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Collective emotions: An introduction

Christian von Schevea and Mikko Salmelab

aFreie Universität Berlin and bHelsinki Collegium for Advanced Studies

When in 2011, thousands of Egyptians gathered on Tahrir Square in the heart of Cairo, they collectively expressed their anger, frustration, and contempt for Hosni Mubarak’s political regime. They did so by shouting, chanting, and gesturing which provided a sense of unity and determination beyond the protesters’ shared concerns about the future of Egyptian society. Collective emotions were part and parcel of these regular gatherings and ritualized activities. They were evident in the facial expressions, gestures, and written slogans of protesting citizens, they were documented and disseminated via broadcast media to millions of fellow Egyptians and an international audience not physically present on Tahrir Square, and they were rapidly orchestrated and reverberated through social media channels, in words and vivid images.

In 2006, during the FIFA World Cup in Germany, hundreds of thousands of football fans gathered at Berlin’s “Fanmeile,” the capital’s largest public screening site near the Brandenburger Tor to watch the matches of the tournament on giant video walls. As many as 750,000 participants collectively cheered and rejoiced when their supported team scored, were captured by ineffable tension when a game was at a tipping point, or found themselves in awkward disappointment and sadness when the match was lost for their team. Well beyond the crowds at public screening events, commentators, both domestic and international, diagnosed a transformation of German society through its hosting of the World Cup. Germany was said to have regained confidence, patriotism, and even national pride, as expressed, for example, through the massive display of German flags throughout the tournament. Although the pros and cons were heavily debated, this development was widely seen as promoting a “positive” image of Germany in the world—something that was hitherto unthinkable due to German history.

When Anders Breivik killed 77 people in July 2011, most of them teenagers at a summer camp on the Norwegian island of Utoya, he pushed Norway into a stasis of grief, sadness, and desperation that lasted for weeks, if not months. Although Breivik’s killings on the island had only been witnessed by a tiny fraction of the Norwegian population—the survivors and some police—the incident became known to almost every Norwegian and the rest of the world within hours after it happened via broadcast and social media. Sadness and desperation were not only experienced by those who had lost friends and family on Utoya, but also by people to whom the victims were unbeknownst in personal terms. On the one hand, Breivik’s killing spree was interpreted as an attack on Norway and its values and political institutions. It thus tended to affect anyone with allegiances to Norway and Norwegian culture. On the other hand, it was framed as an attack on humanity that violated deeply held beliefs and convictions widely shared across the globe.

These examples are but the most drastic and vivid instances of collective emotions in contemporary social life. They portray the many ways through which emotions can arise collectively and are shared by large numbers of individuals at the same time. As these examples show, crowds and gatherings, although most commonly associated with collective emotions, are only one site at which the collective properties of emotions can be identified. Equally important, socially shared beliefs and values, allegiances to groups of various kinds and size, media and communication, political strategies and discourse, as well as social and cultural practices all contribute to understanding emotions in collective terms.

For centuries, researchers and theorists in the social and behavioral sciences as well as in the humanities had a keen interest in collective emotions. The psychology and sociology of crowds and masses, in particular, assigned an important role to emotions in understanding crowd behavior (see, for example, Reicher, 2001). Gustave Le Bon (1895), and later William McDougall (1920), argued that the rapid and non-conscious spreading of emotions in crowds would undermine individual rational thought and automatically align the behaviors of individuals gathered in crowds. Le Bon thought that emotions and behaviors in crowds are contagious—much like a disease, largely irrespective of individual social or psychological characteristics—and constitutive of an inherently irrational group mind that emerges in a crowd. In a somewhat different way, Gabriel Tarde (1890) had theorized imitation to be at the core of collective emotional processes arising in groups. Interestingly, he had also distinguished between “the crowd” and “the public,” ascribing to the latter some “shared ideas” as emotive cores to collective experience that are disseminated by modern technologies (i.e., newspapers, at Tarde’s time) (see McPhail, 1991).

Likewise, other thinkers—first and foremost Émile Durkheim (1912/1995)—pointed out the importance of the social sharing of certain beliefs and attitudes in the emergence of collective emotions and behaviors. Durkheim, who in contrast to Tarde advocated a much more “holistic” understanding of social phenomena, contributed to shifting the view of collective emotions as arising from spontaneous crowds and anonymous masses to emerging within groups and societies and their normative and symbolic orders. He looked at the development of collective effervescence in group rituals, the term referring to “a sort of electricity [that] is generated from their [participants’] closeness and quickly launches them to an extraordinary height of exaltation. Every emotion expressed resonates without interference in consciousnesses that are wide open to external impressions; each one echoing the others” (Durkheim, 1912/1995, p. 217f). Importantly, Durkheim was also one of the first scholars to emphasize the positive social functions of emotions that become particularly evident in rituals. In his view, collective emotions imbue a community’s socially shared beliefs and values with affective meanings, thus making these values salient in everyday, mundane interaction, well beyond the immediate ritual context.

Durkheim’s works therefore do some justice to the critique that had been presented against Le Bon’s de-contextualized view of crowds that neglected critical cultural issues (see McPhail, 1991) and portrayed collective emotions as categorically ominous and detrimental to social order. Although Le Bon did account for issues of power and strategy in his analysis, these themes were most aptly spelled out by Nobel laureate Elias Canetti (1960) in his vivid descriptions of the strategic orchestrating of collective emotions by the Nazi regime in Germany. Like Le Bon, Canetti pointed to the “manipulative” potential of collective emotions in steering behaviors of many individuals in some desired direction, even if only temporarily. Yet, Canetti departed from the previous crowd theory in viewing crowds also as means of overcoming interpersonal distance and fostering equality between the participants (see McClelland, 1989).

The concepts, theories, and descriptive accounts offered by these thinkers alone already cover many of the different facets of collective emotions that are evident in the examples just portrayed. Many instances of collective emotions are elicited in physical proximity—in crowds and gatherings—but shared beliefs, norms, and values as well as a sense of group identity and belonging likewise play important roles. Collective emotions, like other kinds of emotions, do something to groups and individuals, they may urge people to collective action, promote solidarity and cohesion as well as demarcation and exclusion, and affect what people believe, desire, and value. Finally, technologies, in particular media technologies, can make crucial contributions to the emergence of collective emotions across individuals that are not physically co-present.

Although these—and surely other—seminal works have clearly and visibly put collective emotions on the maps of the research agendas of the social and behavioral sciences and the humanities, collective emotions have never quite moved to their center stages. They have, however, continuously played an important role in specialized areas of various disciplines long before the so-called “emotional turn” took place and individual emotions regained prominence in scientific endeavors. Ascribing emotions to social collectives rather than to individual actors has almost traditionally been the case, for example, in studies on conflict (e.g., hatred and resentment, Petersen, 2002; Scheler, 1912/2004), reconciliation (e.g., shame and guilt, Branscombe & Doosje, 2004; Gilbert, 2002; Scheff & Retzinger, 1991), or social movements and collective action (e.g., anger and pride, Gamson, 1992; Gould 2009; see also Goodwin, Jasper, & Polletta, 2001). Surprisingly, however, detailed conceptual analyses of what, exactly, collective emotions are, how they relate to individual emotions, how they are elicited, and what their subjective experiential qualities are, remain rare (but see of course the previous publications of many of the contributors to this volume for discussions of some of these issues). Likewise, empirical studies looking at the psychological and neurological mechanisms underlying collective emotions, at their individual and social functions, and how they are shaped and represented through media and discourse, are almost absent from the literature. In any case, they have not kept pace with related inquiries of individual emotions.

More recently, it seems that interest in collective emotions and related phenomena, such as emotional climates, emotional atmospheres, emotional communities, (inter-) group emotions, and circulating affects, has increased across many disciplines and discourses, in particular sociology, philosophy, social psychology, organizational psychology, political science, and social anthropology. This interest is most likely propelled by a more general upsurge in research on the social, cultural, and interpersonal aspects of emotion on the one hand (e.g., Ahmed, 2004; Parkinson, Fischer, & Manstead, 2005; Tiedens & Leach, 2004), and, more indirectly, by trends in philosophy and cognitive science towards refined conceptual analyses of collective entities (e.g., Searle, 1995; Tuomela, 2007) and the social and collective properties of mind and cognition on the other hand (e.g., Clark & Chalmers, 1998; Gallagher & Crisafi, 2009).

This volume seeks to re-invigorate and continue the heritage of collective emotions research in the social and behavioral sciences and the humanities by addressing pertinent and long-standing conceptual and theoretical questions, by linking collective emotions to the vast body of research on individual emotions, in particular approaches concerned with the social and cultural aspects of individual emotions, and by bringing together perspectives on collective emotions from a wide variety of disciplines. We have decided to structure the 28 chapters in this volume following a logic that proceeds from foundational conceptual issues to the micro-social and psychological mechanisms underlying collective emotions in face-to-face encounters, to the social relational context of collective emotions, their social consequences, issues of group- and intergroup-emotions, the role of social organization in collective emotions, and finally the importance of online social systems, in particular social media, for understanding collective emotions.

Section 1

The first section on conceptual perspectives focuses on foundational conceptual issues in research on collective emotions. The contributions outline and discuss different theoretical perspectives in understanding collective emotions, such as phenomenology, collective intentionality, the extended mind, and interpersonal rational patterns of reactive attitudes. Most of these perspectives have not yet been applied to research on collective affective phenomena. Moreover, these philosophical contributions lay the groundwork for connecting theoretical and empirical research on individual emotions with inquiries into collective affect.

Hans Bernhard Schmid argues that groups and corporations can have emotions because they have other intentional attitudes such as beliefs and intentions. By virtue of having proper intentional attitudes, groups have consciousness, and thus meet an important precondition for having emotions. Schmid suggests that corporate emotions are based on the plural pre-reflective self-awareness of shared affective concerns, and they are temporally slow rather than fast.

Margaret Gilbert then analyzes collective emotions on the basis of our everyday ways of thinking and talking about them. Gilbert argues that a special type of commitment—a joint commitment—lies at the base of collective emotions. This explains central aspects of the genesis and functioning of collective emotions including their role in the practical reasoning of the parties and in predicting their behavior.

Jan Slaby suggests that collective emotions are promising candidates for “extended emotions” even if affects and other qualitative states have not been previously analyzed within extended mind theory. Slaby’s revision of this framework draws from an enactivist understanding of emotions as affective, embodied engagements with the world that he supplements with the notion of a “phenomenal coupling.” It refers to the dynamic embodied experience of being affectively “gripped” by a process or structure in one’s environment, most notably in face-to-face social interaction.

Finally, Bennett W. Helm introduces a new understanding of collective emotions as emotional communities of respect. These are constituted of interpersonal rational patterns of reactive emotions, such as gratitude, resentment, approbation, indignation, and guilt. The patterns are interpersonal because in feeling a reactive emotion a person is calling on others to feel corresponding emotions, and their failure to do so is, other things being equal, a rational failure. Reactive emotions are simultaneously responses and commitments to the dignity of community members, and the proper response to dignity is respect. The capacity for reactive emotions can be acquired only from being a member of such a community of respect.

Section 2

The second section of the volume explores some of the basic physiological and psychological mechanisms and processes that contribute to the elicitation of collective emotions. These include neural mirroring, shared attention, facial mimicry, and emotional contagion, all of which relate to emotional behavior in face-to-face social interaction and close physical proximity. Although they refer mostly to dyadic interaction, they hold important implications for understanding larger-scale affective phenomena in groups and crowds as well.

Claus Lamm and Giorgia Silani identify different components that contribute to empathy as a possible basis of collective emotions. These include a sensory-driven component that entails an automatic experiential sharing of the affect of others, a cognitive component that enables the regulation as well as the deliberate elicitation of empathy by means of mechanisms such as perspective taking, and self-awareness and self-other distinction, which promote the empathic observer to disentangle vicarious from self-related emotional responses. Lamm and Silani review mechanisms underlying these components from a neuroscientific perspective and discuss how this might contribute to a better understanding of collective emotions.

Tobias Brosch explores emotional attention in social contexts. He points out that the rapid selection and prioritizing of social information is consequential to humans who live in social environments. Accordingly, signals about the emotional state, intentions, and interests of others modulate our attention and perception in social interaction. Here, Brosch focuses on two complementary mechanisms—attention capture by socio-affective information, and joint attention—and discusses possible implications for the elicitation of collective emotions.

Ursula Hess, Stephanie Houde, and Agneta Fischer then ask to what degree facial mimicry counts as an automatic motor reaction or a reaction modulated by social context, and how mimicry may contribute to the elicitation of collective emotions. They argue that social context information is crucial for the occurrence of mimicry and that mimicry predominately serves to signal affiliation between individuals or group members. In their account, facial mimicry therefore reflects not what the observer sees, but rather the other’s knowledge of others’ emotional state which might be critical for the emergence of collective emotions.

Mimicry is also an important aspect of primitive emotional contagion that Elaine Hatfield, Megan Carpenter, and Richard L. Rapson survey, highlighting its role as a precursor of collective emotions as well as in the social contagion of various mental and physical diseases and problems, such as allergies, obesity, reactions to chemical spills, and environmental hazards. Hatfield and colleagues thus make a more general case to conceive collective emotions as partly brought about by various processes of contagion.

Section 3

The third section brings together contributions on the social relational foundations of collective emotions. The chapters discuss the various ways in which the elicitation and experience of collective emotion is shaped by social and socially situated cognitions, such as social appraisals, thus reflecting individuals’ embeddedness in social relationships and networks. The contributions show how the linkage between cognition and social environment can contribute to affective convergence and the elicitation of collective emotion.

Ilmo van der Löwe and Brian Parkinson argue that one of the main functions of emotion is to align interpersonal relations. Therefore, social networks provide a useful framework for understanding emotions at different levels of sociality. This approach treats groups as empirically observed collections of individuals whose interpersonal relations with others come at varying levels of embeddedness. The authors maintain that the social network approach to social groups differs from traditional social identity and self-categorization perspectives in both theoretical and practical respects.

Martin Bruder, Agneta Fischer, and Antony S. R. Manstead then review evidence for emotional contagion and social appraisal as causes of collective emotions. They conceive of social appraisals as processes integrating information from others’ emotional expressions into one’s evaluation of a situation. Individuals will engage in social appraisal especially when they are uncertain about a situation and appraise others’ expressions as trustworthy and reliable information about the situation. Even so, the generation of collective emotions is a matter of the interplay between interpersonal bottom-up processes and top-down processes related to group norms.

Joel Krueger explores emotions as distributed processes in the construction of social niches, i.e., forms of engagement aimed at shaping one’s social environment to establish and negotiate relationships, to communicate intentions, and to tune into others’ thoughts and feelings. Kruger identifies material and ideational factors of social niches that support the emergence of emotions in both short and long terms. His argument draws from theories of distributed cognition and different strands of empirical work, such as developmental psychology.

Section 4

The fourth section discusses the social consequences of collective emotions. The chapters in this section highlight the role of collective emotions in the emergence, integration, and maintenance of social groups and communities. Several chapters also emphasize the importance of collective emotions in the formation and reinforcement of social identities. One particular challenge is how to foster emotionally felt collective identity in contemporary multiethnic and multi-cultural societies.

Janice R. Kelly, Nicole E. Iannone, and Megan K. McCarty focus on the functions of shared affect in small groups and teams. They observe that shared affect in groups is achieved through several mechanisms that include emotional contagion, social entrainment, emotion regulation, and impression management. They argue that, on the one hand, shared affect facilitates group activity by improving intragroup communication and encouraging group bonding. Yet, on the other hand, they suggest that shared affect may also be disruptive to group. Kelly and colleagues thus highlight the need for future research to identify both positive and negative consequences of shared affect in groups.

Edward J. Lawler, Shane R. Thye, and Jeongkoo Yoon theorize on how and when collective emotions emerge from social exchange and what role they have in creating cohesive relations and affective ties to groups. They argue that collective emotions emerge in social exchange relations especially when people infer that each other have similar emotional responses to their shared experiences of exchange. This is most likely the case when actors perceive that they are mutually responsible for the results of an exchange, and when actors attribute their individual emotions to the unit of exchange. Lawler and associates suggest that these processes can also operate in the absence of physical co-presence and emotional contagion.

Dario Páez and Bernard Rimé then survey the impact of collective emotional gatherings, such as demonstrations and rituals, on identity fusion, shared beliefs, and social integration. They point out that collective gatherings reinforce personal affects, social integration, and social beliefs, especially among those participants who experience higher emotional communion and fusion of identity with the group. Páez and Rimé argue that these experiences also enhance perceived collective emotions or emotional climate as well as increase agreement with positive shared social beliefs.

Joseph de Rivera then discusses the role of collective emotions in the formation of social identities. He holds that a sense of unity in society is largely achieved through collective emotions, as envisioned by Durkheim. This, in turn, would require different types of emotional cultures to unify diverse groups in more complex societies, such as modern nation states. De Rivera also identifies a conflict between the need for autonomy and the need for group membership. He suggests that the satisfaction of both needs in modern societies requires a new conceptualization of personal identity that is also capable of offering a social identity for a more global community.

Section 5

The fifth section highlights the role of social groups and social identity in experiencing specific kinds of collective emotions, most notably group-based or intergroup emotions. These emotions are experienced on behalf of groups or towards groups, and they emerge when individuals belong to or identify with social groups. A central issue here is the interplay of individual and group-based emotions in group and intergroup dynamics, in particular cooperation and conflict. Two distinct collective emotions, pride and guilt, are analyzed in separate chapters.

Devin G. Ray, Diane M. Mackie, and Eliot R. Smith propose an understanding of intergroup emotions as emotions derived from peoples’ self-categorizations as members of a social group rather than from individual definitions of the self. They discuss intergroup emotions theory as a framework for understanding these emotions and the bewildering variety and apparent senselessness of intergroup conflict and its expression. Ray and associates advance this theoretical framework as a useful perspective for understanding collective emotion, collective action, and intergroup relations.

Mark A. Ferguson and Nyla R. Branscombe then focus on collective guilt that individuals experience when their social group is perceived as having perpetrated immoral acts calling for amends for the harm done. The chapter reviews more than a decade of research on collective guilt in social psychology. The authors first describe the experience of collective guilt, as well as its origins in research on social identity and intergroup emotions, and then identify the major antecedents and consequences of collective guilt. Finally, Ferguson and Branscombe identify key limitations of existing research and highlight potential directions for future research.

Gavin Brent Sullivan discusses collective pride in groups such as organizations, communities, and nations. He first addresses skepticism about the existence of collective pride as a discrete emotion by highlighting the background features, precipitating contexts, expressive forms, and cultural importance of this emotion. Sullivan then discusses aggregative, network, and cultural models of collective emotions by looking at cases of positive group emotion generated in mega-sports competitions, social movements, and group conflict. The chapter concludes with defending, on conceptual and phenomenological grounds, the distinction between celebratory collective pride and negative forms of defiant and narcissistic collective hubris.

Finally, Eran Halperin surveys the role of collective emotions in creating, preserving, and resolving intractable group conflicts. He maintains that collective emotions play a pivotal role in shaping individual and societal responses to conflicting events. He also suggests that they contribute to the evolvement of social contexts that maintain the emotional climate and collective emotional orientation they previously developed. Halperin also discusses the mutual relations between long-term collective emotional phenomena and individual-level reactions to conflict-related events and introduces strategies of collective emotion regulation as possible paths for conflict resolution.

Section 6

The sixth section centers on the role of collective emotions in social organization and social movements. Several chapters in this section analyze collective emotions within ritualistic frameworks and practices that involve entrainment at different levels of behavior. A common theme in the chapters is the dynamic interplay between collective emotions as proponents of social change on the one hand, and the role of stable patterns of social structure and organization as a precursor of collective emotions on the other hand. Special attention is given to the different ways in which collective emotions figure in political action as well as to the relevance of emotional knowledge in religious life.

Randall Collins opens the section with an exposition of his interaction ritual theory. He defines interaction ritual (IR) as a causal mechanism by which variations in mutual focus of attention and rhythmic entrainment transmute shared mood into collective effervescence which in turn results in feelings of solidarity and respect for group symbols. Successful IRs are claimed to generate emotional energy for the participants whereas failed IRs reduce this energy. Individuals are motivated to repeat interactions that result in high levels of emotional energy and to avoid those that lower these levels. Collins suggests that the IR mechanism can explain differences in personality as well as behavior in political and social movements.

J. David Knottnerus continues in the ritualistic framework with an overview of his structural ritualization theory that highlights the influence of rituals, both religious and non-religious, on individuals’ collectively shared emotions and integration into groups. Shared attention, interactional pace, the interrelatedness of actors, and resources are identified as key factors of rituals that contribute to the development of shared emotional states and commitment to groups. Knottnerus argues that rituals and collective emotions can operate at different levels of the social order and may spread from one level to another.

John Protevi first introduces three conceptual issues associated to political emotion, the controversy between individualism and emergentism about the nature of collective emotions, the problem of how to scale interpersonal emotions to the group level, and entrainment. He then reviews works addressing these issues in the history of political philosophy, in contemporary feminist, “continental,” and cultural studies, and in scientific studies of political emotion and its relation to electoral politics. Finally, Protevi discusses a case study of political emotion to illustrate his arguments: military training that develops the emotional capacity to perform violent action for political purposes.

James M. Jasper locates emotions in interpersonal interactions that are shaped by cultural expectations, hierarchies, organizational commands, and formal and informal rituals. He suggests that these factors are capable of explaining the simultaneous generation of similar emotions across many individuals without the necessity to postulate some group mind or automatic contagion. In concluding, Jasper discusses the emotions of protest as cases revealing the mechanisms upon which emotion-aligning processes operate.

Finally, Hubert Knoblauch and Regine Herbrik discuss emotions that arise in enacting and celebrating religion and religiosity. They introduce the notion of “emotional knowledge” that refers to both knowledge gained via emotional experience and knowledge about emotions. They link both categories to the concepts of feeling rules and emotional regimes and suggest the notion of “emotional styles” to better understand the overt and enacted aspects of emotional knowledge. Knoblauch and Herbrik develop these theoretical arguments using an empirical case study in which they compare different religious emotional cultures.

Section 7

The seventh section discusses the role of online social networks and e-communities—and the social web more generally—in the elicitation and expression of collective emotions. Recent political developments have clearly shown the relevance of online social networks in driving social movements and social change. At the same time, these systems are a means by which millions of people express and describe their everyday feelings and emotions. This section brings together chapters dealing with the measurement, modeling, and large-scale effects of emotions in the social web.

Mike Thelwall and Arvid Kappas show how the expression of emotions in many-to-many communication networks can serve as a trigger for the elicitation of collective emotions which are increased or dampened by complex patterns of dynamic exchange. The chapter gives an overview of quantitative methods to automatically detect sentiment in social web texts and shows how these methods can be applied to large-scale studies of the social web. The chapter also includes case studies of sentiment analysis in Twitter, YouTube, and other social network sites exploring homophily and the role of sentiment in online discussions.

David Garcia, Antonios Garas, and Frank Schweitzer then present an approach at formally modeling collective emotional dynamics by analyzing messages of individual internet users in chatrooms, fora, and product review communities. They introduce various statistical methods and procedures of sentiment detection to reveal patterns in users’ online activity and emotional expressions. Their findings are reproduced by agent-based models in which agents’ emotional states are characterized by their valence and arousal which change according to certain stochastic dynamics. Garcia and colleagues demonstrate that agent-based models are capable of replicating empirically observed collective emotional dynamics on the internet.

Marcin Skowron and Stefan Rank propose to investigate the genesis and influence of collective emotions in e-communities by means of interactive computer programs that can monitor and participate in online communities. They then discuss application scenarios for such “interactive affective systems” that may extend the scope of investigating collective emotions both qualitatively, i.e., by engaging users directly, and quantitatively, i.e., by reaching out to users who usually do not voice in online contexts. The authors also provide an overview on implementing the computational awareness of collective emotions in the area of affective dialog management, from affect detection to user modeling, and discuss relevant experimental studies.

Finally, Funda Kivran-Swaine and Mor Naaman explore the social sharing of emotions in large-scale social awareness streams (SAS) such as Facebook and Twitter. Building on the observation that users frequently engage in the social sharing of emotions during interactions in SAS, the authors discuss whether gender is a relevant category that affects how users express emotions online and whether this is influenced by the audience that is addressed in communications. The authors support their arguments with results from a large-scale analysis of emotionally expressive language use on Twitter.

***

The chapters assembled in this volume touch on an exceptionally broad variety of issues related to understanding collective emotions—in different contexts, in terms of causes and consequences, from neurophysiological mechanisms to discourse and social order, and, obviously, from very different disciplinary standpoints. As editors of this book, we could have also opted for the opposite way, that is for selecting contributions based on their adherence to a specific understanding of collective emotions or on their disciplinary orientation. Although this would surely have its merits in terms of rigor and consistency, we chose not to do so—partially because widely accepted accounts of collective emotions are only beginning to take shape even within distinct disciplines—and to instead welcome and bring together the existing diversity of concepts and approaches. We think that this is an almost necessary exercise in a field that is of interest to so many disciplines, has a long heritage, and a broad societal relevance.

This being said, we hope that the volume will be useful to inform future theorizing and research in the sciences and humanities, as well as welcomed by students of affect and emotion in various disciplines. We would like to thank all authors who accepted our invitation to contribute to this book and joined this endeavor with enthusiasm and thorough professionalism. Without their dedication, the book would not have been completed in such a timely fashion. We also thank our editorial team at Oxford University Press, in particular Martin Baum and Charlotte Green, for their continued and much appreciated support. We are indebted to Boris Klein at Freie Universität Berlin for editorial assistance and for always keeping an overview of the project. Last but not least, we thank Klaus Scherer for encouraging us to pursue this project and publish it within the Series in Affective Science at Oxford University Press.
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Section 1
Conceptual perspectives


Chapter 1
The feeling of being a group: corporate emotions and collective consciousness

Hans Bernhard Schmid

University of Vienna

When Steve Jobs died on October 5, 2011, Apple Inc. quickly wiped the pictures of their latest products off their homepage and replaced them with a large and plain grayscale portrait of Apple’s cofounder, with nothing to read but the caption “Steve Jobs 1955–2011.” The portrait remained there for an entire week. The Hindustan Times headlined: “Apple Mourns Loss of Great Man.”

On November 16, 2010, one of Lockheed Martin’s newly developed F-22 Raptors crashed, killing the pilot. A spokesperson said in a press conference that while Lockheed Martin rejected all allegations that the product was “unreasonably defective,” “the company sympathizes with the [pilot’s] family for their loss.”

After Facebook’s failed initial public offering at the stock market in May 2012, a Facebook spokesperson was asked at a press conference whether the company was upset with NASDAQ’s handling of the matter. She did not deny that that was in fact the case.

In countless press conferences, mission statements, annual reports, and advertisements, business companies express their hopes, fears, worries, sympathies, regrets—and, of course, their highly developed and intensely felt concerns and senses of responsibility. Such companies present themselves as corporations with feelings.

Is it possible, in principle, for a corporation to have emotions, or are cases such as the ones listed here metaphorical or fictional? Received philosophy strongly suggests that groups cannot have emotions, because emotions involve consciousness, and groups do not have consciousness, even though some groups may have intentional states. This chapter defends the view that some groups have proper emotions with all the collective consciousness they involve. In the first section, it is argued that if groups have complex intentional states, they have to have consciousness. The second section discusses the idea of shared feelings, which is defended against some critics. In the third section, it is argued that some shared feelings are corporate emotions.

Is there nothing it is like to be a group?

Where the term “corporate emotions” is used in the received literature, it refers to emotions of individual employees that are regulated by the corporation’s normative structure (Flam, 2002). It is not considered in earnest that the corporations themselves may actually have emotions. This seems to be in tune with folk psychology. In an important study, Knobe and Prinz (2008) have explored whether or not people accept ascriptions of emotions or affective states (such as joy, regret, being upset, and depression) to corporations (business companies are used as examples) as “sounding natural.” The result is that people find these ascriptions sound “weird,” even though they tend to accept ascriptions of other mental states (such as decisions, beliefs, desires, and intentions) as sounding “natural.” Statements such as “Acme Inc. intends such and such,” “Acme Inc. wants such and such” are okay, yet statements such as “Acme Inc. regrets…,” “Acme Inc. feels guilty… ,” or “Acme Inc. feels depressed…” are not. People seem to think that corporations can have thoughts and intentions, yet it appears that they do not think that corporations can have emotions.

In their study, Knobe and Prinz tested people’s intuitions concerning fictional ascriptions of emotion to a fictional corporation: Acme Inc. is known not to exist (it is the fictional corporation par excellence in American pop culture). One wonders how Knobe and Prinz’s test participants would have reacted to actual expressions of emotions by actual companies such as the ones mentioned earlier. If it is believed that corporations do not really have emotions, what about the countless expressions of emotional concerns, grief, worries, hopes, etc. issued by corporations? Given the fact that many cases of corporate expressions of emotions cast the company in a particularly positive light (as highly reliable, fond of their customers, concerned about the interest of their customers, employees, and to the environment, etc.), an interpretation that comes to mind is that any such talk may just be taken to be bullshit in the Frankfurtian sense of the term. According to Frankfurt’s (2005) influential analysis, the bullshitter pursues a purpose that is not epistemic (he neither wants to speak the truth, nor does he intend to lie), and he says whatever seems to be conducive to his non-epistemic purpose. Business companies are usually assumed to pursue the purpose of profit maximization, and to be rather single-minded about that aim. Their expressions of emotions therefore may be seen just as a tool to be more effective in that regard (by means of appearing to be more sympathetic, more friendly, more “personal,” more reliable, more like us to customers, shareholders, authorities, etc.).

According to one influential view, however, the same point could be made about any expression of emotion. Solomon (1912–1916/1973) argues that emotion should generally be seen as choices made in the light of an agent’s non-epistemic purpose. Insofar as this is true, bullshit may just be what expressions of emotions really are. And even if Solomon’s view is too radical, he is certainly right in many cases. Thus there is no reason to treat individual emotions differently from corporate emotions in that regard.

In their study, Knobe and Prinz’s foremost interest is on determining whether or not folk psychology follows functionalist lines. The question is: do people intuitively conceive of mental states in terms of behavioral dispositions or not? This question provides the guideline along which Knobe and Prinz inquire further into the reasons for the disinclination to ascribe attitudes such as those of regretting or being upset about something to companies. Is it that people do not believe that companies may actually behave that way, or is it, rather, that people think that regret and being upset involves some qualitative experience, a phenomenal feel that companies, for lack of consciousness, do not have?

In a refinement of their experiment, Knobe and Prinz asked people how “natural” or “weird” they find the following statements: (1) “Acme Corp. is feeling upset,” “Acme Corp. is feeling regret”; (2) “Acme Corp. is upset about the court’s recent decision,” “Acme Corp. regrets its recent decision.” Both types of statements ascribe upsetness or regret to a corporation, but they do so in a different way: The first statement casts these states clearly in terms of phenomenal consciousness (“feeling”), whereas the latter emphasizes the intentionality of these states (what the attitude is “about”). The result seems rather unambiguous. A substantial percentage of test participants think that the intentionalist version of the upsetness/regret-ascription (2) sounds “natural,” whereas the overwhelming majority thinks that the phenomenal or consciousness-related version of the claim (1) sounds “weird.”

The conclusion that Knobe and Prinz reach is that the public’s reluctance to ascribe certain kinds of mental states to corporations is based on their belief that these states involve phenomenal consciousness, some sentience, some form of experiencing, and that there is simply nothing “it is like” for these corporations to be in those states. People are inclined to ascribe intentionality to corporations, but not consciousness. And in spite of all the efforts of some cognitivists who try to make conscious “feelings” appear as mere “contingent accompaniments” (Solomon, 1912–1916/1973) of emotions and focus on their intentionality, it seems clear that to folk psychology, the phenomenal dimension is essential to the emotions. It is essential for emotions that they are felt. And this is possible for individuals only, not for corporations—or so it seems.

Knobe and Prinz’s view of folk psychology is in tune with the predominant view in current philosophy of group agency. Many philosophers believe that groups, corporations, or other collectives may have mental states, but deny that they may have conscious states. According to them, groups are genuine intenders and believers, but they are not experiencers, and they have no phenomenal awareness to go with their attitudes. The following are three important accounts of group agency that in spite of all the differences between them agree on this claim:


Margaret Gilbert (1989) argues forcefully that there are intentional states that are a “plural subject’s” rather than the participating individuals’. These mental states are those to which the participating individuals are jointly committed “as a body.” Plural subjects have intentions and beliefs, but they do not, according to Gilbert, have conscious experiences.




Carol Rovane (1998, 2004) argues for the possibility of supra-individual persons with collective minds. However, she argues that all the consciousness there is remains strictly at the level of individuals. While supra-individual persons may have beliefs and intentions (“a rational perspective”), only individuals have consciousness.




Philip Pettit (2004; List & Pettit, 2011) argues that groups may have “a mind of their own,” but only some attitudes can be “collectivized”: beliefs and intentions can, perceptions and memories cannot, and groups are “not centers […] of sentience” (Pettit, 2004, p. 188) and do not have consciousness.



Thus the general view seems to be that even though some groups have a mind, in a literal sense of the word, there is nothing “it is like” for those groups to have or be in the intentional states in questions. The intentional states they have do not “occur” to the group, there is no “awareness” of “feel” to them, for the group. With regard to non-human collectives, Dennett has put this point as follows: “What is it like to be an ant colony? Nothing, I submit. […] What is it like to be a brace of oxen? Nothing (even if it is like something to be a single ox) […] there is no organized subject to be the enjoyer or sufferer, no owner of the experiences. […] There is no unity […] as the candidate subject” (Dennett, 2005). The point is not simply some lack of organization. In the human case, many groups are obviously organized in a rather sophisticated way. Rather, the point is that whatever unity there is in a group, it is not of the kind for which there is something “it is like” to be that group (cf., Sosa, 2009).

How plausible is it to assume that there are minds without any consciousness? It may seem that the claim is unproblematic, given the fact that mental states are sometimes ascribed to machines, and that unconscious intentional states are already accepted as a rather common feature of the individual mind, such as in the case of a belief or intention of which a person is not currently aware. But upon closer inspection, it becomes apparent rather quickly that this analogy is shaky. Just because individuals have some unconscious intentional state does not make it plausible that entire minds may lack consciousness. Granted that individuals believe and intend many things of which they are not currently aware, it seems rather obvious that these are parasitic cases, as it were. If we ascribe such states to individuals, we certainly do not do so independently of the question of whether or not the individual in question has any consciousness. Rather, it seems that it is in virtue of its having consciousness that non-conscious intentional states are ascribed. According to an apparently plausible intuition, a person’s belief that lions are subject to gravity, or that 5336 is an equal number, is ascribed to a person in virtue of that person’s disposition to form an according occurrent (conscious) belief when the question comes up. Insofar as this is true, the analogy between the group mind and the non-conscious part of the individual mind clearly fails, as the group mind is not assumed to be partially non-conscious, but rather a-conscious in its entirety. It lacks the property in virtue of which individuals, according to the conception described earlier, are ascribed mental states that do not involve consciousness. Yet the question is: what “mind” could somebody possibly have if nothing could ever occur to him or her?

The mind is not just an incidental overlap of consciousness and intentionality. Rather, consciousness plays a constitutive role for the mind. This becomes particularly obvious if attention is paid to the subjective character of consciousness that comes with the qualitative character. The qualitative character is the “feel,” the “experiential dimension,” the “what it is like” involved in consciousness. The subjective character is the feature in virtue of which consciousness involves some sort of basic self-awareness (e.g., Kriegel, 2009). The self-awareness at stake here should not be confused with the kind of self-reflection that occurs when somebody directs his or her attention to herself. Rather, self-awareness is pre-reflective (cf., Zahavi, 2005, based on accounts of self-awareness in phenomenology and the Heidelberg School). Where there is consciousness, there is “something it is like” for me, and this “for me-ness” is the subjective character of consciousness in virtue of which consciousness is self-awareness (in the early stages of development, the “me” may not be much more than the conscious state itself).

Consciousness (in terms of self-awareness) plays a crucial role in the constitution of the mind in several respects. First, it constitutes subjectivity, selfhood, or “ownership” of the mind. The way in which mental attitudes are an agent’s crucially depends on self-awareness. What distinguishes one agent’s attitudes from another agent’s is not necessarily in the way it is reflected in an agent’s behavior. After all, people often conform to other people’s desires. What makes an agent’s attitudes his own is that it is only of these attitudes that an agent can be self-aware.

Moreover, self-awareness is essential for the kind of unity that is constitutive of the mind. A mind is not just any random collection of intentional states. Rather, the states are what they are only within a mental framework. Undoubtedly, minds are prone to inconsistencies of any sorts of ways that do not prevent them to continue to exist as minds: people may have incompatible goals and contradicting beliefs. Goldie (2012) was certainly right in calling the mind the “mess inside.” But there are limits to inconsistency; there has to be some order at least in some areas, or else the mind simply breaks down, and ceases to be “a mind” in terms of a system of beliefs and intentions. Consciousness is essential as a feature that ensures and maintains consistency; it drives mental housekeeping, as it were.

If an agent thinks that p, but is confronted with evidence that should lead her to the belief that non-p, it is in virtue of the agent’s self-awareness that she cannot avoid seeing the inconsistency as her problem. There is nothing logically wrong with the statement “p is wrong, but I believe it,” or “p is bad, but I want it.” But it is not a viable position for a conscious being. A conscious being may disown some of her cognitive and conative attitudes—attitudes that he or she “finds” in his or her mind “against her will,” as it were. But only an owner of his or her mind can disown attitudes, and this involves the self-awareness of a conscious mind in virtue of which a mind’s attitudes are an agent’s commitments. Last but not least it is consciousness in virtue of which a mind can be focused on a topic, and have a sense of relevance, of what matters and what does not.

Considering the fundamental role of consciousness in the constitution of the mind (ownership, unity, relevance, commitment) raises serious doubt concerning whether the idea of a mind without consciousness makes any sound sense. It would be unclear whose “mind” such attitudes would be, it would not be unified and focused, and it would be unclear how anybody could be committed by that “mind’s” attitudes.

Shared feelings

Emotions are paradigmatic for consciousness because they normally function as fast tracks to ownership, unity, sense of relevance, and commitment. Emotions achieve in split seconds what would otherwise take too much time. There is no faster way to knowing what you think, to having an unambiguous and clear-cut sense of what matters, and to being ready to treat your attitudes as commitments than a pang of fear. Dennett (1984) illustrates this with the example of an artificial intelligence-empowered robot that receives the information that a bomb is going to explode in its hangar in 10 minutes. The robot integrates this information in its database and starts processing. The bomb explodes while the robot has just figured out how its leaving the hangar would influence the tea price in China.

A similar example is Little Red Riding Hood, who, on her visit to her grandmother’s lonely house in the woods, calmly and without jumping to any conclusions asks grandma all these questions about why she has such a deep voice, furry skin, red glowing eyes, clawed paws, and these long yellow fangs in her mouth. An agent who experiences a pang of fear has a decisive advantage over a careful reasoner. In fear, danger is in the focus of the mind, the perspective is organized around this focus—grandma’s cap on the wolf’s head and the tea price in China are ignored without thinking—and readiness to act is immediately established.

It may seem, however, that corporations or other group agents are usually much more like Dennett’s robot and Little Red Riding Hood than like individual human beings. How many ships or plains have crashed because the crew proceeded in a robot-like fashion and therefore could not get their act together? And how many companies, associations, armies, and even states have failed because even in the face of clearly visible imminent danger to their business, policy, or strategy, they have failed to take even the most obvious steps? In fact, matters seem even worse in the collective case. The robot remains an integral whole right to the end of its sad story; some group agents simply seem to disband in the face of danger, rather like the biblical herd of sheep that disbands by each member running his or her own way (Isaiah, 53, 6). Corporate thought, if it occurs, is “slow thinking” rather than “fast thinking” (Kahnemann, 2011), and this seems to back the case against corporate emotions. People can be shocked, surprised, or filled with a sudden feeling of joy, corporations can’t, their mind is simply too slow for that, and they lack the necessary perceptual apparatus.

True as this is, it would be a mistake to conceive of the emotions in general as “fast thinking.” Some emotions really are fast tracks to ownership, mental unity, relevance, and commitment; other emotions, however, are not. Anger does not only come in the form of sudden rage, there is also a kind of anger that emerges from a careful and slow evaluation and persists over long stretches of time as a grudge. Sadness is an emotion that does not usually come as a pang or any other sudden experience, and similarly for upsetness, guilt, or confidence. It is on such “slow” emotions that I shall focus in the following.

Gilbert (1997, 2002) has developed an account of “slow” group emotion; her paradigm case is the sense of collective guilt. There is much to learn from Gilbert’s analysis; however, there is one problem, and it is this problem rather than the many strengths of her analysis on which the following is focused. Gilbert leans heavily towards the cognitivist view that emotions (in her case: guilt feelings) are intentional states or judgments rather than “feeling-sensations,” even though she states this point (which she ascribes to Martha Nussbaum) with some caution: “[O]ne who feels guilt over what she has done must take what she has done to be wrong to some degree. Perhaps, then, such cognitions lie at the heart of the emotion. Perhaps specific ‘feeling-sensations’ are not essential, but only frequent concomitants” (Gilbert, 2002, p. 119). She then proposes to conceive of collective emotions in terms of joint commitments along the same lines proposed for the analysis of joint intentions and shared beliefs. In an earlier paper, Gilbert (1997) had conceived of collective guilt in terms of the members’ awareness of their participation in the wrongdoings of a group (feeling of “membership guilt”), and as affective evaluations of what the group has done. In her later contribution, Gilbert (2002) goes one step further, arguing that there is a genuine “collective guilt feeling,” which is the group’s rather than the individuals’. But as Gilbert does not conceive of the kind of unity that is a group in terms of a “center of consciousness,” this “feeling” cannot not involve any “pangs” or “twinges” or other phenomenal states felt by the group; there is no qualitative dimension, no “feeling-sensation” to the group’s attitude. Rather, collective guilt feeling is the state in which a group is jointly committed to feel guilty, as a body, but if there are any “pangs” and “twinges” involved in this, these are the individuals’, not the group’s. Insofar as the guilt feeling is really collective, it is no feeling at all. Gilbert’s account of collective emotion is really a combination of a joint evaluative attitude with some individual feelings.

Against Gilbert’s account, I have proposed an account of shared feelings (Schmid, 2009). The claim is that there is a sense in which it is literally true that when a group of people has an emotion, there is one feeling episode, one phenomenal experience in which many agents participate. Group emotions are shared feelings. Shared feelings involve some “phenomenological fusion.” They are “shared” in the strong straightforward sense in which there is one token affective state in which many individuals take part.

This account seems provocative in that it goes against the idea of conscious experience or “conditions of the soul” as “internal” to the individual, an idea that Augustine has introduced so forcefully into Western thought. This view leads us to wonder how we could ever know how another individual feels (De Trinitate, VIII, vi, 9). Successful as Augustine’s idea—or invention—has been, it should be mentioned, however, that it has not escaped Augustine’s own notice that individuals can be interrelated in such a way that their souls are actually unified in a straightforward sense of the word, and Augustine, in his Confessions, has one of the most touching descriptions of how there can be a fusion between the souls of individuals (Confessiones IV, vi, 11)—an idea that he applies to deep friendship as well as to short-term interactions (Confessiones, II, v, 10).

I submit that it is wrong to follow Augustine in his internalism only, and neglect his conception of strong sharedness. In the case of shared feelings—shared grief, worries, and joys—there is a sense in which it is simply not the case that “I can’t really know how you feel,” because my feeling is your feeling, or rather: my feeling isn’t really mine, and yours isn’t yours, but ours. Shared feelings are conscious experiences whose subjective aspect is not singular (“for me”), but plural (“for us”): it is plural self-awareness of a shared affective concern (for a somewhat more detailed account of plural self-awareness cf. Schmid, 2013).

My account is inspired by Scheler’s concept of “immediate feeling-with” (Scheler, 1912/1954), and it shares some aspects with an account of emotions developed by the German phenomenologist Hermann Schmitz, who argues that emotions are “atmospheres” which may span over several individuals. I agree with Schmitz concerning the idea of strong unity (one feeling-emotions, many participants). However, I disagree with Schmitz concerning the spatial nature of emotions, and I find his talk of “atmospheres” a misleading metaphor.

The claim that it is the feeling that unites the participants in a shared emotion has repeatedly been criticized in the recent literature. I shall mention some objections (1–4) in the following, and briefly sketch my reply.

(1) Konzelmann Ziv (2007, 2009) argues that feelings are conceptually body-related, and the self is individuated in the same way as the (human) body, and that the notion of “sharing,” as applied to emotions, does not involve any whole-part-ontology. My reply is that there are “psychic feelings,” too (Stocker, 2003), which are not located in the body, that the claim concerning the individuation of the self is far from evident, to say the least, and that any sharing, in a straightforward sense of the word, implies the part-whole-structure. Conceiving of group emotion as a whole to which individuals contribute their parts is indispensable to account for the distinctive feature of genuinely shared emotions, as opposed to “parallel” individual emotions.

(2) Krebs (2010) claims that phenomenal fusion implies that participants in shared emotions somehow forget that they are separate persons, and mistake their own experience for the other person’s. My reply is that even though phenomenal fusion is the experience of one plural self, the plural self, as plural, is a self that has more than one participant (the plural “we” is no singular collective “I”). There is ample room for awareness of interpersonal difference in phenomenal fusion, only that the differences in question are not of the kind of an unbridgeable abyss between monads, but rather of the kind of difference at play between different parts to a unified whole.

(3) Sanchez Guerrero (2011, forthcoming) is friendly to the claim that emotions involve feelings, but goes on claiming that “in order to make room for the idea that feelings are at the core of collective affective intentionality, we are not required to solve the problem of shared feelings” (cf., Slaby, 2012, p. 89). However, I do not see how Sanchez Guerrero’s proposal of “caring-with” effectively avoids shared feelings (nor can I see why Sanchez Guerrero thinks it should do so in the first place; I have addressed a list of potential worries against shared feelings, see Schmid, 2009). “Caring-with” involves a shared affective concern, and it seems that “co-carers” need to be pre-reflectively affectively aware of their concern as theirs for this concern to be shared. This is just what phenomenal fusion is. An affective concern is not affective if it is never felt, and it is not shared in the straightforward sense if it is never jointly felt as shared. Even at the most fundamental level of consciousness, the “what it is like” to be concerned is shared only if it is not “for me,” but “for us.”

(4) Salmela (2012) provides a particularly enlightened and careful analysis of shared emotion. I will focus on two objections he addresses against my view. Salmela does not reject the possibility of phenomenal fusion. However, he argues that no such experience is a necessary condition of shared emotions, that it is “elusive” where it occurs, and that it is incompatible with a reflexive attitude from the parts of the participants. “True enough, people may pre-reflectively interpret and experience their feelings as your or our, but such experience vanishes as soon as the ontological individual becomes reflexively aware of the feelings as her or his. This may happen any time during a fused experience, for, however initially interpreted as to its subject, I can always step back from my experience and recognize it as mine. This kind of veridical reflexive self-awareness dispels the phenomenological collective subject, for it seems impossible to be aware of oneself experiencing our feeling, except in an aggregative sense […]” (Salmela, 2012, p. 38).

Salmela is right on target in his emphasis on the importance of the difference between (pre-reflective) self-awareness and reflective self-consciousness; self-awareness is not “of” the self in the same way a reflective thought about oneself is “of” oneself; self-awareness is non-thetic or non-objectifying. In self-reflection, a person makes him- or herself the topic of his or her thoughts; self-awareness, by contrast, is the “subjective aspect” involved in any consciousness, be it reflective consciousness of oneself, or of something else. In many cases, self-reflection is about what I think, believe, and feel, and it is easy to forget that there are mental states of the plural form too, especially if one shares the Cartesian interest in infallibility. Taking one’s worry or fear to be shared by one’s group (“we fear that…”), one may be ignorant of the fact that one’s supposed partners have long become disaffected with the group, and do not participate in one’s worry. Or perhaps one is simply mistaken in the assumption that there are any others. Doesn’t this prove that the “real” subjective aspect of their consciousness is singular rather than plural, that is, that the phenomenal character of people’s experience is only for themselves, individually, and that any plural subjective aspect of an experience is only an elusive illusion, as Salmela seems to suggest?

The view that if you reflectively take your mental states (and especially your emotional feelings) as your own (singular), you are necessarily getting things right in a way you do not if you reflectively take your mental states to be shared (plural), does not seem convincing to me. It is true that my pre-reflective plural self-awareness of an emotional concern as ours may be mistaken—perhaps it turns out that our concern wasn’t ours really, but only my own (such as in the case when I realize that the person with whom I took myself to share an episode of joint attention is really a puppet). In that case, my implicit assumption that the concern is plural and thereby affects other participants is mistaken. But this relation to other individuals is not structurally different from the self-relation implicit in the case of “slow” individual emotions. There is no clear-cut distinction between errors concerning predication (what type of emotion is it?) and identification of emotion (whose emotion is it?). Take the case in which a person takes herself to have fallen deeply in love, only to find out a couple of days later that the feeling of love was really just a temporary infatuation, not love. Similar stories can be told for grief, guilt feelings, and sadness: what is reflectively interpreted as “deep sadness” may turn out to be just a momentary mood. In the case of “slow emotions,” you don’t really know what you feel because if you reflectively identify your feeling as one of love, grief, or sadness, you make assumptions concerning your future dispositions, which may easily turn out to be wrong. The implication of others in shared feelings as a source of potential mistake is not structurally different from the implication of future selves in individual feelings as a source of potential mistakes; this should not prevent us from experiencing and interpreting feelings as shared feelings. Just that we may be making mistakes does not mean we’re not in the game of actually sharing feelings.

I do not think that plural pre-reflective self-awareness of shared affective concerns is elusive in terms of being transitory, and a momentary, fleeting experience. I think it is quite ubiquitous, and a life without shared feelings would be possible only in extreme cases of autism, or perhaps psychopathy.

Another objection raised by Salmela is the following. In shared emotional episodes, people’s “contributions” differ widely from each other, depending on their position, character, and role in the situation. To take an example from my earlier paper, the joint experience of joy at the successful performance of a symphony involves an intense feeling of exuberant elation, as far as the conductor is concerned. The man at the triangle who has done nothing other than to hit his instrument once in the process will probably feel nothing of the sort, but rather a mild feeling of satisfaction, and similarly for the individual members of the audience whose contribution was limited to attentive listening. The feelings are different according to the participating individual’s particular concern within the shared project: the conductor’s particular concern is with keeping the various individual contributions together, while the man at the triangle’s concern may mostly be with his own small part only. Thus it seems that there are actually different emotions involved in the apparently collective case. Doesn’t this prove that the feelings involved in apparently shared emotional episodes are separate rather than joint, or “fused?” The feelings which participants in shared emotional episodes experience are parts of a whole in some way; however, the parts differ qualitatively from each other, depending on a wide array of circumstances.

To say that what individuals experience is really only “their part,” and does not extend to the whole to which their part is a part, is about as meaningful as to say that a student who shares an apartment with others really only lives in his own room and sometimes in parts of the kitchen and bathroom, and does not inhabit the shared apartment. Certainly, there are ways of sharing which consist in cutting the whole that is shared to pieces, thereby dissolving the whole to which the parts are parts. If people share a piece of cake, each participant enjoys his or her piece only, and by dividing it up the whole is destroyed; the participant’s concern is with their part de re, and not with their part as a part of the whole. Such sharing is distributive in nature. But the sharing at stake here is certainly not of this sort; an orchestra performance in which each participant is concerned with his part exclusively, and not with the whole to which it is a part, would certainly be a bad performance. The kind of sharing at stake here is of the participatory rather than of the distributive kind, that is, of the kind in which participation does not dissolve, but rather strengthens the whole to which the parts are parts. The parts are experienced and enjoyed as parts of the whole to which they belong.1

Imagine you are sitting in the audience of the symphony performance, experiencing the shared enthusiasm. All of a sudden, you come to realize that you are really alone in the room: the apparent members of the orchestra are really robots, and the people in the audience are puppets, and that the sound comes from a tape. It is not the case that all you do is to revise some background assumptions, leaving the phenomenal quality of the experience unchanged. Even though there is something identical in the “what it is like,” the subjective aspect in the consciousness involved is radically changed: the subjective aspect of the experience changes from the plural to the singular.

In the case of individual emotions, we are used to the idea that emotional episodes have qualitatively different parts (an extreme example is Kübler-Ross’ (Kübler-Ross & Kessler 2005) analysis of the “five stages of grief”). There is no reason to think that just because individuals having such an emotion actually go through qualitatively very different stages there is no one emotion at all. The same point can be made with regard to shared emotions: Just that the composer’s part in the shared feeling of joy is wild exuberance, while the members of the audience’s part is calm contentment does not mean that there is no overall shared feeling of joy. The differences between the feelings may reflect differences in the underlying particular concern. But just as the concerns have a part-whole-structure (each participant’s concern is with his or her part as his or her part, and thus with the whole in terms of a shared concern), so has the feeling.

Corporate emotions

Shared feelings are feelings had by individuals, not feelings had by a group. Thus any account of shared feelings may seem unsuited to make the case for the assumption of corporate emotions. The relation between a shared feeling and a genuine corporate feeling seems to be the same as between a genuine group intention and a joint intention: the joint intention is shared between the individuals, and is thus at the individual level, not at the group’s.

List and Pettit (2011) have made this point rather forcefully concerning the relation between shared attitudes and group attitudes, arguing that shared attitudes are really distributive facts about the single participating individuals, while group attitudes are genuinely collective in that they are, in a certain sense, autonomous from (and discontinuous to) the attitudes of the participating individuals, though they supervene on those attitudes, and on the aggregation function. List and Pettit seem to think that intentions and beliefs can be a group’s, but not affective attitudes. But why not think that in a group in which it is accepted that wherever this is possible without running into a discursive dilemma, the majority of the members’ attitude counts as the group’s attitude, and if the attitude in question is an affective attitude, the group thereby has the majority’s affective attitude? The answer seems to be that while a group can be organized such as to operate on certain assumptions and on certain goals, it is not possible to make groups “feel” in a certain way. There is no “autonomous” center of consciousness over and above the heads of the participating individuals in List’s and Pettit’s sense of the “autonomy” of the group agent. But as List and Pettit show themselves in the fifth and ninth chapters of their book, the autonomous group mind presupposes, under most empirical circumstances, identification of the participating individuals with the group mind. It is only if agents are disposed to somehow incorporate the group’s attitude in their deliberation as their own that group agency is stable. List and Pettit are rather vague about the question of what exactly identification, in this context, is supposed to mean; I submit that plural pre-reflective self-awareness is the answer to that question.

It is true that collective consciousness is not consciousness that is autonomous with regard to the consciousness of the participating individuals in the way some group’s intentions and judgments are. However, it would be a mistake to conceive of plural self-awareness as distributive; rather, it joins the participant to a mental whole. Plural self-awareness of shared affective concerns is not anything single individuals have for themselves, distributively; it is something they have together, collectively, and that unites them to a self that is plural rather than singular. In the sense of plural selfhood, corporations can have emotions, and they can have emotions in terms of phenomenal states, or feelings.

Even if the philosophical worries can be dispelled, one problem remains: what about the evidence from experimental philosophy? Remember Knobe and Prinz’s result that ascriptions of feelings to groups are not backed up by ordinary intuition. It is certainly true that this is not per se a philosophical argument; common sense may not always be right, and a revisionary metaphysics of group consciousness may be necessary on philosophical grounds. Yet it is certainly uncomfortable to argue for a position that seems to be in so fundamental a disagreement with ordinary intuitions about the nature of corporations. In that respect, however, I think that more recent work on the matter shows rather convincingly that the jury is open on the question of the folk psychology of corporations, to say the least. The following are only a few reassuring arguments and findings. Arico (2010) points out an important problem in Knobe and Prinz’s study. Knobe and Prinz showed that the majority of people find statements such as “Acme Corp. is feeling upset,” “Acme Corp. is feeling regret” to sound “weird,” but judge statements such as “Acme Corp. is upset about the court’s recent decision,” “Acme Corp. regrets its recent decision” to be “natural,” concluding that it is really the element of “feeling” which people are disinclined to attribute to corporations. However, the difference that really makes the difference may well be the amount of contextual information given in the two kinds of statements. Perhaps the “feeling” version would have been found much more “natural” if some information had been given as to what the ascribed feeling was all about. Perhaps folk psychology is not so averse to the idea of collective consciousness after all (cf., Arico, Fiala, Goldberg, & Nichols, 2011).

More importantly, Huebner, Bruno, and Sarkissian (2010) have carried out philosophical experiments providing strong evidence “that the intuition that there is nothing that it’s like to be a collectivity is culturally specific rather than universally held,” and that it is in fact “a product of Western cultural heritage.” Huebner et al. (2010) compared experimental results from the US with results from Hong Kong, and even though Hong Kong may be considered highly westernized, a striking result is that the difference between the inclination of ascriptions of phenomenal states to individuals and to collectives was much lower in Hong Kong than in the US. The strong disinclination to ascribe phenomenal states to “Acme Corp.,” as found by Knobe and Prinz, may just reflect an obvious fact: in the way “we” conceive of the role of business companies in our lives, we do not assume that people identify with their corporations in such a way as to be plurally self-aware of affective business concerns. Or, to put it more colloquially: we are not the company for which we work. As far as this fact about the social role of corporations in our lives is true, it may well be that talk of corporate emotions is just corporate bullshit. But this is a question of culture, not a question about the metaphysics of the mind. Our corporations may not be the kind of group that can have emotions. But this does not prove against the possibility of genuine corporate emotion.

Acknowledgments

An earlier version of this chapter was presented in August 2012 at the Conference for Collective Intentionality VIII in Manchester, UK. I am grateful to Jan Slaby and to the editors of this volume for suggestions and criticism.

References

Arico, A. (2010). Folk psychology, consciousness, and context effects. Review of Philosophy and Psychology, 1(3), 371–393.

Arico, A., Fiala, B., Goldberg, R., & Nichols, S. (2011). The folk psychology of consciousness. Mind & Language, 26(3), 327–352.

Dennett, D. C. (1984). Cognitive wheels: the frame problem in AI. In C. Hookway (Ed.), Minds, Machines, and Evolution: Philosophical Studies (pp. 129–152). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Dennett, D. C. (2005). What do you believe is true even though you cannot yet prove it? In J. Brockman (Ed.), Edge, The World Question Center. Retrieved from: <www.edge.org/q2005/q05_10.html>.

Flam, H. (2002). Corporate emotions and emotions in corporations. In J. Barbalet (Ed.), Emotions and Sociology (pp. 90–112). Oxford: Blackwell Publishing.

Frankfurt, H. (2005). On Bullshit. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Gilbert, M. (1989). On Social Facts. London: Routledge.

Gilbert, M. (1997). Group wrongs and guilt feelings. The Journal of Ethics, 1, 65–84.

Gilbert, M. (2002). Collective guilt and collective guilt feelings. The Journal of Ethics, 6, 115–143.

Goldie, P. (2012). The Mess Inside. Narrative, Emotion, and the Mind. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Huebner, B., Bruno, M., & Sarkissian, H. (2010). What does the nation of China think about phenomenal states? Review of Philosophy and Psychology, 1(2), 225–243.

Kahnemann, D. (2011). Thinking Fast and Slow. New York, NY: Farrar, Straus & Giroux.

Knobe, J., & Prinz, J. (2008). Intuitions about consciousness: experimental studies. Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, 7, 67–83.

Konzelmann Ziv, A. (2007). Collective guilt feeling revisited. Dialectica, 61(3), 467–493.

Konzelmann Ziv, A. (2009). The semantics of shared emotion. Universitas Philosophica, 26(52), 81–106.

Krebs, A. (2010). Vater und Mutter stehen an der Leiche des geliebten Kindes. Allgemeine Zeitschrift für Philosophie, 35(1), 9–43.

Kriegel, U. (2009). Subjective Consciousness. A Self-Representational Theory. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Kübler-Ross, E. & Kessler, D. (2005). On Grief and Grieving. New York, NY: Scribner.

List, C., & Pettit, P. (2011). Group Agents. The Possibility, Design and Status of Group Agents. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Pettit, P. (2004). Groups with minds of their own. In F. Schmitt (Ed.), Socializing Metaphysics (pp. 167–193). New York, NY: Rowman and Littlefield.

Rovane, C. (1998). The Bounds of Agency. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Rovane, C. (2004). What is an agent? Synthese, 140, 181–198.

Salmela, M. (2012). Shared emotions. Philosophical Explorations: An International Journal for the Philosophy of Mind and Action, 15(1), 33–46.

Sanchez Guerrero, A. (2011). Gemeinsamkeitsgefühle und Mitsorge. In J. Slaby, A. Stefan, H. Walter, & S. Walter (Eds.), Affektive Intentionalität. Beiträge zur welterschließenden Funktion der menschlichen Gefühle (pp. 252–282). Paderborn: Mentis.

Sanchez Guerrero, A. (forthcoming). Feelings of being together and caring-with. Unpublished manuscript.

Scheler, M. (1954). The Nature of Sympathy. New York, NY: Routledge and Kegan. (Original work published 1912)

Scheler, M. (1973). Formalism in Ethics and Non-Formal Ethics of Values: A New Attempt toward the Foundation of an Ethical Personalism. Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press. (Original work published 1912–1916)

Schmid, H. B. (2009). Plural Action. Essays in Philosophy and Social Science. Hamburg: Springer.

Schmid, H. B. (2013). Plural self-awareness. Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences. Advance online publication. doi:10.1007/s11097-013-9317-z

Slaby, J. (2012). Matthew Ratcliffes phänomenologische Theorie existenzieller Gefühle. In A. Schnabel & R. Schützeichel (Eds.), Emotionen, Sozialstruktur und Moderne (pp. 75–91). Wiesbaden: Springer.

Solomon, R. (1973). Emotions and choice. The Review of Metaphysics, 27(1), 20–41.

Sosa, D. (2009). What is it like to be a group? Social Philosophy and Policy, 26, 212–226.

Stocker, M. (2003). The irreducibility of affectivity. In R. Solomon (Ed.), What Is an Emotion? Classic and Contemporary Readings (pp. 258–264). New York, NY: Oxford University Press.

Zahavi, D. (2005). Subjectivity and Selfhood. Investigating the First Person Perspective. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.


Chapter 2
How we feel: understanding everyday collective emotion ascription

Margaret Gilbert

University of California, Irvine

In everyday life people frequently ascribe emotions of various kinds to “us” or “them.” Here are some examples of the kind of statement I have in mind:

We are very excited!

We feel terrible about what happened.

We feared the worst.

We kept hoping things would get better.

We are truly angry.

Those who say such things may sometimes intend them to be elliptical for “We are both so excited!” or “We are all so excited!” and so on. I take it, however, that much of the time what is intended by the speaker is what seems to be intended: the ascription of an emotion to us, not to “me, on the one hand, and him, on the other” or the like.1 For the sake of a label I refer to such statements, under the latter interpretation, as collective emotion ascriptions.

To which presumed states of the world are collective emotion ascriptions intended to refer? The easy answer is that “We are very excited,” refers to our being very excited, and so on. The question of this paper is: Can we go further than this unexceptionable but unhelpful explanation? In other terms, can we say more about collective emotions as they are conceived of in everyday thought and talk?2 After some preliminary remarks intended both to clarify and justify the question, a positive answer is offered, and some consequences of the existence of collective emotions according to that answer are considered.3

Preliminaries

Collective emotions and collectivities

Consider the following statements:

The football team is so excited!

Our family feels terrible about what happened.

The department feared the worst.

The couple kept hoping things would get better.

The union was very angry.

How do these relate to the previous list? One who says “We are excited,” if asked who “we” are, may well say, for instance, “the football team.” More generally, he (or she) may invoke a familiar collectivity concept. Nonetheless, it is possible to say of oneself and one or more other people “We are excited” without there being any familiar collectivity concept to invoke in answer to the question. Thus, if asked who “we” are, one’s best answer may be “she and I,” or “These people and I.” Or one may best say something like “the people in this room,” “those living in this territory,” and so on. Here one specifies the people in question by reference to some quality they share. For this reason the items in the first list can be taken to exemplify the most basic type of collective emotion ascription.

The point just made does not speak to the question whether a collective emotion is always the emotion of a collectivity, whether or not that collectivity is of an already recognized kind. It may seem, indeed, that if I can properly ascribe an emotion to us, then we constitute a collectivity, a collective “we.” I return to this point in due course.

Collective emotions and descriptive social science

One may wonder how useful the pursuit of the question of this paper can be for social scientific purposes. To amplify this concern I distinguish between the descriptive and the interpretive aspects of social science.4 Roughly speaking, descriptive social science attempts to describe how things are in the social world; interpretive social science attempts to describe how the participants in that world think about it. To that end interpretive social science needs to understand the participants’ concepts.

How things are in the social world includes the thoughts and concepts people have, so descriptive social science has a broader purview than interpretive social science. Within descriptive social science, however, one can always ask: Are these thoughts true? Do these concepts apply to anything in the world?

If the concepts with which people operate fail to apply to anything in the world, they may still be of great interest. Indeed, their existence will call for explanation. They will not, however, be acceptable for descriptive purposes that go beyond those of interpretive social science (cf. Weber, 1964).

One may wonder about the utility of understanding collective emotion ascriptions for the purposes of descriptive social science in particular. One will do so if one holds that, considering human beings and the groups they constitute, only individual human beings can have emotions. I now briefly consider what may prompt this thought.

Collective emotions, individualism about consciousness, and the emotion thesis

Suppose one accepts the thesis I shall call individualism about consciousness. This thesis runs roughly thus: Considering individual human beings and the groups they constitute, only the former are conscious or have their own states of consciousness or phenomenological states, where a group’s state of consciousness would be independent of the states of consciousness of its individual members. This, it may be alleged, means that only individual human beings can have emotions.

Whether or not the point about emotions follows from individualism about consciousness depends on what emotions are. Many will find appealing the emotion thesis: To have a specific emotion is at least in part to be in a particular state of consciousness. That is, for a particular being to have a specific emotion is for that very being to be in a particular state of consciousness. Given the emotion thesis, it would seem that for a group to have an emotion would be for there to be an associated state of consciousness of its own.

Given both the emotion thesis and individualism about consciousness, it appears that collective emotions are impossible. Some such line of reasoning may have led such philosophers as Christopher Kutz (2001) to dismiss the possibility of, as he puts it, “collective affective states” (p. 196).

Evaluating the emotion thesis

Is the emotion thesis true? One can see this as essentially a matter of definition of the word “emotion.” Definitions can be reportive—answering, for instance, to current everyday usage—or stipulative, in which case the definition is likely to be geared to a specific purpose.

Suppose one seeks a reportive definition of “emotion” that is sensitive to everyday usage. Suppose, further, that one accepts individualism about consciousness. Then the emotion thesis is hard to sustain in light of the prevalence of collective emotion ascriptions—statements that ascribe emotions to us rather than to me, on the one hand, and you on the other.

People who make collective emotion ascriptions do not generally see themselves as speaking in a fanciful or humorous fashion. There are no implicit scare quotes as in “We feared the worst,” or, for that matter “We feared the worst.” They cannot therefore be discounted on such grounds.

If individualism about consciousness is correct, and if you and I can have an emotion that is ours, rather than mine, on the one hand, and yours, on the other, then it is not the case that one must be in a particular state of consciousness oneself in order to have an emotion. That is to say, the emotion thesis is false.

This does not rule out the appropriateness for some purposes of a stipulative definition of “emotion” that allows for the truth of the emotion thesis. If one’s focus is on the emotions of individual human beings in particular, it may be reasonable stipulatively to define an “emotion” as something tied to its possessor’s possession of a particular conscious state. I speak cautiously here, since the extent to which the emotions of an individual necessarily involve his or her conscious states is a matter of debate.

People may tend to assume that the emotions of individuals are centrally a matter of sensation-like conscious experiences or, as I shall label them, feeling-sensations. Thus one who, as we put it, “feels remorse” may be presumed to experience “pangs” of remorse. One who says “I was jealous” may be supposed to have experienced the “sting” of jealousy. One who is afraid may be assumed to feel the “cold hand” of fear. And so on.

Even if one is not inclined to assume that something sensation-like is central, one may assume that to each emotion corresponds a specific phenomenological state, so that, for instance, to be afraid is to be in the grip of a particular kind of experience, or, as I shall put it here, in the grip of a particular feeling.

Among philosophers who have focused on the emotions with reference to the individual case, however, several have argued that particular feeling-sensations or, more generally, feelings, are not central to the constitution of a given emotion. They may not even be considered essential.

Focusing on the discourse of everyday life, John Dewey (1985, pp. 16–17) writes:


When we say that John Smith is very resentful at the treatment he has received, or is hopeful of success in business, or regrets that he accepted a nomination for office, we do not simply, or even chiefly, mean that he has a certain ‘feel’ occupying his consciousness. We mean he is in a certain practical attitude, has assumed a readiness to act in certain ways.



Several of Dewey’s various statements about what “we mean” in the discussion from which I quote refer exclusively to dispositions to act in certain ways. Theorists writing more recently have also questioned the centrality of both feeling-sensations and feelings to the emotions of individuals.5

There is no need to take a stand on this issue for present purposes. I mention it simply to show that even in the case of individuals the role of particular conscious states in the constitution of emotions has been subject to debate.

A pressing question of independent interest

Evidently the nature of emotions in the individual case has long been discussed, sometimes in an attempt to track the referents of everyday ascriptions of emotions to individuals. The project of seeking a general reportive definition of emotion that covers both ascriptions of emotion to individual human beings and collective emotion ascriptions has not received such attention. Nor has the question: To what states of affairs “on the ground” do everyday collective emotion ascriptions refer?

The last question is of independent interest. One may not be concerned to develop a general reportive definition of the kind just mentioned. One may simply want better to understand everyday collective emotion ascriptions. Apart from anything else, they may direct one to a significant phenomenon whose existence may otherwise be overlooked. Going back to concerns mooted earlier, they may direct one to a phenomenon that descriptive social science, for one, will ignore at its peril.

Summative accounts: a caution

Before entering the question of the referent of collective emotion ascriptions or, more briefly, the nature of collective emotions, I should emphasize the following.

Suppose one assumes that everyday collective emotion ascriptions do not implicitly deny individualism about consciousness. This does not imply any particular account of collective emotions. Nor can any account of the referents of everyday collective emotion ascriptions beyond the purely trivial be taken for granted.

In particular, if someone says “We are very excited about this news!” when this is not elliptical for “Each of us is very excited about this news!,” one cannot assume without argument that, nonetheless, the situation he is referring to just is each one’s being very excited about the news in question, or even that it includes that situation. In technical terminology I have used elsewhere, one cannot assume without argument the correctness of a summative account of collective emotions. (Gilbert, 1989, ch. 5, takes the term “summative” from Quinton, 1975.)

There is more than one type of summative account that might be offered. One is the simple account according to which a group has emotion E if and only if each of its members has emotion E. Another is that a group has emotion E if and only if each member has emotion E and this is common knowledge in the group. More complex summative accounts may also be offered. (Gilbert, 1989, ch. 5, considers several potential summative accounts of collective belief.)

That collective emotions can be given some form of summative account may be a natural assumption. (It finds expression in, e.g., Quinton, 1975.) That does not mean that the correct account is a summative one.6 Any account of collective emotions needs to be justified. More precisely, one needs to justify one’s account of the referents of everyday collective emotion ascriptions by appeal to the kinds of context in which such ascriptions are commonly made and by the implications that those who make them attribute to them.7 This will be my procedure in what follows.

Toward an account of collective emotions

Some bases for a collective emotion ascription

Consider the following imaginary discussion:

Alice (speaking excitedly to Ben and Chris): “Stella won the prize!”

Ben (also in an excited tone): “Wow!”

Chris: “That’s terrific!”

This might be extended as in:

Ben: “She’s worked so hard for this!”

Alice: “She really deserves it.”

Chris: “It’s definitely matter for celebration!”

There may also be further related non-verbal behavior such as:

Alice smiles broadly.

Ben and Chris exchange a “high five.”

In any of these increasingly complex contexts Alice, Ben, or Chris may well feel comfortable making the collective emotion ascription: “We are excited by the news about Stella.” Indeed, at least on the face of it, any one of them would be right to say this.

No one need actually say “We are excited,” for it to be true. Nor would the involvement of words be necessary to justify the collective emotion ascription, given the initial announcement or some other happening that serves the same purpose. For instance, Stella comes into the room carrying the prize. The occurrence of appropriate non-verbal behavior would be enough.

What general description should we give of contexts such as these that suffice to establish a particular collective emotion? It will be easier to say with some further data in mind. The data on which I focus here concern the ways in which two or more of the people in question might speak to one another after the establishment of their collective emotion. I call these people the parties to the collective emotion.

Behavior in the context of collective emotions

Suppose that on the basis of verbal and non-verbal interchanges such as those just envisaged, Alice, Ben, and Chris understand themselves to be collectively excited about Stella’s prize. Alice, Ben, and Chris remain together and talk about something else. Alice suddenly looks gloomy and angrily bursts out “Why did Stella have to win another prize!”

Such an outburst is clearly not expressive of excitement over Stella’s prize. It is therefore not in the spirit of the collective emotion in question. It may well surprise the others. They are likely to act, however, as if more than a failed prediction is at issue.

They may well feel that Alice is doing something wrong: that Alice should not be speaking like this. Indeed, they may well feel that she owed it to them not to do this. They may, in other terms, feel offended against. Thus Ben or Chris might well say, in a rebuking tone, “How can you say that?” or simply “What?” They will take it for granted that they have the standing to rebuke Alice for failing to act in ways expressive of excitement over Stella’s prize.

There is an important family of concepts involved here. To introduce some elements not yet in play in the foregoing discussion, if one has the standing to rebuke someone for doing x, there is some other action that one has the standing to demand, one precluded by one’s doing x.8 If one has the standing to demand some action, then one has a right to that action, and the addressee of the demand has an obligation to perform it, a directed obligation, directed toward oneself. In terms previously invoked, this person owes one the action. (For further discussion with an emphasis on rights, see Gilbert, 2012.)

A satisfactory account of collective emotions will account for the fact that the parties have the standing to rebuke one another for behavior that is not in the spirit of the collective emotion, and all of the accompanying standings, rights, and obligations just mentioned. To put the point more briefly: an adequate account of collective emotions generally will satisfy the obligation criterion.

This immediately shows that both the simple summative account of collective emotions and the summative account with common knowledge are inadequate. For the conditions they posit do not suffice to satisfy the obligation criterion.

It also suggests that the establishment of a collective emotion involves something like an agreement. (Gilbert, in press, discusses the connection between collective or “shared” intentions (what we intend) and agreements.) As to the nature of agreements themselves, there is reason to think that at the core of any completed agreement or promise is a special type of commitment—a joint commitment. (See, e.g., Gilbert, 2006, ch. 10; Gilbert, 2013b, ch. 13.)

The same goes for many central social phenomena other than agreements and promises. These include collective goals, beliefs, and values. (On collective goals see, e.g., Gilbert, 2006, chs. 6 and 7; on collective beliefs see Gilbert, 1989, ch. 5, also Gilbert, 2013b, chs. 6 and 7; on collective values see Gilbert, 2013b, ch. 8.) All involve standings, rights, and obligations of the sort at issue in the case of collective emotions. Given these points, the idea of an account of collective emotion in terms of joint commitment suggests itself.

A joint commitment account of collective emotion

In what follows I first set out the account I have in mind, then explain the technical terms involved. The core of any joint commitment account of collective emotion is of the following general form, where “E” stands for the emotion in question:


Persons X, Y, and so on, (or: members of population P) are collectively E if and only if they are jointly committed to be E as a body.



Thus a joint commitment account of collective excitement, for instance, would run:


Persons X, Y, and so on, are collectively excited if and only if they are jointly committed to be excited as a body.



There are several technical terms to explain here. The first is what I mean by “joint commitment.” I discuss it copiously in, e.g., Gilbert, 2006, ch. 7, and in Gilbert, 2013b, especially in ch. 2. What follows should suffice for present purposes.

I start by saying something about the general notion of commitment at issue. To be committed to doing something, A, in the broadest applicable sense is to have sufficient reason to A, where this means that one would be wrong not to do A, all else being equal.9 In other terms, one would be acting in error if one did not do A. Thus being committed is a normative rather than a psychological matter.

It is important to emphasize that in saying one would be wrong or be acting in error if one did not A, I do not mean that one’s action would, necessarily, be morally wrong. On some plausible conceptions of moral wrongness it may not be.

An example of the relevant kind or error in action is that made possible by a personal decision, such as Dina’s decision to call Joe this evening. I take it if that Dina makes this decision, and does not later change her mind, she is committed, in the sense just described, to calling Joe this evening. (For further discussion of the normativity of personal decisions see Gilbert, 2013a.)

Joint commitments in my sense have important affinities with personal decisions. Centrally, in making her decision Dina committed herself to calling Joe this evening. In doing so she created what I refer to as a commitment of the will. In this case the commitment is a personal one. In such cases—as I define them—the committed person unilaterally brings the commitment into being and can rescind it unilaterally by changing his mind.

In order jointly to commit them all, it is not enough for each of those involved to make an appropriate personal commitment. That would indeed involve all of their wills. For joint commitment, however, their wills must be involved in another way.

In the basic case of joint commitment, on which I focus here, all of those involved must express their readiness, in conditions of common knowledge, together to commit them all in some particular way. As all understand, these expressions of readiness, in conditions of common knowledge, suffice to commit them all: they are now jointly committed. Once they are jointly committed, the concurrence of each is required for the joint commitment to be rescinded. No one party is in a position unilaterally to rescind it.10

Things would be different if each had made a personal commitment of some kind. For example, suppose each had decided to go for a walk with the other on the weekend. Even given common knowledge of these personal decisions, each would be in a position unilaterally to free himself from his self-imposed commitment. He would not need the others’ concurrence.

As noted earlier, I have argued elsewhere that the core of any completed agreement is a joint commitment. More specifically, it is a joint commitment to endorse as a body a particular plan of action. (See, e.g., Gilbert, 2006, ch. 10; in press.) In this case there is a preamble, often verbal, making clear what plan of action is proposed, as in “Shall we go to the meeting?”; “Yes, let’s.” Importantly, the expressions of readiness necessary for joint commitment can be made non-verbally, and their exchange may well not constitute an agreement strictly speaking. References in many fields to “tacit” or “implicit” agreements may be responsive to the phenomenon of joint commitments that do not quite amount to agreements.

When two or more people are jointly committed in some way, the parties are committed, as one, to a single cause. By virtue of this, each of the parties is individually committed to act in ways appropriate to the fulfillment of the joint commitment by all.

The content of every joint commitment is of the form indicated earlier: the parties are jointly committed to do something as a body—in a broad sense of “do.” This formulation is to be understood in a particular way. Focusing on the case of a collective emotion, it means roughly this: the parties are jointly committed to emulate, by virtue of their several actions and utterances, a single subject of the emotion in question, in relevant circumstances.

As to the mode of emulation, what is at issue is each party’s overt actions—each party’s public performance. Use of the term “performance” may help to emphasize the importance of aspects of behavior such as manner and tone. The qualifier “public” indicates that what goes on in each mind and heart is not at issue with respect to what the parties are committed to. In the case of collective excitement over some happening, then, the parties are to emulate a single subject of excitement over that happening by virtue of the combination of their public performances.

I shall say that a joint commitment instructs the parties to act in a certain way if it is manifest from the content of the joint commitment that the parties must act in that way if they are to fulfill it. It is evident, then, that the joint commitment constitutive of a case of collective excitement does not instruct the parties to be personally excited over the happening in question. In other terms, no one of the parties need be able truly to say “I am excited over …” with regard to the happening in question.

Again—assuming this is a different point—the joint commitment constitutive of a case of collective excitement over some happening does not instruct the parties personally to experience a “thrill” of excitement or any particular feeling-sensation or feeling.

These aspects of the joint commitment in question may be just as well, insofar as human beings may not be able to conjure up personal emotions, feeling-sensations, or feelings at will. It may be pointed out that one can often bring these things about by various means. Be that as it may, the envisaged joint commitment does not instruct one to take any such steps, as long as one’s public performance, including its “expressive” quality, is adequate.

I take it to be intuitive that if, say, Alice, Ben, and Chris are jointly committed to be excited, as a body, over Stella’s win, then by virtue of that fact Ben and Chris have the standing to rebuke Alice for angrily bursting out “Why did Stella have to win another prize?,” given that her outburst does not conform to the pertinent joint commitment. Again, each has the standing to demand conforming behavior of the other, and so on. A joint commitment account of collective emotion, then, satisfies the obligation criterion. This is an important argument in favor of such an account.11

A joint commitment account also predicts that given the responsiveness of the parties to their normative situation, and given a case of collective excitement, for instance, then, all else being equal, the parties are likely to behave and talk, in appropriate circumstances, as if they were of one—excited—mind. This is something we would expect once it has been established that the parties in question are collectively excited.

A joint commitment account of collective emotion also accords with earlier considerations on the ways in which a given collective emotion may be established, allowing for a particular interpretation of the scenarios envisaged earlier. In particular, they suggest that each party is, at a minimum, expressing his readiness jointly to enter the relevant joint commitment.

In saying that the core of any joint commitment account of collective emotion will be a joint commitment with the content indicated, I meant to allow for complex joint commitment accounts of collective emotion that add further conditions to this core. That said, an account that has only the core condition specified has much promise. I shall focus upon it in what follows, referring to it for present purposes as, simply, the joint commitment account of collective emotion.

In addition to the virtues just noted, this account accords with and, indeed, helps to explain an intuitive idea mooted earlier: if one can properly ascribe an emotion to us, then we constitute a collectivity. For it can be argued that any set of jointly committed persons constitutes a collectivity or social group in a central sense of the term. (See, e.g., Gilbert, 2006, ch. 8.) Thus the joint commitment constitutive of a collective emotion makes a collectivity of the parties, whether or not they constituted a collectivity before the establishment of this joint commitment.

It is not possible to offer a full elaboration of the joint commitment account here. Enough has been said, however, to facilitate consideration of the relationship of collective emotions on the joint commitment account to the personal emotions of the parties. This will be my focus in the rest of the chapter.

Collective emotions and the personal emotions of the parties

If there is a particular collective emotion what, if anything, does that tell us about the personal emotions of those involved? For present purposes a personal emotion is the emotion of a particular human being: Joe’s anger, Phyllis’s sadness, and so on.12

I shall focus on a somewhat more limited question: If there is a particular collective emotion, can we infer that all or some or at least one of the parties has the corresponding personal emotion or at least had it when creating the collective emotion? By my definition, if a collective, C, has emotion E, then a given member of C with emotion E* has the corresponding personal emotion provided that the correct description of E and E* is identical to the applicable level of detail.

To illustrate: suppose we collectively feel guilty over our waging a particular war of aggression. If I am one of us, what would the corresponding personal emotion be for me? As I am defining this, the corresponding emotion would be my feeling guilty over our waging that particular war. It would not be my feeling guilty over my participation in the war, supposing that I did participate in its waging, or my feeling guilty over my membership in this particular group, to cite two other possibilities. One way of bringing out the difference is to say that these other emotions have a different object from the collective emotion.

There has been discussion as to whether it would make sense for me to feel guilty over our waging a war (Jaspers, 1947, pp. 80–81, poignantly expresses doubt on this point). After all, I didn’t myself wage it—not me, myself, alone. Nor need I have actively participated in its waging. Perhaps I did not even know, at the time, that it was being waged. I have argued elsewhere that it does make sense for me to feel guilty over our waging a war, by virtue of being one of us (Gilbert, 1996, ch. 16, 1997, 2013b, ch. 3). Importantly, my feeling guilty over our waging a war does not presuppose that I bear any personal guilt for the war. The same goes for remorse, or pride.

If there are collective emotions such that there is no intelligible corresponding personal emotion, then collective emotions are not always associated with the corresponding personal emotions—assuming that an unintelligible emotion is also an impossible one: someone who purported to have that emotion would have to be wrong.13

I shall consider cases where the corresponding personal emotion is possible. I start with the situation prior to the collective emotion’s existence.

In practice it could often be the case that the corresponding personal emotion of at least one party plays an important role in the genesis of a collective emotion. Thus, in a scenario such as the first one considered earlier, one or more of the speakers may well be excited over Stella’s win. Nonetheless, there is no logical necessity that those who together co-create a given collective emotion have the corresponding personal emotion before or while they are doing so.

Though it is logically possible that a collective emotion can arise without each of the parties first personally having the emotion in question, one might wonder if this is a possibility in practice. In particular, one might wonder why anyone would be ready jointly to commit himself with others to emulating one with a certain emotion when he did not have that emotion himself. In fact there are many possible reasons, some of which I note briefly here.

An important possibility is that one’s helping to create a particular collective emotion is a practically wise thing to do. For instance, it may be that bringing a given collective emotion into being will help the parties move forward in some collective endeavor in which one hopes they will succeed. Thus, if we are collectively excited about our prospects in the upcoming game then—irrespective of our personal feelings—we may be more likely to win. For it will be incumbent upon each of us to act in ways expressive of the collective emotion, such as continuing to train for the event and foregoing activities likely to impede our success. No one should let his actions express the attitude “We are not going to win, so why bother…?”

Again, there may be a social norm in one’s society requiring the formation of certain collective emotions, to which one is responding, without reference to one’s personal emotions with respect to the matter at hand. For instance, it may be incumbent upon a person’s friends to be collectively excited on hearing about her success. Such a norm would seem to be of practical utility, being apt both to reward individuals for their successes and to help keep in check some of the more painful human emotions connected with such successes.

Finally—in this particular list—a dominant or threatening outsider to this particular group may make it clear that any collective emotion other than one this person indicates will not be tolerated by him. For instance, the others must collectively regard him with awe. I do not mean to endorse such coercive behavior, but to point out that someone may be ready to capitulate and help to form the relevant collective emotion with others, though he lacks the corresponding personal emotion. (On the relation of coercion to the possibility of joint commitment and related matters see, e.g., Gilbert, 2006, ch. 10.)

Suppose that, in a given case, the kinds of expression of readiness required for the establishment of a collective emotion are made in the absence of the correlative personal emotions. This does not mean that there is something “fake” about these expressions. No one is pretending to feel the personal emotion in question. Rather, each is indicating to the others which collective emotion he is ready to establish. Nor does it mean that the resulting collective emotion itself is “fake.”14

Turning now to the situation in which a given collective emotion has been formed and is functioning properly, must the corresponding personal emotions come into being alongside the collective emotion? On the face of it, they need not. It will be good, however, to look at a particular case in some detail.

Suppose that Chris was originally disappointed by Stella’s prize, and only said “That’s terrific!” in order to curry favor with Alice and Ben. Once the collective emotion of excitement has been formed, he has accordingly joined in all the smiling and hailing of Stella that is now incumbent on the parties. It seems that he might do this without himself being excited about Stella’s win. In case this seems questionable, let us consider the situation in more detail.

As far as his public performance goes he is acting pretty much exactly as he would were he excited about Stella’s win. Here we can set aside considerations relating to pertinent demands and rebukes he might deliver to or receive from the others. On the basis of his behavior, an observer might well judge that Chris is excited over Stella’s win. Yet what underlies his so acting does not seem to be of the right type for us to say that this judgment would be correct.

Whatever precisely the right foundation would be, it would not seem to be a joint commitment with certain others to emulate as far as possible one who is excited, by virtue of their several actions and utterances. In other terms, if that joint commitment, and that alone, is what drives Chris’s excited behavior, he could yet not truly say “I, personally, am excited about Stella’s win.”

That is not to say that he could not be personally so excited. It is just that the existence of the complex comprising the pertinent joint commitment and behavior on his part that is solely responsive to it does not entail that he, personally, is excited about Stella’s win. It seems, then, to be an empirical question whether, in the context of a given collective emotion, however well-functioning, people tend to develop the corresponding personal emotions.

Whether or not the corresponding personal emotions are triggered when a given collective emotion is present, other personal emotions may well be triggered, as in the following example. A crowd of people has assembled to listen to a local politician, Rose Smith. Her associates cheer excitedly when she speaks, hoping to whip up some more general enthusiasm. They succeed, insofar as, in due course, the crowd members have mutually expressed their readiness jointly commit with all present to emulate a single subject that is excited to hear Smith speak, and this is common knowledge. The crowd members are now collectively excited. Accordingly they clap and cheer, call out Smith’s name with enthusiasm, and so on. By now, some members of the crowd are personally excited about Smith’s candidacy. Many are personally excited, rather, about being part of a cheering crowd.

It may happen that as he plays his part in the collective enactment of excitement over Smith’s candidacy, Jake’s feeling-sensations, or other conscious states, are those typical of an excited person, though it is not correct to say that he is himself excited over Smith’s candidacy, or over being part of a cheering crowd, or anything else. It is his playing his part in the collective excitement, acting on the basis of the constitutive joint commitment that has triggered his feeling-sensations of excitement. Precisely how we should categorize such feelings is a question I set aside here. Suffice it to say that, if there are feeling-sensations of this kind, it is worth understanding their etiology and exploring their consequences. (See Gilbert, 2000, 2002, for further discussion.)

Conclusion

Earlier I referred to the emotion thesis: one with a certain emotion is in a particular conscious state, one that is, if you like, criterial for that emotion. If a collective emotion is, at base, no more than a joint commitment with a particular type of content, that will be a strike against the emotion thesis—if one is looking for an account of emotion that applies both to the emotions of individuals and to collective emotions.

One need not choose to look for such a generic account. One may prefer to treat the emotions of individuals and collective emotions as separate areas of inquiry (cf. Gilbert & Pilchman, forthcoming). Whatever one’s preference in this respect, and however one prefers to pursue one’s goal, it is important to understand our everyday collective emotion ascriptions.

I have argued in favor of an account of the referents of such ascriptions that has an appropriate joint commitment at its core. The situation then picked out will be a consequential one for all of the parties, whatever their personal emotions. In particular, each will be committed to act in appropriate ways and obligated to the others to do so. Everyone, participant or observer, will have a new basis for predicting what each of the parties is most likely to do. Collective emotions on any joint commitment account are highly consequential social phenomena.
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