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Quick detection of affective stimulus features is important for survival and therefore the processing of affective features occurs prior to the processing of their non-affective counterparts. That is what large numbers of studies of the theory of affective primacy have shown. The question is, however, whether quick and automatic detection of affective features is enough. Is knowing that something is positive or negative enough to prepare for proper action? Is assessment of the valence of things enough to respond adequately and efficiently to the diverse and ever-changing stimuli and events in the world?

Some have argued that gross, non-specific valence-based classifications are indeed sufficient to prepare us for proper responses to affect-laden stimuli (e.g., Bargh, Kahneman, Zajonc). I disagree.

Although valence detection is necessary, I posit that it probably is not always sufficient for successful adaptation in a complex social environment. Following and extending earlier theorizing on the function of emotions (e.g., Öhman, Scherer), I propose that to function successfully, people need to be flexible in their immediate, spontaneous, and automatic reactions and behavioral adaptations to their environment. Descriptive processing allows for such flexibility. Therefore, there should not only be automatic evaluation but also automatic description effects.

Automatic descriptive processing allows for the constant evaluation and re-evaluation of complex stimuli, situations, and events without much time delay. Description adds specificity to affective processing. Description shapes affective processing by making it specific and specificity is essential to obtain flexibility in processing and variability in responding.

I will present a number (10?) of experiments demonstrating the ubiquity, functionality, and automaticity of automatic descriptive processing.
