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SECONDARY EMOTION

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Affective Science, Developmental Psychology

1. Core Definition and Differentiation from Primary Emotions

A secondary emotion, often referred to as a complex or social emotion, is a feeling state that is

generally not considered universal, nor is it overtly displayed or acknowledged consistently across

all human societies. Unlike primary emotions (such as joy, sadness, fear, and anger), which are

believed to be biologically innate, hardwired, and observable early in life, secondary emotions are

constructed. They fundamentally require a foundation of complex cognitive processing, including

self-reflection, introspection, and, crucially, social or interpersonal knowledge for their full

development and expression. This reliance on environmental context and cultural norms means

that the experience and interpretation of secondary emotions are often mediated by learning, social

expectations, and community feedback mechanisms.

The distinction between primary and secondary emotions is central to many theories of affect.

Primary emotions are typically immediate, rapid, and automatic responses to stimuli, often linked

directly to specific physiological changes regulated by the limbic system. Conversely, secondary

emotions arise when the brain integrates the raw physiological data of a primary emotional

response with elaborate cognitive appraisals of the situation, the self, and the social environment.

Therefore, a secondary emotion is less about survival instinct and more about navigating complex

social hierarchies and relationships. For example, while fear (primary) is an automatic response to

danger, shame (secondary) is a complex evaluative response to one's own failure relative to a

social standard.

The development of secondary emotions often correlates with specific developmental milestones in

early childhood, particularly the acquisition of language, the ability to recognize self (self-

awareness), and the capacity for theory of mind--the understanding that others possess distinct

beliefs, intentions, and desires. Because these emotions require sophisticated social calculus, they

often emerge later, typically around the second or third year of life, and continue to grow in

complexity throughout adolescence and adulthood. Their inherent difficulty in expression, as noted

in general psychological literature, stems from their nuanced, often ambiguous nature, making

them harder to categorize, communicate, and manage than their basic counterparts.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The classification of emotions into hierarchical categories--basic versus complex--has roots

extending back to early philosophical inquiries, but the formal distinction between primary and

secondary emotions gained significant traction in 20th-century psychology, particularly following
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the work of theorists interested in affective processing and social development. Early researchers,

such as Charles Darwin, focused primarily on the universality of basic emotional expressions.

However, as psychology shifted toward cognitive models, the necessity of accounting for

emotionally rich feelings that clearly depended on cultural context and self-evaluation became

apparent, leading to the designation of the "secondary" or "self-conscious" class of emotions.

One major intellectual foundation for this categorization comes from the work of developmental

psychologists who observed that certain emotions, such as guilt or embarrassment, only manifest

after a child has developed a sense of self and the capacity for social comparison. This empirical

observation provided a temporal and cognitive basis for the distinction, suggesting that secondary

emotions are emergent properties of maturing social cognition. Subsequent theoretical

frameworks, particularly Appraisal Theory, solidified this understanding by positing that emotions

are not triggered solely by external stimuli but are determined by cognitive evaluations (appraisals)

of the stimulus's relevance to one's goals and self-concept. Secondary emotions represent the

highest level of complexity in these appraisal processes.

The definition provided in the source--a feeling requiring interpersonal knowledge and often

resulting from a combination of a primary emotion and a positive community response--aligns

strongly with models proposed by figures like Silvan Tomkins and later developed by researchers

such as Carroll Izard and Antonio Damasio. Damasio, in particular, discussed secondary emotions

as those that involve the activation of the prefrontal and somatosensory cortices, integrating basic

emotional signals from the limbic system with high-level memory and contextual data. This

neuroscientific perspective lends credence to the idea that secondary emotions are structurally and

functionally distinct, necessitating higher cortical involvement than basic, primary responses.

3. Formation and Cognitive Processing

The defining characteristic of secondary emotion formation is the necessary intermediary step of

cognitive appraisal, meaning the emotion does not follow automatically from the stimulus.

Instead, it involves a complex sequence where a trigger is processed, leading to a physiological

arousal (often linked to a primary emotion), followed immediately by an interpretation of that

arousal within the current social and personal context. The Schachter-Singer Two-Factor Theory of

Emotion, while debated in its entirety, provides a useful heuristic: an initial physiological state must

be given a cognitive label based on environmental cues for a subjective emotional experience to

solidify, and secondary emotions are the result of highly sophisticated and socially informed

labeling processes.

A core mechanism of secondary emotion involves the integration of a primary affective state with

an explicit evaluation of self or others relative to societal norms. Consider pride, which the source

identifies as a canonical secondary emotion. Pride does not simply stem from success (joy, a
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primary emotion). Instead, it arises when success (the primary emotional trigger) is combined with

the cognitive awareness that the success is attributable to one's own efforts or abilities, and,

crucially, that this accomplishment is acknowledged or affirmed by the social group (a positive

community response). Thus, the full experience of pride requires the convergence of personal

achievement, self-attribution, and social validation, making it inherently interpersonally dependent.

Furthermore, secondary emotions often function as moral or relational regulators. Emotions such

as guilt, shame, and embarrassment are activated when an individual perceives a discrepancy

between their behavior and internalized moral or social standards. This activation process requires

advanced simulation capacities--the ability to mentally model the perspectives and potential

reactions of others--which is a key aspect of social cognition. The function of these emotions is

often to motivate reparative action, withdrawal, or conformity, thereby maintaining social cohesion

and one's standing within the group. The inability to express or manage these complex emotions

effectively, as suggested by the source content, can lead to significant psychological distress or

difficulties in maintaining stable interpersonal relationships.

4. Key Characteristics

Cognitive Mediation: They are fundamentally dependent upon high-level cognitive processes,

including self-awareness, social comparison, and attribution theory, rather than solely on

immediate sensory input.

Social Construction: Their existence, specific expression, and appropriate intensity are heavily

influenced by cultural rules, learned behaviors, and societal values. What elicits shame in one

culture may not in another.

Developmental Lag: Secondary emotions emerge later in development than primary emotions,

typically after the child has mastered self-recognition and basic social interaction skills (around 18

months to 3 years of age).

Relational Focus: They almost always pertain to the self in relation to others, focusing on status,

morality, interpersonal bonds, or social evaluation (e.g., envy concerning another person's

possessions; love regarding a deep bond).

Difficulty of Expression: Due to their inherent complexity and nuance, secondary emotions are

often described as difficult to communicate clearly or manage effectively compared to basic, easily

identifiable emotions like fear or joy.

5. Exemplary Secondary Emotions

The category of secondary emotions encompasses a wide range of sophisticated affective states
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critical for human social functioning. The examples cited in the foundational text--pride, envy,

love, and jealousy--represent archetypal secondary emotions that clearly illustrate the need for

social context and complex cognitive integration. Each of these emotions involves an appraisal of

one's own standing relative to others or the nature of a specific interpersonal bond, transcending

simple pleasure or pain.

Pride is an achievement-oriented emotion, contingent on the self-attribution of a positive outcome

and subsequent social recognition. Conversely, shame and guilt are related, yet distinct, negative

self-evaluative emotions. Shame involves a global, negative assessment of the entire self ("I am a

bad person") following a transgression, leading to a desire to hide or disappear. Guilt, however, is

a more specific evaluation of a behavior ("I did a bad thing"), often motivating reparative action.

Both require a sophisticated moral compass and the ability to compare one's actions against

internalized social standards.

Love, envy, and jealousy are classic examples of relational secondary emotions. While love is a

profound, attachment-based emotion built upon shared history, trust, and commitment (far

exceeding the basic positive affect of pleasure), envy and jealousy are characterized by intense

comparison. Envy is the painful desire for something someone else possesses, focusing on the

desired object or attribute. Jealousy, however, is triadic, involving the fear of losing a valued

relationship or bond to a rival. The richness and social necessity of these emotions demonstrate

why the secondary classification is vital for understanding human motivation beyond basic needs.

6. Significance in Psychology and Affective Science

The study of secondary emotions holds immense significance across various sub-fields of

psychology, particularly in clinical, social, and developmental psychology. In developmental

contexts, the emergence of these emotions signals the successful integration of cognitive growth

and social learning, marking the transition from a purely reactive infant to a socially regulated child

capable of moral reasoning and empathy. The capacity to experience and manage complex

emotions like guilt and empathy is crucial for forming healthy attachments and participating

constructively in group settings. Failure to properly internalize the mechanisms of these emotions

can be indicative of underlying developmental or relational issues.

In social psychology, secondary emotions are viewed as essential mechanisms for maintaining

social order, regulating group dynamics, and reinforcing cultural norms. They act as powerful social

signals; for instance, displaying embarrassment serves as an apology for minor social

transgressions, signaling to the group that the individual recognizes the error and intends to

conform in the future. Furthermore, understanding how cultural values shape the experience and

expression of secondary emotions is key to cross-cultural psychology, explaining divergences in

emotional landscapes across different societies.
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Clinically, many psychological disorders are characterized by dysregulation or misapplication of

secondary emotions. For instance, excessive shame is a core component of several personality

disorders and depression, while problems managing envy or jealousy often underlie relationship

distress and conflict. Therapeutic interventions frequently target the cognitive appraisals that fuel

these emotions--helping individuals restructure the way they evaluate self, situation, and social

feedback--confirming the central role of cognition in defining the secondary emotional experience.

7. Debates and Criticisms

Despite the utility of the primary/secondary distinction, the classification system is subject to

ongoing debate within affective science. The primary criticism revolves around the difficulty in

drawing a firm, objective line between the two categories. While some emotions like fear appear

universally basic, the concept of innateness is challenging when considering the speed with which

seemingly "secondary" emotions like disgust (often classified as primary) acquire complex social

and moral functions (e.g., moral disgust). Critics argue that all emotions are, to some degree,

cognitively mediated and socially shaped, making a hard split artificial.

A second major point of contention is the methodology used for categorization. If a primary

emotion is defined by its hardwired neural circuitry, proof relies on consistent neurophysiological

markers. However, advanced neuroimaging has shown that even basic emotions engage

widespread cortical networks, blurring the lines of purely subcortical (primary) versus cortically

mediated (secondary) responses. Some theorists advocate for dimensional models of emotion

(e.g., arousal and valence) or continuous spectrum models, arguing that these better capture the

fluidity and interrelation of emotional experiences than strict categorical bins.

Furthermore, the role of culture often complicates the issue. An emotion that seems to fit the

criteria of a secondary, socially acquired feeling in one culture may be so highly emphasized and

consistently displayed in another that it appears almost "basic" in its expression. This raises

questions about whether the distinction reflects genuine neurobiological differences or merely

developmental timing and cultural prevalence. Nonetheless, the framework of secondary

emotions remains a powerful conceptual tool for researchers interested in the interaction between

cognition, culture, and the development of self-conscious affect.
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