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Protester sreaming at Trump’s inauguration 



3

The panther

His gaze against the sweeping of  the bars
has grown so weary, it can hold no more.
To him, there seem to be a thousand bars
and back behind those thousand bars no world.

The soft the supple step and sturdy pace,
that in the smallest of  all circles turns,
moves like a dance of  strength around a core
in which a mighty will is standing stunned.

Only at times the pupil’s curtain slides
up soundlessly — . An image enters then,
goes through the tensioned stillness of  the limbs —
and in the heart ceases to be.

Rainer Maria Rilke
English translation by Stanley Appelbaum
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How do we express emotions?

• Words I’m sad.

• Morphemes: Que pasa, Martinita?

What happened dear Martina?

• Interjections: Wow!

• Intonation: Screaming in anger: Do not do that!

• Facial expressions 😂
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There are no 
dedicated 
grammatical 
categories for 
emotions
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There are no 
dedicated 
grammatical 
categories for 
emotions



Overview

Empirical goal
There is no grammatical category dedicated to the expression of emotions.

Analytical goal
The grammatical expression of surprise (exclamative, mirative,…) is not an 
expression of an emotion but of an epistemic state.

Theoretical goal
Introduce the emotional spine hypothesis within a general model of 
cognition.
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Backround
How do we express thoughts?
How do we express our attitudes towards our thoughts?

8



9

Sobbing, she apologised to the world: 
"I'm so sorry, I love people, this is not America, this is not what we want”
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“language is peculiarly confronted by an unending and truly boundless 
domain, the essence of all that can be thought. It must therefore make 
infinite employment of finite means, and is able to do so, through the 
power which produces identity of language and thought” 

(W. von Humboldt; quoted in Chomsky 2016: 7)

The meaning of  a complex expression is determined by the meanings of  its 
constituent expressions and the rules used to combine them.

Gottlob Frege



The uncartesian view

Languages does not only allow us to express thoughts, 
It is the mean to configure our human-specific (propositional) 
thoughts

Hinzen & Sheehan 2013, Hinzen 2014, and subsequent work  
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The universal spine hypothesis 
 Linking

 Anchoring

 Point-of-view

 Classification
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Wiltschko 2014



The universal spine hypothesis 
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Wiltschko 2014

How is the event classified?

How does the event relate to a PoV

How does the event relate to NOW

How does the propositional content relate to the 
discourse 



The universal spine hypothesis (Wiltschko 2014)

 Linking
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 Point-of-view

 Classification  argCx

 [u coin]  argCx

Spinal 
functions

Configuration 
of the spinal 
functions
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Context 
enters 



The universal spine hypothesis (Wiltschko 2014)

 Linking
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Expression of the 
spinal functions
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Lexicon 
enters



The interactional spine hypothesis (ISH)

Interactional structure

 S
 Grounding

 Responding

Propositional structure
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Domain of  truth and thought

Domain of use and interaction



The interactional spine hypothesis

 r-
structure
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Expression of the 
spinal functions

Configuration 
of the spinal 
functions
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Spinal 
functions

p-structure



The interactional spine hypothesis
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GroundAdrP

 GroundAdr

p-structure

RespP

 Resp-set

 Resp

 GroundAdr GroundSpkrP

 GroundSpkr

 GroundSpkr

How does the propositional 
content relate to what I know?

How does the propositional 
content relate to what you know

How does utterance relate to our conversational goals?



The interactional spine hypothesis

Synchronize minds 
(common ground)
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GroundAdrP

 GroundAdr

p-structure

RespP

 Resp-set

 Resp

 GroundAdr GroundSpkrP

 GroundSpkr

 GroundSpkr
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GroundP

 Ground

 [u coin] p-structure
 Ground

What I’m saying is 
in my/your ground

What I’m saying is 
not in my/your ground

[+coin] [-coin]

The interactional spine hypothesis



GroundAdrP

 GroundAdr

p-structure

RespP

 Resp-set

 Resp

 GroundAdr GroundSpkrP

 GroundSpkr

 GroundSpkr

The interactional spine hypothesis
Sequence moves 
(turn taking)

Adr Spkr

Initiating 
move

Reacting 
move

21

GroundAdrP

 GroundAdr

p-structure

RespP

 Resp-set

 Resp

 GroundAdr GroundSpkrP

 GroundSpkr

 GroundSpkr
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What I’m saying is in 
my/your response-set

What I’m saying is not in 
my/your response-set

[+coin] [-coin]

RespP

 Resp-set

 [u coin]
GroundP Resp

The interactional spine hypothesis



Overview

Empirical goal
There is no grammatical category dedicated to the expression of  emotions.

Analytical goal
The grammatical expression of  surprise (exclamative, mirative,…) is not an 
expression of  an emotion but of  an epistemic state.

Theoretical goal
Introduce the emotional spine hypothesis within a general model of  
cognition.
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The one (apparent) exception
… but this is not the expression of an emotion
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Exclamatives

A special clause-type:
(1) What a nice guy he is!

(Zanuttini & Portner 2003)

(2) Qué regalo tan maravilloso me dio por mi cumpleaños! 
‘What a wonderful present he gave me for my birthday!’

Gutierrez-Rexach 1996
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Exclamatives

With a special interpretation
• a high degree
• emotional content
• Factivity
• surprise
Elliott (1971) and Dale (1971, 1974), Villalba 2008, (Zanuttini & Portner 2003)
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“the speaker is expressing an emotive attitude (e.g., surprise, amazement, 
elation) toward the fact that the gift is wonderful (to a point that exceeded his 
expectations if he had them regarding the object at issue)”
Gutierrez-Rexach 1996



Exclamatives
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Trotzke & Giannakidou 2019

Exclamations, presuppose belief of truth about p (veridicality) by the speaker, 
and assert the emotion of surprise or unexpectedness about the degree 
expressed in p. This produces intensity. Our analysis extends to many mirative
phenomena



Mirativity

Mirativity marks that a proposition is news, and somewhat surprising to 
the speaker (de Lancey 1997, 2001; Peterson 2016)

Gitkxsan
nakw=hl witxw=s Alvin
EVID=CND arrive=P N D Alvin
evidential translation: “Looks like Alvin is here.”
mirative translation: “Alvin’s here!”
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Mirativity

Hare (Tibetan)

The hero (Egadekine) has been sitting  up in a tree throwing branches down on 
an ogre who has been hunting for him. The ogre finally looks up and sees him 
and says: 

Heee, gúhde daweda! Ch’ifi dach’ída lõ!
Hey up.there S G .sit/3sgIM P F guy sitting M IR

‘Heey, (he’s) sitting up there! The guy is sitting up there!’
Adapted from DeLancey 2001: 376 (11)
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Mirativity

• the expression of exceeded expectation
• emotive markers are not manifested in any one particular way
• semantically heterogenous class

(1)  (Wow,) John arrived on time!
(Rett 2020)
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What makes surprise special?

• Why is the grammaticization of  emotive language restricted to ”surprise”?
• Why not: happiness, sadness, anger, fear, disgust
• Why makes surprise special?
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What is surprise?

32



33
Ortony & Turner 1990

Not everyone 
considers 
surprise an 
emotion



Surprise is not an emotion

Uncontroversial emotions (fear, anger, shame, relief, happiness…) are always 
affectively valenced states  

(Ortony et al. 1988, Ortony et al. 1987)
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àAffective valence is a necessary condition for a state to be an emotion
àSurprise is not valenced
àSurprise = cognitive state (Ortony et al. 1987) 
àSurprise is about knowledge and belief, not about affect

Not everyone 
considers 
surprise an 
emotion



The grammar of surprise
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GroundP

 Ground

 [u coin] p-structure
 Ground

What I’m saying is 
in my/your ground

What I’m saying is 
not in my/your ground

[+coin] [-coin]

Surprise is based on an epistemic state



Surprise is based on an epistemic state

Speaker-oriented Addressee-oriented
old de: GroundSpkr[+coin] ma: GroundAdr[+coin]
new a: GroundSpkr[-coin] bei: GroundAdr[-coin]

Mandarin
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Mandarin: de [+coin] GroundSpkr
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Context: John was told that Mary drives to work. He wonders whether he can take a ride 
each morning. But he is not sure whether Mary drives every morning. He runs into Bob, 
Mary’s husband, and wants to know whether it is true. Bob says:

Ta    meitian zaoshang kaiche shangban de.
She every.day morning   drive    work          PRT
‘She (really) drives to work every morning.’

Ta meitian zaoshang kaiche shangban.
She every.day morning drive work
She drive to work every morning.



a [-coin] GroundSpkr
Context: John is talking with his advisor Mary for his graduation. He thinks he has 
already   done what are required for graduation. But Mary thinks he needs to publish 
another article before his graduation.

John: Dou wancheng le. Wo xianzai deng zhe biye le.
Everything is done. Now I am waiting for my graduation.

Mary: Buguo ni hai xuyao fabiao yi pian lunwen.
But      you  still  need   publish  one cl      paper
But you need to publish one more paper (before you graduate).

John:  Shenme? Wo hai dei xie yi pian lunwen a
What?      I    still   must write one  CL     thesis    PRT
What? I still have a thesis to write (which is out of  my expectation). 
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ma [+coin] GroundAdr
Context: Mary gave John a puppy. After a month, John asks Mary which kind of  dog’s 
food is better for his dog.

Ni   shangci gei wo  le    tiao gou ma …
You last.time give  me  asp cl     dog  prt
…wo xiang wen ni nage paizi de      gouliang hao.

I    want  ask  you which brand poss.  dog.food good.
‘Remember you gave me a dog last time. 
Now I want to ask which food is good for him.’
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bei [-coin] GroundAdr
Context: Mary knows that John doesn’t like cats. But one day when they are in the 
supermarket, she finds that John is looking at cat toys. 

Mary:  Ni  zenme kan mao de      dongxi?
You why    look cat    poss.  things
Why are you looking at the cat stuff?

John:   Wo  erzi jian huilai yi zhi mao bei yiding yao yang.
My son  pick  back   one cl   cat    prt,    certainly want keep
(You haven’t known that ) my son picked up a cat somewhere and wants to 
keep it anyway. 
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Discourse markers in German

(1) [Die Lena hot an neichn Hund]
Det  Lena has  a  new     dog
‘Lena has a new dog.’

(2) Ma [die Lena hot an neichn Hund]

(3) Geh [die Lena hot an neichn Hund]

42

😲

🤷🤦



Discourse markers

(1) [Die Lena hot an neichn Hund]
Det  Lena has  a  new     dog
‘Lena has a new dog.’

(2) Ma [die Lena hot an neichn Hund]
[Die Lena hot leicht an neichn Hund

(3) Geh [die Lena hot an neichn Hund]
[Die Lena hot doch an neichn Hund]
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😲

🤷🤦



Discourse markers

(2) Ma [die Lena hot an neichn Hund]
[Die Lena hot leicht an neichn Hund

(3) Geh [die Lena hot an neichn Hund]
[Die Lena hot doch an neichn Hund]
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😲

🤷🤦

These UoLs encode how propositional 
content is integrated into the 
Common Ground



Surprise

Context: Mariana and Reingard are on a walk and from a distance they see their friend 
Lena who is walking with a dog, they have never seen before:

R: a. *Die Lena hot an neichn Hund
’Lena has a new dog.’

b. Ma, die Lena hot an neichn Hund
c. *Geh die Lena hot an neichn Hund
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😲
🤷🤦



Discrepancy

I: Vielleicht wü die Lena an von unsare Hundal
Maybe wants det Lena one of our dog.dim
‘Maybe Lena wants one of our puppies.’

R: a. ??Die Lena hot an neichn Hund
’Lena has a new dog.’

b. *Ma, die Lena hot an neichn Hund
c. Geh die Lena hot an neichn Hund
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😲

🤷🤦



Overview

Empirical goal
There is no grammatical category dedicated to the expression of  emotions.

Analytical goal
The grammatical expression of  surprise (exclamative, mirative,…) is not an 
expression of  an emotion but of  an epistemic state.

Theoretical goal
Introduce the emotional spine hypothesis within a general model of  
cognition.
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ISH

Interactional structure

 S
 Grounding

 Responding

Propositional structure
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Domain of  truth and thought

Domain of use and interaction

So why is there no 
dedicated position for 
emotions??
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LINGUISTIC SYSTEM 
(propositional thought & reference)

Categorization

THE HUMAN LINGUISTIC-COGNITIVE PHENOTYPE

Social 
Interaction

Affect

Perception

Experience

Intentions

Communication

Hinzen & Wiltschko 2020

Where is 
emotion?



A proposal
• Grammar and emotion are in complementary distribution

• Because language and emotions are configured by the same spine

• The emotional spine hypothesis (very very very very preliminary)
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The constructivist view of emotions
A brief look at psychology

51



The classic view

52Ortony & Turner 1990



The classic view
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Some emotions appear 
… to exist in all cultures
… to be universally associated with characteristic facial expression
… to serve identifiable biological functions related to survival needs

Basic emotions 
as primitives



54

But…
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similar 
configurations of 
facial movements can 
express more than 
one emotion

Feldmann et al. 2019



Constructivist view
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• emotions = psychological “compounds” 
• are constructed from basic psychological “elements”
• Interoception: 

representation of  the body, 
• Exteroception: 

visual sensations, auditory sensations, …
• Concept knowledge

Lindquist et al. 2015



Constructivist view
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• emotions = psychological “compounds” 
• are constructed from basic psychological “elements”
• Interoception: 

representation of the body
• Exteroception: 

visual sensations, auditory sensations, …
• Concept knowledge

Emotions are 
constructed
(not primitives)

Lindquist et al. 2015



The emotional spine hypothesis
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The universal spine hypothesis

 Linking

 Anchoring

 Point-of-view

 Classification  argCx

 [u coin]  argCx

Spinal 
functions

Configuration 
of the spinal 
functions
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The universal spine hypothesis

 Linking

 Anchoring

 Point-of-view

 Classification UoL

Expression of the 
spinal functions
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The universal spine hypothesis 
 Linking

 Anchoring

 Point-of-view

 Classification
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Wiltschko 2014

How is the event 
classified?

How does the event relate to a 
PoV

How does the event relate 
to NOW

How does the propositional content 
relate to the discourse 



The emotional spine

 Linking

 Anchoring

 Point-of-view

 Classification

62

Interoception

Exteroception

argbody

argbody

argsit

argLife

 Linking

 Anchoring

 Point-of-view

 Classification  argCx

 [u coin]  argCx



The emotional spine

 Linking

 Anchoring

 Point-of-view

 Classification
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Affect

Arousal

Appraisal

Functional evaluation

How does my body feel right now?

How strong is the feeling 
(compared to previous ones)?

How does the situation feel?

How does the situation feel 
relative to what I know and my 
goals?

Adolphs 2017, Lazarus 1993

Barret et al. 2007, Holodynksy & Seeger 2019

Hoeneman et al. 2019

Barrett & Bliss-Moreau 2009)



The emotional spine

 Linking

 Anchoring

 Point-of-view

 Classification
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 Linking

 Anchoring

 Point-of-view

 Classification  argCx

 [u coin]  argCx

argbody

argbody

argsit

argLife

• body states are necessarily valenced:
good or bad from the point of view of homeostasis

• Homeostasis:
Process of maintaining the internal milieu of a 
biological system within the range that facilitates 
survival and optimal function

Damasio & Carvalho 2013: 144



The emotional i-spine
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GroundAdrP

 GroundAdr

p-structure

RespP

 Resp-set

 Resp

 GroundAdr GroundSpkrP

 GroundSpkr

 GroundSpkr

Theory of Mind

Empathy

Emotions in interaction & 
synchronization



The emotional spine

 Linking

 Anchoring

 Point-of-view

 Classification UoL
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Expressions of 
emotions (EoEs)

EoE’s include:
• facial expressions
• laughs
• body-language
• voice quality
• ….



The emotional spine

• people do sometimes (more than by chance)
• smile when happy, 
• frown when sad, 
• scowl when angry, 

• But how people communicate emotions varies across cultures, situations, and people 

• similar configurations of  facial movements can express more than one emotion
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EoEs like UoLs are 
multi-functional 

Feldmann et al. 2019



Implications
Complexity of emotions
Acquisition
Evolution
Neurodiversity
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EMOTIVE SYSTEM 
(CONFIGURES FEELINGS AND THE EXPRESSION THEREOF)

Categorization

THE HUMAN LINGUISTIC-COGNITIVE-EMOTIVE PHENOTYPE

Perception

Experience

Intentions

Communication

 Linking

 Anchoring

 Point-of-view

 Classification

Grounding

RespondingSocial 
Interaction

LINGUISTIC SYSTEM 
CONFIGURES THOUGHT AND THE EXPRESSION THEREOF



Complexity of  emotions

 Linking

 Anchoring

 Point-of-view

 Classification
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Affect

Arousal

Appraisal

Functional evaluation

Body

Situation

Goals

Degree

pleasure
pain

joy, elation, …
aversion, disgust, rage…

happy, excitement
sad, contempt, grief 

desire, love, wonder…
anticipation, fear, guilt …



Complexity of  emotions and development

 Linking

 Anchoring

 Point-of-view

 Classification
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Affect

Arousal

Appraisal

Functional evaluation

Body

Situation

Goals

Degree
Holodynsky and Seeger 2019



Complexity of emotions and development

 Linking

 Anchoring

 Point-of-view

 Classification
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Affect

Arousal

Appraisal

Functional evaluation

Body

Situation

Goals

Degree

Holodynsky and Seeger 2019



Acquisition path
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The view from acquisition

74

children’s language skills may play both a direct and an indirect role in their 
empathic responses and behaviors 

more advanced language ability predicts greater concern for others and less 
disregard for others, even after controlling for cognitive abilities.

Rhee et al. (2013) 

verbal ability and prosocial orientation – a composite measure of  empathic 
concern and prosocial action – are strongly and significantly associated with one 
another

Ensor et al. (2011) .

Ornaghi et al. 2020



The view from evolution

• “the evolution of human emotions coevolved with that of language.”

“We suggest that complex tool manufacture and alloparenting played an important role 
in the evolution of emotions, by leading to increased executive control and 
intersubjective sensitivity. This process, which can be interpreted as a special case of 
self-domestication, culminated in the construction of human-specific social emotions, 
which facilitated information sharing. Once in place, language enhanced the inhibitory 
control of emotions, enabled the development of novel emotions and emotional 
capacities, and led to a human mentality that departs in fundamental ways from 
that of other apes.”

Jablonka et al. 2012
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The view from language pathologies

Autism spectrum disorder(ASD) is associated with amplified emotional responses 
and poor emotional control, but little is known about the underlying mechanisms.

Mazefsky et al. 2013

Compared with nonpatients, schizophrenia patients exhibit very few outward displays 
of emotion, yet they exhibit subtle, microexpressive displays.

King 1999

All three variants of primary progressive aphasia (PPA) demonstrate emotion 
recognition impairment.

Multani et al. 2017

Recognizing facial emotions is impaired in Alzheimer’s disease.
Hargrave et al. 2002
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Overview

Empirical goal
There is no grammatical category dedicated to the expression of  emotions.

Analytical goal
The grammatical expression of  surprise (exclamative, mirative,…) is not an 
expression of  an emotion but of  an epistemic state.

Theoretical goal
Introduce the emotional spine hypothesis within a general model of  
cognition.
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LINGUISTIC SYSTEM 
(propositional thought & reference)

Categorization

THE HUMAN LINGUISTIC-COGNITIVE PHENOTYPE

Social 
Interaction

Affect

Perception

Experience

Intentions

Communication

Hinzen & Wiltschko 2020

Where is 
emotion?
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EMOTIVE SYSTEM 
(CONFIGURES FEELINGS AND THE EXPRESSION THEREOF)

Categorization

THE HUMAN LINGUISTIC-COGNITIVE-EMOTIVE PHENOTYPE

Perception

Experience

Intentions

Communication

 Linking

 Anchoring

 Point-of-view

 Classification

Grounding

RespondingSocial 
Interaction

LINGUISTIC SYSTEM 
CONFIGURES THOUGHT AND THE EXPRESSION THEREOF

It’s in the 
spine!
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