How can we describe the domain HUMAINE aims to deal with?

Projects like HUMAINE reflect a widespread sense that IT can and should be engaging systematically with aspects of human life that technologists traditionally left to others. In a nutshell, it should take account of the fact that people are not simply analytic consumers and processors of information. The way they function is bound up with the fact that they like some things, find others threatening, feel that others simply do not impinge on them, and so on. 

It is tiresome to spell out more exactly what is to be addressed: and yet, it is important for the prospects of the discipline. People who are drawn to the area feel that there is a large, practically important topic to deal with. However, the immediately obvious ways of describing the topic do not convince people who favour a more traditional, ‘tough-minded’ approach. Picard proposed a discipline of ‘affective computing’. The term ‘affect’, though, invites people to think in terms of private feelings and rather gross physiological phenomena that are associated with them – inner glows and outer flushes. It is hard to make a convincing case that those are particularly important for computing. Partly for that reason, HUMAINE defined its subject as ‘emotion-oriented computing’. But the word ‘emotion’ invites people to think about episodes that hold a dramatic fascination, but which are brief and rare, and which we tend to feel people ought to be able to control (particularly when using a computer). The case that those episodes are particularly important for computing is not much easier to make. 
The problem is bound up with the way everyday language works. The terms ‘emotion’ and ‘affect’ both have senses in which they refer to a domain that is wide, and very probably important for computing. However, they are not the senses that come to mind when people ask themselves ‘what, strictly, does this word mean?’ In that context, senses that are more sharply defined, but much narrower, come to the fore. That sets a trap: it pushes people to assume that the narrow sense identifies what the discipline is about, or should be about. Escaping the trap depends on putting effort into finding ways of directing people’s attention towards the domain that is actually of interest. 

The simplest response is to use a name that has no theoretical overtones at all. That kind of name is useful to get discussion started, because it possible to ask how satisfactorily various descriptions that do have deeper roots identify the domain in question. For that reason, I will use ‘the HUMAINE target domain’ as a label meaning no more and no less than the area of human life that people in HUMAINE and projects like it aim to engage with.       

There are several natural approaches to conveying what this domain amounts to. The aim of this note is to outline them. They are not in competition – rather they are different ways of pointing to the same general area. My hope is that the community can find ways of using them, singly or in combination, that will help it to break out of the descriptive trap. 
Descriptions by exclusion
It is a curious fact that some of the most convenient ways of describing the HUMAINE target domain hinge on saying what it is not – description by exclusion.
The most directly relevant senses of the term ‘affect’ are grounded in one type of description by exclusion. Plato divided mental activity into three parts: rational thought at one extreme, amoral appetite at the other, and a middle ground which is neither, but interacts with both. That middle ground has been called ‘affect’, ‘spirit’, and various other things. If ‘affect’ is understood in that way, it conveys something not unlike the HUMAINE target domain. Augustine (who was heavily influenced by Plato) used a related division. He contrasted affect with cognition and the exercise of will (commonly called conation in this context). His sense of ‘affect’ includes Platonic appetite, but explicitly separates it from the exercise of will. 
‘Not pure reason, not pure will, not pure appetite’ is not the worst definition of the HUMAINE target domain, and if that is what ‘affect’ is used to signify, ‘affect’ is not a bad term for the domain. However in practice, people’s understanding of the term ‘affect’ tends to be dominated by theories that have been proposed to give a positive picture of what fills the space identified by the negative definition. They are highly divergent (implying that most must be wrong), and often capture very little of what HUMAINE would naturally be interested in. Using a term that binds the research effort to those theories is a different matter, which is why ‘affect’ is not an ideal name for the domain. 
A similar space can be identified using the term ‘emotion’. It involves a double negation. Empirically, people agree that very little of human life can properly be called emotionless. Hence another way of describing the HUMAINE target domain is ‘the parts of life that are not emotionless’. 
That has the advantage that it taps into a concept that is fairly well established in most native English speakers, so it helps them to imagine roughly what we are talking about. (Affect may have a similar status for German speakers, but that is another matter). However, there is still the difficulty that when people think deliberately about what fills the space, they are inclined to assume that it must be emotion; and that is very far from true if ‘emotion’ is used in what lay people and experts alike tend to regard as its primary sense. That is why ‘emotion’ and its derivatives do not provide an ideal name for the domain.
Obviously the two options that have been considered are at different levels. For that reason, they are associated with different numbers. The divisions of mind in Plato and Augustine correspond roughly to modes of thought. If affect is one of three modes that make up mental life, it presumably accounts for around a third of the machinery of mind. Being unemotional is a state, which one might think was marked by the fact that the affective mode is not engaged. States that are not emotionless make up much more than a third of life – some studies suggest a figure around 95%, some more.

Introducing phrases with specific meanings goes some way to let these terms be used appropriately. The following seem natural enough to have a chance of being useful.

Modal affect: the mode of mental operation suggested by Plato’s and Augustine’s contrastive definitions
Emotional life: the part of life where people are not unemotional

Pervasive emotion: what is present throughout emotional life.
Descriptions by dimension
Probably the simplest positive description of the HUMAINE target domain is to say it is concerned with the way thought and action are coloured by subjective considerations which can be represented roughly by numerical dimensions. 
The classical dimensions to consider are ‘E-P-A’ – evaluation, potency, and activation. Evaluation involves summing up things, people or situations as good or bad; potency involves summing them up as powerful or powerless; activation involves summing them up as dynamic or inert. Two other dimensions are particularly interesting in the context of computing. One is predictability, which sums up the person’s sense that things are conforming to expectation. The other is engagement, which sums up the sense that events are something the person should care about or take seriously, rather than essentially immaterial. The distinction takes on a new significance because of work on virtual reality where a sense of ‘presence’ is crucial to systems’ effectiveness, but difficult to achieve. The fact that simulated events engage emotion is widely seen as a hallmark of presence.
This kind of description has the character of a rule of thumb. In and of itself, it does not indicate why these summary descriptions are different from others; whether additional dimensions could be introduced and on what grounds; or how to identify situations where this kind of description is practically important. 
At a deeper level, it is a concern that the psychological reality of dimensional descriptions is quite unclear. Russell and his colleagues propose that there is a psychological reality behind dimensional descriptions. They call it ‘core affect’. It is supposed to be an element of mental life that combines with others to create complex emotional phenomena. However, there is no consensus in psychology that core affect is a reality rather than a brave attempt to reify statistical summaries.
Those limitations do not stop descriptions that use dimensions from being useful, but they are an incentive to look for approaches that offer a more transparent description.
Descriptions by state type
Everyday talk about emotional life is dominated by terms that describe types of state – anger, happiness, and so on. Another natural approach to describing the HUMAINE target domain is to list all the relevant types of state. Clearly the labels cannot be at the level of specific states like anger and happiness; there are too many of them. However, it makes sense to ask whether the whole territory might be covered by a moderate number of labels at a higher level – generic labels seems an apt term.

A few generic labels are available. Obvious examples include mood; emotion in the sense used by Scherer and his colleagues is one; attitude in the sense used by Fishein, Ajzen and their colleagues; Bruner’s term ‘stance’, and disposition. But there seem to be few systematic attempts to identify a set of labels like this that covers the whole HUMAINE target domain. Note that that could be done theoretically or empirically. Ortony and his colleagues probably come closest to a theoretically motivated overview. 
The group at QUB has been empirically led, particularly by work on naturalistic databases. That kind of material highlights the range of phenomena that appear to involve pervasive emotion / modal affect, many not conforming neatly to the kind of conceptual images that come to the fore when one tries to think about the domain a priori. By iterating between theory and empirical studies, we have come up with a list of generic categories that cover most of the states people experience when they are not unemotional. 
The latest version of the list was given to 10 people, each of whom was then contacted by phone 50 times over a period of weeks at random times.  They responded by identifying the generic descriptor that best described their state at the time. The main results are summarised below.

Established Emotion
0.9%
Emergent Emotion (suppressed)
1.7%
Emergent Emotion (full-blown)
1.5%
Transitional between mood and emergent
1.5%
Moods
36.1%
Stance towards object/situation
25.6%
Interpersonal Stances
2.4%
Interpersonal Bonds
4.1%
Altered State of Arousal
21.9%
Altered State of Control
3.9%
Altered State of Seriousness
0.4%
Doesn’t fit
0.0%
Emotionless
0.0%
Note the last two lines – nobody reported being in a state that was not captured by any of the categories, and (surprisingly) the proportion of cases where they reported being unemotional was actually zero. That is even lower than the estimates we derived by other methods. 
The descriptors are chosen to be easy for lay people to understand with a minimum of explanation. We discarded terms like ‘attitude’ because they did not function in that way: earlier iterations showed that lay people tended to use them in a very specific way, quite unlike the sense that theorists use. The explanatory comments below are in that spirit: they are meant to confirm natural readings, not as stand-alone definitions. 
Emergent Emotion This refers to the kind of phenomenon that Scherer and others call simply emotion: intense, brief, and focused on an object, person, or situation.
Full-blown emergent emotion is the archetypal version of the phenomenon.
Suppressed emergent emotion involves similar subjective feelings, but its influence on expression and action is contained by a deliberate effort.
Established Emotion refers to what many philosophers mean by the unqualified term emotion – an enduring phenomenon such as lasting shame over a past action or lasting pride in an acheivement (see eg Nathanson 1992: ‘Affect is biology, feeling is psychology and emotion is biography’ Shame and Pride p. 50 )
Moods The classical distinction between moods and emotions is that moods are a global state of the subject: they do not have an object. They also tend to last longer than emergent emotions. 
Transitional states include states that are broadly mood-like, but instead of having no object, they ‘lock on’ to one object after another (the children, the car, the government…); and states which are ‘on the edge of’ emergent emotion, perhaps leading up to a full-blown episode, perhaps the aftermath of one. 

Stance refers to a temporary orientation towards something which has multiple elements, some of which are emotional in a broad sense (eg friendly or hostile).
We initially considered stances towards a person, but added stances towards objects or things to cover a type of example that earlier schemes did not accommodate easily.
Interpersonal Bonds involve an enduring orientation to a person which has emotional elements, such as love or antagonism.
Altered State of Arousal / Control / Seriousness These arise directly from the dimensions outlined in the previous section. The terms describe states that have some characteristics of what would generally be called emotion, but lack others. 
This kind of approach clearly needs work, but as a communicative device, it has the advantage of being less abstract than the dimensional one. 
Description by modality and function
One of the drawbacks of both dimensional and everyday state descriptions is that they suggest emotionality is somehow special: a departure from a natural origin, or a distinctive kind of state. The description in terms of modal affect avoids that, by focussing attention on mode of operation that may well be involved in most things that people do: but in its straightforward form, it is uncomfortably abstract.  

A way to combine virtues of both approaches it to identify both the importance of a particular modality and the areas in which it is most relevant. Along those lines, a reasonably satisfying description of the HUMAINE task domain might be ‘felt appraisal, state, connection, expression and tendency’. 

Each of the terms chosen corresponds to a part of mental life that has been emphasised in a major emotion theory – assessed potential for ‘weal or woe’, global state, concern with significant things or people, signalling and communicative functions, and action tendency. The qualification ‘felt’ indicates that the HUMAINE target domain is not all assessments of potential for weal or woe, but assessments of a particular type, marked by being felt rather than articulated; and so on. The qualification sometimes sits more naturally than others: ‘felt expression’ has to be read as an ellipsis for ‘expression that conveys feelings’. It also has to be added that the feeling does not need to be present: what matters is that the appraisal is of a kind which is intrinsically related to feeling, not that the feeling is part of the person’s experience. But it is sometimes worth sacrificing grammar to brevity. 
The approach has the minor but useful property of offering an acronym which is not too grotesque, that is, FASCET.  On this approach, one might say that what HUMAINE targets is the FASCET domain: felt appraisal, state, connection, expression and tendency. 
Coda
This note comes out of a series of longer papers, which have received mixed receptions – some enthusiastic, some despairing.  I have tried to learn from experience. Among other things, I hope I have seen how to boil ideas down and extract the bits that are least contentious. 
I have kept going because I think that somebody needs to. Perhaps it ought not to be so, but it seems to me that the kind of research HUMAINE does will struggle until it finds a way to communicate to colleagues, funding bodies, the media, and the public, what we think computing should be trying to engage with. The problem was beautifully illustrated by a recent comment from an eminent colleague (not in HUMAINE): “making computers nice to people – well, that’s a bit pathetic, isn’t it?”
I want HUMAINE and the associated communities to have an effective response to that kind of misunderstanding. Having satisfactory ways to state what we aim to engage with is only part of it. It needs to be backed with examples of the things that can be done if computing engages with the HUMAINE target domain, and not otherwise. But without suitable descriptions, people will not see why the applications are linked. I hope that after the long process of boiling down, we are coming close to descriptions that are short and accessible enough to have a chance of being made effective tools, and that people in the community can agree on. 
