The Oxford Handbook of Evolution and the Emotions

Laith Al-Shawaf (ed.), Todd K. Shackelford (ed.)

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197544754.001.0001
Published: 2024 Online ISBN: 9780197544785 Print ISBN: 9780197544754

Search in this book

4 Social Emotions Are Governed by a Common Grammar of
Social Valuation: Theoretical Foundations and Applications
to Human Personality and the Criminal Justice System @

Coltan Scrivner, Daniel Sznycer, Aaron W. Lukaszewski, Laith Al-Shawaf

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197544754.013.4  Pages 79-98
Published: 22 May 2024

Abstract
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envy are all governed by a shared grammar of social valuation. The authors also provide evidence that
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This emotion-valuation constellation appears to shape human sociality through interpersonal
interactions. Expanding upon this, they explore how signatures of this constellation may be evident in
two spheres of human sociality: personality and the criminal justice system.
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Social Valuation and Social Emotions

What underlies social valuation? Evolutionarily, the origin of valuation is closely linked with the degree to
which a person positively or negatively impacts the fitness of the valuer. Numerous theories have been
proposed to explain the evolution of psychological mechanisms that regulate conspecific valuation,
including kin selection (Hamilton, 1964), reciprocation (Trivers, 1971), partner choice (Noé & Hammerstein,
1994), reputation (Nowak & Sigmund, 1998), risk-pooling (Kaplan & Hill, 1985), and externality
management (Tooby & Cosmides, 1996). Stemming from these theories are a suite of empirical discoveries
that mapped the neurocognitive architecture involved in computing the social value of a target to a valuer.
The two key inputs processed by these neurocognitive mechanisms include (1) the target’s probable
contribution of fitness benefits to the valuer as, for example, kin, mate, trading partner, and L fellow
coalition member, and (2) the target’s probable imposition of fitness costs on the valuer, if not appeased
(Barclay & Willer, 2007; Cacioppo et al., 1999; Cuddy et al., 2008; Gilbert, 1997; Hare et al., 2010; Klein et al.,
2008; Levy & Glimcher, 2012; Lieberman et al., 2007; Lukaszewski et al., 2015; Sell et al., 2009; Sznycer et
al., 2019; Sznycer, De Smet, et al., 2016). The direction and magnitude of these two classes of inputs jointly
determine the social value of the target, which influences the degree to which the valuer will sacrifice his or
her welfare for a target (Tooby et al., 2008).

Adaptive problems of social valuation include (1) the value of self to others, (2) the value of others to the
self, and (3) the loss of valuable others. These adaptive problems would have led to the evolution of
neurocognitive programs that efficiently and effectively compute variables relevant to social valuation and
lead to on-average adaptive behavioral responses in the situations described above.

Emotions appear to play a central role in how humans solve adaptive problems of social valuation. Emotions
have been characterized by evolutionary theorists as neurocognitive adaptations designed by natural
selection to orchestrate cognition and behavior in the service of solving complex adaptive problems. The
social emotions can be understood as a subset of emotions that solve problems of sociality (Darwin, 1872;
Ekman, 1992; Keltner & Haidt, 1999; Nesse, 1990; Tooby, 1985; Tooby & Cosmides, 1990; ). These emotions
function in part to recalibrate internal variables of the cognitive architecture, including variables that index
the social valuations assigned by self and others (Al-Shawaf et al., 2016; Al-Shawaf & Lewis, 2017; Delton &
Robertson, 2016; Sell et al., 2009; Sznycer, Cosmides, et al., 2017; Sznycer, Seal, et al., 2017; Sznycer et al.,
forthcoming; Tooby & Cosmides, 2008). With its emphasis on adaptive problem and adaptive function, this
perspective can make sense of many known facts about the social emotions, because natural selection
produces close fits between the structure of an adaptive problem and the features of the adaptation that
evolved to solve it. For example:

Gratitude appears designed to enhance cooperation with a social partner (Algoe et al., 2008; Lim, 2012;
Smith et al., 2017). Gratitude is triggered by indications that a conspecific values the focal individual
more than expected (Algoe et al., 2008; Lim, 2012; Smith et al., 2017; Tesser et al., 1968; Tsang, 2006a,
2006b). Once activated, gratitude increases the value the individual attaches to the conspecific’s
welfare (Gordon et al., 2012; Lim, 2012; Smith et al., 2017), which can lead to an escalating cycle of
mutual valuation, along with beneficial outcomes for both parties (Algoe et al., 2008; Algoe et al., 2013,
Tooby & Cosmides, 1996).

- Pride appears to motivate the achievement and advertisement of socially valued acts or traits by someone
so that others place more value on that individual’s welfare (Cohen et al., 2020; Durkee et al., 2019;
Fessler, 1999; Schniter et al., 2020; Sznycer, Al-Shawaf, et al., 2017; Sznycer & Cohen, 2021a; Tracy et
al., 2010; Weisfeld, 1999). Pride is triggered in response to achievements—events indicating that an
individual has an enhanced capacity to deliver benefits or impose costs on others, along with an
associated increase in status (Lewis et al., 1992; Tracy & Matsumoto, 2008). When triggered, the pride
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system advertises achievements, motivates continued investment in courses of action that bring about
achievement, and solicits enhanced valuation from others (Cheng et al., 2013; Riskind & Gotay, 1982;
Tracy & Robins, 2008; Weisfeld, 1999; Williams & DeSteno, 2008).

Anger functions to bargain for better treatment (Sell, 2011; Sell et al., 2017; Sell & Sznycer, Chapter 6 in
this volume). Anger is activated in response to indications that another person places insufficient value
on the welfare of the focal individual—less L value than the individual feels entitled to (Sell et al.,
2009, 2017). Once triggered, the anger system deploys various tactics to incentivize the other to
increase her valuation of the individual: communication of the anger state (Galati et al., 2003; Sell et
al,, 2014), arguments (Averill, 1982; Sell et al., 2017), and threats of (or actual) withdrawal of assistance
or imposition of costs (Daly & Wilson, 1988; Felson, 1982; Sell, 2011).

Guilt appears designed to remedy situations where one put insufficient weight on the welfare of a valuable
other (often unintentionally), independent of whether the other person knows this (Baumeister et al.,
1994, Leith & Baumeister, 1998; McGraw, 1987; Smith et al., 2002; Sznycer, 2010, 2019; Tooby &
Cosmides, 2008). Once triggered, the guilt system increases the value that the focal individual attaches
to the other’s welfare: It interrupts the imposition of costs (Cohen et al., 2013; Cohen et al., 2014) and
motivates actions to benefit the victim and repair the relationship through restitutions, amends,
apologies, confessions, and acceptance of responsibility (Baumeister et al., 1995; de Hooge et al., 2007,
Ketelaar & Au, 2003; Leith & Baumeister, 1998; Ohtsubo & Yagi, 2015; Schniter et al., 2013; Sznycer et
al,, 2015; Tangney, 1991).

Sadness is activated by the separation, incapacitation, or death of associates who may otherwise value the
individual’s welfare and make positive fitness contributions to her (Keller & Nesse, 2006; Tooby &
Cosmides, 1990; see also Hagen, 1999; Hagen & Barrett, 2007). When activated, sadness reduces the
motivation to move and to act (Michalak et al., 2009), a response that can prevent behaviors causing
further loss (Keller & Nesse, 2006; Welling, 2003). Also, sadness may prompt cognitive activity geared
to solve problems related to the loss or to adapt to the loss (Andrews & Thomson, 2009).

Shame functions to minimize the spread of negative information about the self and the cost of any ensuing
devaluation from others (Durkee et al., 2019; Fessler, 1999; Gilbert, 1997; Landers et al., Chapter 7 in this
volume; Sznycer & Cohen, 2021b; Sznycer, Tooby, et al., 2016; Weisfeld & Dillon, 2012). Shame is
triggered by indications of probable or actual social devaluation (Dickerson et al., 2008; Robertson et
al,, 2018; Smith et al., 2002). Shame motivates the individual to inhibit actions that may cause further
social devaluation (de Hooge et al., 2008; Fehr & Gachter, 2000), to conceal incriminating information
(Leach & Cidam, 2015; Sznycer et al., 2015), and to withdraw from the situation (Wicker et al., 1983).
When ashamed, the individual appeases (Keltner et al., 1997) and produces a stereotyped nonverbal
display that deters attacks by signaling subordination (Fessler, 1999; Gilbert, 2000; Keltner et al., 1997;
Tracy & Matsumoto, 2008; Weisfeld & Dillon, 2012).

Envy is elicited by indications of competitive superiority in one’s positional rivals. Envy functions to
suppress the advantages of one’s rivals, a strategy which may be beneficial for the focal individual in
zero-sum competitions (Foster, 1965; Gershman, 2015; Hill & Buss, 2008; Lin & Bates, 2020; Schoeck,
1969; Smith & Kim, 2007; Sznycer, Seal, et al., 2017). Envy even motivates the imposition of costs on
rivals when the actions are costly to the envious individual himself. Envy combines spite and stealth in
the deployment of the spite (Schoeck, 1969). The stealth appears to be a design feature to minimize the
cost of spite to the envious individual. Without stealth, the focal individual may face serious costs: spite
invites its targets to retaliate against the spiteful individual, the targets of envious spite tend to be (by
definition) in a superior position to retaliate, and envy can be understood as an implicit admission L

of competitive disadvantage that can be used to exploit the envious individual. Envy is associated with
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schadenfreude—joy in the misfortune of others (Brigham et al., 1997; Sznycer et al., in prep.; van Dijk
etal., 2015).

Each of these social emotions—gratitude, pride, anger, guilt, sadness, shame, and envy—are triggered by
specific inputs and produce cognitive and behavioral outputs that appear to be functional in solving specific
adaptive problems; they have particular information-processing procedures, core-affective properties
(Nelson & Russell, 2014; Russell, 1980), physiological signatures (Blascovich & Mendes, 2010; Siegel et al.,
2018), and behavioral repertoires.

Here, we argue that despite the functional and structural differences between the different social emotions,
they may all be informed by a common set of evaluations. The human mind is expected to aptly appraise the
events that trigger these emotions in the local ecology. That is, the mind is expected to accurately estimate
the social value that is imputed locally to, for example, being generous, which may form the basis of the
activation of pride (if one is generous), the activation of envy (if a rival is generous), and so on. Indeed, it
has been hypothesized that the human mind features a generative grammar with universal principles and
open parameters that computes the social value of an individual based on that individual’s actions (e.g.,
shares food), traits (e.g., physically formidable), and characteristics (e.g., sibling of chief), and that social
emotions consult relevant social values to modulate their operation (Jackendoff, 2006; Sznycer, 2019;
Sznycer, Al-Shawaf, et al., 2017; Tooby & Cosmides, 2008).

The Grammar of Valuation

A prediction can be derived from this line of reasoning about social valuation: If performing an action or
displaying a trait leads to a positive or negative evaluation of a target individual, then that action or trait
may elicit multiple social emotions. For example, wisdom might be a trait that is valued by members of a
social group (that is, a positive valuation is attached to those who display wisdom). In this group, pride may
be activated in a person who displays wisdom; they may feel anger if their wisdom is not recognized; the
death of a wise person may trigger sadness; a person may feel shame if they publicly do something that is
unwise; guilt may be triggered in a person who unintentionally undervalues a wise person; and envy may be
triggered if one’s rival displays wisdom. In each case, the trait (wisdom) is being consulted by the social
emotion (pride, anger, sadness, shame, guilt, envy) when the input condition of the emotion is met—
having the valued trait in the case of pride; not receiving enough respect for possessing the trait in the case
of anger; losing a close other who has the trait in the case of sadness; inadvertently undervaluing someone
who possesses the trait in the case of guilt; and others believing that you lack the trait in the case of shame.

A key part of the conceptual framework of the grammar of valuation is that the local value attached to the
action or trait (wisdom, in this example) will be—as a first approximation—the same, regardless of which
social emotion is accessing the value. For example, the value placed on wisdom in some local ecology would
be the same whether it is being accessed by the pride system or the anger system. From this, it may be
predicted that the degree to which a trait/action is valued will correspond with the intensity of the social
emotion that is triggered by the trait/action. In other words, the more an act causes community members to
socially value a target individual who performed that act, the more intense emotions will be mobilized in
response to a situation involving that act. Critically, this should be true not only for a single emotion
triggered by the action/trait, but also across multiple social emotions that are triggered by the
corresponding input situation that involves that action/trait. For example, if athleticism is more highly
valued than botanical knowledge in a given social ecology, then, L everything else being equal, the
intensity of anger will be higher when, e.g., someone fails to acknowledge one’s athleticism than when
someone fails to acknowledge one’s botanical knowledge; the intensity of gratitude will be higher when
someone convinces others that one is athletic than when someone convinces others that one has botanical
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knowledge; the intensity of envy will be higher when one’s rival has superior athleticism compared to when
one’s rival displays superior botanical knowledge, and so on.

Matching the intensity of emotion to the precise value of the elicitor is necessary, because over-activation
and under-activation of an emotion relative to the eliciting condition are costly errors. If social emotions
are well-engineered adaptations, they should make valuation estimates based on the local social ecology. In
some cases, an inaccurate estimate may lead to an emotional display that is not cost-efficient. For example,
displaying too much shame for a minor offense means that one accepts steeper devaluation from others
than what is warranted by the facts—a maladaptive response. Similarly, displaying too little shame can also
result in shunning and the imposition of costs. In some cases, an inaccurate estimate may actually lead to
devaluation, such as exhibiting too much pride when it is unwarranted. To guide emotion-activation in a
functional manner, social emotions should consult the grammar of valuation to estimate the value that the
relevant action or trait affords to local audiences and modulate their activation accordingly.

One of the key functions of emotions is to evaluate future courses of action (Bechara et al., 2000; Schwarz,
2000; Sznycer, Tooby, et al., 2016). However, the ability to evaluate future courses of action only when
audience feedback is available would be inefficient, particularly in a species that is equipped with
imagination and prospection. Because of this, social emotions should track action/trait valuations even in
the absence of communication between the audience and the focal individual. In other words, social
emotions are expected to mobilize in anticipation and during the imagining of their respective input
situation, and not just during the actual situation (Van Der Schalk et al., 2012). From this, we can predict
that the anticipated or imagined intensity of social emotions will accurately and precisely track the values
afforded to audiences by the relevant acts and traits.

The Grammar of Valuation Appears to Be Universal

The argument so far makes the case that the information-processing structure of social emotions and the
grammar of valuation are evolved, species-typical adaptations in humans. If this is the case, the predicted
associations between social valuation and the intensities of multiple emotions should be observable within
populations worldwide and, in some cases, even between populations. Given the variety of human social
ecologies, some actions, traits, and situations bring about evaluative responses and emotions in certain
populations but not in others (Haidt, 2012; Sznycer, Tooby, et al., 2016; von Fiirer-Haimendorf, 1967). Still,
if some universal principles exist within the grammar of valuation, then actions, traits, and situations that
tap into these principles may elicit agreement between populations about social valuation and emotions.
Moreover, multiple emotions in one population may track the valuations that people hold in a different
population.

Previous studies on the emotion of pride have supported these predictions. Studies conducted in 16
industrial countries indicate that the degree to which pride is anticipated following a particular action or
trait closely tracks the degree to which audiences value the individual who performs that action or displays

that trait (Sznycer, Al-Shawaf, et al., 2017; see also Cohen et al., 2020; Durkee et al., 2019; Leary et al., 1995).

Moreover, the anticipated pride in each of the 16 countries tracked the valuations expressed by foreign
audiences in the other 15 countries. For example, the more South Korean participants valued a target
individual L for having a certain trait, the more Swiss participants reported pride if they displayed that
trait. Furthermore, these findings replicated in 10 traditional small-scale societies (Sznycer, Xygalatas,
Alami, et al., 2018). Importantly, it was pride that tracked valuation; other positively valenced emotions did
not uniquely track audience valuations (Sznycer, Al-Shawaf, et al., 2017), pointing to the functional
specificity of pride.
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Similar findings apply to shame. As noted above, the shame system functions to minimize the threat of
being devalued by others when negative information about the self might be revealed (or has been revealed)
to others. If the shame program is well-calibrated to the evaluations of audiences, one may expect people to
feel intense shame regarding personal actions or traits that audiences disvalue greatly, and less intense
shame regarding personal actions or traits that audiences devalue mildly. Indeed, studies in industrial
societies and traditional small-scale societies show that shame accurately tracks the degree of devaluation
expressed by both local audiences and foreign audiences (Cohen et al., 2020; Durkee et al., 2019; Sznycer,
Tooby, et al., 2016; Sznycer, Xygalatas, Agey, et al., 2018). These findings are consistent with the hypotheses
that the psychology of social valuation and the emotions of pride and shame are evolved, species-wide
adaptations.

More recently, Sznycer and Lukaszewski (2019) have reported similar findings regarding other social
emotions. Participants from the United States and India rated 25 hypothetical scenarios developed by
Sznycer, Al-Shawaf, et al. (2017) in which someone’s actions, traits, or circumstances might lead them to be
viewed positively by others. The scenarios were designed to elicit reactions in a wide variety of
evolutionarily relevant domains, such as social exchange, skills, aggressive contests, mating, parenting,
and leadership, and were phrased at a relatively high level of abstraction to make them meaningful across
different cultures.
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Figure 4.1. Multiple social emotions track social valuation. The extent to which people value each of 25 positive personal
characteristics in others (e.g., trustworthiness, bravery, ambitiousness, good table manners) is positively associated with the
intensities of: pride (if you had those characteristics), anger (if someone failed to acknowledge that you have those

characteristics), gratitude (if someone convinced others that you have those characteristics), sadness (if someone died who had
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those characteristics), and guilt (if you harmed someone who has those characteristics). Each point in each panel represents the
mean valuation rating and mean emotion rating of one personal characteristic. Ratings of valuation, pride, anger, gratitude,

sadness, and guilt were given by different participants (between-subjects design).

N on which the correlations are based = number of personal characteristics = 25. Effect size: r2 linear. United States data: panels
A-E; India data: panels F-J.

Reprinted with permission from: Sznycer, D. & Lukaszewski, A. W. (2019). The emotion-valuation constellation: Multiple
emotions are governed by a common grammar of social valuation. Evolution and Human Behavior, 40(4), 395-404.

Participants were randomly assigned to one of six conditions: valuation, guilt, sadness, pride, anger, and
gratitude. Participants in each condition rated the same basic set of 25 scenarios. What varied across
conditions was a prompt, displayed before the scenarios. The prompts were designed to guide the
interpretation of the scenarios in a way that would elicit valuation of a target individual or one of five
emotions (guilt, sadness, pride, anger, or gratitude). For example, in the valuation condition, the prompt
asked participants to imagine that the actions and traits described in the 25 scenarios are true of a target
individual: an individual other than the participant who is of the same sex and age as the participant.
Participants then rated how they viewed the person from 1 (I wouldn’t view them positively at all) to 7 (I'd
view them very positively). The five emotion conditions had similar prompts with situation-specific
scenarios meant to elicit the respective emotion and a 1—7 rating for the emotion. For example, in the pride
condition, the prompt asked participants to imagine that the acts and traits described in the 25 scenarios are
true of themselves, and to indicate how much pride they would feel if they were in those situations (1: no
pride at all; 7: a lot of pride).

In sum, participants rated, for each of 25 scenarios describing positive acts and traits, either: (1) valuation of
another individual, if those things were true of that individual; (2) guilt, if those things were true of another
individual on whom the participant has imposed costs—in the absence of any incriminating evidence that
publicly reveal this imposition of costs; (3) sadness, if those things were true of a recently deceased
neighbor; (4) pride, if those things were true of themselves; (5) anger, if a friend failed to acknowledge
those things about them; or (6) gratitude, if a friend convinced others that those things are true of the
participant.

Sznycer and Lukaszewski (2019) found that the degree to which local audiences positively value a target
individual if various acts or traits are true of the target is positively associated L with the degree to which
people feel each of the five different social emotions (Figure 4.1). Not only did the results hold in both the
United States and India, but audience valuations in each country were associated with the intensities of the
five emotions in the other country (Figure 4.2). This serves as the first empirical evidence that multiple
social emotions with highly different functions, computational properties, and phenomenologies are
governed in part by a common grammar of social valuation.

In addition to within- and between-culture regularities in emotion, this theoretical framework may also
help explain cultural differences in emotion (Sznycer et al., 2012; Sznycer, Al-Shawaf, et al., 2017, Study S1;
Sznycer, Tooby, et al., 2016, Study S2; see also Al-Shawaf & Lewis, 2017; Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002;
Mesquita & Frijda, 1992; Scherer & Wallbott, 1994). The more an action or trait is valued in culture A
compared to culture B, the more that L action or trait is expected to elicit various social emotions in culture
A compared to culture B. Sznycer and Lukaszewski (2019) found evidence for this prediction as well. This
approach can therefore account for—and more importantly, predict in advance—cross-cultural regularities
and cross-cultural differences in social emotions.

In sum, the human mind-brain appears to be equipped with a complex psychology of social valuation and a
suite of emotions that recalibrate internal representations of social value in the minds of self and others.
This emotion-valuation constellation shapes the form of interpersonal interactions: with whom we
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associate, to whom we attend, whom we help, to whom we are grateful, whom we spite, and so on. If the
emotion-valuation constellation is a pillar of human sociality, then signatures of this constellation may be
evident in various spheres of human behavior and sociality. Next, we briefly review evidence in two such
spheres—personality and the criminal justice system—suggesting that this is indeed the case. L

Valuation

81T 8

Sadness Gratitude

Sadness Gratitude

3]

—

Waluation

a0m B4

Figure 4.2. Multiple social emotions track social valuation both within and between countries. The valuations expressed by
American participants are positively associated with the intensities of pride, anger, gratitude, sadness, and guilt expressed by
American participants (panel A) and by Indian participants (panel C). Similarly, the valuations expressed by Indian participants
are positively associated with the intensities of pride, anger, gratitude, sadness, and guilt expressed by Indian participants
(panel B) and by American participants (panel D). Ratings of valuation, pride, anger, gratitude, sadness, and guilt were given by

different participants (between-subjects design).

N on which the correlations are based = number of personal characteristics = 25. Numbers represent Pearson’s r between
valuation and each emotion. *** p <.001; ** p<.01; * p<.05; T .05 < p <.10.

Reprinted with permission from: Sznycer, D. & Lukaszewski, A. W. (2019). The emotion-valuation constellation: Multiple emotions
are governed by a common grammar of social valuation. Evolution and Human Behavior, 40(4), 395-404.
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Signatures of the Emotion-Valuation Constellation I: Personality

The hypothesis that emotions underlie individual differences in personality—characteristic ways of
thinking and behaving—has a long history in psychology (e.g., Allport & Allport, 1921; Mischel & Shoda,
1995; Montag & Panksepp, 2017). This hypothesis is compatible with a recently developed adaptationist
framework for discovering the psychological underpinnings of descriptive personality constructs, such as
the Big Five (Saucier & Goldberg, 1996) and Big Six (Ashton & Lee, 2007) dimensions (Lukaszewski, 2020;
Lukaszewski et al., 2020). This framework holds that, if we are to identify and characterize the
psychological mechanisms that generate behavioral variation captured descriptively in nebulous
personality dimensions (e.g., “Conscientiousness”), it is essential to begin by building theory-based models
of specific behavior-regulating mechanisms. From this perspective, emotions are good candidates to
explain personality variation, owing in part to their role in orchestrating functional responses to adaptive
problems across many neurocognitive systems (Al-Shawaf et al., 2016; Al-Shawaf & Lewis, 2017; Tooby &
Cosmides, 1990). For example, variation in the fear system—whether at the level of individual differences
or within people across situations—will orchestrate variation in physiology (e.g., heart rate), attention (e.g.,
a bias toward detecting threats), and manifest behavior (e.g., fearful facial expression). Once the
architecture of fear is provisionally mapped via an adaptationist analysis, the scientist can begin to
determine whether variation in fear’s activation and outputs are described in the folk parlance of any extant
personality constructs (e.g., aspects of Big Five “Neuroticism”; Davis & Panksepp, 2011).

If variation in emotions constitutes (part of) the mechanistic underpinnings of personality, then it is
possible that many personality constructs may describe variable behavioral solutions to adaptive problems
pertaining to social valuation. For example, as detailed above, anger exhibits strong evidence of special
design for solving the adaptive problem of being insufficiently valued by others (Sell et al., 2009, 2017,
Tooby et al., 2008). Recently, researchers discovered that both within- and between-person variation in
anger’s activation and outputs are described in the folk-lexical parlance of the HEXACO (i.e., Big Six)
personality dimension labeled “Agreeableness” (Lukaszewski et al., 2020). These findings illustrate (1) the
utility of an adaptationist framework for characterizing the mechanisms that give rise to functionally
defined dimensions of variation, and (2) the potential superiority of personality taxonomies that are
organized around theoretically based dimensions of variation, rather than the largely atheoretical factor-
analytical decisions that have historically characterized personality psychology.

A personality taxonomy grounded in the emotion-valuation constellation would capture dimensions of
variation that carve the mind at its natural joints, while elucidating the psychological foundations of extant
personality dimensions. Much as anger appears to form the mechanistic underpinning of Agreeableness,
evidence suggests that variation in the pride (Cheng et al., 2010), shame (Gramzow & Tangey, 1992), envy
(Krizan & Johar, 2012), and contempt (Gervais & Fessler, 2017) programs are descriptively captured in
aspects of the “Dark Triad” personality dimensions of Narcissism, Machiavellianism, and Psychopathy
(Jones & Paulhus, 2014 ). Further developing theory-based models of within- and between-person variation
in the social emotions—as well as the psychometric tools for assessing such variation—may reveal that
much of human “personality” is organized around a constellation of adaptive problems pertaining to social
valuation. We envision a social-personality science in which researchers don’t study lexically based trait
factors such as “Conscientiousness” and “Agreeableness,” but rather the universal and variable design
features of adaptations such as anger, envy, gratitude, pride, shame, and sadness.

The cognitive grammar of social valuation referenced by social emotions to calibrate their operation is likely
an important source of both universals in emotions and individual differences. This is true in multiple ways.
First, if multiple social emotions consult a common grammar of valuation, then individual differences in
how people represent the social value attached to specific acts and traits will lead to individual differences in
how those acts or traits trigger emotions. For example, if person A represents eloquence as being more
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locally valued than person B, then instances of linguistic virtuosity (or incoherence) will correspondingly
activate multiple social emotions more intensely in A than B (e.g., pride in response to successfully regaling
others; shame in response to public inarticulateness; envy in response to a rival’s celebrated speech at the
community meeting; etc.). As such, the “common grammar” framework provides the foundation for
understanding both universality and individual differences in emotions. It will be crucial for future work in
this area to consider not only the substantial uniformity between people in how the emotion-valuation
constellation works, but also the systematically predictable differences between cultures and individuals
therein.

Variation in the grammar of social valuation is likely key in the decision process by which the activation of a
given social emotion leads to specific behavioral outputs. Given the massive set of possible “on-the-
ground” contingencies involved in solving a given adaptive problem in a specific circumstance, an emotion
program requires access to a decision architecture that can precisely tailor behavioral decisions to the
current situational and cultural context (Buss, 1991; Lukaszewski et al., 2020). For example, shame, when
activated by potential or actual devaluation, must be able to improvise, or select from among, potentially
functional behavioral outputs—should I hide, play dumb, make aggressive threats, cut off one of my
fingers, or something else? Buss (1991) proposed a hierarchical structure of tactical output selection
wherein specific behavioral outputs are nested within broader act categories. Given that the entire space of
specific behavioral outputs that could be deployed in a given situation is nearly infinite—ranging from “rub
your tummy” to “make a sexual proposition” to “brandish a weapon” —a decision architecture attempting
to select outputs from this space would become paralyzed in the face of combinatorial explosion (Tooby &
Cosmides, 1992). Rather, shame, when activated, will circumscribe the decision space to the level of broad
act categories (e.g., “prevent others from knowing about disvalued act” vs. “generate compensatory
benefits for others”) that would have solved the adaptive problem ancestrally, or within one’s own ecology.
Next, having selected a broad act category (e.g., “prevent others from knowing about disvalued act”),
shame must be able to tailor plausibly functional behavioral outputs (e.g., “falsely blame someone else” or
“slip away inconspicuously before they see me”) to the details of the current situation, taking into account
the devaluers’ identities and various situational and cultural variables. In this process, within- or between-
culture variation in peoples’ representation of the extent to which specific acts (or broad act categories) are
(dis)valued will play a crucial role in determining which behavioral decisions have the greatest forecasted
payoff in the currency of mitigating the costs of social devaluation. For instance, if person A represents
being caught in a lie as being more strongly disvalued than person B, then person A will be less likely than B
to select the behavioral output [falsely blame someone else]. The same would hold for specific behavioral
decisions motivated by any of the social emotions comprising the emotion-valuation constellation.

In sum, the structure of the emotion-valuation constellation, as well as that of its constituent components,
may influence a wide range of psychological and behavioral phenomena that have traditionally been studied
as aspects of “personality.” Mapping the variable parameters L of the grammar of social valuation, as well
as the social emotions, may therefore help place personality psychology on a new footing—one that carves
the mind at its joints, and supplies a framework within which to seamlessly explain within-person,
between-person, and cross-cultural variation in behavior.
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Signatures of the Emotion-Valuation Constellation Il: The Criminal
Justice System

Modern skulls house stone-aged minds—the agricultural and industrial revolutions occurred too recently
for natural selection to have effected major reorganizations of the human neurocognitive architecture
(Tooby & Cosmides, 1992). One consequence of this is that modern artifacts and institutions are underlain
by ancient adaptations for life in prehistoric small-scale bands of foragers, and signatures of the latter can
be seen in the design of the former (Boyer, 2018; Tooby & Cosmides, 1992).

This general hypothesis has been applied to study war (Brown et al., 2021; Manson et al., 1991; Sell et al.,
2009; Sell et al., 2017; Tooby & Cosmides, 1988), religion (Barlev et al., 2017; Boyer, 2008; Lang et al., 2019),
rituals (Boyer & Liénard, 2006; Xygalatas et al., 2013), politics (Pietraszewski et al., 2015), morality
(Alexander, 1987; Curry et al., 2019; DeScioli & Kurzban, 2013; Lieberman & Patrick, 2018; Tooby &
Cosmides, 2010), criminal laws (Jones, 2001; Jones & Goldsmith, 2005; Robinson et al., 2007; Stylianou,
2003; Sznycer & Patrick, 2020), redistribution (Lin & Bates, 2020; Petersen et al., 2012, 2013; Sznycer, Seal,
et al., 2017; Sznycer, Ermer, et al., 2018), the family (Daly & Wilson, 1995; Lieberman et al., 2007; Salmon &
Shackelford, 2007; Sznycer, De Smet, et al., 2016), markets (Boyer & Petersen, 2018; Friedman, 2005; Rubin,
2003), and property rights (Friedman, 2010; Kanngiesser et al., 2020), among other areas of study.

The emotion-valuation constellation regulates how individuals allocate goods and bads (attention, aid,
exclusion, exploitation) between themselves and others depending on the characteristics or externalities or
contributions of self and others. If societal institutions are created and interpreted (at least in part) through
the lens of adaptations for interpersonal interactions (Boyer, 2018; Sznycer, Seal, et al., 2017; Tooby et al.,
2006), then the emotion-valuation constellation may shape (at least in part) the institutions that regulate
the allocation of goods and bads among people in a society. If so, then signatures of the emotion-valuation
constellation will be discernible in those institutions.

Put simply, the rules that regulate some institutions may be traceable to evaluative and emotional -
recalibrational processes that evolved as solutions to problems in the domain of interpersonal interactions.
Just as individuals condition their help to those individuals who help back, so institutions may condition
rewards to those individuals who contribute to the public good or the collective action. Just as individuals
devalue and exclude those individuals who are exploitative, so institutions may devalue and punish those
individuals who exploit a common resource. And so on. Moreover, if there are commonalities across cultures
in the circuit-logic of the emotion-valuation constellation, then (some) institutions in population A may be
traceable to the social evaluations and the social emotions of individuals in population B—even when
populations A and B exist in different times, geographical spaces, cultural spaces, and ecologies.

As an example of this, consider the institution of the criminal justice system. Humans can create costs for
others as a side effect of their actions, and they can benefit at the expense of others in various ways. Given
the recurring and consequential nature of conflict to human social life, natural selection would have
selected for adaptations to navigate conflict (Cosmides & Tooby, 2006; Jones & Goldsmith, 2005; Patrick,
2016; Robinson et al., 2007; Sell, 2011; L Sell et al., 2009). Some of these adaptations are in the purview of
the emotion-valuation constellation: victims’ devaluation of offenders, victims’ anger directed at
offenders, perpetrators’ shame and guilt, and so on. Thus, criminal justice systems may bear the stamp of
the emotion-valuation constellation.

Consistent with this hypothesis, research suggests that social evaluations and social emotions are
important components of people’s intuitions of justice as well as criminal laws (where formal criminal laws
exist). For example, laypeople agree both within and across countries in how they rank the seriousness of
different offenses (Robinson & Kurzban, 2007; Stylianou, 2003) Further, laypeople’s justice intuitions
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generally track the punishments prescribed by the legal codes and judges of their jurisdiction (Kddridinen,
2018; Robinson et al., 2010).

Recently, Sznycer and Patrick (2020) have shown that laypeople’s social evaluations and social emotions
closely match the logic and content of laws drawn from ancient Mesopotamian and Chinese legal codes (the
Laws of Eshnunna, 1770 BCE; the Tang Code, 635 CE). Study participants with no legal training from the
United States and India were shown various ancient offenses as defined in ancient laws. The corresponding
punishments provided for those offenses by the ancient laws were not shown to participants. Participants
were asked to rate each offense. Participants’ responses were positively correlated with the actual
punishments provided for those ancient offenses by the ancient laws. This was true for a host of responses,
including interpersonal devaluation of offenders, judgments of moral wrongness, mock-legislated
punishments (in time in prison and in fines), and perpetrator shame. In addition, the valuation psychology
can be seen in the administration of justice, as the mode and intensity of recommended punishment for an
offense is more severe when participants perceive offenders to have lower social value, and victims to have
higher social value (Lieberman & Linke, 2007; Petersen et al., 2012; see also Williams et al., 2019).

In sum, laypeople can intuitively recreate criminal laws from both familiar and radically unfamiliar
cultures, and they can do this in the absence of explicit legal or historical knowledge. They appear to
accomplish this through their social evaluations and emotions. This suggests that the emotion-valuation
constellation may underlie key aspects of criminal justice systems. We suspect that signatures of the
emotion-valuation constellation will be found in other institutions as well.

Concluding Remarks

The emotion-valuation constellation governs whom we value and help, to whom we are indifferent, whom
we disvalue and exclude, when we feel anger and demand to be treated better, when we hide in shame, and
when we advertise our achievements.

This constellation seems to be a fulcrum of human sociality. Its importance in human affairs is difficult to
overstate. For instance, the flow of goods, services, and capital —the economy—is determined to an
important extent by who values whom and who values whose assets. The criminal justice system too may be
shaped by social valuation, as argued above. Individual differences in personality may also be an outcrop of
the emotion-valuation constellation.

Many basic questions remain to be answered about the structure of this common grammar and which
aspects of human psychology it underlies. However, the specificity and replicability of the findings outlined
here suggest that an evolutionary approach sheds new light on how emotions function and what aspects of
behavior and psychology they underpin.
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