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In this chapter, we examine the folk concept of contempt and its psychological 
underpinnings against the background of blame. Blame1-both in the sense 
of establishing culpability and in the sense of gauging moral criticism-is 
a natural response to other people's norm violations. Blame is often based 
on relatively sophisticated evidence (causality, intentionality, mental states; 
(Malle, Guglielmo, and Monroe 2014), can be constructive (Duff 1986), and 
has the power to repair relationships (Walker 2006). Contempt can also be a 
response to other people's norm violations, but at least at first glance it is less 
sophisticated, less constructive, and ends, rather than repairs, relationships. 
We will take a closer look at contempt and compare it to blame on a number 
of dimensions, taking research on the psychology of blame as a starting point 
for an analysis of the psychology of contempt. Surprisingly, the psychologi
cal literature on contempt is far more limited than that of blame. We are there
fore encouraged in believing that our analysis can uncover some interesting 
new questions and contentions on the phenomenon of contempt. 

We structure the chapter as a series of questions followed by, in some 
cases, tentative answers and, in other cases, competing hypotheses. In 
the second section, we offer initial data to test the emerging hypotheses. 
The questions we pose are inspired by an analysis of blame, and we take the 
properties of blame to help define the feature space within which to char
acterize contempt, sometimes resembling the comparator, often not. This 
strategy was also adopted by Mason (2003), but using resentment as the 
comparator. Like resentment, blame is a response to a norm violation. But 
blame is more general, responding to unintentional as well as intentional 
violations, interpersonal as well as personal violations; blame thus provides 
a wider base of comparison. We then further broaden our view and attempt 
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to localize contempt in the larger space of moral criticism, in which blame 
plays a central role but in which other forms of moral evaluation help char
acterize contempt. 

GETTING THE CONCEPTS RIGHT 

Gervais and Fessler (2016) emphasize the distinction between a folk concept 
(e.g., of contempt) and the underlying neurocognitive "circuits" that give rise 
to the various contents of the folk concept. According to the authors, such 
circuits have phylogenetic roots, reflect evolutionary pressures, and may 
rely on identifiable neural structures; folk concepts, by contrast, are cultural 
representations, or constellations of meaning, which often constitute the 
synergy of, on the one hand, the underlying circuits and, on the other hand, 
the phenomenal experience, cultural appraisals, and local or historical threats 
and opportunities in which the circuits operate. We partially agree with this 
analysis, but we caution against the common dismissal of folk concepts as 
"just semantics" or "cultural beliefs." .. 

Folk concepts are abstract representations that allow people to part1t10n 
phenomena in the world, and the phenomena they intend to partition often 
overlap with, but are not identical to, the "circuits" that scientists intend to 
refer to with their scientific constructs. Humans have (culturally) evolved 
psychological concepts that are not intended to refer to neurocognitive 
circuits but to constellations of relational, functional, and perceptual infor
mation. In the case of contempt, the concept refers to mental states (e.g., emo
tions) and dispositions (e.g., attitude), constrained by a variety of functional 
relationships (e.g., to events, norms, and attitudes). Scientists are best advised 
not to use the very same term (e.g., "contempt") to refer to what they argue 
are neurocognitive circuits, and scientists are also advised not to claim that 
those circuits are what the term "really" means. It is not up to scientists to 
redefine terms that have perfectly useful and well-established meanings in 
the language community; it is up to scientists to sharpen their own scientific 
concepts in such a way as to connect to demonstrable phenomena in the 
world. Gervais and Fessler suggest to use two different symbols---one for 
the folk concept (with double quotes: "contempt") and one for the underlying 
circuits (in italics: contempt). Though we endorse a terminological division, 
we refrain from connoting-by using double quotes-that the folk concept is 
'somehow referring to pseudo-contempt; we also refrain from using the same 
term for both concepts. Instead, we suggest that the English language word 
contempt continue to denote the ordinary meaning (folk concept) of contempt 
and that the technical term C-circuit denote the scientific construct that tries 
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to tie together phylogenetic causes, evolutionary design claims, psychologi
cal, physiological, and neural structures. Gervais and Fessler make significant 
progress in laying out the properties of the C-circuit that might correspond 
to at least some of the featu res of the folk concept of contempt. We hope to 
rnake some progress in laying out these features of the folk concept of con
ternpt and the role it plays in social-moral interactions. 

WHAT KIND OF PSYCHOLOGICAL PHENOMENON 
IS CONTEMPT? 

Most frequently, contempt is characterized as an emotion (Ekman and Fri
esen 1986; Fischer and Giner-Sorolla 2016; Fischer and Roseman 2007; Izard 
1977), so we consider this possibility first and examine which features of 
emotion seem to apply to contempt. 

Contempt as Emotion 

A test of the emotion claim naturally begins with the classic features of emo
tion: feelings, short time course, appraisals, action tendencies, and behavioral 
expressions (see Frijda 2008, for an overview). How many of these features 
does contempt display? 

(1) Is contempt felt? Few would deny it. But does contempt come with a 
characteristic feeling? It appears it does not (Gervais and Fessler 2016). 
Contempt may be accompanied by revulsion, scorn, disdain; by anger 
or disgust; and also by mere indifference. On some theories of emotion, 
such a mix of phenomenal states casts doubt on contempt being a distinct 
emotion category, at least "basic" emotion that is "the product of evo
lutionary forces" (Ekman and Friesen 1986, 160). There are, however, 
complex emotion categories that arguably have mixed phenomenal states 
as well, such as shame or guilt, and Scherer (2009, 1325) argued that 
most emotional responses are mixed in nature. 

Verdict: Feeling component is sufficiently present. 

(2) What time course does contempt have? Anger, sadness, fear, and many 
other emotions have a relatively short duration; contempt may be more 
typically longer lasting, and people report contempt to increase over time 
(Fischer and Roseman 2007). Hutcherson and Gross (2011) also find that 
people experience contempt to last longer than anger. Glances of con
tempt or a contemptuous gesture are certainly possible, though this does 
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not necessarily show that the contempt itself was brief but possibly only 
that its expression was. One might say that feeling contempt briefly and 
then losing it casts doubt on it being contempt in the first place. Without 
additional evidence, we thus conclude: 

Verdict: The component of typically short time course is likely absent. 

(3) What appraisals are necessary for contempt? Emotion theorists have 
developed detailed models of which sets of appraisals characterize 
which emotions (see Moors, Ellsworth, Scherer, and Frijda 2013, for a 
recent review), including assessments of uncertainty, agency, control, 
and so on. Rozin, Lowery, Imada, and Haidt (1999) offered a charac
terization of contempt by type of norm violation, such that it is elicited 
by violating the "ethics of community," which includes norms within a 
social hierarchy to fulfill one's duties, role obligations, to maintain loy
alty and proper authority. However, this is a narrow conception, as con
tempt can also be triggered by perceived incompetence (Hutcherson and 
Gross 2011) or mere group status (Mackie, Devos, and Smith 2000). 
Consider these examples from the Corpus of Contemporary American 
English (COCA):2 

[1] his unfailing ability to be duped make him the object of contempt 
and derision 

[2] ... Paul's New Testament misogyny or contempt for women 

Thus, a specific type of violation will not do as a characteristic appraisal 
of contempt (and we will return to this issue with more empirical evidence 
later). Nor will the proposal that prototypical contempt involves apprais
ing a person as violating or falling short of some standard (e.g., Hutch
erson and Gross 2011 ). For this would cast too wide a net; not every 
violation of a standard or nonn elicits contempt, and in fact many norm 
violations elicit blame, but blame does not always lead to contempt. But 
it would be far too narrow to suggest that contempt involves "blaming 
another for intentional, unfair wrongdoing" (Fischer and Giner-Sorolla 
2016, 347). Incompetence or being a member of a certain group are 
neither wrongdoings nor intentional nor unfair. Roseman, Antoniou, 
and Jose (1996) suggest that contempt occurs when "the basic nature of 
someone or something" is revealed. The core claim here is that contempt 
is directed at a person's dispositions (Fischer and Roseman 2007) or 
even the inferiority of the whole person (see Mason 2003; Murphy and 
Hampton 1988, for discussion). This, we believe, is a testable hypothesis 
about the typical object of contempt, and we will examine this hypothesis 
further in the section "What Is the Object of Contempt." Some have made 
an even stronger claim, that contempt involves not only the perception of 
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the other's failing but a relatively strong positive self-perception (Miller 
1997), illustrated by the following quote: 

[3] "Contempt, is when a man thinkes another of little worth in com
parison to himselfe." (?1637 T. Hobbes tr. Aristotle's Briefe Art 
Rhetorique; as cited in OED, 1992) 

However, Roseman (this volume) rejects this claim on the grounds of 
cross-cultural linguistic data. In our own data collection reported in 
the section "Examining Features of Contempt in Natural Linguistic 
Contexts," we have also found very little direct evidence for explicit self
superiority indications (but cannot rule out implicit forms of it). 

One other candidate appraisal of contempt is that it is directed at 
events over which one has lower levels of control (compared with anger), 
for which Fischer and Roseman (2007) found some support. Incorporat
ing this insight with the previous candidates we might say that contempt 
relies on assessments that another person violated a norm or standard, 
that the person is inferior, but that the violation is not within the con
temptor's control, who therefore becomes more distant and excludes the 
person (Fischer and Giner-Soro Ila 2016). Empirical evidence for this 
sequence of appraisals is currently lacking. 

Verdict: A characteristic set of appraisals has not yet been convincingly 
demonstrated for contempt, but the search can be considered ongoing. 

(4) Does contempt have characteristic action tendencies? This feature of 
emotions is also described as their motivational component, goals, or 
concerns (Frijda 2008). Roseman et al. (1996) describe contempt (along 
with disgust and shame) as a response that excludes a stimulus rather 
than attacks the stimulus. However, current data do not unequivocally 
support this hypothesis. Fischer and Roseman (2007, Study 2) offered 
empirical support for contempt being stronger and more enduring in 
exclusion contexts than in attack contexts, but anger showed a parallel 
duration difference and was equally intense in exclusion contexts as 
contempt (though more intense than contempt in attack contexts). We 
may conclude that contempt does not characteristically arise in attack 
contexts, but it is nonetheless frequently expressed, even to the target 
of the emotion, and thus can constitute a form of attack (the section "Is 
Contempt a Sentiment of Attack or Exclusion?" will muster evidence on 
this point). It is not a physical attack, however. What may be characteris
tic of contempt is the refusal to reconcile, to change one' s mind, such that 
contempt (not unlike punishment; see Maile et al. 2014) may be the last 
phase of an interaction, and the perceiver may close off the relationship 
after having asserted the devaluation. 
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Verdict: Characteristic action tendencies are possible, but perhaps not 
along a simple approach-avoidance dimension. 

(5) Does contempt have "universal" facial expressions? Though the uni
lateral upward lip curl has been claimed to be the universal sign of con
tempt (Ekman and Friesen 1986), its reliability within and across cultures 
has been debated, if not debunked (e.g., Russell 1991; Wagner 2000). 
We will return to the issue of expression in section "Examining Features 
of Contempt in Natural Linguistic Contexts", where contempt appears in 
a multitude of expressions. 

Verdict: Universal facial expression is not present. 

Considering these five features of emotion, contempt is certainly not a 
"clean" or simple emotion: It convincingly shares one feature with emotions 
(feeling), lacks two such features (short time course and characteristic facial 
expression), and both appraisal patterns and action tendencies are somewhat 
difficult to pin down, with some candidates in play but no compelling sets as yet 
documented. In light of this mixed evidence, a safe conclusion is that the classi
fication of contempt as an emotion entails too much, as it would claim features 
that do not hold for contempt. Reluctance to consider contempt as a straight
forward emotion is also consistent with evidence that people (across numerous 
languages) rarely produce contempt words when asked to list any emotions that 
come to mind (Fischer and Giner-Sorolla 2016, 347). But what other features 
does contempt have that are not captured by the emotion category? 

Contempt as Attitude 

One potentially missing feature is "contempt's quality as a form of regard 
(a quality not characteristic of all emotions or feelings)" (Mason 2003, 
239). This feature does not merely highlight the longer temporal duration 
(discussed earlier) but the fact that contempt as regard is an attitude. Even 
though other enduring states of regard, such as love (Shaver, Morgan, and 
Wu 1996) and hate (Fitness and Fletcher 1993), have also been treated as 
emotions, there is disagreement. For example, Ekman and Cordaro (2011) 
argue that love and hate do not meet the characteristics of basic emotions. In 
any case, what the attitude feature suggests is a characteristic regarding and 
treating of the target of one's contempt. This makes contempt go beyond a 
purely mental (emotional) state and include aspects of a social stance, a more 
public commitment to believe certain things about and take certain actions 
toward the target of one's contempt. And this, finally, also allows a form of 
contempt that is marked by utter indifference ("beyond contempt"), stripped 
of the emotions of hate and scorn, an act of treating the other as nothing. 
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Contempt as Judgment 

We consider as a final possibility-that contempt is a judgment, which is how 
rnany would characterize blame. It would be difficult to argue that blame is 
an emotion, for one can easily blame another without any feeling; blame is 
often considered an appraisal that constitutes the emotion of anger; and there 
is no facial expression characteristic of blame (though the accusing finger 
point is at least a recognizable correlate). Blame is also not solely an attitude 
(e.g., "moral disapproval" [Beardsley 1970]), because its address to the per
petrator is not one of simple devaluation but one of criticism and argument, 
with an expectation of correction (Bennett 2002; Duff 1986). Blame thus has 
not only a mental side but also a public side as a social act of moral criti
cism, directed at either the norn1 violator or other members of the community 
(Malle et al. 2014). Unlike an attitude, which is a mental state that can be 
expressed in social actions, blaming is itself often a social action. Fittingly, 
this corresponds to the dual meaning of judgment, which is both a mental 
state and often itself the public pronouncing of an opinion. 

Is contempt, too, a judgment in this sense? Answering this question will 
take the rest of our chapter. Let us mark blame, as promised, as the compara
tor and posit: Blame is a moral judgment systematically responsive to certain 
types of information (e.g., causality, intentionality, reasons, counterfactuals; 
Malle et al. 2014), frequently but not always accompanied by certain emo
tions (e.g., anger, resentment, outrage, disappointment), and socially regu
lated in its expression (Voiklis and Malle 2017). As to contempt, there is little 
doubt over the second claim (that it is often accompanied by emotions), but 
the other two features will require further inquiry. 

In sum, while considering contempt as an emotion, we raised questions 
about the characteristic target of contempt (person? disposition?) and its 
characteristic expression (e.g., facial). In considering contempt as an attitude 
and judgment we also raised the possibility that contempt is not only a mental 
state but also a public social act. Finally, when comparing contempt to blame, 
we must examine its "source": what about a target of contempt (say, a person) 
instigates the contempt? Is it often, as in blame, a norm-violating behavior? 
Or, as some have argued, the person as a whole? These questions into char
acteristic features of contempt guide our subsequent analysis. 

EXAMINING FEATURES OF CONTEMPT 
IN NATURAL LINGUISTIC CONTEXTS 

The ideal data to study the features of contempt would be annotated video 
recordings of social behavior with first-person reports about the protagonists' 
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internal states. This is far beyond what is currently available. We chose a 
projection of such data----documentation of contempt-related behaviors and 
mental states in fiction and nonfiction. In particular, we idenfrfied the 3,964 
occurrences of the word stem "contempt*" (i.e., capturing contempt, con
temptible, contemptuous) in the Corpus of Contemporary American English 
(COCA) and drew a random sample of I 000 occurrences. This sample 
comprised all five of the COCA genres: academic journals (201) titerary 
fiction (305) popular magazines (196), newspapers ( 157), and spoken broad
cast news (141). Among the 1,000 entries, 164 referred to legal contempt 
(e.g., contempt of court, contempt charges), which we identified by using a 
disjunctive text search algorithm that marked an entry as legal if it contained 
one or more diagnostic phrases (e.g., "of court," "of congress"). Because 
our aim was to examine the folk concept of contempt, we removed these 
164 legal entries. From the remaining set we selected a random subsample 
of 200 occurrences for detailed content analysis. 3 Three raters were trained 
to classify the entries (the sentence containing the instance of "contempt*" 
along with approximately 100 words of surrounding context) into the coding 
categories listed in table 5.1. 

Table 5.1. Content codes for classifying aspects of contempt. 

Coding 
Category Definition Example 

Target of contempt: For whom or what does the person have contempt? 

Individual 

Group 

Institution 

Generic 

Thing 

Abstract 

Contempt for one or two 
individual(s) 

Contempt for three or more 
individuals 

Contempt for a human/ 
cultural construction, such 
as government, religion, or 
authorities 

Contempt for the implied agent 
of an explicitly stated action 

Contempt for inanimate target 

Contempt for abstract 
phenomena (e.g., the world or 
everything) 

"His father had been the 
object of contempt in his 
own house." 

"Her mother said Ginger 
began to treat the family 
with contempt." 

"His contempt of politics was 
slowly melting away." 

"The war had taught them a 
contempt for waste." 

"When an aide offered 
a bagel with cream 
cheese, he waved it away 
contemptuously." 

"Openly contemptuous of 
the role of idealism in 
foreign policy." 
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coding 
Category Definition Example 

source of contempt: Which property of the contempt target gave rise to the contempt? 

Action 

Disposition 

Category 
Membership 

Unknown 

Explicitly mentions action or 
consequences of action as the 
source of contempt. 

Explicitly mentions character or 
other disposition as source. 

Contempt is prompted by 
mere group membership 
(without mention of action or 
disposition). 

Source of contempt is not 
specified or inferable from 
text. 

"People who surrendered 
in wartime were beneath 
contempt." 

"It was the contempt he held 
toward all things weak and 
out of control." 

"They're all contemptuous of 
the American people!" 

"They cannot be 
contemptuous like Globe 
lizard Ricky Gervais." 

Form of expression: Is the contempt a mere mental state or is it socially expressed? 

Mental 

Social 
Verbal 

Nonverbal 

The contempt is not expressed 
either verbally or nonverbally. 

The contempt is expressed in 
words. 

The contempt is expressed only 
through facial, gestural, or 
prosodic signals. 

"Troyca thought with 
contempt." 

"You contemptible dirtfarm 
Delilah." 

"I sat there staring at him 
with contempt." 

Address of expression: If the form of expression is social, to whom is it expressed? 

First person 

Second person 

Third person 

Explicit expression of contempt 
for self. 

The contempt is directly 
addressed toward its target 
(e.g., individual). 

Textual evidence that the 
contempt is addressed toward 
a third party. 

What Is the Target of Contempt? 

"Her relief and self-contempt 
were so enormous she felt 
slightly sick." 

"Her look was designed to 
let me know that I was 
beneath contempt." 

"He spoke with contempt of 
dishonest people." 

People blame agents, be they individual persons, collectives, or even nonliv
ing entities such as gods and robots (Malle, Scheutz, Arnold, V oiklis, and 
Cusimano 2015; Monroe, Dillon, and Malle 2014). Something that cannot 
act intentionally, that cannot have reasons for acting, is not a candidate tar
get for blame (Malle et al. 2014), setting aside metaphorical uses, such as 
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"Tornadoes have been blamed for 57 deaths so far in 2012." By contrast, 
it would be easy to feel anger on account of a lemon car, a malfunctioning 
computer, or the rainy weather that preempted a garden party; and one can 
fear or be sad about a range of non-agentic events. 

Where does contempt lie? Do people feel or express contempt toward only 
agents or also non-agentic targets? 

An overall tabulation of the 200-entry COCA sample (table 5.2) shows 
that 89 percent of targets of contempt fall under some type of agent-an 
individual person, a group, institution, or a generic agent. Below we offer 
examples for each: 

Persons as target 

(6) His father had been the object of contempt in his own house. 
(7) And when the name Donald Trump was mentioned, the look of utter 

contempt on his face and dismissal was pretty hard to miss. 

Groups as target 

(8) They expressed contempt for American officials who ignored their 
appeals to stay out of Haiti. 

(9) ... some teachers at the school who were notorious for their incompe
tence, for their contempt for the children. 

Institutions as target 

(10) Their hopes for changing the health care system transformed into con
tempt for a Washington that they say cares not a whit about them. 

(11) She has contempt for many church efforts to use technology. 

Generic agent as target 

(12) The war had taught them a contempt for waste. 
(13) I was so offended by your strutting arrogance and insouciant contempt 

for all contrary opinion. 

Table 5.2. Frequencies for targets of contempt in 200-entry sample from COCA. 

Target Count Percentage 

Agent 
Individual 86 44 

Group 66 34 

Institution 12 6 
Generic 9 5 

Not Agent 
Abstract 14 7 

Thing 3 2 

Note: 3% of entries had unidentifiable targets. 
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The remaining codable entries include abstract targets of contempt 
(e.g., "the photographic image, ' "the body," "the natural world," "the crowd," 
"human rights") and non-agentic things (e.g., "a bagel with cream cheese," 
"Grandpa's Renault"). The abstract targets almost always involve persons 
in some ways (the crowd; the body), refer to human products (e.g., the pho
tographic image, art, music, the classical world) or human values ("human 
rights," "idealism"). The only two pure nonhuman targets are "the world" 
and "the natural world." Three entries have "things" as targets: a car, alchem
ical poetry, and a bagel. Once more, however, one can see persons as indirect 
targets-the one who owned the car, the one who wrote the poetry, or, as in 
the example below, the one who offered the bagel: 

(14) His daily schedule henceforth had to be built around 90 minutes of 
exercise. "No exceptions," he barked. When an aide offered a bagel 
with cream cheese, he waved it away contemptuously. "Just plain," he 
ordered. 

In conclusion, not only are 89 percent of targets of contempt arguably 
social agents, but a highly inclusive classification scheme would identify 
implied agents even in abstract and thing-like targets. There is thus substan
tial evidence that contempt is generally directed at one or more social agents 
(Gervais and Fessler 2016; Mason 2003; and many more). 

When we compare these results to blame (understood as a private or 
public act of moral criticism), we see similarities and differences. Blame 
for individual persons is widely assumed to be the prototype, and people 
occasionally blame groups and institutions as well (Crocker, Luhtanen, 
Broadnax, and Blaine 1999; Malle 2010). Thus, both blame and contempt 
are directed most frequently at individuals. However, whereas contempt 
for the body, photography, or the natural world is intelligible, somebody 
directing blame at these targets would be met with consternation or taken as 
metaphorical. Because the major function of blaming as moral criticism is to 
regulate community members' behavior (Voiklis and Malle 2017), it would 
make little sense to direct such criticism at abstract entities. By contrast, con
tempt does not seem to have this regulatory function, so its eligible targets 
reach at least sometimes more broadly. What function contempt itself may 
serve will be discussed later. 

What Are the Sources of Contempt? 

We examine next the sources of contempt: what properties of the target, and 
specifically of agents, instigated or are the focal object of contempt. Even 
if we grant contempt a flexibility that allows people to have contempt for a 
broader range of targets, it is instructive to ask what aspects of the dominant 
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target category of agents elicit the contempt. Is contempt, like blame, most 
commonly elicited by behaviors, especially norm-violating ones? Or is con
tempt directed at dispositions or whole persons (Fischer & Roseman 2007; 

Mason 2003)? 
The overall distribution of sources (table 5.3) shows a modest number 

of dispositions (24 percent), lower even than actions (31 percent). This is 
surprising given the common assumption that contempt is directed at whole 
persons, or at least core dispositions. "If another person's action causes a 
negative event, anger is experienced; but if another person's character causes 
a negative event, contempt is felt" (Roseman et al. 1996, 247). Some entries 
clearly fit this dispositional picture: 

( 15) "Prince Sergey gave a snort of contempt. 'We need no lessons from the 
loser.'" 

(16) "If you have such contempt for Saddam Hussein's general attitude 
toward humanity, why then." 

However, contempt is at least as often instigated by an action: 

(17) "Mention the Hollywood version, however, and you'd inevitably draw 
sneers of contempt from all three." 

(18) "[Vitti] tries to make the blade stand up, but it just keeps dropping like 
a piece of soft rope. Patty, Eddie, and the thugs laugh contemptuously 
at Vitti." 

Even though actions can instigate contempt, such contempt may still 
target the person's overall incompetence or weakness. This hypothesis 
is plausible but requires additional evidence. And even if it were true, it 
remains noteworthy that single actions can have the power to elicit such a 
strong, seemingly generalized sentiment and that the observers of this senti
ment see no need to question, explain, or justify the emergence of the strong 

generalization. 
A second noteworthy finding in the sources of contempt is the high number 

of entirely unspecified cases (30 percent) as well as cases in which the source 

Table 5.3. Frequencies for sources of contempt in 200-entry sample from COCA. 

Trigger Count Percentage 

Action 61 31 

Disposition 47 24 

Category membership 29 15 

Unspecified 59 30 
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of contempt is the person's mere category membership (15 percent). In neither 
of these cases is there any indication in the nearby text (within fifty words 
before or after the stem "contempt*") that anything more specific (e.g., an 
action or disposition) prompted the contempt. Passages mention glances of 
contempt toward a child or a politicaJ candidate and sentiments of contempt 
toward democracy or religious protocol, but the reader does not know what 
about the child or candidate is worthy of contempt, what about democracy 
or religious protocol the perceiver finds contemptible. Such evidence for 
source omission is consistent with Bell's (2013) characterization of con
tempt as "globalist," though this characterization holds for only about half 
of all documentations of contempt in our dataset. Nonetheless, this amount 
of source omission further discourages grouping contempt under the emo
Lions which by definition have an eliciting event. The evidence supports 
some authors preference for grouping contempt under the category of senti
ment (Fi cher and Giner-Soro Ila 2016; ervais and Fessler 2016), which is 
a longer-lasting attitudrnal response to a particular agent or object; but tbe 
present evidence also fits the notion of a judgment whose source may be 
unconsciou or reach far into one's history of encounters. 

Seemingly groundless sentiments of contempt contrast with cases of 
blame, which normally explicate not only who deserves blame but what the 
blame is for. Making a public statement such as "He is to blame," when the 
context leaves completely opaque what he is to blame for, would be rejected. 
To illustrate, the first ten entries of a COCA search for "blame" contain six 
entries in which the reason for blaming is explicitly stated (e.g., 'McDon
nell s sisters, in particular, blame Maureen McDonnell for initiating the fam
ily relationship with businessman Jonnie R. Williams ') and the reasons of 
the four remaining ones can be found in the preceding sentence (e.g. 'They 
see the party as far too tied to corporate and moneyed interests. Fairly or 
unfairly, they blame the Clintons for much of this"). 

As discus ed in tbe section 'What l the Target of Contempt" earlier, the 
function of social regulation essential to blame demands such explications of 
what blame is for ("warrants in Malle et al. 2014), as well as pecifications 
of what norm it violated and what causal and mental infonnationjustified the 
blame judgment. Neither the social-regulatory function nor the demand for 
warrant appears to play any role in contempt. For example, one passage in 
our sample describes' the eething contempt Kevin Kline has for the British," 
without mention of certain characteristics Kline find contemptible. Being 
British or mere belonging to any other group, could never be a rea on for 
blame. There would have to be evidence that the blamed person has actually 
committed a pecific norm violation and that, as a member of the group in 
question the person is very likely to have certain motives, knowledge or 
capacitie-s that could serve as warrant for the expressed blame. 
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It is of course possible that a moral perceiver holds a judgment of blame for 
a person without adequate warrant-but even so, the perceiver will always 
blame the suspect for something and may hold beliefs about the motives, 
knowledge, or capacities of the target (perhaps not based on evidence but 
caused by hatred). Moreover, ifthe perceiver expressed such blame, he would 
be subject to community challenges to reveal the grounds for his blame. 

To better understand the relatively high number of unnamed sources of 
contempt, we take a closer look at the relationship between type of target 
(e.g., person, institution) and type of source (e.g., action, disposition), dis
played in table 5.4. Three categories of targets are not informative here, either 
because their very category definition (adhered to in verbal coding) puts them 
into a particular cell (e.g., Generic action into Action) or because no agent
related source can be assigned to the particular target (e.g., Abstract/vague). 

Considering the remaining Target-Source combinations in table 5.4, a first 
observation is that if we consider sources to be on the specific side (action, 
disposition) or the nonspecific side (category membership, unknown), 
the percentage of specific sources declines from individual agents (71 per
cent) to groups (50 percent) to institutions (33 percent), whereas the percent
age of nonspecific sources increases from individuals (29 percent) to groups 
(50 percent) to institutions (67 percent). A first hypothesis to explain this 
pattern is that contempt expressed toward individuals is frequently met with 
resistance by the individual or with opposition by a compassionate observer; 
thus, such expressed contempt is at least sometimes challenged, such that 
the contemptor is pressured to declare a source or "reason" for the sentiment 
(and therefore such a source is mentioned in the textual documentation we 
analyze). Groups and institutions, by contrast, cannot easily resist contempt 
because they are not physically present and observers will rarely feel enough 
compassion to oppose such sentiments; contempt toward such collective 
agents therefore often remains unchallenged. (Indeed, as we will see later, 

Table 5.4. Percentages (and raw frequencies) of sources of contempt by targets of con
tempt in 200-entry sample from COCA. 

Source 

Target Action Disposition Category Membership Unknown 

Agent 
Individual 42% (36) 29% (25) 1% (1) 28% (24) 

Group 20% (13) 30% (20) 38% (2 5) 12% (8) 
Institution 25% (3) 8% (1) 25% (3) 42% (5) 
Generic 100% (9) 

Not Agent 
Abstract/vague 100% (14) 
Thing 100% (2) 
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contempt toward groups and institutions is rarely verbally expressed, making 
anY challenge difficult from the outset.) 

A second hypothesis to explain particularly the less specific sources for 
groups and institutions is that contempt toward such agents develops less 
from direct encounters (which are rare for collective agents) than from a 
dislike toward the agent that grows out of hearsay, lack of contact, and other 
classic intergroup dynamics (Banaji et al. 2008; Dovidio 2003; Reicher 2010; 
Sherif 1966). This leads to a historic escalation of negative sentiments: 

(19) "There are more violent criminals, armed with more potent weaponry, 
showing more contempt for the men and women in blue than at any time 
in American history." 

(20) "These gay white men seem to have no problem expressing contempt 
and derision for what they've been raised to view as contemptible
Blackness, and other ethnicities." 

Blame, too, may increase when an agent, despite being scolded before, 
repeatedly violates a norm in question. But such blame would remain focused 
on the specific violation. Only if blame expands beyond the focal violation 
would it become a more general negative sentiment, and in that case it may 
well tum into contempt. 

Is Contempt Mental or Social? 

We emphasized earlier that blame has a mental, private side (as a moral 
judgment), as well as a social, public side (expressions of that judgment as 
moral criticism). We now examine whether contempt has such a dual nature, 
too. Empirical researchers routinely use people's self-report to assess contempt 
as a mental state (e.g., Hutcherson and Gross 2011; Tapias, Glaser, Keltner, 
Vasquez, and Wickens 2007); but in recent times, contempt is also discussed 
in its role in public discourse (Rusting 2015; Stohr 2017). Indeed, table 5.5 
shows that almost half ( 49 percent) of the entries in our COCA sample refer 

Table 5.5. Frequency of contempt episodes in COCA classified as Mental (private events 
in the person's mind) or Social (either nonverbal or verbal). 

Expression 

Mental 
Socially Expressed 

Verbal 
Nonverbal 

Note: 7% of entries had unidentifiable expressions. 

Count 

87 

51 
45 

Percentage 

44 

26 
23 
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to contempt as a public (nonverbal or verbal) event. The excerpts classified 
as "nonverbal" depicted cases in which contempt was intentionally or unin
tentionally made public in face, voice, or body; those classified as "verbal" 
depicted cases in which the very words or content of the person's public 
speech act delivered the contempt. 

Examples of nonverbal expressions of contempt include: "His lips curled 
with contempt"; "The aunt gave him her contemptuous, damn-your-eyes blue 
stare"; "Her voice was brisk and contemptuous"; "'Stop bluffing,' Wang 
said, smiling with contempt." Examples of verbal expressions of contempt 
included: "He spoke with contempt of dishonest people and his own lack of 
direction"; "The officer ... remarked with contempt, "'If l'da known this was 
for you guys, I' da never brung it."' 

Another result from this analysis that contradicts common assumption is that 
the nonverbal expressions of contempt show a far greater variety in our data sam
ple than has been claimed in the past (Ekman and Friesen 1986). They involve 
gaze, lips, voice, clenching teeth, snorting, even smiling. This variety provides 
further evidence against classifying contempt straightforwardly as an emotion. 

Given the substantial number of socially expressed contempt events (at 
least as described in our sources), an interesting question is what social con
sequences such expressions have. We have endorsed accounts of blame in 
which expressing blame has regulatory functions---criticizing norm violators 
in order to change their behavior. Does publicly expressing contempt have 
any such regulatory goals? Would expressed contempt ever motivate the 
target person to change their behavior? A dominant view in the existing lit
erature is that contempt is detrimental to repairing interpersonal relationships 
that are at risk (e.g., Gortman 2014). We regard this view as plausible but call 
for a systematic analysis in which the addressee of the expressed contempt 
is taken into consideration. Depending on the addressee of contempt, social 
consequences of the expressed contempt may vary. In the next section, we 
inspect contempt in this aspect. 

Is Contempt a Sentiment of Attack or Exclusion? 

People verbally express blame either toward the transgressor (second-person 
blame) or in the presence of an audience (third-person blame), commenting 
on and often complaining or gossiping about the transgressor (cf. Elias and 
Scotson's [1965], analysis of "blame gossip"). Likewise, when contempt is 
expressed publicly, it could appear as a second-person expression (toward 
the target of one's contempt) or a third-person expression in the presence 
of an audience (about the target of contempt; e.g., Wert and Salovey 2004). 
Second-person expressed contempt can be likened to an attack, whereas 
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third-person expressed contempt can have multiple functions, such as norm 
affirmation and exclusion. 

In our COCA sample, we found a preponderance of second-person con
tempt expressions (table 5.6), which suggests that contempt can sometimes 
be an "attack emotion" (Fischer and Roseman 2007; Roseman et al. 1996). 
of further interest is the fact that this preponderance is stronger for nonverbal 
expressions (78 percent second person vs. 18 percent third person), whereas it 
reverses for verbal expressions (39 percent second person vs. 57 percent third 
person). Thus, contempt expressed toward the target of one's sentiment is 
less often a direct attack than an articulation of one's attitude. As the follow
ing examples illustrate, sometimes this articulation is intentional, sometimes 
unintentional. 

Likely to be intentional 

(21) "Her look was designed to let me know that I was beneath contempt." 
(22) "The guards ignored me. They had somehow figured out that all my 

authority had evaporated, and they were the type to switch in an instant 
from obeisance to contempt." 

Likely to be unintentional 

(23) '"May I have a ruling on my objection?,' the young defense lawyer 
said. The formality hiding the contempt in his voice had grown thinner 
as the trial had progressed." 

(24) "There was one particular interview that I recall with Jeb Bush and Sean 
Hannity. And when the name Donald Trump was mentioned, the look 
of utter contempt on his face and dismissal was pretty hard to miss." 

We must qualify our observations, however. First, only half of all con
tempt occurrences in the text sample were classified as socially expressed 

Table 5.6. Percentages and (raw frequencies) of addressee types for social expressions 
of contempt. 

Addressee 

Second person 
Third person 

Verbal 

39% (20) 
57% (29) 

Expression 

Nonverbal 

78% (35) 
18% (8) 

Total 

55% 
37% 

Note: The tabulated dJt<1 di~lay only those entries of contempt that fell into the Soci,1 lly Expr scd category 
of table 5.5. Four percent of entries in each Expression category had unidentlfiabl addr ees (n = 2 in 
Verbal, n = 2 in Nonverbal). 
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(see table 5.5). Moreover, the present data source of text samples lends 
itself well to documenting detectable (rather than entirely private) contempt. 
Contemptors who express their sentiment are more likely to be observed and 
described in the kinds of texts and conversations we analyzed. Contemptors 
who quietly retreat from the target they exclude may be suspected of such 
sentiment but may often remain unnoticed (except, perhaps, by the targets 
themselves). Nonetheless, to the extent that contempt reaches public notice 
or imagination (which is what the present data capture), we do see that it 
is often an approach rather than an avoidance behavior. Whether it is a last 
resort before terminating any future interactions with the target or an extreme 
expression of demanding the target to reform his or her behavior is a question 
open to further exploration. 

WHERE IN THE SPACE OF MORAL CRITICISM 
IS CONTEMPT? 

In the third section of our investigation we try to locate contempt in the 
context of moral criticism. Since blame is a prototype of moral criticism, we 
thereby continue the comparison between contempt and blame, but we now 
place this comparison within the broader domain of moral criticism, which 
goes beyond blame. 

In previous studies (Voiklis, Cusimano, and Malle 2014, 2017) we found 
that this domain can be characterized by a few foundational dimensions along 
which dozens of acts of moral criticism can be grouped, and our question here 
is where along these dimensions contempt may be located. In the original stud
ies, we presented participants with twenty-eight verbs of moral criticism (e.g., 
disapprove, blame, admonish, scold, lash out) and asked them to judge the 
acts described by those verbs on a number of properties: how bad the criticized 
violation was, how much thought went into the criticism, whether the criticism 
was directed toward the transgressor or a different audience, what the critic's 
status was, and more. Using principal components analysis and cluster analysis 
we found that the verbs spanned a space defined by three major dimensions: 
(1) the intensity of the criticism ("Intensity"), (2) whether the criticism was 
directed at the transgressor or not ("Interpersonal"), and (3) how much influ
ence and power the critic had over the transgressor ("Influence"). Figure 5.1 
shows the distribution of verbs within the first two of these dimensions. 

In ongoing work (Voiklis, Kim, and Malle in preparation) we have incor
porated contempt into this space. We first selected verbs from the contempt 
family, including despise, disdain, scorn, lose all respect. Because these 
verbs primarily refer to mental states, we also added one (figure 5 .1) explic
itly expressive phrase, show contempt. We then asked groups of participants 

-3 -2 
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-1 

Dimension 1: Intensity 

Medoids of Clusters and Their Constituent Acts 

X revile (&censure, denounce, slander, vilify) 

+ find fault (&blame, disapprove of, object to) 

A admonish (&berate. ca:mgato, chastise. condemn. criticize, 
LJ. read lhe nol act. rebuke, faJ)twnind, reproach, scold) 

0 tell X off {& ACCU~. attack, chew out, chlde, lash out at. 
lel X have it , poi:n1 tho finger) 

Figure 5.1. Principal component scores of twenty-eight acts of moral criticism ~lotted 
in the first two dimensions of the three-dimensional space. The acts are shown m four 
groups (derived from cluster analysis performed on the component scores), and their 
respective marker variables (medoids) and constituent acts are listed on the right. From 
Voiklis et al. 2017. 

to consider acts described by these verbs (along with twelve verbs of 
moral criticism) in the format, "She [verbed] him for the bad thing he had 
done," where the placeholder [ verbed] was substituted by the selected 
verbs of contempt and criticism. We recruited ten groups of participants 
(n = 32 each) and each group judged these act descriptions on one of the 
ten properties. In addition to properties that capture well the three previ
ously identified dimensions (e.g., emotionality for Intensity; second vs. 
third person for Interpersonal; relative status and attempted reform for 
Influence), we added properties that have been hypothesized to capture 
features of contempt (e.g., inferiority of the criticized, forgiveness, con
tinued relations). As in our previous studies, these ratings of verbs on 
the properties showed a high degree of consensus within each participant 
group (Cronbach's a> 0.80). 

We then performed a principal components analysis of people's judgments 
of the twelve acts of moral criticism relative to the ten properties. Three 
components accounted for 92 percent of the variance in the data and cor
responded to the original three dimensions of moral criticism (Voiklis et al. 
2017). Several of the newly added properties loaded quite clearly on the 
Intensity dimension: inferiority was a clear marker of high Intensity, oppo
site forgiveness and continued relations as markers of low Intensity. Within 
this space (see figure 5.2), participants perceived a person's states or acts of 
contempt as intense, less often directed at the target, and exerting modest to 
no influence over the target. Contempt is neighbors with acts of denouncing, 
condemning, reviling, and vilifying-far closer to rejection than to reform 
or criticism. 
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Figure 5.2. Predicted component scores for five acts of contempt (scorn, disdain, 
despise, lose all respect, show contempt) plotted in the three dimensions of properties 
of moral criticism (revealed by principal components analysis of the ratings for twelve 
acts of moral criticism on ten properties). Symbols x, +, 1!1, and 0 indicate the locations 
for acts of moral criticism, divided into four groups by cluster analysis (and represented 
by marker variables denounce, let X have it, object to, and admonish). Symbol • and 
associated verb labels indicate locations for the acts of contempt. 

Two aspects of the location of contempt are noteworthy. In the text 
analyses reported in the section "Is Contempt a Sentiment of Attack or 
Exclusion?" contempt expressions were directed at the target of one's 
sentiment in 55 percent of all publicly expressed occurrences; the present 
results suggest that contempt is rarely seen as directed at the target. This 
low likelihood may reflect characteristics of the specific verbs we selected, 
which are better at capturing mental states than social expressions. How
ever, even the act of showing contempt was judged as more often directed 
at third parties than at the target person. So verb selection alone does not 
account for the finding; aspects of the two data sources may also contrib
ute. Specifically, participants in the present study made general judgments 
about aspects of contempt, a task that may invite simulating feelings of 
contempt, not expressions thereof; moreover, people may have heeded the 
general norms against public expressions of contempt. By contrast, the 
mentions of contempt in written or spoken text more readily seize con
tempt in its expression, whether normatively acceptable or not. Integrating 
the two results, however, it seems clear that contempt is not routinely a 
silent emotion that excludes others by mere distancing; there are conditions 
under which it is expressed, sometimes to third parties, sometimes to the 
target person. 

A second point worth noting is that contempt was low on the Influence 
dimension. In the study this dimension was marked by two properties: 
attempted reform and relative status of the agent over the target. Contempt 
being low on attempted reform affirms the intuition that it does not function 
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to regulate ongoing behavior. The second aspect of the Influence dimension 
is the agent's relative status. One might at first glance assume that contempt 
is often experienced by those high in social status (Sanders, Wisse, and Van 
Yperen 2015) and used to mark or affirm one's superior position (Rusting 
2015); but contempt can also be a weapon of the disenfranchised and power
less. It may not be a particularly effective weapon (Stohr 2017), but at times 
it is all that an oppressed group has available (Bell 2005). 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

Our investigation offers a picture of the folk concept of contempt and its 
social manifestations, a picture that differentiates it from blame in significant 
ways, despite similarities. 

• The primary target of contempt, just as the target of blame, is an agent (indi
vidual, group or institution); but unlike blame, contempt can be directed at 
abstract, non-agentic targets. 

• When probing the specific source or focus of contempt when it is directed 
at agents, we see just as many actions as dispositions, casting doubt on the 
hypothesis that contempt is always directed at the "whole person." How
ever, in a number of cases the sentiment is instigated by nothing more than 
the person's group status or by something entirely unknown, and in these 
cases the whole-person hypothesis receives support. Blame, by contrast, is 
largely directed at persons for their norm-violating behavior, and blaming 
without a norm violation as its source is socially unacceptable and may not 
exist at all. 

• Contempt shares some features with emotions (feeling state, characteris
tic appraisals) but is more flexible (multiple forms of expressions, mixed 
action tendencies). Moreover, it shares some features with sentiments and 
attitudes (longer lasting, directly elicited by the attitude object) and with 
judgments (flexible target and source, duality as both mental state and social 
act). Blame is primarily a judgment, both mental and social; it is restricted 
to intentional agents and based on characteristic information processing; 
but it is flexible in action tendencies (second- or third-person blame, or 
mere private judgment) and flexible in its emotional intensity. 

• Direct evidence on some of the candidate features of emotion suggested 
that contempt has no single characteristic expression-face, look, voice, 
gesture, verbal statement all are capable of making known the contemptor's 
sentiment. As an act of moral criticism, blame's expression is primarily 
verbal, although in some cases a certain look or facial curl can convey the 
criticism. 
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• Another candidate feature of emotion, characteristic action tendency, 
received limited support. Contempt was not exclusively displayed as avoid
ant exclusion but expressed to third parties (often verbally), as well as to 
the target of the sentiment (often nonverbally). More exact estimates of the 
frequencies of such action tendencies would require a more representative 
data source than we have had available here. 

• Finally, contempt intensely expresses a negative sentiment but rarely tries 
to reform the target person, either because that is of no interest (for people 
high in power) or not possible (for people low in power). 

One of the questions this sketch leaves unanswered is what the social 
function of contempt might be. To be socially functional, contempt must 
provide the community overall, in some net calculation, a benefit that con
tempt's absence would not provide. Blame is somewhat costly to the blamer 
and the blamed transgressor, but it has a number of constructive functions, 
including teaching new norms, reminding people of their existing values, 
shaping preventive action, and rebuilding relationships (especially if paired 
with remorse and forgiveness; cf. Gobodo-Madikizela 2015; Walker 2006). 
Does contempt sometimes come with an attempt to change, to repair? Is it a 
last-ditch attempt of this sort? And if change occurs, does contempt cease? 
Several authors regard contempt, like blame, as a tool of norm enforcement 
(Bell 2013; Morris and Keltner 2000). In many cases, however, contempt is 
itself a norm violation-both in its legal meaning of being "in contempt of 
the court or congress" and in its interpersonal consequences (Gottman 1993). 
Furthermore, if our results in the section "Where in the Space of Moral 
Criticism Is Contempt?" are generalizable, contempt's intensity, paired with 
a low level of influence, makes it a rather ineffective tool of norm enforce
ment, standing even outside punishment-which is still a form of limited 
engagement and does come with an expectation for change (Cushman 2013). 
Contempt is more akin to banishment from one's personal circle or commu
nity (Fischer and Giner-Sorolla 2016; Fischer and Roseman 2007), with little 
hope or willingness for reinstatement. Thus, the social function of contempt 
may be reserved for the contemptor who may use contempt as a "master's 
tool" (Rusting 2015; Lorde 1984), often trying to keep those lower down in 
a social hierarchy away from those higher up in the hierarchy (Brandt and 
Reyna 2011; Fischer and Giner-Sorolla 2016). 

If contempt is banishment, then it will be most destructive in ongoing 
relationships, where separation and distance erode the foundation of the 
partners' bond. Indeed, the track record of contempt in extended relation
ships is rather dismal, being a marker of unhappy couples (Carstensen et al. 
1995), the strongest predictor of divorce (Gottman 2014), and an indicator of 
interpersonal violence (Jacobson et al. 1994; Sommer, Iyican, and Babcock 
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2016). Moreover, the presence of contempt in a couple's interaction correlates 
substantially (r = .58) with the absence of forgiveness (Kim et al. 2015). In 
intergroup contexts, contempt often co-occurs with anger and disgust, and that 
triad leads to hostile cognitions and behaviors (Matsumoto, Hwang, and Frank 
2016). Prevalence of this triad in group leader speeches predicts later violent 
group action (Matsumoto, Frank, and Hwang 2015), and whereas anger among 
oppressed groups predicts support for moderate collective action, contempt 
predicts support for violent collective action (Tausch, Kenworthy, and Hews
tone 2006). And in the recent political sphere, rising expressions of contempt 
have arguably contributed to ideological and social polarization (Stohr 2017). 

If contempt is banishment and has such powerful destructive consequences, 
then we should be advised to embrace it sparingly, only with clear evidence 
of a deeply violating source, and only after all attempts for reform-including 
blame and other moral criticism-have failed. 

NOTES 

1. The English word "blame" has two somewhat distinct meanings. The first corre
sponds to singling out the person(s), among several candidates, who is or are causally or 
morally responsible for a negative outcome. This judgment is typically a dichotomous 
yes-no assessment-either the mayor is to blame or not; and if not, then the police chief 
is to blame. The other meaning corresponds to determining the extent of moral criticism 
a person deserves for what they did or brought about. This judgment, which comes in 
degrees, can be kept in the head ("silently, he blamed her a great deal for what she had 
done") or expressed socially ("he didn't just voice his disapproval; he chewed him out 
for what he had done"). We focus here on the second, graded meaning of the term. 

2. This 450-million-word corpus is the largest publicly available (http://corpus. 
byu.edu/coca) corpus of American English. It is a "monitor corpus," designed to 
study trends and changes in language use (Davies 2010). The corpus contains a wide 
array of texts from fiction and nonfiction, of both spoken and written origin. Our 
excerpts are taken from an initial random sample of 100 occurrences of contempt out 
of 3,964 occurrences in the corpus (cf. the number of occurrences of blame is 20, 163 ). 

3. Four of these occurrences used the colloquial expression, "familiarity breeds 
contempt." We noted these but did not code them further. Results below are based on 
the 196 remaining entries. 
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