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Emotions are phylogenetically ancient and involve complex interactions of neural, behavioral, and physiological 
processes. A complete theory of emotions must incorporate, or at least be informed by, current knowledge from 
neurobiology and comparative psychology [1]. The Quartet Theory of Human Emotions by Koelsch and colleagues [2]
is therefore a welcome step towards a more integrative affective science.

A notable feature of the Quartet Theory is the clear proposed relationship between language and emotion systems, 
which diverges from current trends in affective science. Many theories of emotion that specify a role for language 
in affective processes suggest that language and concepts either create, differentiate, facilitate awareness of, and/or 
express emotional states [e.g., 3–5]. These theories are based in part on the assumption that emotion words can 
accurately and precisely encapsulate internal feeling states. Some even suggest that verbally categorizing diffuse 
affective states coheres them into what we then experience as discrete and differentiated emotions [4,5].

In contrast, the Quartet Theory suggests that linguistic categorization of emotion percepts—the summed “felt” 
components of affect—is neither an automatic nor essential step in an emotion experience. Language facilitates regu-
lation (e.g., through reappraisal), and sometimes, expression of emotions. However, the authors argue that translating a 
pre-verbal emotion percept into language results in the loss of important diagnostic information [6], which is problem-
atic (as the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein argued) because speakers cannot be confident that their understanding of 
an emotion word is the same as another person’s.1 Thus it is unlikely that language and concepts play a fundamental 
role in the emotion itself because categorizing an emotion percept reconfigures it.

We agree that emotion percepts are pre-verbal internal states and emotion labels therefore do a poor job of com-
municating them. We also agree that language is a powerful tool for conscious emotion regulation. We would like to 
push the argument even further and suggest that the simple act of labeling an ongoing emotion percept automatically 
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alters—and most likely inhibits—experience of the emotion [7,8]. Language regulates emotions both via intentional 
(as discussed by Koelsch et al. [2]) and unintentional appraisal by limiting the nature of the emotion experience. 
Words are added to a lexicon when they are collectively useful [9], and we suggest that emotion words are useful for 
regulation, not expression.

A number of findings suggest that affect labeling has a regulatory effect on the intensity of emotion states. Gener-
ating or viewing affective labels for aversive stimuli reduces amygdala activation [10,11], self-reported distress [12], 
and physiological markers of arousal [13,14]. Emotion-focused introspection reduces amygdala activation compared 
to autobiographical self-reflection [15]. Although most demonstrations of labels down-regulating emotions have used 
negative emotions, at least one study suggests that the effect holds for positive emotions (Study 4, [12]).

Indirect evidence from clinical and developmental work further suggests that the ability and tendency to catego-
rize emotion states are related to emotion regulation skills. Children’s ability to differentiate between and verbalize 
emotions reduces internalizing behaviors, such as social withdrawal and irritability [16]. An intervention designed to 
increase children’s emotion knowledge, including their ability to label emotions, decreased aggressive and anxious 
behavior and improved their social competence [17]. Emotion dysregulation is observed in conditions that hinder 
affective labeling, such as alexithymia (although the direction of causality is not well-established [18]) and semantic 
dementia [19]. Affective labeling potentially contributes to the efficacy of Cognitive Behavioral Therapy [20], mind-
fulness training [21], and expressive writing [22,23] all of which promote emotional well-being partly by encouraging 
conscious processing of affective states (e.g., [24] for discussion).

It may not be immediately obvious why applying emotion words, especially highly specific ones [25], should 
reduce the intensity and complexity of an emotion percept. Emotions are immediate, consuming, and all-encompassing 
experiences that focus the organism’s attention on the elicitor. Consciously labeling one’s emotion percept redirects 
attention away from the elicitor and to the internal emotion percept, which by itself may reduce the intensity of the 
emotion. Furthermore, unlike dwelling on the sensational experience of the emotion percept [6], labeling forces it into 
a particular category that is cognitively economical and therefore more abstract than the percept itself [26]. The act 
of categorizing decouples the emotion percept from the current context, rendering it into an observable object [27]. 
This abstract reconstrual functions in opposition to emotions, which have evolved to organize attention and behavior 
to respond to an immediate eliciting event or stimulus2 [28], and thus down-regulates them.

Indeed, Lieberman and colleagues have suggested that affective labeling entails abstracting away from the emo-
tional state in order to connect it to past emotional experiences [12]. Separate work on the regulatory strategy of 
self-distancing suggests that effective regulation involves abstracting the internal affective state as opposed to rumi-
nating on the concrete elicitors or features of the emotion [29]. Of course, shifting to a more abstract construal level 
in order to label may not be possible during particularly intense emotion episodes since speech tends to be disfluent 
during these high-arousal states [6].

Clinical [23] and popular psychology writers [30] take advantage of the notion that verbalizing emotions diminishes 
them, but this idea has yet to widely influence basic theories of emotion (cf. [1]). As just one example of the persistent 
idea that emotion words enable emotion experiences, Kashdan, Barrett, and McKnight [31] recently suggested that 
conceptualizing and labeling an internal state ground the otherwise “objectless” emotion to the situation, enabling the 
person to act adaptively. This is unsupported by neurobiological evidence that intense emotional states are associated 
with decreased activity in the neocortical regions necessary for conscious conceptualizing [1]. It is unclear how a 
process that reduces the intensity of an ongoing emotion could simultaneously construct the emotion percept.

If labeling or symbolically processing an ongoing emotion dampens it, current thinking about the nature of emo-
tions (and even the methodologies we use to study them [14]) must be adapted. Researchers will also need to consider 
what information self-report measures of emotion actually capture if Koelsch and colleagues are correct that “there 
is no direct bridge or translation between feelings and words” (p. 32, [2]). More generally their theory underscores 
the importance of distinguishing between neurobiologically-based emotion systems and linguistically-constructed 
emotion schemas (how people think about and categorize emotions), that may or may not have a high degree of 
overlap [32].

2 The Quartet Theory suggests that the affect systems are not exclusively involved in episodic responses to internal or external stimuli (“emo-
tions”), but also play a role in more stable moods and attitudes. Nonetheless, the authors appear to agree that affect systems evolved to coordinate 
adaptive behavior.
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The Quartet Theory puts forth an ambitiously comprehensive and integrative model of human emotions. We think 
it is on the right track with regards to the role language plays (or does not play) in the experience of emotion. As the 
new theory generates debate and further research, perhaps the anthropocentric assumption that language is necessary 
for a functional emotional life will be challenged.
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