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ABSTRACT: A framework for organizing the semantic structure of aesthetic experience 
is proposed.  The new framework is presented in an ‘affect-space’ and consists of three 
sets of dichotomous classifications: (1) internal locus (the felt experience) versus 
external locus (the description of the object), (2) ‘affect-valence’ — the attraction to 
(positive valence, e.g. preference, awe) or repulsion from (negative valence, e.g. hatred, 
disgust) the artwork/object — versus ‘emotion-valence’ — the character/contemplation 
of an emotion (happiness-an example of positive valence, sadness-an example of 
negative valence), and (3) deep versus shallow hedonic tone—e.g. ‘awe’ is deep, 
‘preference’ is shallow.   Deep hedonic tone is proposed as a better index of aesthetic 
experience (awe, being moved etc.) than shallow hedonic tone (preference, pleasure, 
enjoyment).  Deep, internal locus, affect-valence during the contemplation of an object 
amenable to an aesthetic judgement (beautiful, ugly etc.) presents the necessary and 
sufficient conditions for an aesthetic experience.  The framework allows future 
researchers to consider which aspects of an experience come closest to actual aesthetic 
experience from an empirical aesthetics perspective.  It also highlights the limited value 
in grouping together so many aesthetic experiences under the rubric of emotion, such as 
aesthetic emotions, preference, basic emotions and so forth.  Our framework paves the 
way for testing and further development of theory on aesthetic experience. 
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THIS paper presents a semantic framework that organizes critical aspects of aesthetic experience for 
psychological and philosophical research.  Recent years have seen a boom in attempts to draw together 
theories and empirical data on aesthetic experience (Jacobsen, 2006; Leder & Nadal, 2014) .  Yet, as some 
accounts point out, there exist numerous gaps and confusions (e.g., Augustin, Wagemans, & Carbon, 2012; 
Konečni, 2012; Locher, Overbeeke, & Wensveen, 2010).  One of the most critical is the definition of the 
aesthetic experience itself. An aesthetic experience may be defined through the philosophical concept of 
disinterested contemplation (Levinson, 1992). It may involve a combination of cognitive and emotional 
processes (Locher, et al., 2010).  It may be defined in terms of the qualities of the object (music, artwork, 
etc.) or in terms of the affective sensations of the individual as a result of contemplating the object (Beardsley, 
1969).  The act of creative production (such as a musician playing at a concert, an artist painting in a studio, 
or a composer at work) and its relationship to the perception and contemplation of art works are involved 
(Tinio, 2013). The brain activity that corresponds to aesthetic experience is another way of defining the 
process, although the neuroscientific understanding of aesthetic experience is in its infancy  (Brattico, Bogert, 
& Jacobsen, 2013; Brattico & Pearce, 2013; Calvo-Merino, Jola, Glaser, & Haggard, 2008; Cela-Conde, 
Agnati, Huston, Mora, & Nadal, 2011; Chatterjee, 2004; Chatterjee & Vartanian, 2014; Jacobs, Renken, & 
Cornelissen, 2012; Thakral, Moo, & Slotnick, 2012; Trost, Ethofer, Zentner, & Vuilleumier, 2012; Vartanian 
& Skov, 2014; Zatorre & Salimpoor, 2013).  Other authors have argued that it can refer to pure pleasure, 
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highly profound feelings, or the formation of meaning, interpretation and understanding (Armstrong & 
Detweiler-Bedell, 2008; Bullot & Reber, 2013; Leder, Belke, Oeberst, & Augustin, 2004; Leder & Nadal, 
2014).  None of these perspectives on aesthetic experience are mutually exclusive (Pouivet, 2000).  
 The recent arrival of cognitive and neuroscientific perspectives into the debate about the definition 
of aesthetic experience has seen an important epistemological shift, now joining an area that has hitherto 
been largely the domain of philosophy.  This has placed greater pressure on basic matters of terminology, 
because while philosophers contest questions such as ‘what is an aesthetic experience’ (e.g. Beardsley, 1969; 
Dickie, 1997; Ingarden, 1961; Shusterman, 1997), psychologists often draw attention to the emotional aspects 
of such experiences and use terms interchangeably, and at times in a rather imprecise manner, but with the 
primary aim of reduction and measurement (Perlovsky, 2014a, 2014b).   
 We see the role of emotion as jostling for intellectual consideration with the more traditional 
definitions that are concerned with beauty and the sublime.  For example, Brattico, Bogert, & Jacobsen (2013) 
argue that “the aesthetic experience comes to full fruition by inducing emotions in the individual (particularly 
aesthetic ones…), by prompting an evaluative judgment of e.g., beauty, and by determining liking and a time-
lasting preference” (p.2, column 2).  The question we seek to answer is whether all of these components 
(evaluative judgment, emotion, and preference) are necessary and sufficient to achieve this fruition.   
Preference alone clearly cannot be such because we are able to have preferences for non-aesthetic objects, 
activities and situations (eating, swimming, and so on). In this paper we take a linguistic perspective to 
addressing the question, since the key problem at hand is one of definition of terms and structure of meaning. 
 We will argue that one way in which the variety of terms used to describe and understand aesthetic 
experience can be brought under closer scrutiny and analysed with greater consistency is to present a semantic 
framework within which distinct and related concepts can be organized.  Driven in particular by recent 
neuroaesthetic accounts, such as those of Brattico and Pearce (Brattico & Pearce, 2013) and Brattico, Bogert, 
and Jacobsen (2013), as well as Juslin’s (2013) work on emotion in music, we propose a semantic framework 
which future research may use to help organize concepts concerning aesthetic experience.  Perhaps 
controversially and despite overlapping and inconsistent usage, we will argue that there is utility in 
semantically separating the terms emotion and affect in understanding the aesthetic experience more clearly. 
Although we make several references to literature concerned with aesthetics and emotion in music, the 
framework can be generalized to other objects (for examples of the kinds of objects that may be included, 
see, e.g. Augustin, et al., 2012). 
 The approach taken here is essentially reductionist and ‘dimensional’, meaning that a small number 
of core components are identified which are evidently contributors to the aesthetic experience.  Such an 
understanding of experience has a long history, with numerous, related theories found in the psychological 
literature.  Wundt (1897) proposed three dimensions (‘directions’) of ‘affective quality and intensity’ which 
were described as (1) pleasurable and unpleasurable, (2) arousing and subduing (exciting and depressing), 
and (3) related to feelings of strain and relaxation (p. 83).  Nowadays (particularly the first two of) these are 
thought of as orthogonal dimensions of emotion, with the first dimension referred to in terms of pleasantness 
or valence, and the second in terms of arousal or activity (Osgood, Suci, & Tannenbaum, 1957; Plutchik, 
1962; Russell, 1980; Schimmack, 1999; Schimmack & Grob, 2000; Schimmack & Rainer, 2002; Schlosberg, 
1952, 1954).  However, our approach does not focus on the structure of emotions per se, but rather the on 
aesthetic experience.  These experiences may or may not involve emotion, as we shall explain. 
 Specifically, we present a framework which organises ‘affect’ and ‘emotion’ as having separable 
and distinct experiential components. We begin by presenting two areas of aesthetic experience that are 
controversial and/or referred to in an inconsistent manner, but are nevertheless considered fundamental to 
the aesthetic ‘experience’, namely hedonic tone (Crisp, 2006) and aesthetic emotions (Perlovsky, 2014b).  
We then present our framework, through which we explain how the understanding of aesthetic experience 
can be organized in a systematic way (following from the suggestion proposed by Cochrane, 2010). 
  

HEDONIC TONE 
 
During artistic contemplation (e.g., engaging with a work of art or a piece of music, whether as an 
observer/listener or performer/creator) a wide variety of attraction/repulsion experiences can be encapsulated, 
from ‘shallow’, simple like-dislike responses, often referred to as preference, through to aesthetic-pleasure, 
which for some is similar to liking, but for others refers to experiences beyond the mundane.  These special 
episodes are ‘deep’ experiences and may involve feelings such as frisson, awe and spirituality (Keltner & 
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Haidt, 2003; Konečni, 2005; Maslow, 1954), flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1991) or being moved (Hanich, 
Wagner, Shah, Jacobsen, & Menninghaus, 2014; Kuehnast, Wagner, Wassiliwizky, Jacobsen, & 
Menninghaus, 2014).  The use of the term ‘deep’ seems appropriate because it corresponds to the activation 
of the upper echelon of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Maslow, 1948) and refers to profound experiences 
tending towards ‘self-actualisation’ (reaching or approaching one’s full potential as a human being) which 
are differentiated from more mundane, ‘shallow’ levels of attraction, such as liking and preference.[2] 
 For many writers, at least since Burke (1806/1757), the deepest level of hedonic tone is sublimeness 
(Cochrane, 2012), although, as we will see in the discussion of locus, ‘sublime’ is a term better reserved to 
describe the perceived object, or to describe a bridge between the perceived object and the affective 
experience (Beardsley, 1969).  Konečni (2005) organizes his own hierarchy of aesthetic experience around 
the level of profundity, with ‘aesthetic awe’ at the highest of three levels, and occurring most rarely,  with 
‘thrills’ being more common and less profound, and with ‘being moved’ in between (see also Hanich, et al., 
2014): together, the three experiences are seen as forming an ‘aesthetic trinity’.   
 While few studies address the ‘hierarchy’ of these different levels of experiential depth in response 
to art works in any detail, it is critical to provide some way of organizing them.  Particularly confusing is 
whether the wide range of hedonic tones is part of the same subjective construct, ranging from shallow (e.g., 
liking) through to deep (e.g., awe), or whether there are categorical, subjectively-discernible differences at 
different points, for example where awe is seen as a completely different (independent) dimension of 
experience as compared with liking (Keltner & Haidt, 2003).  For example, what we suggest is part of a deep 
level of hedonic tone is considered by some to be a special set of ‘aesthetic emotions’, which are distinct 
from day-to-day liking and preference. The definition of aesthetic emotions is another controversial area, but 
one which has received considerably more attention in the literature than the question of the depth-hierarchy 
conceptualization of hedonic tone.  We turn our attention to this definition. 
 

AESTHETIC EMOTIONS 
 
Aesthetic emotions are a special set of emotions that are activated usually when contemplating a work of art.  
They provide a phenomenological realisation of disinterested attention, the state that, according to Kant 
(1952/1790) and his followers, one must be in when contemplating a work of art.  That is, when one is 
engaging with a work of art, or more specifically with its beauty, but without desire (without the desire to 
acquire it, and without worrying about everyday life distractions, such as paying an outstanding bill, and so 
on), one experiences pleasure, or some might say ‘aesthetic pleasure’ (see also Perlovsky, 2014a; Perlovsky, 
2014b).  Aesthetic emotions provide a language through which to communicate the experiential aspects of 
this pleasure.  The concept of aesthetic emotion is therefore potentially useful and could benefit from specific 
criteria regarding its nature and its relationship with other aspects of emotions, affects and experiences.  
 As we have seen from Konečni’s perspective, aesthetic emotions occur in successful artistic 
contemplation, and for Scherer and colleagues, are distinguished from everyday utilitarian emotions (Scherer, 
2004, 2005; Scherer & Zentner, 2001; Zentner, Grandjean, & Scherer, 2008).  For others aesthetic emotions 
are the same as those employed in non-aesthetic experiences, although they may occur more frequently when 
engaging with the arts than they do in everyday life (e.g. Juslin, 2013; Perlovsky, 2002).  These varied 
perspectives have their roots in philosophy as well as the definition and nature of aesthetic emotions (see 
further, Keltner & Haidt, 2003; Perlovsky, 2014a, 2014b; Pouivet, 2000) which has motivated researchers in 
psychology to aim for a high level of precision when dealing with the nebulous concepts that the study of 
emotion demands. 
 Thus, one of the purposes of the concept of the aesthetic emotion is to reconcile the traditional view 
of beauty in the aesthetic experience.  From a research perspective, the ‘aesthetic emotion’ concept shifts the 
focus of aesthetic experience away from the perception of the object (which we refer to as residing in the 
‘external locus’) and into the highly personal, subjective realm of experience (residing in the ‘internal locus’).  
This situation is more complex than the present discussion allows, but some scholars have even suggested an 
equivalence between beauty, pleasure, and aesthetic emotion (see Armstrong & Detweiler-Bedell, 2008; 
Langer, 1957, p. 259; Martin, 1956, esp. fn 13) which in our reading has been left unresolved. 
 The term aesthetic emotion therefore has different meanings for different people.  For many, 
‘aesthetic awe’, albeit in a somewhat circular manner, is uncontroversially an aesthetic emotion, whereas for 
others, terms such as preference and pleasure are included (e.g. Hargreaves, 1986, pp. 107-108).  The 
problems leading to this confusion and controversy about aesthetic emotion include determining specifically 
what constitutes such an emotion and how the various terms can be distinguished semantically.   
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 In addition to the question of hedonic tone and aesthetic emotions, we therefore focus on the 
semantics of emotion as they relate to aesthetic experience.  In particular, we tease apart how ‘emotion’ and 
‘affect’ are terms that are often used interchangeably (Juslin & Sloboda, 2010), but might be better thought 
of as two different entities.  Our approach consists of three classifications, which we describe in the following 
section and will expand and justify in the sections which follow.  Specifically, we propose (1) to introduce a 
linguistic differentiation between ‘emotion’ and ‘affect’, inspired by the work of Charland (2005) and 
Colombetti (2005), (2) to expand the conceptualization of locus (internally generated feeling versus 
perception of an object), and (3) to present a conceptualization of hedonic tone based on the ‘depth’ of the 
experience as already discussed.  From these proposals we will develop an affect-space framework, which is 
illustrated in Figure 1, to demonstrate how we differentiate and organise emotions, affects, and, consequently, 
aesthetic experiences.  
 

THREE CLASSIFICATIONS 
 
Affect-Valence and Emotion-Valence 
 
Emotion is a highly complex phenomenon that psychologists frequently reduce to a small number of 
underlying components or items for ease of analysis, and to better understand its structure.  As we mentioned 
earlier, the dimensions of valence and arousal are both relatively common manifestations of the underlying 
theoretical structure of emotions.  But even the single dimension of valence has generated a heterogeneous 
body of literature in philosophy and psychology (for a review, see Colombetti, 2005).  To give just four 
examples out of several, questions arise regarding (1) the nature of the pleasantness ( - unpleasantness) of an 
emotion, (2) whether this pleasantness ( - unpleasantness) is a separable add-on or whether it is integral to 
some or all emotions, (3) whether the pleasantness ( - unpleasantness) can be equated with approach - 
avoidance (attack - withdrawal) motivation, and (4) whether the emotion feels good ( - bad).   
 While both Colombetti (2005) and Charland (2005) are cautious in giving a definitive solution, one 
way in which they both proposed that ‘emotion’ can be conceptualized draws on the distinction between 
affect-valence and emotion-valence.  Colombetti (2005) distinguished between the character of an emotion 
and the ‘aspects’ of an emotion, arguing that there are subtle but important distinctions between the two.  The 
character can be thought of as a mental state and can be labeled emotion-valence.  The aspects of an emotion 
can be thought of as the feelings that initiate or constitute an action, judgement, evaluation, desire and/or 
motivation, and can be labeled affect-valence. For example, if one experiences anger, there will be 
components of the anger concerned with a bodily condition and mental states (I feel angry/bad) without any 
obvious motivational content, but there will also be motivational components (some overlapping and some 
separable) concerned with action tendencies, such as attack, departing, or repulsion.  In psychology these 
distinctions and the clusters within them are more easily thought of as a single, united emotion, or a (more or 
less) single location on a geometrically represented dimensional space.  But some philosophers and 
psychologists are also interested in explaining what the various components might be, and how they fit 
together.  In the psychological literature Scherer’s (1984) component processes model of emotion has 
motivation-change as one of its components, which aligns with the concept of affect-valence (Schubert, 
2016). 
 Schubert (2013b) applied these ideas to explain how it was that people could enjoy music that 
evoked negative emotion.  In that study he argued that to better understand emotional and preference 
relationships with music, one must not only vary the kind of emotions evoked (as was typical in music 
psychology research on emotion), but also vary the preference level.  He did this by asking each participant 
to select a piece of music that she/he loved and another that she/he hated, and the analysis of the self-reported 
responses of the participants revealed two different ‘qualities’ of emotions being reported.  Approximately 
one third of participants spontaneously selected a loved piece of music that evoked negative emotions.  As 
might be expected, for the hated piece, most participants reported negative emotions, but these emotions were 
qualitatively different to those emotions evoked by loved music.  Loved music could evoke sadness and grief, 
while hated music evoked annoyance, boredom, frustration and disgust.  While other emotions were also 
evoked in both conditions, it became evident that the differences in the qualities of the negative emotions 
needed to be explained.  
 In line with Colombetti and Charland, Schubert referred to the annoyance, boredom and anger 
evoked by the hated pieces as kinds of negative affect-valence, while the negative emotions evoked by the 
loved pieces, such as sadness were typically examples of (negative) emotion-valence, but because they were 
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loved, their affect-valence was positive.  The negative aspects of the hated piece experience were directly 
linked to the preparation for change in the inclination of the individual as driven by the hatred—such as the 
desire to avoid the music—and so were better conceptualized as describing affect-valence than emotion-
valence.  In other words, emotion-valence refers to the character of the emotion that someone is experiencing, 
whereas affect-valence refers to the (motivational) attraction to or repulsion from the object.  
 Hence a work of art can generate a feeling of happiness that invokes both affect-valence and 
emotion-valence.  In the case of happiness, however, affect-valence and emotion-valence are difficult to 
separate experientially.  One refers to the state of happiness, whilst the other is the desire to continue the 
activity or repeat it at another time.   
 As the above example demonstrates, in an aesthetic context, some negative valenced experiences 
are easier to separate.  Frustration is generally an affect-valence when attempting to engage with a work of 
art, rather than a contemplative state.  It drives the listener to act – to leave the place where the artwork is 
present, to switch it off, to attack it, to complain about it, and so on.  Emotion-valence may be non-existent 
in this case, or completely blended with affect-valence.  Feeling sadness, on the other hand, is more likely to 
involve emotion-valence responses when engaging with a work of art.  The resultant affect-valence may be 
to be moved, thereby reflecting a motivation by, desire for, and/or attitude toward the work (liking or some 
other deeper level of hedonic tone).  In this case, the two kinds of experiences are easier to distinguish because 
the emotion-valence (negative) is phenomenologically distinct and might even be in opposition to the affect-
valence experience (positive). 
 In sum, affect-valence refers to the motivational aspect of an experience, while emotion-valence 
refers to the contemplative state of the individual.  Emotion words can convey valence analogues of affect-
valence and emotion-valence, such as happiness (‘I like being happy’—the liking part is an affect-valence of 
happiness), but under certain circumstances, such as loving music that makes one feel sad, the loving is an 
affect-valence and the sadness is an emotion-valence.  In that case, one happens to be positive (affect-valence) 
and the other negative (emotion-valence), although this need not always be the case. 
 
Locus 
 
Locus refers to the ontological source or ‘ownership’ of the phenomenon being described.  One’s own feeling 
is internal to oneself: ‘I feel…’, ‘I am…’, ‘It makes me feel…’ statements.  On the other hand, explaining 
the emotions that a piece of music appears to be conveying means that the source of the emotion is external 
to the person doing the explaining.  The distinction between internal and external emotion locus when 
listening to music has been well documented (Evans & Schubert, 2008; Gabrielsson, 2002; Schubert, 2007b, 
2013a).   

Aesthetic judgement has received less attention in psychology than in philosophy (Budd, 2008), 
although there are exceptions to this (see e.g. Augustin, et al., 2012; Tinio, 2013), and the term has been used 
by music psychologists (such as Brattico & Pearce, 2013; Juslin, 2013).  Aesthetic judgements have an 
external locus because they apply to the object itself (for example, how beautiful or ugly it is).  Aesthetic 
‘emotions’, on the other hand, have an internal locus because they refer to felt affect (awe, frisson, etc.) in 
our framework.  Extending the locus conceptualization from emotion into affect-valence helps to bring into 
focus the difference between so-called aesthetic ‘emotions’ and aesthetic judgements, as we will describe. 
 The emotion-valence/affect-valence distinction immediately resolves a number of matters that are 
currently controversial or anomalous. Generating so-called aesthetic emotions (internal locus) and aesthetic 
judgement (external locus) are the goals of artistic engagement.  Pleasure, liking, awe, being moved, frisson 
and so on are examples of affect-valence and also involve internal locus (that is, they are ‘felt’ by the 
perceiver engaging with the object).  These internal locus affects are the motivators that draw us to, and make 
us desire to maintain and to seek out, aesthetic experience.  Importantly, these internal locus affects are the 
aesthetic experience in our framework, as shown the upper-right dotted region of Figure 1.[3]  That is, internal 
locus, affect-valence is a necessary condition for aesthetic experience.  
 Emotions, including sadness, grief, and also happiness, are mental landmarks, states, and/or 
contemplations which can contribute to the aesthetic experience. But they do not define aesthetic experience. 
Unlike the affect-valence examples mentioned, these are not necessary for an aesthetic experience to occur, 
and indeed one might be able to report an aesthetic experience without any emotion at all.  This is a 
perspective taken by the so-called cognitivists such as Scruton (1983) and Kivy (1989), in the case of music 
engagement. They argue that the value of the artwork is in what it expresses, not what it evokes, a view that 
stems from the nineteenth century polemic of Hanslick (1854/1957).   
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 Kivy’s (1989) controversial position that “one substantial group of listeners who report that sad 
music makes them sad are simply (and understandably) mistaken” makes the point that whether one believes 
it is possible to experience negative emotions such as sadness in response to music or not, what is more 
important is that they feel excitement or awe or some other positive affect-valence, regardless of the emotion-
valence reported.  The aesthetic experience is an affect-valence, not an emotion-valence (if one should exist) 
and this distinction provides a clear basis for the aesthetic experience.  It allows us to include emotion-like 
experiences that we argue are better thought of as affect-valence (including awe, being moved, frisson etc.), 
while allowing emotion-valence (happiness, sadness, grief etc.) to become transient aspects of aesthetic 
experiences without necessarily being integral components of them. 
 
Depth 
 
As already mentioned, deep level aesthetic experiences are those which are normally construed in the 
literature as pertaining to awe and being moved, but might also include feelings of transcendence, frisson, 
spirituality and so forth (Keltner & Haidt, 2003) – they are considered to be difficult to measure 
psychometrically and closer to the ineffable sensations involved when engaging with an object in an aesthetic 
context.  In fact, it is this point that brings us to the critical aspect of our framework.  According to Dickie’s 
(1997) philosophical perspective, aesthetic experience should refer to the ineffable – to experiences that are 
aesthetic but cannot be put into words.  Those seeking to understand aesthetic experience are thus driven to 
find surrogate language that can accurately convey the experience and hence, to date, terms like those listed 
in the deep hedonic tone (internal locus, affect-valence) region of our framework have emerged.  But 
researchers in empirical aesthetics and, more recently, neuroaesthetics are now pursuing these terms, in a 
manner that is somewhat obstinate from the perspective of some linguistic and philosophical writers. 
Empirical psychologists are now directly testing terms such as ‘beauty’ and ‘being moved’, which should not 
be measurable (Dickie, 1997), and appropriating them for use in their research as dependent variables (e.g., 
Hanich, et al., 2014; Hekkert, Snelders, & Wieringen, 2003; Jacobs, et al., 2012; Kuehnast, et al., 2014).  
With each such additional term added to the scientist’s psychometric tool kit we may be building a bigger 
picture of the nature of the aesthetic experience, but there are many obstacles to avoid in the process which 
are beyond our scope here (see further Berlyne, 1971, 1972; Dickie, 1997; Konečni, 2012; Naukkarinen, 
2010).   
 

THE AFFECT-SPACE OF AESTHETIC EXPERIENCE 
 
To bring these matters together we present the affect-space framework shown in Figure 1.  The figure shows 
emotion/affect-valence, locus, and depth level distinctions.  The components are organized into a semantic 
space in which the term ‘affect’ is used in a broad sense, and is distinct from its more specific use in the term 
‘affect-valence’ (Schubert, 2012).  First we divide the semantic space into a two by two matrix, where the 
left column consists of emotion-valence, and the right column consists of affect-valence.  Within each of 
these columns we list sample words (in regular text font) that exemplify negative (left subcolumn) and 
positive (right subcolumn) valence terms. 
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Fig. 1 Affect-space framework 
 
 The two rows of the matrix distinguish locus.  The first row refers to felt experiences of the perceiver 
(internal locus), and the second row indicates qualities and character identified in, or expressed by the 
object/music/artwork that is being perceived (external locus).  There is an asymmetry in the layout of the 
framework because while the emotion-valence column lists some identical emotion terms that can be both 
experienced (internal locus, first row) and perceived in the stimulus (external locus, second row), the second 
column does not share such symmetry.  Here the organization is based on groupings that separate ‘aesthetic 
emotion’ and ‘aesthetic judgment’ terms.  That is, we organize these terms as different kinds of affect-
valence, with what is conventionally referred to as ‘aesthetic emotions’ being internal locus experiences with 
deep hedonic tone in the Affect-space framework, while aesthetic judgements include all possible judgments 
of an artwork/object.  This can include both positive and negative valenced evaluations (beautiful, but also 
ugly), which allows for the incorporation of simultaneous, divergent views about what constitutes an aesthetic 
experience, such as the stereotypical derogatory descriptions one might expect for an avant-garde painting or 
a piece of pantonal music. Adorno (1997) points out that “the ugly must constitute, or be able to constitute, 
an element of art” (p. 63) and “the dialectic of the ugly has drawn the category of the beautiful into itself as 
well; kitsch is, in this regard, the beautiful as the ugly” (p. 66), giving one example of how Western art, 
particularly since modernism in the twentieth century, can allow such apparent contradictions to coexist.  
Because the terms suggested to describe or judge the work of art are distinct from those for internally 
generated feelings, we place them in the lower, external locus row of the matrix.  The positive-negative 
valence division in both rows of the affect-valence column is retained.   
 A final division is made in the internal locus affect-valence cell, differentiating between the depth 
of hedonic tone of the experience.  This distinction is necessary to highlight the possible limitations of using 
shallow hedonic tone terms to measure aesthetic experience.  While the deep level terms are also limited 
because they may still be unable to label an experience that is ineffable, they are closer to the ideal aesthetic 
experience than the ‘mundane’, shallow terms.  Above all, our model only requires the two dotted boxes of 
the affect-space to be activated for an aesthetic experience to occur: some index of the deep hedonic tone, 
and the possible presence of a causal object that induces a judgment about it (external locus affect-valence).  
Brattico and Pearce (2013), for example, require several components of their framework to be activated 
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(usually), and, as mentioned, for Brattico, Bogert, and Jacobsen (2013) there are three outcomes of aesthetic 
experience: aesthetic emotions (which in our model correspond to deep hedonic toned, affect-valence, 
internal locus), judgement (affect-valence, external locus) and preference (shallow hedonic toned, affect-
valence, internal locus).   
 In contrast to Brattico, Bogert, and Jacobsen’s view, our framework highlights the need to further 
distinguish or clarify the role of ‘emotion-valence’– whether this is considered to be inconsequential or 
interchangeable with ‘affect-valence’, or whether it is something that may require further attention. And again 
in contrast to these earlier frameworks, since shallow, internal locus affect-valence can be activated in so 
many (non-aesthetic) situations as well, the distinction between preference, liking and judgement does little 
to exclusively identify or define what is or is not aesthetic experience.  But the framework does not need to 
exclude shallow hedonic tone from aesthetic experience.  The question may be rephrased as: Where does 
deep hedonic tone experience begin and shallow hedonic tone experience end?  In other words, how far 
should we extend or retract the dotted box shown in the internal locus, affect-valence quadrant of the affect 
space?  For some researchers, such as those cited, the dotted box is defined by the deep-affect portion of the 
affect-space, but for others it might be the entire spectrum of affect-valence, encapsulating deep and shallow 
experiences (as discussed under ‘Aesthetic emotions’, above).  
  

IMPLICATIONS AND FURTHER APPLICATIONS 
 
Emotion-valence, as we have argued, is not a necessary component of aesthetic experience, even though 
much empirical research focuses on emotion.  The focus on emotion is an artifact of the confusion and 
melding of emotion-valence and affect-valence (Charland, 2005; Colombetti, 2005; Juslin & Sloboda, 2010; 
Schubert, 2012) and of the current fixation on emotion in aesthetic engagement, especially in music (Cohen, 
2010).  To remedy the confusion, we conceptualize aesthetic experience as being a subset of affect-valence—
the dotted rectangle in the positive affect-valence region of Figure 1.  The deep affect-valence that occurs as 
a result of contemplating/engaging with a stimulus that can have aesthetic judgement cast upon it (dotted 
rectangle on the bottom right cell of the matrix) is a necessary condition for aesthetic experience.  But it 
cannot be sufficient because we concede, in line with Dickie (1997), that an aesthetic experience may be 
ineffable, and that the deep affect-valence terms offer the closest indices of the actual experience afforded to 
empirical aesthetics research using self-report methods.  Although self-explanatory, the deep hedonic tone 
affect-valence becomes aesthetic when it is driven by the contemplation of external locus affect-valence 
generating objects or thoughts (Hargreaves, 2012), such as an object or piece of music judged to be beautiful 
or ugly.  It is this context that changes its status from everyday, mundane, to aesthetic.  The context changes 
from non-aesthetic to aesthetic, a view consistent with Juslin’s perspective (esp. Juslin, 2013; Juslin, 
Liljeström, Västfjäll, & Lundqvist, 2010).   
 Shallow level affect-valence is historically closer to the psychometrically ‘measurable’ terms used 
in empirical aesthetics.  That is, it provides a possible further index of an aesthetic experience, but researchers 
need to consider the benefits of the deep affect-valence terms to better capture the otherwise potentially 
ineffable aesthetic experience. However, the number of terms to describe a variety of deep hedonic tone 
experiences is large, and the nature of those experiences diverse, and so there is a chance that there will be 
aspects of experience missed by researchers.  For example, while experiencing ineffable affect-affect as well 
as a sensation of awe, a participant is only asked to report how moved they felt: A major part of the aesthetic 
experience (the awe) was missed.  Perhaps ‘preference’ rating is the safer, catch-all measure, even though an 
impoverished and shallow indicator of a possibly much richer experience. 
 The affect-space framework has implications for the mechanisms of emotional responses to music 
that have been proposed by Juslin (Juslin, 2013; Juslin, et al., 2010; Juslin & Västfjäll, 2008).  Juslin has 
been understandably suspicious of the concept of aesthetic emotion, arguing that there is nothing particularly 
special about it because the emotions come from the same set that can be used in settings outside music, in 
everyday life (Juslin, et al., 2010).  However, in one version of Juslin’s account of the ways in which music 
arouses emotions, ‘aesthetic judgement’ is added as a new mechanism of emotional response to music (Juslin, 
2013; Juslin, Harmat, & Eerola, 2014).  Aesthetic judgement, for Juslin, makes his list of mechanisms an 
even more comprehensive explanation of the psychology of emotion in music.  In this updated 
‘BRECVEMA’ conceptualization, all of the emotion mechanisms proposed in earlier research are filtered 
through an aesthetic judgement (‘A’) function (or ‘BRECVEM->A’) which is able to generate outputs such 
as the music being beautiful, expressive, and so on.  The similarity with our positive affect-valence idea is 
evident, but if we further distinguish Juslin’s account according to locus in particular, but also affect-
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valence/emotion-valence and hedonic depth, the relationships between aesthetic judgement and aesthetic 
emotion may be further elaborated.  
 Aesthetic experiences are characterized by psychologists as consisting of internal-locus affect-
valence terms that may or may not index ineffable feelings, such as awe and transcendence, but they also 
include phenomena such as preference, pleasure, and enjoyment (Brattico & Pearce, 2013), which are more 
shallow and perhaps easier to measure. The limitations of past psychological research based and ‘actual’ 
aesthetic experience can be more clearly brought to the fore using our framework. 
 Zentner, Grandjean, and Scherer’s (2008) detailed study of the words used to describe emotion in 
music could also be further refined and applied to aesthetic experience research via the affect-space 
framework, because as it currently stands it mixes terms that might well be characterized as affect-valence 
terms (amazement, spirituality, power) and emotion-valence terms (joy, sadness).  The nature of the affect-
space framework can therefore inform debate about the linguistic and affective organization of aesthetic 
experience by elucidating that (1) the so called aesthetic emotions can be thought of as internal locus, deep-
hedonic tone, affect-valence, and (2) affect-valence is conceptualized as something different to ‘emotions’ 
per se, but can occur simultaneously (in parallel) with emotions.  
 Brattico and Pearce (2013) raised the question of the relationship between pleasantness, preference 
and enjoyment, and considered it in terms of dimensional models of emotion.  The dimensional approach 
presents a small number of axes that are indicative of broadly agreed labels along which all emotions can be 
mapped.  Most common among these are two perpendicular axes, namely valence (labeled at the poles as 
positive and negative respectively) and arousal (labeled at the poles as high and low respectively), as 
discussed in the opening.  Brattico and Pearce argued that the valence dimension is often treated as equivalent 
to pleasure.  This equivalence raises the problem, for example, of how to conceptualize enjoyment (pleasure) 
when it is derived from experiencing negative emotions (negative valence)—such as when one enjoys a piece 
of music that makes one feel sad.  One solution was suggested by Brattico and Pearce, namely to include an 
additional dimension labeled pleasure or enjoyment, to be used in addition to valence.  In other words, they 
suggest a separation of what we refer to as emotion-valence and pleasure (which we argue is an affect-
valence) to resolve the ambiguity that the two set of labels can cause.  Valence as used in the two-dimensional 
valence-arousal emotion-space configuration (Russell, 1989; Schubert, 1999) refers essentially to emotion-
valence while pleasantness is an affect-valence, referring, to pleasure and enjoyment.  In our framework they 
are treated as different.  We argue that this approach clears up some of the conceptual confusion in the 
literature, and therefore that Brattico and Pearce’s proposal of using a pleasantness dimension to augment the 
valence dimension could instead be thought of as providing additional qualities of experience, rather than as 
adding a dimension that captures more variance within the same emotion space.  Furthermore, our framework 
draws attention to the shallow hedonic tone implied by the terms pleasantness, preference, or enjoyment.   
  

CONCLUSION 
 
Our proposed framework can enable aesthetic experience to be defined in a parsimonious yet flexible way. 
It is parsimonious because at the nub of the aesthetic experience is internal locus, positive affect-valence. It 
is flexible because aesthetic experience for some will consist mainly or totally of deep affect-valences, while 
for others it will also include shallow ones (e.g., liking, pleasantness).  The framework also allows for theory-
building, so that instead of confusing emotion-like qualities with aesthetic experience, for example, 
researchers’ questions might be arranged around how emotion-valence (distinct from other kinds of emotion-
like experiences) impacts the affect-valence of the aesthetic experiences. 
 The framework aims to allow the detailed mapping and exploration of concepts loosely or directly 
concerned with ‘emotional’ responses and experiences in future research.  As a result, it has the potential to 
open up new questions about aesthetic experience.  We believe that some of the most important of these are: 
 1. Are there dichotomous or polychotomous demarcations between shallow versus deep affect-
valence experiences, or do they merge into one another along a continuum?  Some people differentiate 
between thrills and awe (the latter being a deeper level experience than the former), while for others no such 
differentiation is made, and at a coarser level the shallow-level affect-valence experience of liking can 
encapsulate some deeper levels of hedonic tone.  We should point out that our conceptualization of hedonic 
tone in terms of depth is preferable to a term such as ‘intensity’ or ‘magnitude’, because those terms can then 
be reserved for the psychometric study of individual qualities, for example the level or magnitude of liking 
for something, as is frequently done in empirical aesthetics research.  But the question of categories or 
continuum brings to our attention highly problematic terms such as ‘pleasure’, that have not only been used 
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to measure self-report preference-like responses (e.g. Bradley & Lang, 2000; Do, Rupert, & Wolford, 2008), 
but are also associated with deep level ‘aesthetic pleasure’ (Reber, Schwarz, & Winkielman, 2004).  As with 
Konečni’s concept of aesthetic awe, a somewhat circular solution is adopted by adding the adjective 
‘aesthetic’ for the deeper level experience, reflecting the approach to the ineffable as we move from pleasure 
to aesthetic pleasure, and awe to aesthetic awe.  To test this question empirically one might seek to falsify 
the one-dimensional conceptualisation in terms of internal-locus affect-valence by finding examples of awe 
and thrills in art that are disliked.  If the two can be consistently and systematically separated empirically, 
there is an argument for categorizing and separating different levels of affect-valence in the framework.  With 
such evidence, hedonic tone could not consist of a simple continuum from shallow to deep. 
 2. Is there a limit to the kinds of objects, thoughts and events that can evoke deep-level, internal-
locus affect-valence, or is this applicable in essence only to aesthetic experiences?  This question could be 
easily addressed in a somewhat circular fashion by pointing out that any thing or situation that is not mundane 
can evoke deep level internal locus affect-valence, such as spectacular spaces and events in nature; 
revolutionary creation, invention or discovery; or catastrophic disasters (Mayer, 2008): Each of these 
phenomena provides examples of ‘non-artistic’-generated deep, internal locus affect-valence (Konečni, 
2005).  But perhaps they can then all be integrated into the concept of ‘aesthetic’ rather than aesthetic versus 
other (nature, discovery etc.).  Hence, we have two circularities: A. Deep affect-valence = aesthetic 
experience and, B. Deep affect-valence occurs in response to anything that is not mundane.  Conversely, 
perhaps something only becomes an ‘artistic’ object if it can give rise to these kind of deep, internal-locus 
affect-valence responses.  
 3. Is it possible to have an aesthetic experience without affect-valence?  That is, can one judge an 
object as beautiful, judge the experience to be aesthetic, but have no accompanying internal locus affect-
valence?  Current evidence suggests that internal locus affect-valence is essential for such experience (Grewe, 
Kopiez, & Altenmüller, 2009; Rickard, 2004; Salimpoor, Benovoy, Longo, Cooperstock, & Zatorre, 2009; 
Schubert, 2007a, 2010; Vuoskoski, Thompson, McIlwain, & Eerola, 2012), but we have not cited literature 
that explicitly tests this assertion.  And so the affect-space model provides a new focus for future research 
programs seeking to investigate aesthetic experience. 
 The framework crystallises these three problems, and for the first two highlights the need to tease 
out the limitations, or accept the potential, arbitrary equivalences (e.g., aesthetic=non-mundane-high level 
affect-valence) when formulating research questions and providing analyses of aesthetic (and other) 
experiences.  Our proposal is that external-locus judgements provide the context which shifts deep hedonic 
tone, internal locus affect-valence from non-aesthetic to aesthetic, and our affect-space framework presents 
a way in which an empirically driven approach could be used to address this question.  If one is feeling awe 
without a particular object in mind, the deep hedonic tone might not be an aesthetic experience.  But if it is 
as a result of contemplating a beautiful piece of music, it is.  This is why the external locus, aesthetic judgment 
(Figure 1) also has a role to play in aesthetic experience. 
 In this paper we have proposed that future researchers of aesthetic experience should bear in mind 
(i) the distinction between locus (felt versus expressed), (ii) the emotion-valence and affect-valence 
distinction, and (ii) deep versus shallow hedonically toned affect-valence.  The distinction between affect-
valence and emotion-valence makes an important contribution to the understanding of aesthetic experience 
because it brings into focus two different qualities of aesthetic experience based on recent work in philosophy 
– the emotional character of something, ‘emotion-valence’; and the attraction to or evaluation of that emotion, 
‘affect-valence’. The separation of affect from emotion via the affect-valence emotion-valence 
conceptualization also takes us closer, we think, to Sloboda & Juslin’s (2010) idea of ‘irreducible qualia’, in 
which emotions are whittled down to their necessary and sufficient essence.  Separating out the affect-valence 
from emotions is conceptually complex (there are many affect/emotion-valence overlaps), but by considering 
them as different ‘qualia’, we believe much confusion between emotion and affect-valence 
responses/experiences can be reconsidered from a theoretical and empirical perspective. 
 Shallow affect-valence provides one index of the aesthetic experience, but we also argue that the 
essence of aesthetic experience may be better encapsulated by deep, internal-locus affect-valence terms such 
as awe, frisson and being moved.  That is, shallow hedonic tone is a proxy for the deeper hedonic tone 
associated with aesthetic experience.  But if empirical aesthetics researchers hope to gain further insight into 
aesthetic experience, our framework suggests, deep aesthetic experience needs to be somehow measured.  
We hope that this new framework will help to further advance the debate about the nature of aesthetic 
experience, and build toward a testable model for future empirical aesthetics research. 
  



Empirical Musicology Review Vol. 11, No. 3-4, 2016 

 340 

Acknowledgements 

The research reported in this paper was supported by the Australian Research Council (FT120100053). 

NOTES 

[1] Correspondence can be addressed to: Prof. Emery Schubert, Empirical Musicology Laboratory, School
of the Arts and Media, University of New South Wales, Sydney, NSW, 2052, E.Schubert@unsw.edu.au.

[2] It should be noted that our use of the analogy deep-shallow does not relate to the level of cognitive
processing as expounded, for example, by Craik and Lockhart (1972).

[3] Please note that the clusters of words are sample words, not intended to be listed in any particular order.
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