the smiling responses which are based on density 
reduction. This is our third general principle—that 
continuing novelty will support continuing emission 
and selection of gradient affects in consciousness 
over absolute density level affects and density re-
duction affects. 
  It is by virtue of this principle that the human 
being is capable of sustaining long periods of ex-
citement about anything which is sufficiently un-
certain, novel or complex. This is why the layman 
recommends keeping busy, or change of scene, or 
confronting harsh challenges as a method of ther-
apy for the chronically distressed and the relatively 
chronically anxious. And this indeed will work, so 
long as uncertainty, novelty or complexity continues 
to compete with other sources of affect. 
  When this principle ceases to operate, however, 
then two types of competitors suddenly become ef-
fective. First are the negative affects of distress and 
aggression based on a variety of steady states of 
negative stimulation, among which not the least is 
the debt which has accumulated from the absence of 
familiar stimulation. The second type of competitor 
is that based on stimulation reduction, the affect of 
joy and its characteristic activators. The traveler in 
a foreign country suddenly finds, when the excite-
ment of exploration has become attenuated, that he 
becomes aware of distress at the distance from the 
 
 
 

homeland and friends, both of whom were a source 
of joy from the smiling response. He comes then 
to experience, on the one hand, distress and aggres-
sion at the foreign country, and his distance from his 
native land, and on the other hand, joy at the thought 
of going home. Similar dynamics account for a 
variety of “honeymoon” phenomena, in which the 
recently novel and exciting object, bride or bride-
groom, becomes the object of distress and aggres-
sion when excitement abates, and there is the pull of 
the familiar back to parents, to older friends, to work 
and to the older residence, all of which may produce 
distress and aggression by their absence and joy in 
the anticipation of return. 
  By the same principle of oscillation between 
affects based on gradients and those based on ab-
solute level of density of stimulation, we can ac-
count for the insistent intrusions into awareness of 
the mass of unsolved problems, personal and inter-
personal, which are the individual’s unfinished busi-
ness, at once familiar and distressing. How insistent 
such claims will be on the individual’s conscious-
ness will be a function of the ratio of old and new 
business. Just as the political leader of a nation may 
embark on alarms and excursions to mask unsolved 
problems at home, so may the individual use such 
a strategy to put off the familiar perplexities of his 
condition. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR A THEORY 
OF DREAMS 

The classic instance of the return of the unsolved, 
unfinished business of the personality is the dream. 
Novelty from external sources is reduced to a mini-
mum in sleep. The dream is therefore primarily the 
arena of the distressing and the angering and, secon-
darily, the arena of the longed-for and the enjoyable. 
Why then are there night terrors? The presence of 
such affects in dreams, while less embarrassing for 
an affect theory than for a drive theory, is nonethe-
less a problem. We would account for the presence 
of fear and excitement in the dream life by the con-
sequences of the attempt to cope with the continuing 
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unsolved problems which evoke distress and aggres-
sion. Any problem which continues over a lifetime 
to be unsolved may well be unsolved primarily be-
cause the projected solutions would produce terror, 
which permanently blocks problem solution. The 
dream, and particularly the recurring dream, may 
indeed involve no terror but only distress and ag-
gression. A series of recurrent dreams in thirty sub-
jects we studied concerned lack of preparation for an 
imminent examination. Either terror or excitement 
or both may be activated only when the attempt to 
solve the problem succeeds and generates excite-
ment, or when the attempt to solve the problem fails 
and either generates fear through the sense of help-
lessness created by a serious failure, or generates 
fear because this is the primary affect which has 
always blocked the solution of the problem in the 
waking life. Under these latter conditions the indi-
vidual is angry and distressed that he is permanently 
blocked in being able to do what he wishes to do, 
but the block is that of terror. 
  We suggest this, because although a problem 
which is difficult or distressing may plague the in-
dividual for a long time, there is nonetheless an 
important difference between the failure to solve a 
problem which is difficult and the failure to solve a 
problem which terrifies as soon as one confronts it. 
Under the cloak of distress, terror may be admitted 
unwittingly into the dream life, although as soon as 
it is it may prove to be incompatible with the state 
of somnolence, just as the startle may also waken 
the sleeping individual. However, the dream life is 
also the domain of successful problem solving, of 
all kinds, and excitement is characteristically gener-
ated whenever progress is made during the dream. 
I have had the experience many times, and so have 
others with whom I have discussed this, of waking in 
the middle of the night, with a solution to a problem 
with which one wrestled just before going to sleep. 
One of my informants put a pad of paper beside his 
bed to record such solutions reached during the mid-
dle of the night. More frequent have been the reports 
of such solutions shortly after arising, while shaving 
or bathing. In contrast to the terror which may be 
generated by again confronting persistant unsolved 
problems, successful problem solutions which leads 
 
 

to excitement is more likely to be a confrontation of 
recent problems of the day before. 

THE RELATIONSHIPS  
BETWEEN AFFECTS 

Our theory of the innate activators of affect was a 
somewhat general theory, which was stated primar-
ily in terms of direction of increase or decrease of 
neural firing, or level of neural firing, independent 
of whether such firing was itself positive or negative 
in quality and independent of whether such neural 
firing was from sensory sources, drives or affects. 
Despite such generality, it should be possible to par-
ticularize the theory and answer some more specific 
questions concerning inter-affect dynamics. What 
can we say concerning the effect of the activation or 
reduction of one affect on the activation or reduction 
of another affect?  
  The systematic, innate relationships between 
the affects themselves are all but unknown except 
for some animal studies. What the instigation, or 
reduction, of one affect entails for the reduction or 
instigation of another affect we have little systematic 
knowledge and less theory. 
  We have seen in the imprinting phenomenon 
the significance of one affect for the fate of another. 
The competition between “contentment” and “dis-
tress” played the decisive role in restricting the an-
imals’ positive social responsiveness to the early 
imprinted object. The reward value of a reduction 
in fear, shame or distress depends in part on whether 
this change is to a neutral state, or to a positive affect, 
or to a neutral state followed by a positive affect or 
the converse. The punishment of a reduction in the 
positive affects of joy or excitement depends also 
on whether it is followed by a neutral state or by 
a negative response of distress, fear or shame. The 
latter phenomenon has in fact received surprisingly 
little attention, though it is well known by parents 
who must interrupt children at play. 
  Redl has described an extreme instance in what 
he calls “inability to cope with frustration aggres-
sion.” He cites the case of a child who may be able 
to resist the temptation of taking somebody else’s 



THE RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN AFFECTS        157 

toy but who reacts with a total loss of control when-
ever confronted with the simple interruption of a 
game. 
  Despite the fact that the specific circumstances 
and symbolic interpretations of affect transitions can 
play a decisive role (a polite interruption of reward-
ing ongoing activity will have quite a different ef-
fect than a rude attempt to break up a game), we 
are here raising the simpler question—are there any 
uniformities, known or probable or possible, that 
can be formulated concerning innate affect-affect 
dynamics? 
  We will now present a series of hypotheses con-
cerning interaffect dynamics, based for the most part 
on our theory of the innate activators of affect and 
in part on further assumptions which will be intro-
duced where necessary. Most of these hypotheses 
deal with essentially innate phenomena, but some 
involve learning. 

The Affective Consequences of Affect 
Reduction 

The first hypothesis concerns the relationship be-
tween negative affect and no affect. We postulate 
that the reduction of any negative affect is “reward-
ing” whether or not it instigates positive affect. Such 
reward is sufficient to motivate future attempts to re-
duce the same negative affect. The basis of this re-
ward is the contrast between the experienced quality 
of the negative affect and the experienced quality of 
no affect. This is akin to the relief from pain, which 
strictly speaking is not pleasurable, though it may 
excite concurrent rewarding positive affect. Not to 
feel afraid any more, not to feel distressed, not to feel 
ashamed is innately preferred to feeling afraid, dis-
tressed or ashamed. It is this sequence of negative to 
neutral which is innately preferred to a continuation 
of the negative state. 
  Second, the reduction of any positive affect is 
“punishing” whether or not it instigates negative af-
fect. This is sufficient to motivate future attempts to 
avoid the same reduction of positive affect. As in the 
case of negative affect the basis of this punishment 
is the contrast between the experienced quality of 
 
 

the positive affect and the experienced quality of no 
affect. To feel joyous or excited is innately preferred 
to feeling no affect. 
  Third, the instigation of negative affect is gen-
erally more punishing than the sequence positive 
affect followed by neutral affect (hypothesis two, 
above). Exceptions to this depend upon the relative 
intensities and durations of the affects involved. A 
weak negative brief affect will be less punishing 
than an enduring neutral state following the reduc-
tion of an intense enduring positive affect. Usually, 
however, when the latter is found, the unfavorable 
contrast tends to instigate affect, proportional to the 
intensity of the prior positive affect. 
  Fourth, the instigation of positive affect is gen-
erally more rewarding than the sequence negative 
affect followed by neutral affect (hypothesis one, 
above). Exceptions here also depend upon the rela-
tive intensities and durations of the affects involved. 
A weak brief positive affect will be less rewarding 
than an enduring neutral state following the reduc-
tion of an intense enduring negative affect. Usually, 
however, when the latter is found, the unfavorable 
contrast tends to instigate intense positive affect pro-
portional to the intensity and duration of the prior 
negative affect. 
  Fifth, the reduction of negative affect is a spe-
cific activator of the positive affect of joy, the in-
tensity and duration of which is proportional to the 
duration of the prior negative affect, to the absolute 
magnitude of intensity change and the time over 
which this change is made. Thus, the intensity and 
duration of joy produced by the reduction of fear (or 
any other negative affect) depends on how long the 
fear has been experienced, how intense it was and 
how suddenly it was reduced. As these values ap-
proach a maximum, the intensity and duration of re-
ward approach a maximum. Thus, the young hero of 
Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front emerg-
ing from his first encounter with death after a visit 
to his dying comrade in the hospital, runs and runs 
in the night air, intensely joyful, in reaffirmation of 
the joy of living. Although he knows in one sense 
what he was afraid of and what he now loves, there 
is also a sense in which the inherent affect dynamics 
lend a quality and intensity to this awareness which 
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he does not understand and which is partly indepen-
dent of cognitive interpretation and based on what 
we are postulating is the consequence of the sud-
den reduction of any intense negative affect. Why 
the duration of either the positive or negative should 
enter into these dynamics is debatable. We think that 
this occurs not because of anything peculiar to affect 
dynamics per se, but rather because of an innate de-
pendence of any ongoing experience on the duration 
of related past experience by virtue of the interaction 
between present experience and the storage system. 
The best example of the general mode of operation 
of such automatic afteraffects of enduring stimula-
tion is in the phenomenon of sea-legs upon reaching 
land. Despite earlier knowledge of how to walk on 
land, one in fact walks as if one were still on board 
ship, presumably because memory is supporting a 
continuing expectation of an unsteady surface. We 
think that the same general support by memory, i.e., 
expectation of negative affect, continues to trigger 
positive affect for a period proportional to the dura-
tion of past negative affect. If we think of quanta of 
release of opposite affect, the enduring characteris-
tic of such aftereffects would be the consequences of 
successive bursts of negative affect programs from 
memory which then triggered reactive positive af-
fects. If such were the case, the profile of this reactive 
affect would not be a gradually declining one, but a 
rather flat curve, compounded of series of bursts of 
positive affective responses. 
  If the magnitude of change is critical for the 
magnitude of the reactive opposite affect, and if the 
speed of this change is also critical, then hypotheses 
one and two can be accounted for in these terms. To 
the extent to which the original affect is of low in-
tensity, the reactive affect will be neutral rather than 
opposite in value; and to the extent to which the orig-
inal affect is slow and gradual in decline, the reactive 
affect will tend toward neutrality rather than its op-
posite. This is the innate basis of the weak response 
to remedial strategies which are drawn out and long 
overdue -- they are too little and too late. The same 
ministration to distress which produces neutrality 
or apathy or even reactive hostility can evoke the 
deepest positive affect if achieved quickly enough. 
We will later examine some of the implications of 
 
 

this mechanism for a wide variety of circumstances 
in which the care of human beings may be the fo-
cus of remedial action — the relationships between 
parent and child, teacher and student, psychother-
apist and patient, husband and wife, management 
and labor. 
  Sixth, the sudden interruption of positive affect 
is a specific activator of negative affect, of distress 
or aggression, the intensity and duration of which 
is proportional to the duration, intensity and gradi-
ent of interruption of the prior positive affect. Thus, 
the intensity and duration of distress (or anger) pro-
duced by the interruption of excitement depends on 
how long one or the other was experienced, how in-
tensely it was experienced and how suddenly it was 
interrupted. As these values approach a maximum, 
the intensity and duration of punishment approach 
a maximum. Thus the sudden forced interruption of 
excitement in play, as by a parent, or in positive in-
terpersonal communion, as by rejection, separation 
or death, or in excited problem solving as by the sud-
den conviction that one cannot solve the problem, or 
as in the sudden relinquishment of an exciting plan 
for the future—careerwise, a vacation, or meeting 
someone one wished to see—any of these are ca-
pable of releasing intense and enduring distress or 
anger. 
  We have argued before that the sudden reduc-
tion of any kind of neural stimulation is a specific 
activator of joy or laughter. The interruption of pos-
itive affect does not necessarily involve the sudden 
reduction of positive affect. Most frequently, in fact, 
interruption may increase the affect of excitement, 
as in the case of someone whose view of something 
is temporarily interrupted by someone who inadver-
tently stands in the direct line of sight of the viewer. 
Such a person usually becomes more rather than less 
interested, but at the same time, the increase in mus-
cle tension is usually sufficient to activate distress or 
anger. This hypothesis therefore presupposes the as-
sumption that a constant level of neural stimulation 
will activate distress or anger. What is here added 
is the assumption that any sudden interruption of 
ongoing positive affect is sufficient to increase the 
level of neural firing by auxiliary responses to the 
interruption. 
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  The application of this we will also discuss 
later. In general, it may be employed to reduce the 
severity of distress or anger whenever renunciation 
of positive values is either inevitable or the lesser 
of two evils, or where the intensity of negative af-
fect would otherwise be too toxic for the individual 
to tolerate. The principle would be employed in re-
verse by introducing deprivation and renunciation 
in such small doses that neutral rather than nega-
tive affect is released. This has been the method of 
choice of political leaders who sought to maximize 
their control over the led. Freedom is lost relatively 
painlessly by attrition. The clearest instance of the 
employment of this principle in psychology was the 
induction of experimental neurosis in that most in-
dividualistic of animals, the pig. Lidell early discov-
ered that this animal could not be made neurotic by 
the conventional training procedures. When the situ-
ation became too remote from the desire of the heart 
of the pig, he responded with the time-honored af-
fect of the oppressed—aggression—which resulted 
in some damage to the experimental equipment. It 
became clear to Lidell that the experimental neuro-
sis in dogs was in large part a function of the fact 
that man was the dog’s best friend, and that this de-
pendency was a necessary condition of developing 
the kind of conflict which Pavlov observed had led 
to experimental neurosis in his dogs. 
  Thereupon, Lidell instituted a program for the 
systematic gradual restriction of the freedom of the 
pig so that he might become sufficiently social-
ized to play the game according to the rules which 
lead to neurosis. First, he accustoms the animal to 
submit to a collar, and then to a leash, and then to a 
walk with the leash, and then to a small restriction 
on the space of free movement, and then a slightly 
larger restriction and then a still larger one until fi-
nally the pig is willing to stand quietly, like a dog, 
watching signals for food and shock and concerning 
himself about distinctions the experimenter wishes 
him to be concerned with until finally he is seduced 
into that type of extreme chronic affect from which 
there is no easy return—neurosis. 
  Seventh, the interruption and attenuation of ex-
citement and or joy by virtue of inner or outer con-
straints activate the shame responses, the lowering 
 
 

of the eyelid, the lowering of the eyes, or the hang-
ing of the head, and in the extreme case the lowering 
of shoulders and chest. Let us describe and differen-
tiate two situations which could easily be confused 
conceptually. The interruption by a parent of a child 
experiencing excitement and joy in playing a game 
will activate distress or anger; if a child is very inter-
ested and excited in meeting someone—it may be 
a stranger or a former neighbor or friend (whom he 
has not seen for some time)—his eyes may burn with 
excitement at the prospect, but at the very moment 
of confrontation with the love object he character-
istically hangs his head in shame. 
  As we have noted before, the sudden reduc-
tion, following an equally sudden rise, in excite-
ment appears to be an innate activator of the smil-
ing response. This was the innate dynamic which 
we postulate as critical in the creation of ties to fa-
miliar objects. The shame response, in contrast, is 
activated by an incomplete reduction of excitement 
or joy. So a child who wishes to look at or smile at a 
stranger, but who also is reluctant, will respond with 
shame or shyness. We regard shyness and the shame 
response as identical, despite a variety of “objects” 
which may then produce such qualitatively distinct 
experience as the shame of defeat or shame of look-
ing at a stranger. The sudden reduction can lead to 
a smile which if released to an inappropriate ob-
ject, namely a “stranger,” is suddenly reduced so 
quickly that the smile is interfered with and this lat-
ter reduction is the specific releaser of shame. This 
would account for the fact that shame is most likely 
to be observed in situations where the smile might 
have been activated, i.e., seeing a not entirely strange 
face. Children have to overcome shyness again and 
again whenever they see the same individual infre-
quently. 
  It is the constraint which produces attenua-
tion of positive affect which is critical for activat-
ing shame. Distress or anger is the characteristic re-
sponse to the interruption of interest or joy when the 
source of the interruption is external, ordinarily, be-
cause such interruption heightens the positive affect 
and produces enough secondary attempts to counter-
act such interruption that the general level of neural 
firing is increased sufficiently to activate distress or 
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anger in addition to excitement. In contrast, when 
the interruption is internal, because the individual 
wishes to solve a problem but thinks he is unable to 
solve it, he can suddenly, in discouragement, hang 
his head in shame. He still wishes to solve the prob-
lem, is still experiencing interest or excitement, but 
it is attenuated by the awareness that he seems to 
be unable to solve the problem. Although shame 
is often activated by confrontation with other hu-
man beings, it is also activated by excitement about 
impersonal objects or activities which are both in-
terrupted and attenuated. In addition, shame may 
be activated by one part of the personality inter-
rupting and constraining another part. Because of 
this, internalized shaming frequently involves self- 
alienation. Similarly if he wishes to see or be seen 
by someone but there is constraint which attenuates 
the excitement, these are also sufficient conditions 
to activate the shame response. Thus the shy child 
may cover his face with his hands and alternate be-
tween such constraint on interocular interaction and 
peeking through his fingers until shyness or shame 
is reduced and excitement increased and gratified 
by further exploration. 
  Although we have argued that the difference 
between the effects of interruption of positive af-
fect depend critically on the externality or internal-
ity of interruption, and although this is generally 
true, this is not altogether the heart of the matter. 
The critical distinction is that between interruption 
of ongoing positive excitement or enjoyment which 
is experienced as external and regarded as inher-
ently surmountable and which therefore does not 
reduce positive affect but increases it, and interrup-
tion which actually somewhat reduces the ongoing 
excitement or joy. Such reduction may be produced 
because the interruption is from within, or if it comes 
from without, seems permanent or insurmountable. 
Anything, in short, whether from internal or exter-
nal sources, which interrupts and also actually at-
tenuates positive affect without completely reduc-
ing it will activate shame. A child who responds 
with shame to a parent’s interruption of an enjoy-
able game either also has an internalized “shamer” 
who resonates to the parent’s dictates, or believes 
that there is no chance of successful resistance. 
 
 

  In the experience of mourning the loss of a love 
object, distress and anger are produced when excite-
ment and longing are increased by the death of the 
love object. Whenever these positive affects become 
attenuated, frequently after crying, and the possibil-
ity of recovering the lost love object becomes more 
remote, then the head is hung in shame and defeat. 
Depression, as we view it, is therefore an oscilla-
tion between increase and decrease of positive af-
fect which alternately activates distress or anger and 
shame. 
  Hypothesis number eight is that the sudden re-
duction of aggression is the activator of joy. Only 
in cultures where inhibitions on the expression of 
aggression are somewhat attenuated can one see 
the intense joy of revenge—so well described by 
Stalin in the recollections of his life as a revolution-
ary. Even in the politest of society, however, it is 
not uncommon to see the joy in the ill-concealed 
smile of triumph at the felicitous wit that destroys 
the adversary. 
  Surprise, in its intense form, is the startle re-
sponse, and so briefly activated as an organized re-
flex that it does not meet the criterion of being both 
intense and enduring. It is probably because of its 
brevity that its main function is as an interrupter of 
ongoing affect and activity. Its decline is innately 
patterned and results in a state of no affect, which 
enables the person to follow the startle by whatever 
the perception of the situation then evokes. Our hy-
pothesis nine is therefore: Startle reduction evokes 
a neutral state of no affect. 
  Hypothesis ten is: The sudden reduction of in-
tense, enduring fear, if complete, releases joy, but 
if incomplete releases excitement. It is clear that 
the reduction of fear does not uniformly result in 
the same positive affect. This in and of itself is not 
particularly surprising since there are many bases 
other than innate affect dynamics which influence 
the empirical sequences of affects. Thus if a child 
is very afraid, e.g., to go to the doctor, and a parent 
uses bribery the child may become overjoyed at the 
prospect of the bribe. On the other hand, the parent 
may attempt to reduce the child’s fear by the dis-
traction of telling a story and the child’s fear may 
be reduced by an exciting fable. Our concern at the 
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moment is rather with the innate determinants of 
fear, not as a function of some stimulus such as a 
bribe or an exciting story but as a simple function of 
the reduction of fear itself, apart from whatever ad-
ditional effects the fear-reducing agent itself might 
have. Empirically it is very difficult to determine the 
answer to this question because intense fear does 
not frequently reduce itself in a vacuum, and it is 
particularly difficult to rule out the influence of hy-
potheses the subject is entertaining on the rise and 
fall of any affect. However, evidence from observa-
tion of animals and young children minimizes these 
difficulties somewhat. 
  Let us consider first the release of excitement 
by the incomplete reduction of fear. Bull, in her stud-
ies of hypnotically induced affects, has reported that 
her frightened subjects are caught in a conflict be-
tween the wish to investigate and the wish to escape. 
This conflict appears in the movement of the eyes 
which oscillate between fixation on the feared object 
and looking away from it. The subjects reported a 
desire to get away opposed by the inability to move. 
  This dual nature of fear has also been reported 
by students of animal behavior. It may be worth 
recalling to the reader Lorenz’s description of the 
raven and Harlow and Zimmerman’s description of 
the monkey. A young raven faced with something 
new—a camera, an old bottle—first flies up to an 
elevated perch and stares at the object for hours. Af-
ter this he begins gradually to approach the object, 
still showing considerable fear. As he comes closer 
he hops sideways with wings poised for immediate 
flight. Finally he strikes one blow at the object and 
flies right back to his perch. If all goes well, this se-
quence is repeated with increasing speed and bold-
ness. Should the object be an animal that flees, he 
boldly flies after it. If the animal charges him he may 
try to get behind it. Eventually he loses interest in 
it. The infant monkey alternates between clinging to 
the mother and, when the fear has somewhat abated, 
going forth to explore the object and then return-
ing to the mother. The oscillation between escape 
and exploration is similar to that of the frightened 
raven. 
  In man too the lure of the death-defying sports 
such as automobile racing and bull fighting also 
 
 

represents the positive affect of excitement released 
by the partially reduced fear. In this respect he is not 
unlike the horse, of whom it has been said by a close 
observer of this species that he is interested only in 
what has once frightened him. There is an addi-
tional reason for entertaining this hypothesis. Of all 
the affects there are probably no two which contain 
more overlapping autonomic and striped muscle re-
sponses in common. It is not difficult to envision 
the transformation of one affect into the other by a 
few relatively minor changes in heart rate, breath-
ing, muscle tension and so on. 
  On the other hand, when intense enduring fear 
is completely reduced suddenly we commonly ob-
serve the smile of joy on the face of both children and 
adults. Thus a parent I observed who was afraid her 
child was seriously ill suddenly broke into a smile 
of joy upon hearing her child would recover. 
  In the examples I have cited there is also a clue 
to the critical factors behind the complete and the 
partial reduction of fear. A source of fear can only 
be incompletely reduced so long as the instigator re-
mains in the environment and there is no flight away 
from the object and no way of reducing the fear ex-
cept through exploration and habituation. Animals 
who characteristically take flight and who can suc-
cessfully escape frightening objects quickly may be 
presumed to experience joy at their good fortune of 
having escaped being dinner for a predator. In the 
case of man, anything which can completely reas-
sure him is capable of transforming fear into joy. 
To the extent to which he cannot flee or cannot be 
reassured, as is most notable for him with the immi-
nence of death, he is, like other animals, frightened 
and fascinated in turn and therefore creates occa-
sions in which he can play with death. 
  There is also possible a combination of fear, 
excitement and joy, in which fear is incompletely 
reduced, leading to excitement which is then sud-
denly reduced and produces joy. When, after much 
experimentation with a source of fear which has re-
sulted in only incomplete reduction and therefore 
produced continuing excitement, this latter is sud-
denly reduced, joy will be experienced. As in the 
case of the raven noted above, when the frighten-
ing and fascinating animal suddenly flees there is
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a joyous hot pursuit. More generally, when human 
beings are suddenly confronted with an enemy who 
collapses in the midst of battle or who flees, there is 
joy characteristically evoked. Any sudden mastery 
of a source of hitherto incompletely mastered fear 
will also produce joy. 
  Hypothesis eleven is: The sudden reduction of 
intense enduring distress produces joy. An instance 
is the sudden reduction of pain and its accompanying 
distress. This feels good not only because of relief 
of the pain and distress but because of the activation 
of joy. An overly demanding sustained effort which 
produces distress and great fatigue may nonetheless 
end in an intense feeling of joy upon the reduction 
of distress which masks entirely the fatigue imme-
diately preceding the “end” of the herculean labor. 
The fatigue does not in fact end with the end of the 
work. We are arguing that when work ends the fa-
tigue continues but the distress does not. The result 
of the release of joy is to produce an awareness of 
joy which is sufficiently intense to relegate the cues 
of fatigue to the background so that one no longer 
feels tired. After the joy response habituates one 
may then become very tired. 
  Another instance of the same mechanism is the 
communication of distress to a sympathetic listener. 
The amusing end of such an interaction is that the 
listener begins full of enthusiasm and ends in sym-
pathetic distress while his initially distressed friend, 
having unburdened himself, ends with a smile on his 
face. 
  Hypothesis twelve is analogous to hypothesis 
ten: The complete, sudden reduction of intense, en-
during shame activates joy; the incomplete sudden 
reduction of intense, enduring shame activates ex-
citement. Thus a child meeting a stranger or a fa-
miliar person whom he has not seen for some time 
characteristically hangs his head in shame, but as in 
fear, steals excited sidelong glances at the object of 
his shame. At a critical point when the two sets of 
eyes meet, a broad smile breaks through the shyness 
and communication begins. Similarly, if the shyness 
is towards an adult who keeps talking to the child 
there may be excitement shown only in listening 
attentively with the head held down, occasionally 
punctuated by a brief smile, which grows in fre- 
 
 

quency and intensity until the head may be lifted 
and the eyes focused on the adult. 
  Achievement motivation which is powered by 
shame is enormously strengthened by the incremen-
tal rewards of joy which are released by the sudden 
reduction of shame, when success attends protracted 
effort toward the solution of a problem or the attain-
ment of a goal. 

The Affective Consequences of Affect 
Instigation and Endurance 

Thus far we have considered those aspects of af-
fect dynamics consequent to affect reduction. We 
will next consider the effect on one ongoing affect 
of instigation of another affect. This affect insti-
gation may be produced by something other than 
another affect and as such does not constitute an in-
nate affect-affect interaction. Nonetheless, however 
instigated, the consequence of this newly instigated 
affect for the ongoing affect does involve innate 
affect-affect interrelationships. Let us consider these 
latter phenomena without inquiring at this point how 
the competing affect was itself instigated. 
  Hypothesis thirteen is: The instigation of 
maximum-intensity positive affect is antagonistic 
to the maintenance of maximum intensity negative 
affect and the instigation of negative affect is simi-
larly antagonistic to the maintenance of positive af-
fect with respect to maximum intensity. This is not 
to say that a positive affect necessarily instigates a 
negative affect or conversely, but rather that if the 
one affect has been instigated to maximum intensity 
while the other is activated, the latter will decline in 
intensity and if it thereafter attains full intensity, the 
former will decline. 
  We have seen an instance of this oscillation 
in Lorenz’s description of the frightened but curi-
ous raven. The same oscillation may be noted in 
the shame versus excitement conflict if the object 
becomes too bold too quickly. 
  This hypothesis does not imply a necessary ex-
clusion of positive by negative affect, or conversely, 
but does state that these two types of affect cannot be 
emitted simultaneously at maximum intensity. The 
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structural grounds for this limitation will be consid-
ered in a later section. The consequences of such a 
mechanism will also be discussed later. Briefly, it 
would appear that one way to reduce intense neg-
ative affect is by equally or more intense positive 
affect, and that positive affect of moderate inten-
sity will not necessarily attenuate ongoing negative 
affect. Thus a moderately exciting rattle will not or-
dinarily reduce intense crying, but excitement or joy 
will distract and completely mask or reduce crying 
or reduce it to whimpering. 

1. Induction 
Hypothesis fourteen is: If weak or moderate insti-
gated positive affect does not reduce the intensity 
of ongoing intense negative affect, the intensity and 
duration of the negative affect will be increased to 
an intensity which will reduce the antagonistic re-
sponse; and if weak or moderate instigated negative 
affect does not reduce the intensity of ongoing posi-
tive affect, the intensity and duration of the positive 
affect will be increased to an intensity which will 
reduce the antagonistic response. 
  This is a special case of the mechanism of 
induction—if ongoing responses are not weakened 
by antagonistic responses, they are strengthened by 
them. An instance of the former is the intensifica-
tion of crying or fear in a child by a parent who tries 
to jolly a crying or frightened child. I have observed 
children on the point of stopping crying, who were 
momentarily made to smile by chucking them un-
der the chin or making funny faces at them, begin to 
howl much more intensely a moment later, when it 
had appeared the child was on the point of stopping 
crying of his own accord. Similarly, a child who is 
excitedly banging a hammer on a prized parental 
possession will become more excited or joyous in 
response to parental censure which produces weak 
initial distress. With the increase in zest the weak 
distress is completely reduced. 
  In an adult who is intensely interested by a 
problem he is solving, momentary obstacles may 
instigate moderate distress or shame, but if the ex-
citement is not materially reduced it will thereafter 
be intensified and the distress reduced. Interests in 
 
 
 

this way either grow on challenges that can induce 
increased intensity and duration of excitement, or 
they wither through competition from more intense 
or enduring distress occasioned by more serious and 
enduring barriers to successful achievement and the 
growth of interest. 
  A person who is angry is made more angry 
by an attempt at appeasement which produces only 
the weakest of smiles. A person who is disgusted 
is made more disgusted by a weak attempt by the 
object of disgust to induce positive affect. A person 
who is frightened is made more frightened by the 
reassuring smile of a well-intentioned person who 
cannot adequately reassure. 

2. Contagion 
Hypothesis number fifteen is: All affects, with 
the exception of startle, are specific activators, of 
themselves—the principle of contagion. This is true 
whether the affect is initially a response of the self, 
or the response of another. By this we mean that 
the experience of fear is frightening, the experience 
of distress is distressing, the experience of anger is 
angering, the experience of shame is shaming, the 
experience of disgust is disgusting, the experience 
of joy is joyful, the experience of excitement is ex-
citing. These are the innate relationships. One may 
experience fear when one feels angry but this is ordi-
narily a learned response. The self-reproduction of 
a response by the report of its own feedback is pri-
marily an affective phenomenon. It is also found in 
conjunction with a drive in the case of sexual excite-
ment which is self-sustaining as a function of feed-
back from the response itself. This is why competing 
affects such as fear or shame can reduce the erection 
which is sustained primarily by pleasure and excite-
ment feedback. Certain chronic states of pain, Wolff 
reported, also are sustained by a self-reproducing 
mechanism, which if interrupted permanently re-
duces the pain. This was the basis of the success-
ful treatment of sprained ankles by novocaine injec-
tion. The pain in many cases never reappeared. 
  Thus an infant who begins to cry in pain may 
continue to cry long after the pain has stopped. This 
is because crying is as much to cry about as adequate 
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a stimulus as is pain. It should be noted that we are 
referring not simply to the response of crying, but to 
the awareness, or report of crying. It is this which is 
as distressing as the original pain was. If one inter-
feres with the awareness of crying, distracting the 
child’s attention, crying can be stopped very quickly. 
  The self-reproducing characteristic of the af-
fective response is one of the primary supports of 
moods. A mood of sadness is a distress response 
which feeds upon itself without further stimulation. 
It is as saddening to feel sad as it is to hear bad news. 
  The characteristic of contagion is critical for 
the social responsiveness of any organism. It is only 
when the joy of the other activates joy in the self, fear 
of the other activates fear within, distress of the other 
activates distress within, anger of the other activates 
anger within, excitement of the other activates one’s 
own excitement that we may speak of an animal as 
a social animal. It is now known that the distress 
cries of animals taped and reproduced over a loud 
speaker are capable of evacuating from a small town 
all animals of that species. In such a case it would 
appear to be a matter of indifference who is emitting 
the distress cry so long as it is heard. It has also been 
shown recently that the face of a monkey in distress 
is itself distressing to a fellow monkey. 
  The mechanisms underlying the phenomenon 
of contagion are unknown. Why the report of an af-
fect should release yet another response of the same 
kind is not altogether clear. One possibility is that it 
is simply the inertia of the affective system, which 
gathers momentum as it is activated. Against this is 
the specificity of affective response to remembered 
affect. Ordinarily if one reminds oneself or another 
of a frightening experience it is fear which is acti-
vated. The recollection of joy ordinarily reactivates 
joy and so on. Lest this seem tautologous it should 
be remembered that this is not always or necessarily 
the case. The recollection of joy shared with a lost 
love object may produce distress. The present rec-
ollection of fear which was once experienced in a 
situation when that situation was subsequently mas-
tered may instigate amused surprise or shame. 
  Another possibility is the paradoxical one that 
the phenomenon of contagion within the organism 
is an indirect consequence of the similarity of one’s 
 
 

own responses to social activators. Since it is known 
that the smile of the face of another is a specific acti-
vator of the smile of the one who sees it, the aware-
ness of the smile in the self may release another 
smile either on the basis of the similarity between 
the smile in the visual and the smile in the proprio-
ceptive modality, or on a learned basis, since one’s 
own smile was often preceded by the smile of the 
other. 
  In the case of distress, if the very sound of 
crying per se is an adequate stimulus for the cry then 
the awareness of one’s own crying could account for 
the repetition and maintenance of crying without 
further instigation. 
  This phenomenon is difficult to experiment 
with because of the very early impact of learning 
on all affective responses. How much of this appar-
ent inertia and circular self-sustaining characteris-
tics is learned and how much unlearned is still to be 
determined. 
  Our next two hypotheses concern the effects of 
the duration of an ongoing affect on the release of 
related specific affects. Hypothesis sixteen is: Dis-
tress which is unrelieved and intense is a specific 
releaser of anger. This phenomenon has been de-
scribed somewhat under the frustration-aggression 
hypothesis. The word frustration however is some-
what ambiguous, referring both to the affect which 
we are calling distress and to the conditions which 
evoke distress. Our hypothesis is somewhat more 
restricted than the frustration-aggression hypothe-
sis in two ways. First, not all distress evokes aggres-
sion. It is rather that intense, enduring, unrelieved 
distress evokes anger in our view of it. Second, this 
innate mechanism is subject to attenuation by learn-
ing so that the adult is quite capable of sustaining 
frustrating circumstances without experiencing ei-
ther distress or reactive aggression. Since we dis-
tinguish here between the stimulus to distress and 
the affect itself, which may or may not be activated 
by particular circumstances, it is only in the event 
that the affect of distress is evoked, is severe and 
unrelieved that we are postulating an innate acti-
vator mechanism to operate. The clearest example 
of the operation of this mechanism is in a child’s 
tantrum precipitated by the denial of a privilege. 
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This begins in crying but soon gathers the momen-
tum of rage and ends in exhaustion. Since distress 
is a negative affect aroused by a broad spectrum of 
learned and unlearned circumstances, this specific 
releaser of anger must be viewed as providing an 
equally broad spectrum of reactive aggression, pro-
vided the distress is severe and unrelieved. This duo 
would appear to provide an innate affective defense 
in depth against a variety of circumstances which 
were innately noxious for the human being. Through 
learning, the anticipation of such circumstances, and 
also the supposition that something was intolerable, 
come to provoke this innate distress-anger sequence. 
  Another consequence of this innate activator 
mechanism is that individuals learn that to control 
their aggression they must learn to control their dis-
tress or somehow relieve or suppress it before it re-
leases anger. Extreme inhibition of aggression there-
fore may result in the defense at a distance of deny-
ing that there is any reason for dissatisfaction with 
any state of affairs. 

Energy and Affect 

We will next consider the relationship between af-
fect and energy. Hypothesis number seventeen is: 
The activation of affect generates an energy debt 
proportional to its duration and intensity. In one re-
spect affect does not differ from any other aspect 
of metabolism, since any response bums energy. 
On the other hand numerous responses, particularly 
cognitive ones, use very little energy and generate 
a proportionately small debt. Affect, however, is a 
high-energy venture. Cannon first alerted us to its 
cost and Selye confirmed and extended this insight. 
In the first stage of stress, which he called the alarm 
reaction, adaptation has not yet been acquired. In 
the second stage, that of resistance, adaptation was 
optimal. In the third stage, that of exhaustion, the 
acquired adaptation is lost again. The basis of this, 
he suggests, is still obscure. Exhaustion cannot be 
fully compensated, however, either by changes in 
caloric intake or by any known hormonal substitu-
tion therapy. Many of the changes of exhaustion are 
strikingly similar to those of senility. He suggests 
 
 

that, when stress is overly intense, it is as though 
the three major periods of life—infancy (in which 
adaptation has not yet been acquired), adulthood 
(in which adaptation has been acquired to the usual 
stresses of life), and senility (in which the acquired 
adaptation is lost again)—are telescoped into a short 
space of time. 
  Since Selye’s pioneer work, the costs of intense 
affect have been the focus of innumerable investi-
gations. Particularly striking and unexpected are the 
results of the costs of the stress of continuous com-
bat. A team of army investigators did psychological 
and physiological assays on young American sol-
diers fighting in Korea. Despite the fact that these 
were young vigorous males in the prime condition, 
complete endocrinological recovery from sustained 
combat was a matter of days rather than hours. 
  It is known, of course, that the debt generated 
by the state of wakefulness in man is approximately 
one hour of sleep for every two hours of wakeful-
ness. Sustained intense affect, whether positive or 
negative, clearly generates a larger debt as does any 
radical increase in energy expenditure. 
  According to Brody, increasing temperature 
increases the metabolic rates of cold-blooded ani-
mals and therefore increases the rates of growth and 
senescence. Hibernation states of various types de-
crease the metabolic rates and consequently prolong 
life. 
  According to Pearl, there is statistical support 
for an inverse relationship in man between the ex-
penditure of physical energy and longevity. Hard 
physical labor shortens the life of a man who has 
passed the age of forty. It has long been known 
that the lives of galley slaves, the Chinese tread-
mill coolies, the Japanese rickshaw runners and the 
toilers in the rice fields of Java are cut short by the 
extreme energy expenditures involved in their oc-
cupations. There is a direct and positive relation be-
tween the magnitude of the death rates from the age 
of forty to forty-five years on and the average ex-
penditure of physical energy, even after the deaths 
resulting from special occupational and industrial 
hazards have been deducted. 
  Conklin has also noted the relationship be-
tween activity and longevity. High excitability due 
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to genetic, endocrine, psychologic and other pecu-
liarities may accelerate the aging rate by increased 
metabolic tempo directly and indirectly, as by ac-
tion in the circulatory system. The neuro-endocrine 
complex may thus influence the longevity complex. 
  There is also evidence, reported by Griffin, that 
the office of presidency of the United States has 
shortened the lives of our presidents as the demands 
of the office have increased. Presidents who took 
office before 1850 outlived their expectation of life 
by an average of 2.9 years. Those who served from 
1850–1900 fell short of their expectation of life at in-
auguration by an average of 2.9 years. The deceased 
presidents who held office during the present cen-
tury prior to 1949 have made an even poorer record; 
their length of life after inauguration has been, on 
an average, eight years less than their expectation of 
life at the time of taking office. However, unsuccess-
ful candidates for the presidency have fared much 
better, on the whole, with respect to longevity than 
have those who were elected to national leadership. 
  It is also known that retardation of growth in-
creases longevity, presumably because of the low-
ered metabolism. Thus Saxton has reported retarda-
tion of growth of rats by restriction of calories alone 
increased significantly the average life span and re-
tarded the development of inflammatory, neoplastic 
and degenerative diseases common to this species 
in old age. Essentially similar observations were 
made on rats and dogs kept on various restricted 
diets in which a limitation of the protein content of 
the food is particularly beneficial for the promotion 
of longevity. 
  Comfort has noted, however, that senescence 
can be decelerated only in the early phase of devel-
opment of the animal, not in its later phase. 
  On the other hand, Pearl and others in their 
studies of those who live long have found evidence 
of a freedom from negative affect. In a study of more 
than 2,000 individuals who lived to the age of ninety 
or more, Pearl was able to find only one significant 
trait among them, outside of their longevity, wherein 
the group differed from the rest of mankind as a 
whole; their calm mental make-up. They were all 
possessed of a placid temperament, were relaxed 
and were rarely worried. 
 
 

  Dunbar and Dunbar, in a study of what they 
called the longevity syndrome, noted that the ma-
jority reported hard labor to the age of 70 and often 
beyond. Few retired at all, if by labor is meant full-
time activity. 
  Since the massing of intense affect becomes 
the more serious the shorter the recuperation time 
available, it would appear that senility may be the 
occasion of accelerated aging. Although there is ev-
idence of a reduced autonomic responsiveness in 
senility, which would tend to protect the older in-
dividual from extremes of intense affect, there are 
two circumstances which increase the probability of 
acceleration of the aging process through affect ac-
tivation. First, as the individual becomes older, he 
is bombarded more and more frequently by a series 
of events which release intense negative affect—  
the deaths of members of his family and of his 
friends and acquaintances. This produces shorter 
and shorter intervals for recovery. Second, this ac-
celeration of massed occasions of fear and distress 
occurs in an organism which is less and less capable 
of rapid payment of such debt. Recuperation time is 
longer while the time between stressing occasions 
becomes progressively shorter. The interaction of 
these two factors will decelerate the payment of the 
physiological debt and thereby accelerate aging. It 
has often been assumed that there is a critical dif-
ference between the costs of positive and negative 
affect. We have not postulated such a difference. We 
assume that the principal difference is that positive 
affect can be more readily turned off or down if en-
ergy fails, but that negative affect is more difficult 
to control by avoidance. The senile individual who 
is haunted by the death of a member of his family 
is caught, as he is not by a rewarding conversation 
with a friend. 
  Our hypothesis bears a faint resemblance to 
Hull’s postulate of reactive inhibition. Our hypoth-
esis, however, has no direct immediate behavioral 
consequences. It is well known that the body is ca-
pable of putting off payment of such debts as we 
are postulating almost indefinitely. It is not too dif-
ficult to remain awake four or five days even though 
the general formula is one hour sleep for every two 
hours of wakefulness. 
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  There is, however, an ultimate consequence for 
the intensity and duration of affects. Although it is 
possible to maintain affects at a maximum inten-
sity and duration to death, as we have seen with 
Richter’s rats, if the individual’s longevity is held 
constant then we may expect that there will be re-
fractory periods proportional to the debts generated. 
In one sense sleep is just such a refractory period ex-
cept that the nightmare is capable of interrupting this 
recuperative process. The result of such an accumu-
lating debt is that the individual is half asleep on 
his feet. This state of wakeful sleepiness is one way 
in which past affect debts are paid, but it too, like 
nightmare-disturbed sleep, is peculiarly vulnerable 
to the release of more, particularly negative affect. 
And so can begin a self-sustaining acceleration of 
the aging process. 
  If sleep is undisturbed and somewhat more 
compensatory (than disturbed sleep) for the high 
state of energy expenditure of intense affect, then 
we may expect upon awakening an exhaustion de-
pression in which the threshold for any affect is un-
usually high. 
  The same exhaustion depression can occasion-
ally be seen in children who have been permitted to 
cry themselves to the point of exhaustion. 
  However, any very sustained, very intense ac-
tivation of affect, positive or negative, will occasion 
a refractory phase in which it is very difficult to 
activate any affect in the individual until the affect 
debt has been paid. It is our impression that of all the 
affects fear is unique in its capacity to resist such ex-
tinction by exercise. So long as the individual lives, 
and so long as he senses danger, he appears capable 
of responding with fear. He appears not to be capable 
of so reacting, when he has reached the state of ex-
haustion, with any other affect. A joke told to a dead- 
tired person produces sleep rather than laughter. 
  Hypothesis eighteen concerns a critical but 
neglected relationship between energy level and 
affects: Low energy raises the threshold of positive 
affects and lowers the threshold of negative affects. 
High energy lowers the threshold of positive affects, 
and raises the threshold of negative affects. Strictly 
speaking, this is not an affect-affect dynamic. We 
treat it at this time because it is the inverse of hy- 
 
 

pothesis seventeen, which postulated an energy debt 
as a consequence of the activation of affect. Such a 
debt has a further consequence for the thresholds of 
affect activation; therefore hypothesis eighteen is in 
part an aspect of affect-affect dynamics. 
  There has been surprisingly little research on 
the effect of varying energy levels on affects. It has 
been known for centuries, by Everyman, that when 
one is full of energy the probability is high that 
interest and enjoyment will be maximum and that 
when energy is at low ebb, anger, distress, fear and 
shame are more likely. This interdependence is crys-
tal clear for children. When a child is tired, sweet 
reasonableness is most remote and the tantrum is an 
ever present possibility. It would seem impossible 
to exaggerate the significance of this relationship 
for socializing the child. Insufficient attention has 
been focused on the strategy of minimizing nega-
tive interpersonal learning during these periods and 
maximizing teaching when the child is in a phase 
of high energy spending. It should be expected that 
the pressures of socialization will become peculiarly 
intolerable when the child is confronted with both 
negative affect from low energy, and negative affect 
from what will appear excessive demands from the 
parent. The same demands from the parent made 
when the child is full of energy and zest for life will 
ordinarily appear much more acceptable to the child, 
whose general posture at such times is positive. Nor 
is this less true for the adult. Work and interpersonal 
communion at low-energy ebb is likely to be much 
less rewarding than when body temperature and en-
ergy are elevated. The cocktail hour and coffee and 
tea breaks are adaptations to the energy-affect inter-
dependency. 
  We have spoken thus far of energy level as 
though it were independent of affect and indeed had 
causal effects on affect thresholds. This we believe 
in general to be the case. We believe the energy out-
put to be a function of the debt generated by the state 
of wakefulness and by the activation of affects. As 
the debt generated by either wakefulness per se or by 
affect increases, the energy level declines, and with 
this decline a lowering of the threshold of negative 
affect. The biological function of such a shift is to re-
duce the probability of increased energy expenditure 
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through the investment of positive affect in any kind 
of activity. We should at this point, however, note 
certain important exceptions to our hypothesis. 
  Energy output not only favors lowering of the 
threshold of positive affect, but positive affect favors 
the output of energy. An individual who is much too 
tired to continue working may suddenly find energy 
reserves if another activity suddenly becomes pos-
sible, or if another person engages him in rewarding 
interpersonal communion. This is possible because 
energy is controlled by a signal system which in turn 
is sensitive to numerous other sources. Thus there is 
a rise in temperature immediately upon beginning to 
eat, long in advance of actual increments of energy 
reserves. We will later present evidence that psycho-
somatic “fatigue” may be produced when an indi-
vidual has to renounce his central goals. The main-
tenance of sufficient energy to support goal striving 
depends in no small part on the individual’s com-
mitment to goals which engage him. 
  This phenomenon constitutes the basis of our 
final hypothesis, nineteen: The activation of pos-
itive affect or negative affect is a necessary con-
dition for the mobilization of the energy reserves 
which support the behavior calculated to achieve 
positive and negative goals. In the absence of neg-
ative or positive affect, energy reserves cannot be 
mobilized and goal striving is thereby jeopardized. 
We will later examine the evidence for this hypoth-
esis in psychosomatic fatigue wherein a collapse of 
long-term goals produces a disturbance in the carbo-
hydrate metabolism such that the individual cannot 
summon reserves of sugar to maintain a sufficiently 
high blood-sugar level. 

AFFECTS AND LEARNING 

Although innate factors loom large in the activa-
tion of affect as well as in the complex and unique 
patterns of facial and autonomic responses which 
constitute each affect, it is also true that learning 
can modify what will activate each affect as well as 
the affective response itself. Let us consider first 
the transformations of the affective response itself. 
 
 
 

Transformations of the Affective Response 

Despite the undoubted significance of the innate en-
dowment of affect in all human beings, and the in-
nate individual differences in such endowment, it is 
also true that much of the variance of affective ex-
pression is a consequence of learning. Let us repeat 
some of the examples cited earlier. Very few adult 
males cry in public. Almost no adults have tantrums. 
Few adults publicly hang their head in shame. Only 
rarely do adults shout with joy in public. Very few 
publicly show intense excitement, sexual or other-
wise. It is uncommon to express contempt by rais-
ing the upper lip and pulling the face back. Very 
few male adults publicly express extreme fear by a 
shriek. 
  Some of the internal components of the innate 
affective responses may be transformed as well as 
the outer display. In part this may be achieved indi-
rectly by transforming the outer display. The indi-
vidual who prevents himself from crying by literally 
keeping a stiff upper may also suppress some of the 
internal crying. The individual who throws his head 
back and his chin up and out to prevent his head 
from hanging in shame is in part changing the in-
ternal responses as his chest fills with “pride” rather 
than collapsing in the shallow breathing of the head 
hung in shame. The individual who elects not to 
display his excitement publicly toward a sexually 
attractive person will also find that his breathing is 
less rapid. 
  Sometimes, however, the attempt to control the 
outward display of affect may not suppress the in-
ternal responses but intensify them. Children before 
they achieve skill in the modulated control of their 
face and voice may attempt to suppress the cry of 
distress in response to parental demand, and pro-
duce an intensification of the inner response which 
eventually is discharged in tears or tantrum. 
  Just as we can learn to respond with inner feel-
ings without displaying the originally innate, overt 
patterns of expression, we can also learn to display 
affect we do not feel, as in dissimulation. We may 
smile without feeling friendly, we may put on a 
sad face in the presence of another’s distress even 
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though we may not be distressed by the misfortune 
of the other or we may attempt to conquer inner 
feelings through an outward show of strength—the 
many varieties of whistling in the dark. It will be 
recalled that Whitehorn reported that much of the 
external display of schizophrenic affective behavior 
is accompanied by no inner turmoil as judged by 
the heart rate. As soon, however, as he interrupted 
this pseudo-affective behavior, inner turbulence was 
precipitated; the heart rate began to race and register 
what seemed to be felt emotion. In the compulsion 
neurosis the external affective display is similarly 
used as a defensive ritual whose primary function 
was to prevent and interfere with the experience of 
affect. 

Habituation, Miniaturization and Accretion 

In addition to complex transformations of inner and 
outer affective expression prompted by inner need 
and social sanctions, there is the simpler kind of 
modification in which components, internal and ex-
ternal, are suppressed or become less intense, the 
phenomenon of habituation. The phenomenon is 
a very general one and is indifferent with respect 
to the question of its innate or acquired nature. In 
immunology resistance may be innate or acquired. 
Habituation, too, may be acquired without having 
been “learned.” Not everything which is a result of 
experience is learned in the strict sense of that term. 
The deterioration in learned performance under in-
creasing fatigue or anxiety is not learned though it 
is not innate but a consequence of particular experi-
ences. In principle this is no different than a machine 
which burns itself out because it has been run too 
long. Similarly, the running down of affective re-
sponses upon repetition of the releasing stimulus is 
not innate nor learned. Neither however is the same 
phenomenon incapable of being learned. Consider 
the startle response. When a gunshot is repeated at 
intervals of one or two minutes the startle pattern 
characteristically begins to habituate at rates which 
vary from individual to individual. Gradually dif-
ferent components of the entire startle response di-
minish in strength and drop out until finally only the 
 
 
 

eye blink may remain. Despite the inheritance of a 
complex pattern of responses, simple repetition is 
sufficient to alter this complex radically. This alter-
ation is not a result of learning, However, knowl-
edge that the gun is to be fired can also result in 
what appears to be habituation. Whether strictly in-
nate, acquired or learned, successive weakening and 
dropping out of components of innately organized 
affective responses via habituation is another vehi-
cle for affective transformation. Kellogg many years 
ago demonstrated that an electric shock adminis-
tered to a dog becomes less and less effective as a 
stimulus for fear as judged by a diminishing cardiac 
response through an experimental series. To evoke 
the same affective response one had continually to 
increase severity of the electric shock. 
  A transformation similar to habituation, yet 
distinct, is what we have called miniaturization, in 
which the innate complex organization is further and 
further compressed almost to the point of invisibil-
ity to both the respondent and the observer. Thus the 
smile may be emitted for a half second rather than a 
few seconds. At the same time the mouth does not 
open and the broadening characteristic of the smile 
may be reduced to a slight widening—no more than 
a quick tug on the lips. Similarly the affect of shame 
may be miniaturized into a very slight lowering of 
the eyes, or even a partial lowering of the lids or a 
slight relaxation of the neck muscles which support 
the head in an upright position. The cry of distress 
may be miniaturized into a slight lowering of the 
sides of the upper lip and a slight furrowing of the 
brow of the forehead. Anger may be miniaturized 
into a small contraction of the jaw muscles. Fear 
may be miniaturized into a brief stare forward, or a 
partial turning away of the eyes. Excitement may be 
miniaturized into a rapid slight raising of the eye-
lids. There are innumerable other ways in which all, 
or crucial parts, of innately patterned affective re-
sponses are compressed. It is clear also that societies 
differ in the extent to which they insist on attenua-
tion of the whole scale of affective responsiveness. 
  We have so far discussed essentially sup-
pressive transformations of the innate patterns of 
affective response. There are equally important 
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accretions to the innate affective patterns which ini-
tially may be recruited as an accompaniment but 
which may end by carrying the entire weight of the 
innate response to which they were originally an 
accidental accretion. 
  I had the good fortune to be on sabbatical leave 
the year my son was bom and so was able to study 
his development through observations which were 
continuous over long periods of time. One of the 
most striking phenomena which I observed in the 
development of his affects was as follows: 
  One day while suffering the pain of teething 
and crying in distress at this pain, he accidentally 
discovered that, if he put his hand into his mouth 
and bit down on his fingers and massaged his gums 
by rubbing his fingers up and down between his up-
per and lower gums, the pain would abate and the 
cry of distress would turn into the smile of joy. That 
day the tooth erupted and there was no more pain 
from teething for a few weeks. The very next day, 
however, upon seeing a toy which first attracted his 
interest and then produced a smile he began concur-
rently with the smile to curl the fingers of both hands 
(though one had been involved in the teething inci-
dent) in the same way they had been curled between 
the teeth and then to vibrate them in space a foot in 
front of his face in the same massage-like motion 
which had produced the smile of joy concomitant 
with the relief of pain. It appeared that the acces-
sory response to the affect of joy expressed in the 
smile had been recruited to become an essential part 
of responding with joy. For the better part of a year 
and a half joy was at first always accompanied by 
this strange motoric accretion and later occasionally 
became the exclusive indicator of his delight. 
  The significance of these observations appears 
to me to derive from the fact that the affect in ques-
tion was clearly positive—the smile of joy. It is well 
known that many gestures and mannerisms are ei-
ther symbolic gratifications of wishes which may 
not be gratified because of negative sanctions, or 
are defensive rituals against the occurrence of some 
dreaded state of affairs. Symbolism in the interest 
of indirect gratification or defense in the interest of 
warding off threat also add accretions to the expres-
sion of affects but these are quite different from ac- 
 
 

cretions which are recruited to positive affects not 
by virtue of being instrumental acts or disguised 
affects but by having been affectized by activation 
which is simultaneous with the emission of an affec-
tive response. This is not to say that such accretions 
are limited to positive affects. Responses emitted 
concomitantly with fear can also become as fearful 
as the innate fear response to which they become 
regularly attached. We have stressed the instance of 
positive affect in what we are defining as the affectiz-
ing of accessory responses because certain common 
similar phenomena, symbolic behavior and defen-
sive behavior, are clearly excluded when the affect in 
question precludes both vicarious symbolism (since 
it accompanies the wish) and defensive ritual. 

Defensive Accretion 

Accretion which is motivated by negative affect is 
sufficiently different from positive accretion to be 
distinguished as defensive accretion. In this case a 
response other than the original innate affect is used 
as a substitute when the original response must be 
suppressed. The impulse to cry out in distress early 
comes under taboo. In defensive accretion the same 
massive set of motor messages which would ordinar-
ily be transmitted to the vocal chords when suffering 
pain may be sent to the fingers of the hand, or to the 
feet or to the diaphragm, which suddenly tighten 
and thus serve to interfere with and to drain off the 
innate cry to pain. The set of messages which would 
normally be transmitted to the vocal chords may be 
switched to some other site which might normally 
not be implicated in the distress cry as when there 
is inhibition of the cry but the feet and toes contract 
in pain, or are added to some usually less intensely 
activated accessory responses, such as a tightening 
of the muscles in the fingers or added as a compet-
ing pattern of responses to an organ usually other-
wise activated, as in tightening the muscles of the 
diaphragm. Thus the adult who sits in the dentist’s 
chair and attempts not to cry out in pain commonly 
braces himself against this innate affective display 
by a substitute cry which is emitted in advance of 
the pain. He may tightly squeeze the sides of the 
dental chair with both hands, or tighten the muscles 
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of his stomach and diaphragm or tightly curl his 
toes and feet. He senses that if these muscles are 
in a stage of massive contraction before and during 
the experience of pain this will help to drain off the 
massive motor discharges of the cry and interfere 
with the innate contractions of the diaphragm and 
vocal chords which would normally constitute the 
cry of distress. Whether by interference or substitu-
tion the defensive accretion enables the individual 
to cry as it were in his hands, or feet, or diaphragm 
and not to cry in his face and throat. In contrast to 
positive accretion this is a motivated technique of 
defense expressly designed to prevent the display of 
the innate affective response, to reduce its visi-
bility either to others, to the self or both. What may 
begin as a self-conscious tactic may well end as an 
unconscious maneuver which reduces visibility of 
the affect both for the self and for others. 
  It may be objected that, if one sends a compet-
ing set of messages to the diaphragm, this is simple 
inhibition based on interference and should not be 
regarded as an instance of accretion, which by def-
inition acts in a substitutive fashion, e.g., as in the 
tightening of the toes. If no more was involved than 
simply suppressing the cry by contracting the mus-
cles of the diaphragm and throat against the emis-
sion of the cry, then certainly this would not be an 
instance of defensive accretion. We have included it 
as an example of the latter because we think that in 
addition to providing interference with the cry it also 
provides a channel for switching of the very dense 
motor set of messages which are innately activated 
by pain. The diaphragm under these conditions is not 
simply interfering with the cry by opposed patterns 
of contraction but these opposed patterns are the 
channel for an increment in density of neural firing 
from the innate set activated by pain. The diaphragm 
under these conditions overcontracts as well as in-
terferes. 
  The same overreaction, providing a substitute 
expression for the cry may be seen in the overly 
stiff lip and jaws which may not only be held so 
as not to cry, but in part to express the discharge 
of the cry in the increment of tightness with which 
the facial muscles may be held. The same argument 
holds for normally activated accessory responses 
 
 

such as gripping the hands in pain. This is often an 
overflow phenomenon which may accompany pain 
even when one does cry out in pain. However, if 
this response becomes involved in defensive accre-
tion, then the hands are contracted more intensely 
than would otherwise be the case and this is why 
we think that one may utter a substitute cry in the 
hands. 
  That defensive accretion is indeed an accretion 
is most clear when the response does not normally 
accompany the affect in question. We have found 
that under pain stimulation there is no part of the 
body which may not become the target of substitute 
cries. Some individuals report characteristic con-
tractions of the thigh muscles, others of the calf, 
others of the sac which holds the testes, others of 
one shoulder blade and so on. 
  The same kind of either widespread or local-
ized defensive accretions may occur in the inhibi-
tion of the innate aggressive responses. Instead of 
a cry of rage or a tightening of the muscles of the 
face or hands there may be a relaxation of face and 
hands but a sudden tightening of the muscles of one 
thigh, or a shrugging of the shoulders, or a drum-
ming of the fingers on a table top. In these cases 
the individual is angry in his thighs or his shoulders 
or his fingers. The reason he can both express and 
recognize his anger in these defensive accretions is 
because parts of the set of messages which would 
have been transmitted to the face and hands are being 
switched to other ongoing assemblies which con-
tinue to the same target organs, as in the drumming 
of the fingers, or the whole message set is kept rela-
tively intact but switched to another target organ as 
in the tightening of the thigh muscle rather than the 
muscles of the jaw or throat. 
  Thus in defensive accretion the original innate 
affective response is expressed in part, is suppressed 
in part. If the innate organ of expression remains the 
target of the defensive accretion then the patterning 
may be altered while the original density of firing 
is preserved and added to the patterning which is 
intended to interfere with the innate response as in 
tightening the diaphragm against the cry. If the orig-
inal response is switched to a new target organ then 
more of the innate response both with respect to its 
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patterning and density of firing may be preserved as 
in the tightening of the thigh muscles rather than the 
jaw muscles. 

Delay 
Another modification in affective expression which 
reduces visibility is that of delay. The need for air is 
the prime example of non-delayable characteristic 
of the drive system. This drive cannot be delayed 
either in expression or in satisfaction. The affective 
response is in varying degrees capable of delay. The 
delay may be either in the emission of the response, 
or in the awareness of the response or both. In the 
midst of an emergency, for example, an apparent 
impending automobile accident, it is not uncom-
mon for the individual to respond so completely to 
the demands of the situation that he either delays re-
sponding with fear, or delays his awareness of fear 
or both, until the acute danger has passed. Then he 
may become aware of the fear which was activated 
at the outset, but which was masked from aware-
ness by competing information, or he may in fact 
respond with fear for the first time since the danger 
was perceived. It is quite possible for the fear re-
sponse not to be developed because of interference 
from a similar affect, that of excitement, but as soon 
as the uncertainty has been somewhat reduced there 
may be activation of fear as a reaction to what is 
now sensed as having been a near thing. 
  In similar ways almost any affect may be de-
layed in time with respect to awareness or activation 
or both. If there is no impediment to awareness of the 
delayed affect, as is the case in delayed fear about a 
possible automobile accident, then the visibility of 
the affect is but slightly reduced. However, an ex-
perimenter who arranges to take moving pictures of 
a subject who is to be experimentally “frightened” 
will have trouble in identifying the fear response if it 
is unduly delayed. The problem becomes most acute 
when there are motives which interfere with the ex-
pression of particular affects but which do not cease 
to interfere when the original stimulating situation 
changes in significance. In the case of the automo-
bile accident there is no motive which interferes ei-
ther with the activation or awareness of fear once the 
 
 

situation is well in hand. When, however, the affect 
which prevents the emergence of another affect, in 
response to a situation which might normally acti-
vate the latter, continues to block it, then visibility 
for both respondent and observer may be very low. 
If there is a continuing shame about being afraid or 
showing fear, then in the same post-danger situation 
such as an individual may show shame rather than 
fear, or if the shame itself is intolerable counteractive 
pride may delay the appearance of the original fear 
until it can be experienced without loss of face. For 
some individuals this may be possible only among 
friends or in the privacy of their own home or fam-
ily, at which time the delayed affect may be emitted 
and experienced in full force. 
  For those individuals in whom competing af-
fect more permanently blocks another affect, the de-
lay may be continuous, relieved only intermittently 
by alcohol or other disinhibition. The great plasticity 
of the affect system permits continuing interference 
and delay of one affect by another so that it becomes 
possible for a person to become aware of great anger 
toward a scapegoat when that anger was in fact first 
activated by oneself or another person toward whom 
the expression or awareness of anger could not be 
tolerated. All of the extraordinary delays, maneu-
vers and transformations which Freud uncovered 
are possible within the affect system but not within 
the drive system. It should be noted, however, that 
even the affect system is not endlessly plastic in this 
respect. As the affect whose awareness is delayed 
becomes more intense or more enduring, the inten-
sity and duration of the interfering affect which is 
required becomes proportionately greater and such 
vigilance is costly, inherently unstable and vulnera-
ble to gross intrusions. It is not surprising that Freud 
was led to identify such apparently incompressible 
forces with the drive system. 

Avoidance 
When delay constitutes a continuing strategy we are 
dealing with avoidance rather than delay. Delay 
might be defined as a temporary avoidance of re-
sponding with or being aware of a particular affect. 
So long as the affect is eventually experienced it 
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seems better to define it as delay. When the mo-
tive blocking expression or awareness is more per-
manent we will define this as avoidance of affect 
proper, in contrast with the temporary avoidance of 
delay. The distinction however is not one between 
brief and prolonged delay. In avoidance, the motive 
is never to respond or experience the affect. The in-
trusion of this avoided affect may make it appear 
to be simply a longer delay, but usually this repre-
sents an unintended and unwelcome consequence 
of attempted avoidance. Because the experience of 
any affect may become the target of another af-
fect, most individuals elect to minimize the expe-
rience of negative affect or of positive affect when 
this has been accompanied by or followed by neg-
ative affect. There are no affects, positive or neg-
ative, which have not at one time or another be-
come the target of avoidance strategies. We strive 
not only to avoid the experience of disgust, of fear, 
of shame, of distress, but by linking these to positive 
affects we may be forced to learn to avoid excitement 
or joy. 
  If the techniques of avoidance are successful 
the visibility of these affects may be zero for re-
spondent and investigator. Thus a person who waits 
and looks before crossing a busy street is avoid-
ing not only possible injury from automobiles, but 
also fear. In no sense is he necessarily “afraid,” con-
sciously or unconsciously, yet he is avoiding becom-
ing afraid. To the extent to which the technique of 
avoidance is successful and to the extent to which 
the situation varies within known limits any nega-
tive affect may be kept at bay indefinitely. The per-
ception of the negative affect of the other may also 
be avoided. Suppose the affective response is brief, 
weak, embedded in conversation which misleads, 
and followed by affect which reduces the probabil-
ity of perceiving the affect which preceded. Thus 
a person engaged in spirited, friendly conversation 
with another can easily miss a brief, small frown on 
the face of the other, or see it dimly and suppress 
its significance when it is immediately followed by 
an enduring, intense show of positive affect which 
is reciprocated. 
  The incompressibility of delayed affect, one of 
the salient features of psychopathology according to 
 
 

Freud, as mentioned above, is not an inherent prop-
erty of the affect system in general. To the extent 
to which the activator of an affect is known, and 
to the extent to which this activator can be effec-
tively avoided, the affect need not continually press 
for expression. Only to the extent to which avoided 
negative affect is linked with positive affect, or to 
the extent to which negative affect is linked to un-
certainty, will there be a continuing pressure on the 
avoidance strategy, as in Freud’s image of the ex-
cluded member of the audience who keeps banging 
on the doors of the auditorium insisting on readmit-
tance. Thus, if it were known that occasionally an 
automobile driver tried to run over a pedestrian it 
might be difficult to achieve an avoidance strategy 
which effectively reduced the actual danger and the 
fear of accident or death. Again if the positive af-
fect about automobiles was very strong, impelling 
the pedestrian to come closer to look at each pas-
sing automobile, avoidance strategies would become 
much more complicated than they are in fact, since 
such an individual would be impelled to flirt with 
death. An actual case in point is the linkage of avoid-
ance of one negative affect, fear, with another nega-
tive affect, shame, as with the bull fighter who must 
expose himself to the danger and fear of death to 
“avoid” it and who is vulnerable to the contempt of 
the audience and himself if he is unwilling to come 
close to his adversary. 
  In contrast with the need for air, water and food, 
affects can be avoided so successfully that even-
tually the individual may forget why and how he 
learned this strategy. When food is avoided unduly 
the individual dies. When fear is avoided there may 
be no consequences, or under some conditions pres-
sure to continue avoidance, or at the worst intrusion 
of the avoided affect. 

Central Control of Affects 

Yet another important transformation of the innate 
affect is a consequence of the variable interdepen-
dency between the affective response and the aware-
ness of the affective response. With affects it is not at 
all exceptional that one may respond and be unaware 
that one is angry, afraid, ashamed, excited, happy 
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or distressed. Unconscious feeling means no more 
or less than unconscious hearing. It is a necessary 
consequence of the limitations of channel capac-
ity that messages will be transmitted over sensory 
channels which may or may not be transformed into 
a conscious report. Although avoidance is one way 
in which messages fail to attain conscious form, it 
is not the only way nor the most frequent way. The 
consequence of responding with an affect, which if 
it reached consciousness would have been experi-
enced as fear or joy, but which does not attain con-
scious form, is to seriously reduce the visibility of 
such affects, for the one who responds. Further, im-
portant transformations of the awareness of affective 
responses are produced as a consequence of selec-
tive awareness. Thus two individuals may be fright-
ened initially with blanching of the face, accelera-
tion of the heart and disturbance of the stomach. One 
may become aware of his pounding heart, and the 
other of the butterflies in his stomach. These differ-
ential conscious experiences selected initially from 
the same set of feedback messages from the face and 
autonomic system, are, we think, stored in memory 
as different experiences. Ultimately these remem-
bered experiences provide the basis for a transfor-
mation of the affective response itself. 
  Lacey and Lacey have reported that autonomic 
responsiveness is highly individualized. We would 
suggest that one way in which this may happen is 
through selective awareness, which when remem-
bered, calls attention to one organ system rather 
than another and by self-contagion re-stimulates 
the organ whose messages alone initially reached 
conscious form in the competition for inclusion in 
the central assembly. Thenceforth, when fear is re-
trieved from memory, it will be a special type of 
fear as experienced, whether or not there is fur-
ther recruitment by re-stimulating the face and au-
tonomic system. This is because there are conscious 
reports of affect which do not necessarily emanate 
from peripheral facial or autonomic responses. Just 
as one may dream visual images without sensory 
stimulation, so one may emit central images of af-
fective responses with or without gross autonomic 
consequences. We say with or without gross auto- 
 
 
 

nomic consequences for the same reason that we 
may dream without sensory stimulation but yet send 
messages to the eyes which produce small tracking 
movements of the eyes as though the eyes were be-
ing stimulated by the dream imagery. The conse-
quences of centrally emitted affective imagery may 
or may not be to activate facial and autonomic re-
sponses, the feedback of which is added to the cen-
tral imagery. The latency of such responses and its 
feedback, we presume, is much slower than the cen-
tral imagery. Hence it may suffer interference and 
masking from a rapidly changing set of centrally 
emitted affects. Using the startle response as an 
example, we see that components of even an in-
nate, rather tightly organized affective response are 
subject to differential interference as a function of 
differential latency. Thus, in habituation of the star-
tle response the slower moving gross bodily com-
ponents drop out much more readily than the very 
rapid facial components, and the eye blink is all but 
invulnerable to interference. 
  Quite apart from the phenomenon of selec-
tive awareness of a set of affect feedback messages 
from the face and autonomic responses, centrally 
retrieved and emitted imagery of affect makes pos-
sible radical transformations of felt affect. In much 
the same way that a blindfolded chess player may 
see how the chessboard would look if he moved a 
particular piece one way or another, so it is possible 
for the lover to transform his own eidetic affect as 
he imagines the face of the beloved. Affects can be 
imagined as well as visions or sounds and they can 
be composed as well as a symphony can be com-
posed. 
  Such central control over affect imagery also 
makes possible another kind of modification of the 
innate affects—that of combinations of affects. Al-
though each affect is innately patterned, one may 
learn to emit two affects to the same stimulus or 
to emit two affects simultaneously as continuing 
moods somewhat independent of the environment. 
Such combinations may sometimes be seen in the 
simultaneous expression of different parts of par-
ticular affects in two different sites. For example, 
the eyes may have a smiling expression (produced 
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by a raising of the lower eyelid) while the mouth is 
turned down in distress. The prevailing mood which 
innervates such a facial expression might be com-
pounded of joy in the remembrance of a lost love 
object and distress at the thought that joy will never 
again be shared with that same love object. 
  The combinations of affects may leave each 
expression intact, side by side, but they may also 
produce resultants which correspond to no simple 
affect. It is in just such combinations that the com-
mon language is most likely to be deficient. To the 
extent to which affective phenomena of this kind 
escape language they will also remain opaque. In-
deed much of the incommunicability of experience, 
mystical and prosaic, is a consequence of somewhat 
idiosyncratic combinations of affect which the indi-
vidual finds as difficult to analyze for himself as to 
communicate verbally to another. 
  The fact that affects are not only experienced 
but also permanently stored as memories and then 
retrievable later as eidetic-like imagery means also 
that the particular intensities, durations and fre-
quency of experience of each affect has a cumulative 
effect on the interpretation of later affective experi-
ence. Although we are all endowed with the capacity 
to respond with any affect at any intensity for any 
period of time, yet in fact some of us experience one 
affect much more frequently than another affect, one 
affect with much greater intensity than another per-
son, or some affects with much greater duration than 
others. If you have experienced intense fear only oc-
casionally and experienced intense excitement for 
long periods of time and with great frequency, then 
the world you live in is a very different one from 
that of a psychotic who has known long periods 
of terror and anger and only occasionally moderate 
enjoyment in interpersonal interaction. If an infant 
cries through much of his first two years, his re-
trievable affect memories and the general posture 
toward the world they support is radically different 
from that of a child who has known little distress and 
much excitement and enjoyment. Quite apart from 
the transformations of affect, the simple variations 
in the frequency, duration and intensity of experi-
ence with each affect are sufficient to produce (via 
 
 
 

memory and thought) radically different personal-
ities with gross differences in expectations and in 
responsiveness. 
  Although the innate patterns of affective facial 
responses are continually so transformed that the 
smile of the child may rarely be seen on the face of 
the adult, it also happens that the learned smile 
may be indistinguishable from the unlearned smile 
and that one could not distinguish learned from un-
learned affects unless one knew the neural circuits 
behind each activation. 
  It is not an uncommon phenomenon within the 
nervous system that the same organ is capable of 
multiple innervation and multiple inhibition. In gen-
eral this enables more precise and graded control of 
each organ and also sensitivity to numerous other 
sub-systems which may thus be represented in the 
behavior of any particular organ or system. Not the 
least important of these alternative types of innerva-
tion are those subserving voluntary and involuntary 
control of the same organ. It is almost always possi-
ble for the voluntary control to modulate the invol-
untary control mechanism and even to successfully 
imitate it, as in the voluntary control of breathing, 
which is ordinarily governed by involuntary inner-
vations. However, it is also the case that the volun-
tary innervation of organs may not precisely dupli-
cate the innate involuntary patterning of response. 
This seems particularly so in the case of affective 
facial expressions. It will eventually be possible to 
discriminate the difference between a voluntary and 
an involuntary smile by means of the high-speed 
camera as it was by Landis and Hunt in the case of 
the voluntary and involuntary startle. 
  It will be recalled that when they instructed 
subjects to try to jump and startle to a revolver shot, 
the primary startle pattern appeared directly after the 
shot, and then after an interval of some few thou-
sandths of a second, there appeared a voluntary 
duplication of the response which was usually of 
greater extent than the original, primary response, 
and which was not always a correct imitation and 
contained gross exaggerations and inaccuracies of 
movement. Even with the high-speed camera, how-
ever, it was not always possible to separate these two  
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movements since sometimes one merged into the 
other. The interval between the voluntary and invol-
untary startle was itself variable within one subject 
from time to time. 
  As previously described, the distinction be-
tween facial movements which are voluntarily in-
nervated and those which are not may also be 
observed in the sequellae of cerebral hemorrhage 
within the internal capsule. Such insult or lesion is 
usually unilateral and its effects involve the mus-
cles on the opposite side of the body. The volitional 
movements of the lower part of the face are involved 
to a greater degree than those of the upper, e.g., 
raising the eyebrows and closure of the eyelids, the 
probable reason being, according to Best and Tay-
lor, that the part of the facial nucleus governing the 
latter movements receives fibers from both hemi-
spheres. When voluntary efforts are made to move 
the lower part of the face, as in showing the teeth, 
or pursing the lips, marked impairment of muscular 
power may be evident, yet emotional expressions, 
e.g., laughing, smiling or crying, though involving 
the same muscles, may show little departure from 
the normal. According to Best and Taylor, a patient, 
though unable to raise the corner of his mouth when 
asked, may smile naturally a moment later. The im-
pulses which elicit the smile and other affective re-
sponses apparently do not travel by the corticospinal 
pyramidal tract. Conversely, a tumor affecting one 
side of the thalamus in man results in unilateral emo-
tional expression although cortical control of facial 
muscles is preserved bilaterally. 
  The distinction between voluntary and involun-
tary control of facial affective responses is not en-
tirely equivalent to the distinction between learned 
and innate affect, or to the distinction between con-
scious and unconscious affect. The relationships be-
tween voluntary and involuntary control and learned 
and unlearned control of affect are somewhat 
complex. 
  We must distinguish sharply between the ac-
tivation of affect and the affective response itself. 
There are unlearned activators of affect and un-
learned affective responses, and learned activators 
of affect as well as learned affective responses. 
 
 
 

Since each of these is independent we may have 
the following combinations: 1) unlearned activator 
of unlearned affect, e.g., pain activates a cry of dis-
tress; 2) unlearned activator of learned affect, e.g., 
pain activates a defense against the cry as in the stiff 
upper lip, or the frozen face or a muffled cry, as in 
the facial grimace in which there is no sound, or in a 
whining verbal statement which sounds like the cry 
but has no accompanying grimace; 3) learned acti-
vator of unlearned affect, e.g., as in the distress cry 
to the sight of a needle which has previously given 
pain; 4) learned activator of learned affect, e.g., a 
slight grimace instead of a distress cry to the sight 
of a needle which has previously given pain. 
  It is a general principle of the human organism 
that if learning proceeds to a high state of skill, one 
price which is paid for this increase in efficiency is 
partial surrender of voluntary control. Thus I may 
know how to type the letter “n” in the word “clang” 
but not be able to verbalize or to imagine where the 
“n” is on the keyboard apart from its appearance in 
a word to be typed. The very skill which enables 
one to type rapidly with minimal awareness of the 
components of serial action interferes with that re-
duction in speed of retrieval which would be nec-
essary to answer a question about any component. 
In order to answer such a question the skilled typ-
ist would have to imagine typing a word and then 
inspect what the fingers were doing when the “n” 
was struck. This example also illustrates what we 
will propose as a general strategy for making con-
scious that which has been learned but is no longer 
available to nor directly controllable by conscious-
ness. Learned, involuntary components can usually 
be retransformed and brought under more volun-
tary control through an inverse transformation of 
what originally produced the skill—in this case it 
would involve slowing down the rate of typing, or 
imagined typing. 
  This principle of an increase in efficiency being 
accompanied by a decrease in voluntary control is 
as applicable to the affective realm as to other types 
of learning. For example, the poker face, which is 
the consequence of a defensive strategy against the 
revelation of affect, may become so skilled a strategy 
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that the individual becomes unconscious of what 
was once a voluntary conscious act, and ultimately 
unable to decontrol his habitual posture of defense. 
  Not only may learned affective responses or 
defenses against them become involuntary and rela-
tively invulnerable to recovery of voluntary control, 
but it is commonplace that the linkage of affects to 
signs produces learned activation of innate affective 
responses which the individual may never be able 
to learn to turn off, as in classical conditioning. If 
a signal regularly precedes an electric shock, the 
fear which comes to be activated by the signal may 
and frequently does become irreversible under these 
conditions. 
  Further, innate affective responses can come 
under voluntary control. An individual can learn to 
turn innately patterned affects on and off by imagin-
ing situations which either once were accompanied 
by specific affects, or which never happened but 
which would be capable of activating the innately 
patterned affects if they were to occur. Actors com-
monly learn to achieve voluntary control over the 
display of their affects. Such learned display may 
itself be a display of innate affect, or of a learned 
imitation of innate affect. Thus some actors charac-
teristically are exhausted at the end of each evening’s 
performance as a consequence of having initiated 
innately patterned affective displays, whereas other 
actors are capable of turning on a reasonably good 
imitation but which is sufficiently insulated from 
further autonomic involvement that they do not gen-
erate an energy debt. 
  It should not be forgotten, as we have seen in 
the case of startle and breathing, that the learned 
innervation of a startle or a breathing rate may 
be sufficiently precise so that high-speed moving 
pictures are necessary to differentiate between re-
sponses which are initiated as learned or unlearned 
responses. The mimicked startle is a reasonably 
good imitation of the innately patterned startle. The 
rapid breathing of someone imitating fear may be 
indistinguishable from the rapid breathing of some-
one who is frightened. 
  The consciousness or unconsciousness of af-
fect must be sharply differentiated with respect to 
 
 
 

activators and the affective response proper, as well 
as to learned and unlearned affect activators and af-
fects proper. 
  One may be conscious of both activator and af-
fect: I may know that it is this electric shock which 
hurt and frightened me. I may however be relatively 
unconscious of both activator and affect. Both the 
remark made by a friend and the anger which it acti-
vates may be prevented from being sufficiently elab-
orated on a conscious level so that I know exactly 
what was said or exactly how I responded. Com-
plete unconsciousness of both activator and affect is 
relatively rare since if the activator is completely un-
conscious it may not activate the appropriate affect. 
For example, a cut on the finger which is sustained 
but which does not become conscious may not acti-
vate distress until it does become conscious. It is not 
at all uncommon for the activator and its affect to 
be so masked by immediate defenses against such 
awareness that the brief moment of awareness of in-
sult and anger may not be readily retrievable for 
future awareness, not only because there are defenses 
against such awareness but because these same de-
fenses successfully limited the development of full 
awareness immediately after it appeared. 
  One may be conscious of the activator but un-
conscious of the affect. An employee who is being 
reprimanded by his employer may know that his 
boss is quite hostile, and though he responds with 
counter-hostility his awareness of this may be very 
dim and attenuated in comparison with the rich and 
detailed awareness of just how obnoxious his boss 
is. This can happen either because of limitations of 
channel capacity or because of competing affect, 
such as fear or shame which is activated immedi-
ately as he responds with and becomes aware of his 
own hostility. In the first case the hostile response 
is never experienced because the limited channel is 
completely taken over by a full awareness of all the 
obnoxious characteristics of the offending activator 
of hostility. In the second case the awareness of one’s 
own hostility is prevented from reaching full aware-
ness by an immediate activation of fear or shame 
which has been learned as an affective response to 
the affect of anger. 
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  Finally one may be unconscious of the acti-
vator but conscious of the affect, as in objectless 
anxiety or depression or hostility. Free-floating fear, 
often labeled anxiety because it is objectless, is only 
one among many objectless affects. One may be un-
aware of the activator of any affective response. One 
may be irritable, distressed, ashamed, joyous or ex-
cited without reference to any specific object or in 
response to all objects. 
  There are more complex combinations of 
activator-affect sequences in which one may be con-
scious of the immediate activator of affect but un-
aware of the activator or stimulus preceding the ac-
tivator. Thus in the Diven, Haggard, Lacey series of 
experiments, the subject receives an electric shock 
on responding with associations to only those words 
in the list which have a rural meaning. Some sub-
jects become aware of this fact and others do not, 
even though they respond appropriately with fear 
to the words with rural meaning. All subjects are 
aware of the fact that it is the electric shock which 
activates their fear, but some are aware and some 
are not aware of what precedes the electric shock. 
If one were to generalize this paradigm, it would 
appear probable that most human beings are aware 
at best of the proximate activators of their affects 
and differ only slightly in how aware they are of the 
long historical series of precedents of the activators 
of their present affect. If it were otherwise, a gen-
eral theory of personality would be a commonplace 
attainment of Everyman. 

The Transformation of Affect Activators 

Although there is much transformation of the in-
nately patterned affective responses themselves, it 
is in the transformation of the activators of affect 
that the most critical learning occurs. The variety of 
learned activators and “objects” of affect are theo-
retically without limit. Any affect may be learned 
to be activated by any object. We may learn to be 
afraid of anything under the sun, or to be excited by 
everything we encounter. We may learn to perpet-
ually love or hate, or to be continually ashamed or 
distressed. 
 
 

  Such flexibility of affect investment enor-
mously complicates the experimental investigation 
of affects. As we have shown in some detail in the 
chapter on the visibility of the affect system, even 
the simplest innate activators of affect cannot be 
counted on to activate the expected innate affect. As 
the reader will recall, some years ago I attempted 
to use electric shock as a stimulus to evoke fear in 
human subjects. One had only to listen to the spon-
taneous exclamations throughout an experimental 
series to become aware of the difficulty of evoking 
one and only one affect by the use of what seemed 
an appropriate innate activator. 
  To further complicate matters there are learned 
“reducers” as well as learned activators of affect. 
Thus each of us has learned not only what to become 
excited by, afraid of, ashamed of, angry at, distressed 
by, but we may also have learned how to reduce each 
of these affects. Thus one may learn to lower one’s 
eyes in shame whenever excitement is experienced, 
to become afraid when one experiences anger, to be-
come angry when one experiences fear, to become 
distressed when one experiences shame. This can 
happen whenever one affect is used by the parent to 
socialize and control another affect. Thus, if when-
ever a child expressed its curiosity and excitement 
by shouting, this disturbed its parents, and the child 
was then shamed into silence, the activation of ex-
citement in general can become the activator of the 
shame response, which thereby reduces the excite-
ment before it can become intense or enduring. 
  Another way in which one affect may become 
the activator of another affect, and thereby reduce 
itself, is when the child acts on his affect in such 
a way as to activate the same affect in the parent, 
which then leads to the reduction of the child’s af-
fect. If a child is angry and hits the parent, and the 
parent becomes angry and hits back at the child and 
frightens the child, anger can eventually be learned 
to activate fear, as soon as the anger is experienced, 
and hence anger becomes its own reducer. 
  What happens whenever any affect is activated 
depends in large part on what has been learned as 
the characteristic sequel in past experience. The re-
duction of one affect by another is of course only 
one type of such learning. Thus it may be learned 
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that whenever a particular affect is experienced it 
will increase rapidly in intensity and last for a long 
period of time. If, for example, whenever a child 
cried, from infancy onward, it was permitted to cry 
it out, that is, to cry until crying was gradually re-
duced only by exhaustion, one possible residue of 
such learning in the adult is that the experience of 
distress is the activator of more intense and more 
enduring distress and a concurrent feeling of help-
lessness, which is ended only by exhaustion. 
  It should be noted in all of these types of learn-
ing that these are inter-affect dynamics unrelated to 
other aspects of experience. It is of course possi-
ble to learn that whenever one feels distress another 
individual will do something to comfort one and 
thus reduce the feeling of distress. We are calling 
attention to a type of learning somewhat different 
from this, in which the activated affect becomes the 
stimulus for its own intensification and gradual re-
duction, or for its own sudden reduction through 
becoming the stimulus for the activation of a par-
ticular competing affect. Whenever such learning 
becomes stabilized, the individual’s account of the 
rise and fall of his own feelings either mistakenly 
relies on plausible events going on at the time or 
seems to him frankly beyond explanation. Thus if 
distress is learned to activate more distress, the in-
dividual may believe that the problems which ini-
tiated his distress are more serious and more insol-
uble than he at first realized. When one examines 
such phenomena closely, one will find that an indi-
vidual whose affects have been so transformed by 
learning always encounters problems which appear 
to become more difficult as he struggles with them 
and that this is an artifact of the learned sequence in 
which mild distress activates more intense and more 
enduring distress. In order to diagnose this type of 
learning, one must establish invariance of the affec-
tive sequences which are independent of the course 
of external events. We have been able to extract such 
invariances of affect dynamics from TAT stories. It 
should be stressed that this is but one type of invari-
ance which is found in imaginative productions. We 
believe, however, that it is a more common type of 
learning than has been appreciated and one which is 
peculiarly resistant to change in large part because 
 
 

it lends itself so readily to rationalization in terms 
of objective events which seem to activate or reduce 
affects. 
  There is indeed, within psychology itself, a 
mistaken emphasis on the role of the external stim-
ulus in activating and reducing affects. As a conse-
quence Everyman and psychologist alike is contin-
ually surprised by incongruities between the nature 
of the environment and the individual’s apparent af-
fective response to his environment. Thus X is very 
happy much of the time though he has nothing to 
be happy about, and Y complains constantly when 
he has everything the heart could desire. Such state-
ments, not uncommon in everyday life, nor in psy-
chology, testify to the exaggeration of the role of the 
stimulus in affect dynamics. American psychology 
has until very recently exaggerated the significance 
of the stimulus in affect learning because this, along 
with the overt response, is more readily observed 
and more readily controlled than the complex inner 
transformations. The discovery of important sub- 
cortical motivational centers, combined with the ob-
jectification of complex cognitive processes in the 
programming of computers, has taken much of the 
curse off the exploration of the inner workings of 
the human being. We may now expect a radical in-
crement of boldness in the construction of models 
of the human being and in the devising of empirical 
tests for hypothecated, complex inner transforma-
tions. 
  The flexibility of the affect system enables hu-
man beings in different cultures to invest affect in 
radically different objects. This is a consequence of 
the innate structural properties of the affect system, 
and its evolution as a mechanism matched to the 
sensory, storage and analyzer mechanisms so that 
acting in concert cumulative learning is made pos-
sible. That affects are both transformed by learning 
and are instrumental in other learning is clear. The 
complex interplay of affect and other systems which 
makes this possible we will not address ourselves to 
at this point. 
  We will defer our consideration of the nature of 
learning, including the transformation of affects and 
the role of affects in learning, until a later volume 
in which we will present a theory of perception, 
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memory and thinking as these occur in a feedback 
system. 
 

THE FOUR MOST GENERAL 
GOALS OR IMAGES OF HUMAN 
BEINGS WITH RESPECT TO 
AFFECTS 
Although we will defer the examination of the na-
ture of the learning mechanism, we will, at this point, 
examine the most general trends of such learning. 
Despite the fact that learning implies variability of 
achievement, from moment to moment, from per-
son to person and from society to society, yet we 
believe that not everything which is learned is nec-
essarily learned differently even when the environ-
mental matrices differ radically for all learners. Thus 
the acquisition of some form of speech, while it is 
not inevitable and while it varies from society to so-
ciety and from region to region, class to class, person 
to person and childhood to adulthood, nonetheless 
is a general achievement of human beings which it 
can be confidently predicted will be learned despite 
great variations in the experience of each human 
being. This is because man has both sufficient abil-
ity and motives to make it extremely probable that 
he will both seek to communicate and that he will 
succeed through the use of his highly differentiated 
vocal mechanism. 
  It is of fundamental importance to the under-
standing of the nature of a human being that we 
differentiate those aspects of his personality which 
vary because they depend upon the variable winds 
of doctrine and circumstance and those characteris-
tics which are inherently human, whether learned or 
unlearned. We call these General Images. We call 
them Images, since they are a subclass of Images, 
which we have defined as the centrally generated 
blueprints which control the feedback mechanism. 
We call them General to refer to their generality 
among human beings. We do not mean that they are 
inherited, but rather that there is so high a probabil-
ity that they will be generated that we may for the 
most part regard them as inevitable in the develop-
ment of all human beings. Consider an analog from 
 
 

a more random domain. Theoretically it is possible 
that a die might land, not on one of its sides, but on 
one of its thin edges. Indeed this occasionally 
happens if it lands against the wall or some object 
which supports it so that it does not come to rest 
on one of its flat sides. But generally speaking it 
can be confidently predicted that for all environ-
ments and conditions under which the game of dice 
is now played the probability of a die landing on a 
side rather than an edge is extremely high. This is 
not strictly an innate characteristic of dice since a 
human thrower is involved but it is an outcome of 
certain innate characteristics of dice and the rules of 
the game. 
  In the case of the human being, the fact that 
he is innately endowed with positive and negative 
affects which are inherently rewarding and punish-
ing and the fact that he is innately endowed with 
a mechanism which automatically registers all his 
conscious experience in memory, and the fact that 
he is innately endowed with receptor, motor, and an-
alyzer mechanisms organized as a feedback circuit, 
together make it all but inevitable that he will de-
velop the following General Images: 1) Positive af-
fect should be maximized; 2) Negative affect should 
be minimized; 3) Affect inhibition should be mini-
mized; 4) Power to maximize positive affect, to min-
imize negative affect, to minimize affect inhibition 
should be maximized. 
  That positive affect should be maximized is 
not self-evident, nor tautological. Positive affect is 
innately rewarding to the human being and, given 
memory and reason and the senses and motor capac-
ities, is a strong candidate for becoming an Image, 
a centrally emitted blueprint for activating, guiding 
and finally stopping the feedback mechanism. In 
other words, after some experience with the enjoy-
ment of positive affect it is highly probable that the 
human being will conceive Images, or purposes, to 
repeat such experience. Since he also almost invari-
ably will develop the General Image of minimiz-
ing negative affect, the maximizing of positive af-
fect may be grossly interfered with by a dominance 
of the second strategy. Such interference takes one 
of two general forms. Either positive affect is di-
rectly linked to negative affect so that delight, it is 
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conceived, will certainly end in hell, or it is in-
directly so linked. Thus it may be conceived that to 
strive too directly for positive affect is self- 
defeating, that the overly hedonistic or narcissistic 
individual is necessarily doomed to failure and mis-
ery and that enjoyment is at best a by-product of 
goal striving. We take this to be a more subtle form 
of the hell fire theory of the consequences of direct 
pursuit of enjoyment. 
  It is our argument that, despite possible con-
flict between the general strategies of maximizing 
positive and minimizing negative affect, the rewards 
of positive affect will necessarily generate a strat-
egy of maximizing positive affect; and that when-
ever one finds an attenuation of such a strategy it 
will be a derivative of a dominance of the second 
general strategy, of minimizing negative affects. In 
this case the individual dominated by the second 
strategy will argue against the first strategy that it 
is incompatible with the second. Some who so ar-
gue will conceive of the first strategy, maximizing 
positive affect, as an unattainable ideal, but some, 
particularly those who have internalized a negative 
affect such as shame, will regard the first strategy as 
a violation of the dignity of man, or some other con-
ception which guarantees that the pursuit of positive 
affect will produce shame and should therefore be 
surrendered as a general ideal for human beings. 
  Such debates are ordinarily conducted as if 
they were entirely independent of the affective basis 
of human reward and punishment and were based 
wholly on an objective account of human nature. 
It is our theory of value that for human subjects 
value is any object of human affect. Whatever one 
is excited by, enjoys, fears, hates, is ashamed of, 
is contemptuous of or is distressed by is an object 
of value, positive or negative. Value hierarchies re-
sult from value conflicts wherein the same object is 
both loved and hated, both exciting and shaming, 
both distressing and enjoyable. 
  The second General Image—that negative af-
fect should be minimized—is also neither self- 
evident nor tautological. Although there is a consen-
sus that human suffering should be minimized, and 
that those who so minister to others are blessed, there 
are numerous competitors of this general strategy. 
 
 

First are those conceptions of a general set of 
norms, in which norm violation properly calls for 
punishment and the suffering of the offender, on 
“objective” grounds that the moral norm inherently 
requires that the violation be punished. Second, fur-
ther suffering may be inflicted on the very basis 
of the second strategy, that because one individual 
hurt another (and thus maximized negative affect) 
the offender should suffer further negative affect. 
This conception may be further rationalized as be-
ing based on the need to minimize the general viola-
tion of the second strategy in society, or on the need 
to maintain society both as a guarantor of positive 
affect and a protector against negative affect. 
  Still another competitor of the second strategy 
is based upon a heavier weighting on the first strat-
egy. Eat, drink and be merry for tomorrow we die 
is one variant of this argument. Another is a deriva-
tive of the philosophy of love, to maximize positive 
affect is to minimize all suffering. Therefore one 
should turn the other cheek to suffering inflicted by 
the other in the hope that one will provide a model 
for the maximizing of love and the minimizing of 
hate. 
  Indeed one application of the second strategy 
is to return good for evil, since negative affect can 
only be increased by responding in kind. One of the 
paradoxes of these general strategies is the extent to 
which, historically, they have provided the founda-
tion for the attenuation of each other. 
  The third General Image is that affect inhibi-
tion should be minimized. This introduces a concep-
tion thus far discussed under affect dynamics only 
in connection with the inhibition of excitement. We 
have noted that the interruption of a child excited 
by a game ordinarily produces a concurrent dis-
tress as well as a heightening of excitement which 
may eventually produce a tantrum. This is a special 
case of a more general phenomenon. Let us sup-
pose that in the example above, the parent pursued 
the child further and forbade further excitement, 
further distress and further tantrum. The inhibition 
of the overt expression of any affect will ordinar-
ily produce a residual form of the affect which is at 
once heightened, distorted and chronic and which 
is severely punitive. A chronic negative affect is 
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obviously painful. A chronic inhibited positive af-
fect is also painful, since it leads to chronic distress 
or anger by the fact of inhibition or to chronic fear, 
shame, or self-contempt at the ever present danger 
of disinhibition. Sometimes such responses are sup-
pressed, sometimes they are avoided in the future 
by avoiding the behavior or circumstances which 
might reactivate them, but very frequently they per-
sist. Thus an individual may be distressed much of 
his life, but never overly complain or exhibit his 
suffering because of shame. He may be frightened 
much of his life but attempt to conceal this from 
others because of pride. He may be ashamed much 
of his life, but be too ashamed, distressed or afraid 
to admit this or what he is ashamed about. He may 
be sullen and angry continually but be too ashamed 
or afraid to express it overtly. Nor is affect inhibi-
tion restricted to the expression of negative affects. 
He may be all of his life incapable of expressing 
his excitement, sexual or otherwise, because he is 
afraid or ashamed to express these positive feelings. 
One of the most common forms of such affect in-
hibition is that in sexual intercourse in which the 
human suffers affect hunger and sexual frustration 
because he may not emit the moans and groans of 
the excited sexual animal. No less frequent, how-
ever, is the deadening of the sense of life through 
the more general inhibition of the overt expression 
of excitement. 
  Finally, the smile of enjoyment may also be 
chronically inhibited so that the individual responds 
to all others as though they were strangers towards 
whom he feels too shy. Indeed the reliance on alco-
hol is as much based on the release of the taboo on 
enjoyment, of tenderness and of intimacy as it is on 
the release of the affect of excitement or aggression 
or distress. Alcohol has historically played a prime 
role in the self-administered therapy of affect inhibi-
tion. Wherever alcohol is consumed, there one may 
find the smile of enjoyment and sudden intimacy and 
tenderness, the look of excitement and sexual ex-
ploration, the confession of distress and unashamed 
crying, the explosion of hostility in the unprovoked 
brawl, the violent intrusion of panic from long sup-
pressed fear, and the open display of shame and the 
avowal of self-contempt. 
 
 

  The phenomenon of affect inhibition, and the 
General Image of minimizing it, also creates con-
flicts with the strategies of maximizing positive af-
fect and minimizing negative affect. This is because 
the chronically suppressed negative affect produces 
what appears to be a quest for maximizing rather 
than minimizing negative affect. A person who has 
been unable to cry in distress, much of his life, may 
seek out opportunities to cry, e.g., in sad plays or 
movies, in the crying released by alcohol, or at fu-
nerals. He may in short want to cry and welcome 
the opportunity to do so. This appears to, and does 
in part, conflict with the maximizing of positive af-
fect and the minimizing of negative affect, except 
that it ultimately reduces the suffering which the 
suppression of the full expression of affect entails. 
Not only does chronic suppressed affect generate a 
wish for its own reduction, but also it generates a 
wish to undo and reverse the constraints which pro-
duced it. We will treat this under the conception of 
power, which is the final General Image. Chronic 
suppressed rage also will generate a constant pres-
sure for the expression of violence which may find 
outlet in the vicarious or direct enjoyment of box-
ing or wrestling or any aggressive sport. Chronically 
suppressed fear can push the individual to flirt with 
death, and to heighten rather than reduce his fear, in 
a variety of dangerous activities which make it pos-
sible for him to express overtly his fear and to com-
municate this to others. The practice of medicine and 
warfare are two arenas in which fear may be con-
tinually confronted. It was noted during the Second 
World War that many English neurotics undergoing 
psychoanalysis became remarkably symptom-free 
when the bombing of London provided at once both 
an outlet for the expression of fear and a way of 
reducing it in action. 
  Chronically suppressed shame also presses for 
expression and under alcohol one frequently hears 
full avowal of such feelings in the open expression 
of self-contempt. Intimate relationships sometimes 
begin in a mutual confession of feelings of inade-
quacy and shame. Indeed the test of another per-
son’s feelings may take the form of his reaction 
to the avowal of shame. One of the most critical 
changes in the nature of romantic love, that from 
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the honeymoon to the period of disenchantment, is 
marked by the mutual avowal of shame which is 
responded to with love and disbelief, followed by 
contempt for the other’s shame and inferiority and 
the defensive disavowal of one’s own shame. Ordi-
narily this happens when the idealized image of the 
other as perfect (despite avowal of shame and inferi-
ority) is shattered. Thereupon, love and respect turns 
into contempt, the honeymoon is over and one may 
no longer give expression to one’s own feelings of 
shame, since mutual respect has surrendered to mu-
tual contempt, and with the expectation of contempt 
every vestige of shame must be concealed. 
  Finally there is a General Image of power, or 
the ability to achieve any General Image. Because 
of his memory and his cognitive capacities and be-
cause he possesses a feedback circuitry, it is not long 
before the child conceives the general strategy of in-
strumental activity and of means-end competence. 
Whatever he wishes, he must inevitably generate 
positive affect about his ability to achieve his wishes, 
no matter what they may be, whether these involve 
the maximizing of positive affect, the minimizing 
of negative affect, or the minimizing of affect inhi-
bition. He not only wishes to experience excitement 
and enjoyment but he wishes to guarantee that he 
is able to maximize such experiences. He not only 
wishes never to experience shame or fear or distress 
or hostility, but he will eventually wish to guarantee 
that he possesses the power to minimize such expe-
rience. He not only wishes to express his chronic, 
suppressed shame or rage or fear or distress, but he 
wishes the power to enable him to do so. 
  We are suggesting essentially that the idea of 
God, omniscient and omnipotent, is a derivative con-
struct. Man first conceives the ideal of himself as 
all-powerful because he has wants which he can-
not entirely fulfill. He wishes to live forever, but he 
cannot. He wishes to experience the excitement of 
omniscience, but he cannot. He wishes to experi-
ence perpetual joy, but he cannot. Nor can he ever 
defend himself entirely from distress, from shame, 
from fear, from hostility. 
  If and when he surrenders the notion that he can 
help himself as much as he wishes, and also that his 
parents can, and that his society can, then it is a very 
 
 

brief step to the creation of a God who can and will. 
This is why all secular revolutionary movements 
must destroy the image of God and restore omni-
science and omnipotence to the state and to society, 
if they are to guarantee the complete commitment 
of the governed to the society and its governors. In 
earlier times the same end was attained by identify-
ing the state as the true embodiment of God, or, in 
pluralistic theologies, of the most powerful god. 
  This General Image may also come into con-
flict with the other general strategies. Nothing is 
more common than the self-defeating investment in 
the means to any end. Because all affects are even-
tually invested in the means to the maximizing of 
themselves, it becomes possible for the individual to 
reduce the quest for excitement in knowledge to the 
most unexciting kind of drudgery, distress and 
shame—drudgery to assure competence and shame 
lest it not be achieved. It becomes possible to con-
taminate the enjoyment of intimacy between par-
ents and children by attempting to insure the future 
competence and power of the child to evoke positive 
affects from others. It becomes possible to surren-
der the present enjoyment of family life to guar-
antee the economic future of that same family. It 
becomes possible to increase present distress radi-
cally by attempting to guarantee an invulnerability 
to future distress by “hardening” and disciplining a 
child. 
  This strategy, applied to the minimizing of af-
fect inhibition, produces the severest conflict among 
all the general strategies which govern human be-
ings. Consider an individual who has been shamed 
as a child for behavior which was at the time a 
source of excitement and enjoyment, for example, 
exploration, sexual or otherwise. If an individual is 
haunted with a chronic sense of shame for sexual 
exploration, then the idea of power becomes neces-
sarily tied to the violation of the constraints which 
originated the taboo. We have found abundant clin-
ical evidence that under such conditions sexual ex-
citement requires an exaggerated shamelessness or 
power to undo, reverse and deny the power of the 
other to evoke shame for one’s own sexuality. Such 
a one therefore becomes excited primarily by fan-
tasies in which he, or the other, or both indulge in 
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the most flagrant indecencies or humiliations and in 
which there is a reveling in shame. Other variants 
we have analyzed and will present in detail later in-
clude elaborate fantasies of omnipotence in which 
the sexual partner is a slave or a captive. 
  Sexuality apart, the strategy of power means 
that we must expect that all those who have suffered 
chronic shame must nurture a deep wish to humiliate 
the other, that those who have suffered chronic fear, a 
deep wish to terrorize the other, that those who have 
suffered chronic distress must nurture a deep wish 
to frustrate the other and those who have suffered 
chronic rage must wish to destroy the other. This 
strategy of retribution is a derivative, we think, of 
the more general strategy of power. An eye for an 
eye, because otherwise I alone am blind, and, if you 
are also blind, I am less so. 
  Any enforced suffering of negative affect 
which is denied overt expression, we think, will gen-
erate a power strategy designed to break through 
the constraints which enforced it. Such strategies 
may be interfered with by the strategy necessary to 
minimize negative affect, but as soon as this threat  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

is reduced we may expect the overt emergence of 
the power strategy. This is why revolutions charac-
teristically appear when conditions are improving, 
since these are times not only of hope, but of re-
ductions of terror for resistance to oppression. It 
is also why in the present world-wide revolution 
we may expect the emergence of counter-terror and 
counter-humiliation and counter-distress—to repay 
the former colonial powers for past shame, terror 
and suffering. 
  Although the General Image of power is a ra-
tional one when it is the maximizing of positive 
affect and the minimizing of negative affect which 
is involved, it will be irrational insofar as it seeks 
to throw off constraints which no longer exist. The 
child who was chronically frustrated by his parent 
may use an adult to seek to break through this con-
straint and frustrate his teacher or his government 
when in fact these are imaginary enemies. These 
imaginary enemies must conduct themselves with 
exemplary restraint if they are not to be seduced by 
provocative behavior into confirming the prophecy 
of the oppressed. 

 
 


