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Most of the great psychologists and
biologists in the late 19th and early 20th
centuries regarded emotion as a process
of central importance to the understand-
ing of behavior. Included among this
group were Darwin, Freud, and James.
Unfortunately, the empirical study of
emotion was pursued only sporadically
in the history of scientific psychology
until quite recently. The topic lay dor-
mant for several interrelated reasons, in-
cluding behaviorism’s shunning of inter-
nal states and the lack of appropriate
methods to probe emotional experience,
expression, and physiology.

Today, emotion research has come of
age. Witness the recent proliferation of
major books on this topic (Buck, 1984;
Clark & Fiske, 1982; Ekman, 1982; Frij-
da, 1986; Gainotti & Caltagirone, 1989;
Lazarus, 1991; Lewis & Michalson,
1983; Plutchik, 1980; Scherer & Ekman,
1984; Stein, Leventhal, & Trabasso,
1990; Tomkins, 1991), two journals de-
voted almost exclusively to this topic
(Cognition and Emotion, Motivation and
Emotion), the increase in number of pa-
pers on emotion published in the premier
journal in social and personality psychol-
ogy (Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology), and the creation of a new
society for the study of emotion (Inter-
national Society for Research on Emo-
tion). The explosion of new work in this
area is due, in part, to the changing zeit-
geist within psychology regarding the im-
portance of internal states to explaining
behavior and to the refinement of estab-
lished procedures and the development
of new methods with which to investi-
gate emotional experience, expression,
and physiology.

There have been important concep-
tual developments as well. Emotion is
now recognized to be critically important
to understanding many of the core phe-
nomena in virtually every major subdis-
cipline of psychology. For example, ba-
sic research on emotion has been useful
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to clinical psychology in aiding under-
standing of aspects of affective and anx-
iety disorders. In developmental psy-
chology, the study of emotion has as-
sumed a privileged status because a
number of the most significant develop-
mental milestones within the first two
years of life are marked by affective
changes. For example, the onset of fear
of heights toward the end of the first year
of life is a major developmental transi-
tion requiring explanation. In a number
of the classic areas of experimental psy-
chology—including attention, learning,
and memory—emotion has been identi-
fied as an important and relevant con-
struct. For example, in anatomical and
neurophysiological research in animals,
both the construct of emotion and brain
structures identified as a substrate of
emotion have been implicated in learning
and memory (Aggleton & Mishkin,
1986). It is clear from this brief overview
that emotion research has assumed a po-
sition of considerable importance within
many different subareas of psychology.
The rise in interest in emotion among in-
vestigators in these different subareas is

paralleled by a surge of basic research on
emotion itself, with an emphasis in new
studies on the distinctive configural and
temporal patterning of multiple physio-
logical and expressive actions during dif-
ferent emotional states. Thus, research
on emotion is increasingly interdiscipli-
nary and involves measurement of mul-
tiple response systems using a diverse
array of technologies.

The papers contained in this Special
Section are meant to offer a selective in-
troduction to recent developments in re-
search on emotion. The Special Section
emerged out of a small meeting, held on
October 7-9, 1990, on new developments
in emotion research. This meeting was
funded by a grant from the James S. Mc-
Donnell Foundation to the Emotion
Panel, a precursor of the McDonnell-
Pew Program in Cognitive Neuro-
science. All the papers included in this
Special Section share one common char-
acteristic. They regard emotion as a self-
organizing, integrative state that is co-
herent across several different response
systems. Most of the research described
incorporates measures of multiple re-
sponse systems which reflect or underlie
emotion, with a central goal being to un-
derstand the relations that inhere among
different response systems in distinct
emotional states. The research empha-
sizes social, psychobiological, behavior-
al, and information-processing variables
since the study of these variables, par-
ticularly in combination with one an-
other, has led to noteworthy advances in
our understanding of emotion.

Space limitations precluded inclusion
of several areas of contemporary re-
search related to emotion in this set of
papers. Not included, for example, are
studies of the cultural determinants of
emotional experience and expression,
the conceptual organization of emotion,
the cognitive operations underlying emo-
tion, and the effects of emotions on the
immune system, as well as neurobiolog-
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ical studies in animals dedicated to elu-~
cidating the detailed neurochemistry and
neuroanatomy of brain circuits that sub-
serve emotion. We regard these as im-
portant new areas in emotion research,
but the selective nature of this Special
Section and the obvious space con-
straints prevented an exhaustive cover-
age of the terrain.

The past decade has been a momen-
tous one for research on this topic. No
longer relegated to a secondary role, the
study of emotion is now regarded as cen-
tral to many different areas of psychol-
ogy. The present set of papers provides
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an overview of some of the most exciting
new developments in emotion research.
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