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This article examines whether a functionalist approach to emotion classification is a research program that can feasibly be
implemented in an experimental environment. I suggest that this is a promise perhaps impossible to keep. The crux of the argument
is that if functional taxonomy is to go the full distance and shape experimental conditions to the new boundaries, then stimuli/
experimental manipulations must be selected based on functional principles. But this seems implausible or even impossible. I
conclude that emotion taxonomy, and thus the metastructure of emotion theory, is both constrained and determined by human
emotional feelings, and suggest that feelings have a special epistemological status in emotion research.
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The Argument in a Nutshell

Recent theoretical approaches have emerged that are calling for
emotions to be classified according to their function (Adolphs &
Andler, 2018; LeDoux, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2017). This is in
response to what was perceived as the unjustified prominent role
that feelings (conscious experience of emotions) play in con-
structing emotion taxonomy. The extreme version of this reaction
is the suggestion that the science of emotion should, at least tem-
porarily, omit feelings (Adolphs & Andler, 2018). In the present
article, I examine if a functionalist approach to emotion classifi-
cation is a research program that can feasibly be implemented in
an experimental environment. I suggest that this is a promise per-
haps impossible to keep. Critically, experimental research should
be able to manipulate emotions, and to do so, a stimulus or manip-
ulation must be selected. I argue that it is extremely challenging
to select stimuli or experimental manipulations based purely on
functional principles (in contrast to feelings-based principles).
The crux of the argument is that, in order to escape the vicious
circle of feelings-based taxonomy (and replace it with functional
principles), stimuli/experimental manipulations must be selected
based on functional principles. But this seems implausible or
even impossible. I conclude that emotion taxonomy, and thus the

metastructure of emotion theory, is both constrained and deter-
mined by human emotional feelings, and suggest that feelings
have a special epistemological status in emotion research.

Introduction

Traditionally, affective science has classified emotions using a
feelings-based taxonomy—that is, the categories scientists use
when classifying emotions are the same categories used to classify
emotional feelings (e.g., Adolphs & Andler, 2018; LeDoux, 2017).
Categories such as pleasure, displeasure, fear, anger, sadness, and
happiness are used both to classify emotions and affect in scien-
tific research as well as emotional feelings. Feelings-based taxon-
omy has several drawbacks, which has been discussed elsewhere
(e.g., Adolphs & Andler, 2018; LeDoux, 2017). Given these limi-
tations, recent theoretical moves suggest that, in order to improve
scientific investigation, it would be better to classify emotions in
terms of their hypothesized evolutionary function instead of con-
scious feelings (Lang, 1994, 2010; Lang, Bradley, & Cuthbert,
1998; LeDoux, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2017; see also Miskovic,
Kuntzelman, & Fletcher, 2015, for related review). This is inspired
by functionalism, a theory that defines mental states based on their
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Figure 1. Figures 1a to 1c depict three instances of the same phenomenon space. The squares in each space represent phenomena. Each phenomenon
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has two features: some are white and some are black; some are “v” and some are “p.” The researcher uses the broken red line to divide the
phenomenological space into two groups. Figure 1a represents the condition before a terminological or epistemic change. Figure 1b depicts a
terminological change. Figure 1c depicts terminological and epistemic changes.

functional role (Polger, 2012). In the case of emotions, it suggests
that omitting feelings-based taxonomy and replacing it with a set
of categories that reflect the function of emotions would be benefi-
cial. For example, instead of using the term fear, which reflects
feelings-based categorization, it suggests using the phrase detec-
tion of or response to threat, which reflects the assumed evolution-
ary function of fear. In the following argument, I examine the
feasibility of the functional approaches to emotion classification. I
begin by explaining what emotion taxonomy is and its importance.
In what follows, in order to be able to discuss the potential func-
tional change in the taxonomy, a distinction is made between two
types of changes: terminological change (changing the titles of
categories) and epistemic change (changing the boundaries
between the categories).

Emotion Taxonomy

Emotion taxonomy is an emotion classification system.
Scientists use emotion classification systems, sets of categories,
to classify emotions. Examples of emotion taxonomies include
the “basic emotions” classification system (Ekman, 1992) that
suggests that the affective space is best divided into six discrete
categories: anger, disgust, fear, happiness, sadness, and sur-
prise; and Cowen and Keltner (2017), who suggest that affective
space be divided into 27 discrete categories including sadness,
horror, and awkwardness. Other types of taxonomies are dimen-
sional, that is, they do not classify emotions into discrete cate-
gories, but according to their relative locations in respect to
continuous dimensions. For example, Schlosberg (1954) sug-
gested three dimensions of emotion: pleasantness—unpleasant-
ness, attention—rejection, and level of activation.

For better or for worse, the emotion classification system
shapes the metastructure of emotion theory and experimentation.
On the one hand, it provides scientists with the language to ask
questions about emotions and, on the other hand, it construes and
constrains the affective space into a specific categorical structure,
thus preventing scientists from asking questions about categories
that are not included in that classification system. It is not surpris-
ing that the debates about emotion classification are long and
intense (e.g., Barrett, 2006; Russell, 1980), as they are not only
about emotion classification itself, but also the nature of emotion
research programs and the structure of emotion theory in general.

Terminological Change Versus Epistemic
Change

The functional approach to emotion classification (e.g.,
Adolphs & Andler, 2018) calls to change the emotion classifi-
cation system in such a way that the categorical structure will
reflect different functions and not different feelings. In order to
make evaluating the proposed functional change possible, I
first specify two types of potential changes that could be made
to the classification system: terminological changes, that is,
changing the title of categories, and epistemic changes, defined
here as changing the boundaries between categories. Figure 1
illustrates the difference between terminological and epistemic
changes. Figures 1a to 1c represent the same space. This space
contains 11 squares, each representing a different phenomenon.
The researcher uses a classifier (the broken red line) to divide
the space into two groups. Figure la represents the condition
before a terminological or epistemic change, and the space is
demarcated with black versus white boxes. In Figure 1b, the
researcher also uses a classifier that demarcates the space with
black versus white boxes. This time, however, one group is
titled response to threat and the second group is titled no
response to threat. In this second case, the researcher uses new
terminology, but the space is parsed using the same demarca-
tions—black or white boxes. Figure 1c¢ describes both a termi-
nological and an epistemic change, the space is parsed using a
different principle, and each group is given the new title. Using
the distinction between terminological and epistemic changes,
the main question the remainder of this article will attempt to
answer is whether or not a functional classification can result in
an epistemic change.

Stimulus Selection Rule: A Criterion for
Epistemic Change

To answer the question of whether or not the proposed func-
tional classification can result in an epistemic change, we
should examine if it is possible for emotion researchers to use
function as a criterion to actually classify a phenomenon (and
not only as a new set of titles for emotion categories). And to
answer this, we should first determine precisely what the phe-
nomena to be classified are. Classification can be used at dif-
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ferent levels of abstraction, for example, at the theoretical
level (e.g., to determine the emotion categories) or the exper-
imental level (e.g., to classify experimental conditions and/or
stimuli or manipulations used to elicit emotions in experi-
ments). [ suggest that in order to move from ambition to real-
ity, the functional classification should go “the whole nine
yards” and result in an epistemic change in the structure of
experimental design.

What does it mean to make an epistemic change in the struc-
ture of the experimental design? Taxonomy shapes the experi-
mental design. In many cases, the scale of the independent
variable implicitly or explicitly reflects the assumed emotion
classification system. For example, experimental conditions
that manipulate fear versus disgust assume a classification sys-
tem that has categories of fear and disgust. The emotion catego-
ries that are carved by the experimental conditions shape the
data to be collected, constrain the scope of analyses, and con-
strue conclusions and the aggregation of empirical knowledge.
This is why it is critical that the functional epistemic change
does not remain at the conceptual level, but will go all the way
to shape the experimental conditions to the new boundaries. If
the new classification system does not shape the boundaries of
the experimental conditions, aggregation of data (and hence sci-
entific knowledge) will remain in terms of and reflect the struc-
ture of the old classification system.

How could we determine if the new, functional classification
system is able to restructure the boundaries between experimen-
tal conditions? Allegedly, the most intuitive test is to examine if
the labels of the experimental conditions match those of the
classification system (functional categories). However, altering
the labels could potentially merely reflect a change in terminol-
ogy, while the actual boundaries between categories remain
unchanged. Here I suggest a simple rule to decide if a new clas-
sification system (functional in our case) has made it all the way
to shaping the boundaries between the experimental conditions:
A classification system can reshape the boundaries between
experimental conditions if there is a function-based classifier
that can be used to select stimuli for experimental conditions.

The logic of this rule is that the criterion used to select stim-
uli is the most concrete reflection of the classification system.
Accordingly, the crux of the decision rule of whether a func-
tional classification system can shape the boundaries between
the experimental conditions is the ability of the researcher to
select stimuli according to their function, and not according to
the feelings they elicit. Consider a researcher who works accord-
ing to the feelings-based classification system. She is interested
in examining the differences between fear and anger and plans
to use movie clips as emotion elicitation stimuli. How will the
researcher a priori decide which clips will elicit fear and which
will elicit anger? One option is to watch the clips herself, reflect
on her own emotional feelings, and allocate the clips accord-
ingly. Alternatively, she can run a pilot study asking participants
how much fear and/or anger they feel while watching the clips,
and then allocate the stimuli according to the average ratings. In
both cases, stimuli were allocated to experimental conditions
according to feelings—termed here as a “feelings-based stimu-
lus classifier.” Now, consider a functionalist researcher who is

not interested in the difference between fear and anger, but
between a response to threat and a response to deliberate, unfair
treatment. This functional definition partially overlaps with fear
and anger, but the function-based stimulus classifier will not use
feelings, but instead will classify the clips according to whether
or not stimuli are perceived as a threat and/or deliberate unfair
treatment.

As yet, most stimuli are selected according to feelings-based
classifiers; one indication is the standardized stimulus pools
such as video clips (e.g., Gross & Levenson, 1995), pictures
(e.g., International Affective Picture System [IAPS]; Lang,
Bradley, & Cuthbert, 2008), and audio recordings (e.g., Bradley
& Lang, 1999), and words (e.g., Bradley & Lang, 2007). Most
stimulus pools are organized according to self-reports of feel-
ings (see also Dan-Glauser & Scherer, 2011; Gross & Levenson,
1995; Marchewka, Zurawski, Jednorég, & Grabowska, 2014).
This implies that a feelings-based stimulus classification is
being used in studies relying on these norms to choose stimuli.

In summary, the question of whether the new functional clas-
sification system can go all the way and reshape the boundaries
of the experimental conditions is now more specific: is there a
way to select stimuli according to their function (and not accord-
ing to feelings)? The clear advantage of stimulus selection as a
rule (to determine if the classification system can reshape the
borders of the experiment conditions) is that it reflects the
assumed classification system in the design and can promise
that the change is not merely terminological.

The Functional Classifier

I will now examine the feasibility of the functional classification
system—is there a way to allocate stimuli to experimental condi-
tions according to functional principle? As a case study, this argu-
ment focuses on the negative valence pole with specific attention
to fear response. I focus on fear because it already has well-devel-
oped functional alternatives and I believe it is the most plausible
option for the functional move. One well-discussed functional
alternative to fear is a response to a threatening or noxious event
(LeDoux, 2014). The narrower version of our main question is
thus if a feelings-based classifier (e.g., classifying stimuli in
experimental conditions based on the feelings they elicit—for
example, fear vs. no fear) can be replaced by a functional classi-
fier (e.g., classifying stimuli in experimental conditions as threat
vs. no threat). Note that the functional definition is a response to
threat and therefore stimuli must be classified into groups of
threat versus no threat, so when perceived by participants they
will elicit a response to threat versus no response to threat. The
remainder of this article will thus focus on the narrower question:
is there a feelings-free classifier that can categorize stimuli into
groups of “threat” versus “no threat”?

As far as I know, there is still no research using a feelings-
free stimulus classifier that supports functional classification.
For the sake of discussion, I have created a fictitious “function-
alist researcher” that is attempting to select stimuli for the
experiment conditions. The functionalist researcher will need to
select stimuli for experiments according to whether or not they
are a threat. The challenge is that stimuli must be selected with-
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out any knowledge of whether or not the stimuli elicit feelings
of fear. The functionalist cannot define threat as something that
people are afraid of, because this would be considered a feel-
ings-based classifier. The logic behind the evaluation process in
what follows might seem counterintuitive to the emotions
researcher at first, because, in emotions literature, stimuli or
manipulations are generally assumed to be a threat because they
elicit fear. Instead, the functionalist should be able to accurately
classify events as either threatening or nonthreatening accord-
ing to a specific “feelings-free” feature.

Evaluation of the Functional Classifier

Here I will examine four stimulus classifiers for human emo-
tions research and three for animal research. Although they are
not the only potential classifiers, I chose to focus on them for
two reasons: several of them had been suggested previously
(e.g., LeDoux, 2014), and because I believe they are the strong-
est classifiers and thus provide the best prospects for the func-
tional alternative.

Functional Classifiers in Human Research

The four classifiers for human research I will discuss are heuris-
tics, biological markers, approach—avoidance motor behavior,
and analytic evaluation.

Heuristics. Perhaps the most straightforward functional clas-
sifier is a simple heuristic: intuitively judging each stimulus as
either threatening or nonthreatening, as is done in standard super-
ordinate classification tasks. The shortcoming of such a classifi-
cation is that intuitive judgments may be completely or partially
biased due to the researcher’s own feelings or knowledge about
the expected feelings related to a particular stimulus. This poten-
tial bias reflects a feelings-based classifier. There is much evi-
dence suggesting that judgment is influenced by emotional
feelings and mood (for reviews, see Schwarz, 2000; Schwarz &
Clore, 1988, 1996), and that individuals are more likely to retrieve
information that is congruent with their current feelings (e.g.,
Bower, 1981; Isen, Shalker, Clark, & Karp, 1978).

A second potential problem with an “intuitive functional clas-
sifier” based on the researcher’s heuristic is that feelings can also
sneak into the researcher’s judgment unintentionally via an
empathic stance, such as simulating participants’ feelings. For
example, consider a functionalist researcher attempting to decide
if an electric shock is a threat to human participants. The research-
er’s judgment may be based on imagining what it would be like to
receive a shock as a participant. The empathic stance, in turn,
might involve the simulation of shock and result in the observer
feeling pain or thinking about feeling pain (e.g., Jackson,
Meltzoff, & Decety, 2005; Jackson, Rainville, & Decety, 2006;
Lamm, Decety, & Singer, 2011; Singer et al., 2004).

The biological marker. This criterion was suggested as a
replacement for feelings-based classifications with an emphasis
on the neural circuits that are responsible for a specific function.

For example, instead of using the term fear, it has been sug-
gested to refer directly to the neural circuits that underlie the
defense response to threat (LeDoux, 2014). Could biological
markers (e.g., neural circuits, peripheral autonomic activation,
etc.) be used by the functionalist researcher to classify stimuli as
threat versus no threat? Regardless of whether or not this sce-
nario could be carried out regularly as part of a research routine,
my aim is purely to discuss its logical feasibility.

Selecting stimuli according to biological markers is doomed
to go around in a vicious circle. Before selecting threatening
stimuli according to a specific neural activation, you should first
know which neural activation is associated with the response to
threat. This would require the researcher to choose stimuli that
are perceived as a threat, test hypotheses, and conclude which
neural activations are associated with threat responses; all inde-
pendent of neural activation. The same logic applies to all bio-
logical markers such as hormones, peripheral autonomic
changes, and skeletal-motor responses. They cannot all serve as
experimental classifiers for threat without getting caught in a
vicious circle. In that sense, identifying neural circuits, or any
other biological markers associated with threat, cannot solve
epistemic dependence on feelings.

Approach—avoidance motor behavior. Can approach—
avoidance behavior serve as a stimulus classifier that is feel-
ings-free and also supports a functional classification system?
Approach—avoidance instigation can be treated as isomorphic to
motor behavior (Schneirla, 1959); for example, John moved his
hand toward the chocolate cake and jerked it back when he
noticed a cockroach on the plate. Besides motor behavior,
approach—avoidance can also be considered a psychological
instigation (Elliot & Covington, 2001; Kron et al., 2014); for
example, avoiding a meeting by not attending it (i.e., avoiding
by not approaching), or approaching a friend during a meeting
by not leaving and extending the meeting (i.e., approaching by
not avoiding; Elliot, 2006). The logic of using an approach—
avoidance classifier comes from the close theoretical relation-
ship between emotion and action; that is, survival depends on
actions in response to threat or reward (Lang, 2010): hugging,
embracing, clasping, caressing, kissing, hitting, fleeing, scream-
ing, spitting, and baring teeth all involve actions. Emotion, in
this context, can be thought of as organized around actions or
action tendencies (Frijda, 1988)—that is, motoric action or only
the representation of action. Some theories see action as one
component of the emotional response (e.g., Russell, 2003), or
see emotions as the cause of action (Blakemore & Vuilleumier,
2017; Nanay, 2017). As such, classifiers that are based on
actions and action tendencies are potential candidates for replac-
ing feelings-based classifiers.

While many models suggest that behavior is organized
around approach or avoidance vectors—that is, that humans
approach rewards and avoid threats (see Cacioppo & Berntson,
1994; Corr, 2013; Elliot, Eder, & Harmon-Jones, 2013, for
reviews)—empirical findings suggest a much more complex
link between threats/rewards and approach/avoidance behavior.
People do not always avoid the threat; in fact, they sometimes
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approach it (Bradley, Cuthbert, & Lang, 1991; Cuthbert,
Bradley, & Lang, 1996; Hamm, Cuthbert, Globisch, & Vaitl,
1997; Kron, Pilkiw, Banaei, Goldstein, & Anderson, 2015;
Lang, Greenwald, Bradley, & Hamm, 1993; Patrick, Bradley, &
Lang, 1993; Vrana, Spence, & Lang, 1988), for example, during
a defensive fight or offensive attack, a human or animal might
actually approach a threat (Carver & Harmon-Jones, 2009). In
addition, sensitivity to reward and punishment is at least par-
tially mediated by personality traits and contextual factors
(Corr, 2013; Corr, DeYoung, & McNaughton, 2013, for review).
Thus, although the link between avoidance behavior and threat
is frequently assumed, there is no empirical evidence to suggest
a simple direct link. Using approach—avoidance behavior to
determine if a stimulus is a threat is, therefore, less than optimal.

Probabilistic definition. To avoid problems associated with
heuristics, biological, and behavioral markers, I will now exam-
ine the possibility of defining threat analytically and then using
that definition to classify stimuli. I used the following probabil-
istic working definition of threat: X is a threat to Y if X is likely
to cause damage, injury, or harm to Y. According to this work-
ing definition, the functionalist researcher should simply decide
if stimuli are likely to cause harm or not.

The definition of threat is probabilistic in the sense that it
refers to the probability that X will cause damage in the future.
Probability can be computed objectively (e.g., as the limit of
relative frequency), but it can also be estimated subjectively,
namely, intuitively. In the following section, I suggest that it is
very challenging and perhaps impossible to use objective prob-
ability to select stimuli. That leaves us with subjective probabil-
ity, which brings us back to the limitations of heuristics as
discussed before.

Using objective probability as a classification rule for stimuli
is allegedly a promising way that can be used as a benchmark
for functional classification. However, looking into the details
of using objective probability will reveal a complex, perhaps
undoable stimulus selection process that can lead to bizarre
classifications and, critically, the inability to validate the stimuli
that were chosen. For example, in terms of probability, cars are
more likely to cause damage to humans than cockroaches (many
more people get hurt by cars than by cockroaches). Imagine a
functionalist researcher (Researcher 1) trying to select pictorial
emotional stimuli for an experiment. If the functionalist
researcher relies solely on objective probabilities, she might
find herself concluding that a picture of a new sports car should
be allocated to the group of threatening stimuli, and a picture of
a cockroach to the group of less threatening stimuli. This deci-
sion, from the perspective of feelings-based classification,
might seem strange—pictures of cockroaches usually elicit
more negative feelings than pictures of sports cars that, in gen-
eral, elicit positive feelings (Lang, Bradley, & Cuthbert, 1997).
Critically, there is no way that we can validate the decision; if
we decide to validate manipulations according to self-reports,
we are back to feelings-based classification.

The lack of manipulation validation can quickly result in a
Tower of Babel of functional arguments with no way to decide

between them. For example, imagine Researcher 2 sees
Researcher 1°s design and completely disagrees with its logic: “a
parked sports car is not a good stimulus—the sports car should
appear to be approaching the participant in order to be perceived
as a threat.” Researcher 3 would say “both Researcher 1 and 2 are
wrong, only real cars (and cockroaches) approaching the partici-
pants could serve as a threat.” Researcher 4 will argue “cock-
roaches are evolutionarily associated with diseases and plague
and hence they will be perceived as a greater threat than cars.”
Unfortunately, we cannot use feelings to decide who is correct.
Even though the arguments of Researchers 1, 2, 3, and 4 are all
feelings-free, there is no clear criterion to decide between them.
The example of the car and the cockroach illustrates that in
order to decide between the functional arguments, we should
examine if stimuli were perceived as a threat. How will the
functionalist researcher decide if stimuli are perceived as a
threat without checking the feelings they elicit? When I discuss
this with my colleagues, they usually suggest using biological
or behavioral markers instead of feelings. But remember that
vicious circle? In a “functional world,” in order to decide
between two functional arguments by a marker (e.g., behavio-
ral, biological), the functionalist needs to know which markers
indicate threat, and in order to know which markers indicate
threat, the functionalist needs to select the right stimulus.

Functional Classification in Animal Research

So far, this article has focused on the feasibility of adopting a
functional classifier in human research. But what about adopt-
ing a functional model in animal research, where it was origi-
nally developed (Miskovic et al., 2015)? The logic behind
testing the functional approach in animal research is identical to
that of human research: is there a feelings-free classifier that a
researcher can use to select stimuli and manipulations for exper-
imental conditions? My position here is similar to that of human
research, with an additional drawback that we also use human
feelings in the feelings-based classifiers to classify stimuli or
manipulations in animal research. I will discuss three classifi-
ers: anthropomorphic behavior, species-typical responses to
threat, and analytical evaluation.

Anthropomorphic behavior. A group of potential classifiers
can use knowledge about human behavior and feelings as a basis
for classifying stimuli and manipulations in animal research into
threat versus no threat categories. Two such classifiers are human
behavior and human feelings. In the first case, a functionalist
researcher could classify a manipulation (e.g., electric shock) as a
threat to rats, since rats demonstrate behavior similar to that of
humans in response to threat—for example, both rats and humans
scream in response to an electric shock. In the second, the
researcher could use human feelings to classify stimuli, speculat-
ing what the human’s response will be to the electric shock. The
main problem with anthropomorphic classifiers is that they
inherit, by definition, the problems of the human feelings-based
classifiers, with the additional disadvantage of using human feel-
ings-based classifiers to model animal emotions.
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Species-typical responses to threat. The second group of
classifiers that can potentially be used to classify stimuli and
manipulations are species-typical response categories. For
example, an electric shock or a stimulus that is associated with
an electric shock may cause rats to withdraw (Karpicke, Chris-
toph, Peterson, & Hearst, 1977), freeze (Bouton & Bolles, 1980),
or crouch (Blanchard & Blanchard, 1969). If such rat-typical
responses can serve as a classifier, the researcher should be able
to use it to determine if a stimulus or manipulation is rewarding
or threatening (it can be tempting to believe that we can identify
species-typical responses to threat regardless of our feelings;
LeDoux, 2014). However, this group of classifiers falls into the
same vicious circle as described before for biological markers; in
order to use species-typical responses to a threat as a classifier
for experiment manipulation, the functionalist researcher should
first know which behaviors are species-typical responses to
threat. Threat must first be manipulated in the experiment to a
priori select manipulations that elicit threat versus no threat.

Probabilistic definition. s it possible to define threat ana-
lytically (X is a threat if X is likely to cause damage, injure, or
harm) and then use that definition to classify stimuli? This
potential classifier has the same problems as in human research
plus an additional level of complexity. In order to respond to
threat, the animal must perceive the object or event as a threat or
that it will cause damage. Thus, like in humans, the question is
not only which test the researcher should use to decide if a stim-
ulus could be physically harmful to the animal, but also how the
researcher can know that the animal perceives a stimulus as
threatening. The functionalist researcher needs a marker to
decide if the animal perceived the manipulation or stimulus as a
threat. Using anthropomorphized behavior, species-typical
behavior, or biological markers brings the functionalist back to
the all-too-familiar vicious circle.

Discussion

This article examines the feasibility of a functional classifica-
tion system for human and animal emotions research. More spe-
cifically, it ponders whether functional classification can result
in epistemic change.

The first part of the article was devoted to formulating a
benchmark to decide if epistemological change was achieved.
While a terminological change is easy to detect—the terms are
different—epistemic change can be more elusive. In the context
of empirical research, epistemological change can be achieved
only when there is the possibility to choose stimuli or manipula-
tions accordingly. Epistemic change is defined at the level of
stimuli selection (instead of at a more abstract level) because
experimental design construes and limits the entire structure of
data collection, analysis, and conclusion. If change cannot be
implemented at the level of experimental design, it will not
affect the structure by which knowledge is aggregated.

With regard to an epistemic change, the position presented
in this article is that a functional classifier is very challenging
and perhaps impossible. When it comes to details regarding
how the classifier would be implemented to select stimuli using

functional features, the argument I presented suggests that the
main alternatives offered in the literature all require an a priori
definition of threat that relies on feelings, or in any case, are not
completely feelings-free.

One limitation of this article is its focus on one single
potential functional move—fear versus response to threat—
while others (e.g., sadness vs. response to loss) were excluded.
There are two reasons for this. First, the response to threat is
believed by many to be a fundamental “defense circuit” that
can be traced in the phylogenetic tree. Second, there were
already previous suggestions to replace fear with a functional
classification. Nevertheless, focusing on just one type of
response, the argument articulates two principles that could
be used in the future to test the feasibility of other functional
moves or other (nonfunctional) models that claim to be inde-
pendent of conscious feelings. The first principle distin-
guishes between epistemic and terminological changes:
epistemic change is only possible if a model has an appropri-
ate classifier with which to allocate stimuli/manipulations to
experimental conditions. The second principle is that classi-
fiers should be “feelings-free” and should not be dependent
on the researcher’s judgment.

A second limitation of this article is the scope of classifiers
that were examined. The classifiers reflect the main implicit and
explicit alternative models found in the literature, including
heuristics, biological markers, approach—avoidance behavior,
and probabilistic definition of threat. While it clearly does not
cover all possible classifiers, the logic in this argument could be
used to test potential classifiers in the future.

Finally, the current argument accepts the limitations associ-
ated with feelings-based classifiers (Adolphs & Andler, 2018),
and at the same time it also hampers the enthusiasm for a func-
tional classification system, arguing that it does not result in
epistemic change. You, the reader, may feel you have been left
empty-handed as the argument offers no solution. But despite its
rather pessimistic tone, it also offers some positive and con-
structive messages. It illuminates the critical role that models of
human emotional experiences have in emotion classification
systems, it portrays how classification systems mediate and
construe data collection and aggregation of conclusions in both
human and animal emotion research, and it draws attention to
the assumptions that are needed in order to use feelings-based
taxonomy in modeling unconscious phenomena.
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