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Culture and the Categorization of Emotions
James A. Russell
University of British Columbia
Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada

Some writers assume—and others deny—that all human beings distinguish emotions from nonemotions and divide the emotions into happiness, anger, fear, and so on. A review of ethnographic
and cross-cultural studies on (a) emotion lexicons, (b) the emotions inferred from facial expressions,
and (c) dimensions implicit in comparative judgments of emotions indicated both similarities and
differences in how the emotions are categorized in different languages and cultures. Five hypotheses are reviewed: (a) Basic categories of emotion are pancultural, subordinate categories culture
specific; (b) emotional focal points are pancultural. boundaries culture specific; (c) emotion categories evolved from a single primitive category of physiological arousal; (d) most emotion categories
are culture specific but can be defined by pancultural semantic primitives; and (e) an emotion
category is a script with both culture-specific and pancultural components.

Human beings divide the world into categories. We speakers
of English divide the colors into red, green, blue, and so on; the

morse, and an indefinable longing.. . . Under certain circumstances, however, it can have a very narrow meaning, a meaning as
definite, precise, and sharp as a well-honed cutting edge. I have
never found an equivalent in other languages for this sense of the
word either, though I do not see how anyone can understand the
human soul without i t . . . . Litost is a state of torment caused by a
sudden insight into one's own miserable self.. . .Litost works like
a two-stroke motor. First comes a feeling of torment, then the
desire for revenge, (pp. 121-122)

plants into trees, shrubs, grasses, and so on; and our kin into
aunts, uncles, cousins, and so on. People of other cultures
speaking other languages divide colors, plants, and kin into
categories that are in some ways similar to and in some ways
different from what is done in English (Tyler, 1969). The topic
of the present article is the categories into which people of different languages and cultures divide the emotions—not what

I have been told of other emotion words in other languages
for which no word exists in English. An example from German
is the word Schadenfreude, which refers to pleasure derived

emotions exist or what outsiders observe, but what the insiders
see among themselves.
There are hints of unmistakable similarity in the categories
of emotion even across great differences in language and culture. The following passage might have been taken from a modern textbook in psychology but is actually from the Li Chi, a

from another's displeasure. Another is Angst: Walter Lowrie
(1944) translated Kierkegaard's Der Begriff Angst under the title

Chinese encyclopedia compiled during the first century B.C.

The Concept ofDread\»& said "the very title of this book reveals
a serious lack in our language: we have no word which adequately translates Angst" (p. ix). An example from Japanese is

from various documents of earlier periods:

itoshii, which refers to longing for an absent loved one. Another
is ijirashii, which refers to a feeling associated with seeing someone praiseworthy overcoming an obstacle. An example from
Bengali is obhiman, which refers to sorrow caused by the insen-

What are the feelings of men? They are joy, anger, sadness, fear,
love, disliking, and liking. These seven feelings belong to men
without their learning them. (Chai & Chai, 1885/1967, p. 379)

sitivity of a loved one. I was told by an Arab woman of her
delight on learning the English word frustration, because her
native language provided no word for that feeling. I read that

There are also hints that different languages provide different
categories for the emotions. Here is a passage from Milan Kundera's (1979/1980) Book of Laughter and Forgetting:

Homer's characters in the Iliad and the Odyssey had no concept
of guilt (Dodds, 1951).! also read of accidie, an emotion named

Litost is a Czech word with no exact translation into any other
language. It designates a feeling as infinite as an open accordion, a
feeling that is the synthesis of many others: grief, sympathy, re-

in English but said to be extinct since the Middle Ages (Harre &
Finlay-Jones, 1986).
These examples raise the possibility that different languages
recognize different emotions. They carve up the domain of
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emotion differently. Claims of this kind raise fundamental questions for the psychology of emotion: Is it possible that the emotions are categorized differently in different languages? If so,
how large and widespread are the differences? What emotions
might exist but go nameless in English? Might the concept expressed by our word emotion be culture bound? What would
such differences reveal about the nature of emotion categories
or about where those categories come from in the first place?
What would such differences reveal about the emotions themselves? What would be the implications for scientific theories of
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emotion stated in English? Would we be justified in using in
other cultures our English words for emotions? On the other
hand, is there good evidence of cultural differences; or are the
examples cited above isolated curiosities, or perhaps even mistranslated, romantic fantasies? Do lexical differences indicate
any real differences in how people think? What about evidence
familiar to all psychologists that recognition of facial expressions of emotion is universal, what does that evidence say about
the role of culture in how emotions are categorized?
The relevant evidence—spread as it is across the literatures of
psychology, linguistics, and anthropology—has not been
brought together, and these questions have not been given the
attention they deserve. With this article, I attempt a step in that
direction by examining evidence and hypotheses on how emotions are categorized in different languages and cultures. I first
examine the ethnographic record accumulated over the last century on how emotions are labeled in different languages. I next
turn to cross-cultural studies on categorization of emotion by
facial expression and then to cross-cultural studies on concepts
implicit in comparative judgments of emotion. Finally, I review
five hypotheses that attempt to account for the cross-cultural
evidence.

Scope, Perspective, and Rationale
My topic is words, categories, and concepts for emotions,
rather than emotions themselves.11 draw no inferences about
emotions from people's words for the emotions, although such
inferences have been drawn by writers on both sides of the
nature-nurture question. Harre (1986) wrote, "Historians and
anthropologists have established conclusively that there are historically and culturally diverse emotion vocabularies. I claim
that it follows that there are culturally diverse emotions" (p. 10).
In contrast, Plutchik (1980) wrote, "The appearance in all languages of words like angry, afraid, and happy, suggests that
these words represent universal experiences" (p. 102).
Obviously we must get our lexical facts straight: Such is one
purpose of this review. But the inferences one draws depend on
one's theoretical assumptions as well as the facts. For example,
one important theoretical idea in the psychology of emotion is
that a person's emotional experience depends on how that person labels his or her own bodily state (Schachter & Singer,
1962). Imagine for a moment that this idea is correct. Imagine
as well that words for the emotions vary from one culture to the
next, at least to some extent. It would follow that emotional
experience, rather than being universal, would to that same
extent vary with culture. More generally, those writers who emphasize the role of culture in shaping emotion (e.g, Averill,
1980; Harre, 1986; Heelas & Lock, 1981; Hochschild, 1983;
Lutz, 1980; Shott, 1979; Solomon, 1976) anticipate differences
in the emotion lexicons of different cultures.
I assume that emotion words are of interest because labeling
of an emotion might play a role in subsequent cognitive processes. For example, if emotion words vary with culture, then
persons from different cultures might encode, respond to, and
remember emotions in correspondingly different ways. This
specific possibility has not been subjected to empirical test and
must today be viewed cautiously, because it is a version of lin-
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guistic relativity, a hypothesis with a controversial empirical
record (Brown, 1986; Kay & Kempton, 1984; Lucy & Shweder,
1979). An important study by Hoffman, Lau, and Johnson
(1986) underscores the possibility, however. Whereas most previous studies of linguistic relativity had examined words in a
perceptual domain—color—Hoffman et al. turned to words in
a social domain. The Chinese language provides labels for certain personality types (i.e, for certain clusters of personality
characteristics) not labeled in English and vice versa. Hoffman
et al. studied Chinese-English bilinguals to examine whether
these language differences influence other cognitive processes.
Subjects were randomly assigned to have the experiment conducted in Chinese or in English. The result was an impressive
display of linguistic relativity: Subjects' impression of and memory for the same target's personality were found to vary with
what language they used during the experiment.
I assume that categories are closely related to people's words
for the emotions. Neisser (1987, p. vii) argued that "language
plays a key role in establishing categories, both developmentally
and culturally" For example, the adult lexicon helps shape the
categories formed by the child (Mervis, 1987). Words like anger
designate not single events, but categories of events. Because
there are no Munsell chips for the emotions, one must examine
categorization of emotion indirectly, and much of the evidence
necessarily involves words. Words express concepts by means of
which people categorize a part of their personal and social reality. There has been a recent interest in emotion categories specifically (Johnson-Laird & Oatley, 1986, 1989; Ortony, Clore, &
Collins, 1988; Russell, 1991), and awareness of language differences may help in evaluating these hypotheses formulated on
the basis of the English lexicon. The present topic is thus part of
the broad examination of the impact of culture and language on
human cognition, an examination undertaken across the human sciences (Holland & Quinn, 1987). It is also an example of
a shift seen in most areas of psychology, a shift from the study of
a few convenient categories to the study of naturally occurring
ones.
Different traditions predict that categories into which people
divide the emotions would be found to be universal. One tradition stems from Darwin's (1872/1965) argument that the communication of emotion, both its expression and its recognition,
is part of our biological heritage. The theory that recognition is
innate presupposes that the categories by which recognition
proceeds are innate. A second tradition is the argument stemming from rationalist philosophy that most of our concepts are
innate (Fodor, 1981). A third is the idea, proposed by Boucher
(1979) and recently articulated by Johnson-Laird and Oatley
(1986, 1989), that words like fear and anger are undefinable
semantic primitives. Cultural differences in basic categories of
emotion would present difficulties for all these theories.
Obviously, the topic of this article is also relevant to the psychology of emotion. Consider the assessment of emotion.
Words for emotion play a central role in ratings, judgment

1
Italics are used to emphasize the distinction between—on the one
hand—words, categories, and concepts (e.g., emotion) and—on the
other—the events they are about (emotion).
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scales, and questionnaires. I take it for granted that psycholo-

bull's (1961) ethnography of the BaMbuti Pygmies of the Congo

gists are interested in the emotions of all people, not just those

is filled with descriptions of emotional life: "The Pygmy is not

who speak English. We must therefore understand the vocabu-

the least self-conscious about showing his emotions; he likes to

laries of all people.

laugh until tears come to his eyes and he is too weak to stand"

Perhaps the most far-reaching reason that the topic of this
article is of interest stems from the role that English words play
in psychologists' theories of emotion. Anger, anxiety, sorrow,
guilt, fear, happiness, and other English words for emotions
have provided a ready-made means by which scientists classify
emotions. The questions asked, the hypotheses formulated, and
the conclusions drawn in research on human emotion are built

(p. 56), "with his chest puffed up with pride" (p. 61), "she was
very much in love with her husband" (pp. 132-133), "the girl is
an object of suspicion, scorn, repulsion, and anger" (p. 186),
"Saniwake was almost beside himself with grief" (p. 230). Nowhere does Turnbull hesitate to attribute particular emotions to
the BaMbuti, to use English words to describe those emotions,

with these words. Listen to what one linguist, Wierzbicka

or to translate BaMbuti emotion words into English. Occasionally, and generally more recently, ethnographers have made this

(1986), had to say about the reason for studying words for the

assumption explicit. For example, Shostak (1983) wrote, "My

emotions from different languages and cultures:

hundreds of interviews with the IKung had shown me that
much of human emotional life was universal" (p. 7).

One of the most interesting and provocative ideas that have
been put forward in the relevant literature is the possibility of
identifying a set of fundamental human emotions, universal, discrete, and presumably innate; and that in fact a set of this kind has
already been identified. According to Izard and Buechler (1980, p.
168), the fundamental emotions are (1) interest, (2) joy, (3) surprise, (4) sadness, (5) anger, (6) disgust, (7) contempt, (8) fear, (9)
shame/shyness, and (10) guilt.
I experience a certain unease when reading claims of this kind.
If lists such as the one above are supposed to enumerate universal
human emotions, how is it that these emotions are all so neatly
identified by means of English words? For example, Polish does
not have a word corresponding exactly to the English word disgust. What if the psychologists working on the "fundamental human emotions" happened to be native speakers of Polish rather
than English? Would it still have occurred to them to include "disgust" on their list? And Australian Aboriginal language Gidjingali
does not seem to distinguish lexically "fear" from "shame," subsuming feelings kindred to those identified by the English words
fear and shame under one lexical item (Hiatt, 1978, p. 185). If the
researchers happened to be native speakers of Gidjingali rather
than English, would it still have occurred to them to claim that
fear and shame are both fundamental human emotions, discrete
and clearly separated from each other? (p. 584)

Differences have also been observed concerning the frequency of, the causes of, the expression of, the importance of,
attitudes toward, beliefs about, and the regulation of emotion.
In other words, it is assumed that what varies with culture are
events that surround the emotion. Emotion itself is universal.
Although some writers do not share this point of view (Harre,
1986; Lutz, 1982; Solomon, 1976), it is so widespread it can be
termed the standard view. Two points need to be made regarding the standard view. First, the view cannot be stated in a
precise form because it is often unclear exactly what is assumed
to be the invariant universal emotion, once causes, consequences, expressions, and so on are removed. Second, the outsiders interpret a people's emotional life in this way does not
necessarily imply that the insiders share this interpretation.

The Number of Words and Folk Theories of Emotion

Both Wierzbicka (1986) and the psychologists whom she ques-

Languages differ in the number of words they provide to
categorize emotions. The ethnographic record does not give us
enough information to make even an approximate count (which
might, as we shall see, be impossible in any case) for each society

tions make the further assumption that the English word emotion specifies the proper limits of the domain. That assumption

to be reviewed here, but I can cite several attempts. At one
extreme, Wallace and Carson (1973) found over 2,000 words for

too must be examined in light of culture and language.

categories of emotion in the English language, although fewer
than one tenth of them are in most people's working vocabulary Hoekstra (1986) found 1,501 words in Dutch for categories

The Ethnographic Record: Some Background Issues
Emotions Themselves

w

Although my topic is words and concepts, the reader should
understand something of ethnographers' view of the subject
matter so conceptualized. Ethnographers have generally shown

of emotion. Boucher (1979) found 750 words in Taiwanese Chinese and 230 words in Malay for categories of emotion. Lutz
(1980) found 58 words in Ifalukian that were temporary internal states, although some of these would not be prototypical
emotion words in English. At the other extreme, Howell (1981)
could find but 7 words in Chewong that could be translated as

only moderate interest in emotions (less in words or concepts
for emotions). Mesquita and Frijda (in press) and Lutz and
White (1986) provided detailed reviews of the evidence on cul-

categories of emotion.
How many and what kind of categories for emotion are la-

tural variations in the emotions themselves.

sharp line divides one's mental lexicon from one's mental encyclopedia. That is, one's taxonomy for emotion cannot be com-

Overwhelmingly, the ethnographies I have read on peoples of
the world describe an emotional life easily understood in our
terms (Carstairs, 1967; Crapanzano, 1980; Eggan, 1970; Fortes,
1970; Hallowell, 1955; Hollan, 1988; Kracke, 1981; Lindholm,
1982; Potter, 1988; Swartz, 1988; Tumbull, 1961,1972; Turner,
1967). Commonly, especially in the past, the ethnographer simply assumed the universality of emotion. For example, Turn-

beled in a language are related to a broader set of issues. No

pletely disentangled from one's cognitive model for the emotions so taxonomized. By cognitive model, I mean one's structure of beliefs concerning what brings each emotion about,
what its mechanisms are, what to do about it, how to evaluate its
occurrence, and so on. Levy's (198 3,1984) ethnographic studies
of the Tahitians and of the Newars of Nepal led him to conclude
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that different societies possess different cognitive models of

sia (Lutz, 1980,1983), the Chewong of Malaysia (Howell, 1981),

emotion. Levy described as hypercognized an emotion for

nor the Samoans (Gerber, 1975, p. 187) have a word for emotion.

which a society possesses an elaborate cognitive structure. One
index of hypercognition is a large number of lexical entries for
that emotion. That anger triri) is hypercognized in Tahitian
includes the fact that Tahitian has 46 separate terms for types of
anger, just as English has annoyance, rage, fury, irritation, and
the like.
Levy (1984) described as hypocognizedan emotion for which

Of course, in cultures lacking a word for emotion, the concept
might be implicit. For example, although the Tahitians have no
word for emotion or feeling, Levy (1984) argued that emotion is
an implicit class in Tahitian thinking, noting that the various
emotions have a set of features in common: They are thought to
arise in the intestines, they involve the whole person rather than
merely a part, they can lead to action, and they invoke the

a society possesses little knowledge. One index of hypocogni-

relationship between the person undergoing the emotion to the

tion is having few or no lexical entries. That sadness is hypocog-

external social or physical environment. What is not clear is
whether this grouping is made by the Tahitians or by Levy.2

nized in Tahitian includes the fact that there is no concept of
sadness in Tahitian. People whom Levy would describe as sod
would be described in Tahitian by means of more general terms
such as pea pea, a generic word for feeling ill, troubled, or
fatigued. Levy (1973, p. 303) describes a man separated from
his wife and child. Interpreting the man's reaction as the emotion of sadness, Levy saw the separation as its cause. Interpreting his own reaction as pe'a pea, the man did not.

H

The Ethnographic Record: Lexicons of Emotion
Concept of Emotion *"^
By including the word emotion, the very title of this article
presupposes that the domain of interest has already been delineated. The word emotion provides the English-speaking psychologist with a predefined field of inquiry The concept of
emotion is typically presupposed by already being embedded in
the questions asked: What is an emotion, what causes emotion,
and so on. One function of taking a cross-cultural perspective is
to raise the question of whether other peoples speaking other
languages draw the same boundary implied by the word emotion. Unfortunately, ethnographers have only recently raised the
question whether emotion is a recognized domain in the culture they described.
There is some evidence that the concept emotion is widespread, if not universal. Brandt and Boucher (1986) assembled a
cross-cultural research team that included members of six nonEnglish-speaking societies. The languages studied were Indonesian, Japanese, Korean, Malay, Spanish, and Sinhalese. Collaborating researchers, who were fluent in English and their
native language, assured the authors that each language to be
studied contained a term conceptually equivalent to the English
word emotion. The criterion for conceptual equivalence was not
stated and is unclear. For example, Japanese was one of the
languages said to have a word for emotion, but there is reason to
question this assertion. Matsuyama, Hama. Kawamura, and
Mine (1978) presented an analysis of emotional words from the
Japanese language. The word translated as emotion, jodo, certainly included states that would be considered typical emotions—angry, happy, sad, and ashamed—but jodo also included what might not—considerate, motivated, lucky, and calculating.
There is also evidence that the concept of emotion is not
universal. Neither the Tahhians (Levy, 1973, p. 271), the BiminKuskusmin of Papua New Guinea (Poole, 1985), the Gidjingali
aboriginesof Australia (Hiatt, 1978), the Ifalukiansof Microne-

Some languages contain words similar to emotion, although
emotions are grouped with words English speakers would not
consider emotions. For example, the Samoans have no word for
emotion but do have a word, lagona. that groups together feelings and sensations (Gerber, 1975). Gerber found that the closest she could come to denning emotion for the Samoans was to
talk about the loto, which is the bodily location of lagona, much
as the heart is the bodily location of emotion for speakers of
English. \et, some of the most commonly used concepts for
feelings of the loto are not prototypical emotions in English—
for example, lotomaualuga and lotomaualalo, which are feelings
of arrogance and submissiveness, respectively Gerber tried to
delimit a set of words in Samoan that corresponded to the domain of emotion. It is not clear how well she succeeded or if the
set achieved corresponded to anything the Samoans recognize
as a class.
The Ifaluk lack a word that translates as emotion (Lutz, 1982).
Instead, the Ifaluk distinguish nunuwan from tip, subsuming
both under the category niferash, which Lutz (1980) translated
as "our insides" (p. 97). The distinction between nunuwan and
tip is between socially standard processes and individual, idiosyncratic ones.
The Chewong implicitly group together feelings and thoughts
by placing them both in the liver: The liver "is the seat of both of
what we call 'thoughts' and 'feelings' and [the Chewong] do not
make any conceptual distinction between the two" (Howell,
1981, p. 139). The Temiar of Malaysia also implicitly group
together feelings and thought by placing them both in the heart.

2
In a personal communication in 1989, Levy replied: "\bu note that
it is not clear whether the grouping is made by the Tahitians or me for
the 'implicit' category of emotion. I made the grouping in the sense
that it is my putting together of what I take to be, by analysis, a covert
but real aspect of their psychocultural organization—this is the way
one makes judgments about any 'covert' cultural form. Whether the
Tahitians would themselves recognize the category as being 'true' or
possible or interesting alheit un-named, I don't know—I didn't try to
find out—although that would interest me now that you call my attention to it. But even if they didnt do any of those things it wouldn't
necessarily mean they didn't 'have' the 'implicit category' in some
sense. Actually of course the problem of what we might mean by ascribing to someone an unnamed implicit category is an interesting one.
Perhaps the most I should have stated is that among the phenomena
that I took to be feelings there are a group which shared several features
which did not characterize the others, and that this group was equivalent to what we (whoever we may be) take to he the 'social emotions.'"
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The head is the location for language and expression (Roseman,
1988): "Temiar distinctions differ from the traditional Western
dichotomy between thought and feeling, and turn rather on the
distinction between inner experience [heart] and vocalized expression [head]" (pp. 11-12).
The possibility that emotion is not a recognized domain in all
cultures is perhaps the most important issue about emotion
raised by the ethnographic record. At the same time, that possibility creates difficulties that must not be ignored for the interpretation of evidence to which I turn shortly. In a culture that

ing about Luganda, which is spoken by the Buganda of Uganda,
Africa:
The difference between anger and sorrow is not stressed to the
same extent as in English, and it is not uncommon to hear an
interpreter using okusunguwala (to get angry) as a translation of to
get sad, nor would he really feel he had made a mistake even when
"corrected." If one wishes to speak specifically about the grief of
mourning or of a friend's departure, then the verb okusaalirwa is
used, but even then I have heard of men mourning at a funeral
being said to be basunguwadde (angry), (p. 3)

lacks the concept of emotion, it is difficult to know whether a

Davitz (1969, chapter 6) asked Bugandan and American adoles-

given word in the language of that culture should be thought of
as referring to an emotion. To give an example, Riesman (1977,

cents to describe an incident in their lives involving anger. The

p. 129) analyzed the central African Fulanfs concept of semteende, which is commonly translated as shame or embarrassment. Closer analysis showed that semteende depends more on
the objective situation than on a person's inner feelings. Some-

Bugandans were bilingual in English and Luganda. About a
third of the Bugandans mentioned that they cried during the
incident, whereas none of the Americans had. This difference
occurred whether the Bugandans gave their report in English or
in Luganda.

one is in a state of semteende if the situation is appropriate to

Some blurring between anger and sadness can also be seen

semteende, whatever the person may or may not feel. If so, semteende may not refer to an emotion at all. Perhaps the compara-

among the llongot, a head-hunting group living in the Philippines. Central to their culture is liget, to which I return, which is

ble situation would exist in English if guilt referred exclusively

commonly translated as anger. Liget covers not only what anger

to legal guilt. Riesman didn't mention asking the Fulani
whether semteende is an emotion, and it would not have been
possible if the Fulani lack the concept of emotion.

covers, however, but a range of emotions including grief. In fact,
according to the llongot, bereavement leads to such intense liget
that head-hunting is the natural form of release (R. I. Rosaldo.

Categories of Emotion
This section lists those claims in the ethnographic record
concerning differences between languages in labeled categories
of emotion. The focus is limited to the semantics rather than
pragmatics of emotion words and on ordinary—as opposed to
artificial, technical, or scientific—words. Of necessity, not preference, English is taken as the standard of comparison. Excluded are claims made by ethnographers without firsthand
experience with the particular language and cultural group
studied, or what appeared to be mere speculation. Entries in
glossaries and dictionaries are also excluded unless supplemented with adequate explanation. Likewise excluded are implicit claims; for example, with one exception indicated specifically, I do not cite a language as lacking a specific word when the
only evidence would be that the ethnographer failed to mention
that word. The claims can be divided into two classes, as de-

1984).
Similarly, the Ifalukian word song covers what in English
would be described as anger and sometimes sadness. Lutz
(1980) translated song as justifiable anger, and the facial cues,
situations, and tendency to violence with song support that
view. But song also indicates a state in which the person cries,
pouts, and inflicts harm on himself or herself, including suicide.
Various claims touch on the English word shame. The English distinction between shame and fear is not made by the
Gidjingali aborigines of Australia (Hiatt, 1978). Both are covered by the same word, gurakadj. The English distinction between shame and embarrassment is not made by the Japanese
(Lebra, 1983, p. 194), by the Tahitians (Levy, 1973, chapter 10),
by the Ifalukians (Lutz, 1980, p. 209), by Indonesians (Keeler,
1983, p. 153), or by the Newars of Nepal (Levy, 1983). Indeed,
Levy (1983) claimed that shame and embarrassment "seem to
be a lexically unified cluster in many or perhaps most parts of

scribed in the next two sections.
Some English emotion words have no equivalent in some other
language. For example, English distinguishes such words as

the non-Western world" (p. 131). The llongot (M. Z. Rosaldo,

terror, horror, dread, apprehension, and timidity presumably as

isin to cover shame, guilt, shyness, and embarrassment (Geertz,

types or degrees of fear. In Gidjingali, an Australian aboriginal

1959, p. 233). And the Pintupi use one word, kunta, to cover
shame, embarrassment, shyness, and respect (Myers, 1979, p.
361). Other ethnographers have simply pointed to a problem in

language, one word, gurakadj, suffices (Hiatt, 1978). Of course,
with over 2,000 emotion-denoting words in English, it is not
surprising that some are unique, and words for subdivisions
within basic emotions may have little significance. But even
some of the more important English words have no equivalent

1983, p. 141) use one word, belong, to cover shame, timidity,
embarrassment, awe, obedience, and respect. The Javanese use

translating shame into other languages. In an ethnography of
the Fulani of Central Africa, Riesman (1974/1977) studied the
word semteende, previously translated shame, but concluded

in some languages.
Some languages do not distinguish clearly what English treats

"this translation is not adequate" (p. 1347). Langness (1965)
made a similar observation about the word usually translated as

as separate basic-level emotion categories. Leff 0973, p. 301)
pointed out that in some African languages the same word
covers what we would distinguish as anger and sadness. Other

shame in the language of the Bena Bena of New Guinea. In an
ethnography of the Balinese, C. Geertz (1966) studied lek, previ-

evidence supports his claim. Orley (1970) observed the follow-

ously translated as shame or guilt, but also concluded the translation was inappropriate. The studies cited so far took the En-
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glish word shame as the reference point; Epstein (1984) examined various Melanesian words translated as shame and found
that they differ from one another.
Several similar claims are noted by single ethnographers. Samoans use one word for hate and disgust and one word, alofa,
for love, sympathy, pity, and liking (Gerber, 1975, p. 3). Briggs
(1970, p. 326) detailed how the Utku, an Inuit band in Canada,
do not distinguish between feelings of kindness and gratitude
and instead have one word, hatuq, to designate both.
There are also claims of important English words missing
altogether in another language. The two that have been noticed
the most frequently were ones needed for psychiatric classification.3 Marsella (1981) reviewed various studies and concluded
that there is no word for depression among many non-Western
cultural groups. Collaboration comes from observations of the
\bruba of Nigeria (Leighton et al, 1963), from various North
American Indian languages (Termansen & Ryan, 1970), from
Malay (Resner & Hartog, 1970), from Chinese (Chan, 1990;
Tseng & Hsu, 1969), from Eskimo (Leff, 1973), from Fulani in
Africa (Riesman, 1977, p. 156), from the Kaluli of Papua New
Guinea (Schieffelin, 1985), and from the Xhosa of Southern
Africa (Cheetham & Cheetham, 1976).
Apparently no word equals anxiety among the Eskimos and
Yorubas, either (Leff, 1973, p. 304). Cheng (1977, p. 15.1) found
no exact translation in Chinese for anxiety, although two words
(perhaps better translated as tension and worry) come very close.
Johnson, Johnson, and Baksh (1986) found no word for worry
among the Machiguenga of Peru.
Levy (1973) observed that the Tahitians have "no word which
signifies anything like a sense of guilt" (p. 342). A word for guilt
is missing from the Sinhala language of Sri Lanka (Obeyesekere, 1981, p. 79), from the llongot language of the Philippines
(M. Z. Rosaldo, 1983, pp. 139-140), from the Pintupi language
of aboriginal Australians (Morice, 1978, p. 93), and from the
Samoan language (Gerber, 1975). Guilt is subsumed under metagu (fear or anxiety) for the Ifalukians (Lutz, 1980, p. 223).
Indeed, Gerber (1975, p. 3) wrote that there is a "notorious
absence of a term equivalent to guilt in many Asian and Pacific
languages."
The Quichua of Ecuador lack a word for remorse (Tousignant, 1984). The Ifaluk lack a word for surprise, which has been
considered a basic discrete emotion by English-speaking emotion theorists (P. Ekman, 1972, Izard, 1977). The Nyinba of
Nepal lack a word for love (Levine, 1988). No word covers both
parental and sexual love. Parental love and similar feelings toward the weak and dependent are assimilated to concepts that
are close to compassion. Sexual love is assimilated to concepts
that are close to greed or desire.
Because sadness has been listed as a basic emotion, let me
repeat Levy's (1973) observation, mentioned earlier, that the
Tahitians lack a word for sadness. The Tahitians use more generic words for sadness, treating sadness, fatigue, longing, loneliness, depression and the like not as emotion but as something
closer to physical illness (Levy, 1973).
Unless an observer is specifically looking for the indigenous
equivalent of a particular English word (as when needed for
psychiatric diagnosis, for example), its absence may go unnoticed. Absence of a word from a glossary was not adequate
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evidence for inclusion in this section, but there is one report
that merits special attention. Howell (1981,1984) studied the
Chewong, a small hunter-gatherer group in the rain forest of
Malaysia. Howell (1981) made "special efforts to record as large
a vocabulary as possible" (p. 133) in the realm of emotions and
other inner states. Table 1 sets out all the words Howell managed to obtain that pertain to inner states. Of these, I classed
seven as among the emotions. Think of all the emotional states
coded in English, subtract these seven, and you have an extraordinary number of emotions not coded in Chewong.
Some languages have words without an equivalent in English.
German distinguishes Schadenfreude from other types of pleasure. In English, disgust refers to the feelings associated with
decaying matter as well as the feelings associated with moral
indignation. Ifalukian distinguish these cases, using niyabut for
the former, song for the latter (Lutz, 1980, pp. 183-184). The
Tahitians distinguish fear caused by a ghost from other sorts of
fear; they also have separate words for emotional states in which
an inner feeling differs from the outer expression (Levy, 1973,
pp. 96-98). Indonesian, which does not distinguish shame
from embarrassment, does distinguish shame/embarrassment
brought on by one's own deeds, malu, from shame/embarrassment brought on by someone elsels deeds, dipermalukan
(Keeler, 1983, p. 153). Similarly, English distinguishes annoyance, fury, rage, and irritation, presumably as types or degrees of
anger. Malay distinguishes types of anger, marah, but the types
do not correspond to the English distinctions (Boucher, 1979,
p. 171).
Briggs's (1970) study of the Utku yielded no exact equivalent
for love because naklik (which is love for those who need protection, such as babies, puppies, or the sick) is distinguished from
niviuq (which is love for those who are charming or admired).
Ifaluk does not have a term that corresponds to surprise because pleasant surprise, kcr, is distinguished from unpleasant
surprise, rus (Lutz, 1980). Ifaluk does not have a general word
for fear but distinguishes fear of future events, metagu, from
the panic, surprise, and fear that is due to confrontation with a
present event, rus (Lutz, 1980, p. 188). Similarly, Utku contains
no exact equivalent of fear because fear of physical injury, iqhi,
is distinguished from fear of social injury, Him. Moreover, Uira
also includes what in English might be termed respect. Morice
(1978) found no Pintupi word for fear but lists 15 words referring to kinds of fear or its concomitants. The divisions in Pintupi do not correspond to those in English: Ngulu is fear of
another seeking revenge; nginyiwarrarringu is a sudden fear that
causes the person to stand up to see what caused it; wurrkulinu
is worry over land or relatives. In contemplating these particu-

3
Also, numerous descriptions of pathological states, labeled by the
culture, have no equivalent English term (Gobeil, 1973; D. Johnson &
Johnson, 1965; Kiev, 1968; Langness, 1965; Rubel, 1964; Westermeyer,
1972). For example, amok is a term found mainly in the Malay archipelago. It refers to an intense state characterized by delusions and violent assaults directed against friend and foe alike, followed by amnesia
and deep sleep (Carr & Tan, 1976). We are not inclined to include such
states as amok among the emotions, but perhaps this is simply because
amok is not an emotion term in English. For good overviews of this
area, see Kirmayer (1989) and Simons and Hughes (1985).
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Table 1
Chewong Lexicon for Inner States

feeling state associated with respect, is something peculiarly
Javanese" (p. 233). H. Geertz gave several other Javanese words
that appeared to lack exact English equivalents. A commonly

Chewong word

English translation
Emotion words

Chan
Hanrodn
Hentugn
Lidya
Meseg
Punmen
Osayagn (sayang)"

Angry
Proud
Fearful, frightened
Ashamed, shy
Jealous
Like
Fond of
Other states

Abud
Bohi
Gadd
Greno
Haratn
Hengkong
Imeh
Kenjed
Ion
Mund
Opriya
Pesedd
Sedeig
Tokad
Aga(agak)4
Btani (berani)1
Duga (duga)*
Malas (mains)'
Moda (mudah)*
Olupa (lupa)1
Rayitn (rajin)*

Hot (body)
Full (stomach)
Thirsty
Sexually aroused
Know, understand
Hungry
Want
Mean, stingy
Want very much
Miss, remember
Lie
Pain
Cool (body)
Cold (body)
Guess
Brave
Esoteric knowledge
Lazy
Generous
Forget
Energetic

Note. From "Rules Not Words" (pp. 133-143) by S. Howell, 1981, in P.
Heelas & A. Lock, Indigenous Psychologies: The Anthropology of the
Self, San Diego, CA: Academic Press. Copyright 1981 by Academic
Press. Adapted by permission.
* Malay (or derivative of Malay) words.

used word, bingung, refers to being upset, confused, and lacking a sense of direction. Kaget refers to being startled by something that happens outside oneself, so that one becomes bingung. Iklas refers to a state of pleasant, or at least indifferent,
frustration.
According to Wikan (1989), the Balinese word tekajut, initially translated as fright, appears on closer scrutiny to be
unique. Unlike fright, tekajut is sharply distinguished from
fear. Tekajut is the unpleasant and upsetting response to the
unexpected. Unlike startle, however, tekajut need not require
suddenness. Tekajut is considered beyond choice or personal
responsibility, whereas the Balinese equivalents of fear, anger,
and jealousy involve considerable responsibility.
Gerber (1975) analyzed 44 commonly used Samoan words
that come as close as possible to being categories of emotion.
Gerber's translations did not always even sound like emotions,
even though her Samoan informants assured her that these
were feelings in the loto: lotomalie (agreeableness), matamau
(generosity), bnosa'i (patience), faalotolotolua (indecision). Perhaps the clearest example is lotomaualalo, which refers to a
pleasant feeling—an absence of malice, anger, or resentment in
situations of potential conflict in which these feelings might be
expected to arise.
Fajans (1983) described awumbuk as a "peculiarly Baining
sentiment" (p. 177); the Baining are a people of Papua New
Guinea. Awumbuk is a sadness, lassitude, tiredness, and boredom caused by the departure of visitors, friends, or relatives.
The IKung have a word, kua, for the combination of awe,
respect, and fear (Shostak, 1983) associated with the formally
and ceremonially recognized milestones in one's life, but it can
also occur in response to danger, such as encountering a lion or
walking alone at night.
Levy (1973, p. 307) examined the Tahitian word ri'ari'a, commonly translated as fear, but concluded that it could not be an
exact translation. He found that although riaria covers many

lar distinctions, one must not assume that the Ifaluk think of
metagu and rus as types of fear or of ker and rus as types of
surprise, or assume that the Utku think ofnaklik and niviu as

instances labeled as fear in English, it does not include fear
about possible future events, which is central to the English
notion of fear. Tahitian includes a separate term, mata'u, for fear

types of love or iqhi and Him as types of fear, or assume that the
Pintupi think of nginyiwarmrringu and wurrkulinu as types of

of the future. On the other hand, riaria does include the feeling
of being mildly repulsed, as, for example, in response to food.

fear, just because that is how we speakers of English would

In her study of the Ifaluk, a people of Micronesia, Lutz (1985)

classify these various states.
In the cases above, English equivalents might be formed as

studied the word nguch, which captures what in English must

disjunctions of the foreign words. In other cases, this is not so.
Doi (1973) concentrated years of study on a single Japanese

also includes feelings of boredom and lethargy that are due, for
example, to extreme heat, weariness, or illness.

word, amae, for which no word exists in English. Amae is a
pleasant feeling of dependence on someone: the feeling Catho-

The most thorough analysis of a single emotion word may be
M. Z. Rosaldo's (1980) study of the Ilongot liget, which is commonly translated anger: "I began to see in a term that I had

lics have toward Mary, the mother of Jesus, or an infant has
sucking the sweet milk of its mother. Doi (pp. 20-21) remarked
that the closest he has come to hearing this idea expressed in
Western thought was the psychoanalytic notion of passive object love, with an emphasis on passive.
In her study of the Javanese, H. Geertz (1959) wrote: "Wedi
and isin, although complex, are close enough to American ideas
to be translated as 'fear' and 'shame' or 'guilt,' but sungkan, a

be said metaphorically as "sick and tired" or "fed up." Nguch

understood initially to mean no more than 'anger' a set of principles and connections with elaborate ramifications for Ilongot
social life" (M. Z. Rosaldo, 1980, p. 45). Like anger, liget can be
caused by insult or injury. But liget can also be aroused by a
communal, all-night song fest; pride of accomplishment; or the
death of a loved one. Liget can be manifested in irritability or
violence, but it also can be manifested in the sweat of hard
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work. Liget is shown when a man hunts with courage and con-

which emotion is described in English suited that society and

centration or when a woman prepares a good meal. Liget is a

assumed that native words could be accurately translated into

highly valued force, vital to social and personal life.

English.

Some of the examples so far suggest that emotions named in
other languages can be described in an English phrase. Lutz

Translation Equivalence

(1980) provided the clearest counterexample, however, in her
analysis of a single emotion word, fago, which is in daily use
among the Ifaluk. Her observations on how fago is used in daily
life, interviews about experiences of fago, and requests for ex-

None of the HRAF reports just reviewed attempted to establish the actual equivalence of words in different languages. Reports cited here earlier sometimes pointed out that what was

plicit definitions of fago leave little doubt that ft is difficult to
translate into English. Fago is felt when someone dies, is needy,

once taken as a translation equivalent turned out, on closer

is ill, or goes on a voyage, but fago is also felt when in the
presence of someone admirable or when given a gift. Fago is

saldo, 1980; Wikan, 1989). This work raises a fundamental ques-

used in some situations in which English speakers would use
love, empathy, pity, sadness, and compassion—but not in all
such situations.

inspection, not to be so (Davitz, 1969; Levy, 1973; M. Z. Rotion: Even where translation equivalents initially appear to exist, are they really equivalent?
Five studies have taken up the question of translation equivalence for emotion words. Tanaka-Matsumi and Marsella (1976)
first used the standard procedures of translation, back transla-

Prevalence
How widespread are differences in the lexicon of the emotions? Ideally, I would tell you how many languages categorize
emotions differently than does English and, for each language,
how many differences. Aside from the problem of counting
emotion words, it is difficult even to estimate the number of
equivalences, because ethnographers may tend to report differences more than similarities. Similarities may be less noticeable. Or because of the doctrine of the psychic unity of humankind, especially when emotion is the topic, ethnographers may
sometimes take similarities for granted and not bother with
them. Thus when mentioned at all, similarities tend to be mentioned in passing, often to contrast with differences. Before
describing in great detail differences in certain emotion words,

tion, and consultation of bilingual dictionaries to obtain the
best Japanese translation for the English word depression. The
result
given
given
quite

was yuutsu. They then compared the free associations
by English speakers to the word depression with those
by Japanese speakers to yuutsu. The associations were
different. Tanaka-Matsumi and Marsella (1977) then

asked subjects to rate depression and yuutsu on semantic differential scales. Separate analyses for the terms yielded different
factor structures—a damning piece of evidence if, as Osgood
(1969) argued, the semantic differential measures affective
meaning. Independent studies by Imada (1989) and Imada,
Araki, and Kujime (1991) came to a similar conclusion regarding yuutsu/depression as well as two other common translations: kyofu/fearand. fuan/anxiety. These six words were emp irically denned in terms of Davitz's (1969) empirically obtained

Lutz (1985) mentioned that "relatively adequate American English glosses can be found for many Ifalukian emotion words"
(p. 43). Although they could find no Machinguengan word for

list of 556 statements. The overlap of defining statements was
48.4% for yuutsu/depression, 42.0% for kyofu/fear,
and only

worry, A. Johnson et al. (1986) did find what they considered
exact translations for fear, happiness, anger, and sadness. Many
ethnographers have assumed that all words for categories of

ings showed significant differences between Juan and anxiety.
Finally, Chan (1990) obtained free associations for you-yu, the
closest translation of depression in Chinese and a relative of the

emotion in the language of the culture being studied could be
translated into English. All this suggests that there is a great
number of equivalences or at least similarities.

other language was included, Chan concluded that you-yu and
depression appeared to be quite different.

9.8% for fuan/anxiety. Furthermore, semantic differential rat-

Japanese yuutsu. Although no comparison group speaking an-

To obtain preliminary information on the question of preva-

Of course, free associations, semantic differential ratings,

lence required some means of sampling the entire ethnographic

and Davitz^ (1969) list may not be definitive assessments of

record. I therefore turned to the Human Relations Area Files

meaning. No more definitive tests have been offered, and the

(HRAF) at the University of British Columbia. The HRAF
contain ethnographic reports on 324 different societies, with

lead of these pioneering studies has not been followed. Nevertheless, the cautious researcher will no longer assumes that

the reports annotated for content. The HRAF were searched for
every report that fit the following criteria: (a) the report con-

emotion words in different languages can be translated one-toone. If so, a methodological mainstay of cross-cultural research,

cerned a non-Western society and (b) at least four pages of material in the report had been annotated as concerned with emotion.

translation and back translation by bilinguals, may be problematic. The back-translation criterion of success is insufficient be-

This search yielded 114 records, which were read for information about the way in which that society spoke about the
emotions. The idea was to record the number of ethnographic
reports that claimed some difference in that society's emotion
lexicon and then to count the number of such differences. The
result is easy to describe: Not a single example was obtained.
That is, in every case, the ethnographer assumed that the way in

cause it can only achieve the best translation, which might not
be an exact equivalent.4

4

Levy (1973, p. 303) observed that some Tahitians bilingual in Tahitian and French incorrectly used the French word trisle(sad) as synonymous with fatigued and the like. The Tahitian language does not include a word for sad but includes sad feelings within a broader category
with fatigue, loneliness, and lacking enthusiasm. Davitz (1969) ob-
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Discussion
I have just discussed claims that English words often assumed to denote natural basic categories of emotion—words
such as love, anger, sadness, fear, and of course emotion itself—
have no equivalents in some other languages. And other languages provide commonly used emotion words with no equivalent in English. Although such differences do not appear to be
prevalent, even the possibility is important. Furthermore,
words now taken to be equivalent might not be, and this possibility further opens the door, perhaps to widespread differences. The ethnographic record reviewed here generally implied that something more than lexical differences were at
stake, that differences in concepts were revealed. Yet, before
drawing any conclusions, I must ask how strong is the evidence
for the claim of lexical differences.
One difficulty is that the evidence available focuses on those
categories coded into single words. Languages can express
many more ideas than are coded in single words. Even if a
language lacks a word for, say, guilt, there remains the possibility that guilt may be expressed in a phrase, or metaphorically, or
even nonverbally. My topic was the lexicon; other aspects of
language also convey emotional meaning (Besnier, 1990), although the concepts of emotion implicit in other aspects of
language have not been articulated. Any discussion of this evidence must also point out that ft concerns current practices in a
culture, not capacities. There is no reason to believe that one's
language or culture limits one's ability to comprehend or learn
other practices.
Another difficulty is that all claims rely on the ethnographic
method. I presented claims only in cases in which I believed the
support was good, in which the ethnographer had sufficient
familiarity with the language and people, and in which the
claim was supported by anecdotes, quotations, responses to
questions or incidents, and the like. There is no standard means
of supporting such a claim; therefore, it would be cumbersome
to include in this article supporting information in each case.
At the same time, a word of caution is in order. Until these
observations are confirmed through other methods, it remains
difficult to say how much credence they deserve. I say this for a
number of reasons.
There is today no adequate means by which an ethnographer
can state the meaning of an emotion word found in another
language. For example, Hiatt (1978) said that the Gidjingali
word gurakadj includes what is included in the two English
words shame and fear. But Hiatt may not have been asserting
that the boundaries of gurakadj coincide exactly with a boundary around shame and fear. Hiatt attempted to show that gurakadj is used for fear as well as for shame, but he did not attempt
to show that gurakadj is used in all and only those cases. Lutz
presented the Ifalukian word fago as one without an equivalent

in English. Gerber (1975) presented the Samoan word alofa as
meaning love, sympathy pity, and liking. But it is also conceivable that alofa and fago are similar or equivalent in meaning.
That is, fago might be rendered approximately as love, sympathy pity, and liking; or, alternatively, alofa might have no precise
equivalent in English. Another example might be the IKung
concept kua (Shostak, 1983), presented as without a simple
translation. Kua may be like the words found in various societies that combine shame, respect, awe, and embarrassment.
In short, the precise claim in the ethnographic record may
depend on the style of reporting used by the ethnographer. The
emotion lexicon of the culture being studied is often described
in relation to the English lexicon for emotion. But English may
not provide an adequate means by which to convey the meaning
of words in all other languages. Put another way, we lack a
precise criterion on what constitutes equivalence and what constitutes nonequivalence. Wierzbicka (1986) has most clearly articulated this problem and calls for the creation of a metalanguage in terms of which any emotion word in any language can
be denned. A corollary to the lack of a criterion of equivalence
is that no mechanism exists to resolve disputes. Wierzbicka
claimed that the Polish word tesknic has no exact equivalent in
English. Kolenda (1987) claimed that ft does: longing.
One could also question the interjudge reliability of ethnographic reports. The claims reviewed here vary in how much
information was given in support. Unsupported

assertions

were indicated as such, but for others, anecdotes, quotations,
and responses to questions in varying amounts were offered.
The claims also varied in how many writers made that observation. For example, differences surrounding shame were widely
reported, but for most claims, the modal number of ethnographers was one. That this is a problem can be seen by looking at
instances in which different ethnographers examined the same
or similar cultures. Hiatt (1978) claimed that the Gidjingali
aborigines of Australia use a single word for fear and shame,
lacking any terms for differences within this broad class. Hiatt
also speculated that other Australian aboriginal languages did
the same (I ignored speculations of this sort in the review
above). In contrast, Morice (1978,1979) described the Pintupi
aborigines of Australia as lacking a generic word for fear but
distinguishing 15 kinds of fear. Morice (1979) also claimed that
Pintupi distinguishes various kinds of anger. But Myers (1988)
wrote: "On the basis of my own ethnographic observation, I am
not as confident as Morice is about the differentiation in types
of anger" (p. 608). In fact, Meyers refers to Morice's definitions
as "misleadingly overspecific" (p. 607).
For another example, recall Lutz's (1980) ethnography of the
Ifalukians, which provided a number of the claims reported
above. Burrows and Spiro (1953/1957) had written an earlier
ethnography of the Ifalukians. Although Burrows and Spiro did
not focus on words or on emotions, they did not entirely neglect
the topic, either. They described the Ifalukians as undergoing

served a similar phenomenon when bilingual Bugandan subjects reported crying during anger; Luganda, the Bugandan language, does
not sharply differentiate anger and sadness. Bilinguals may therefore
be influenced by their first language in assigning meaning to words in
their second. If so, this influence would constitute another bias in the
translation/back-translation procedure.

various emotions and unhesitatingly used English words to describe the Ifalukians' emotions and to translate Ifalukian emotion words. To be specific, Lutz (1980) emphasized that Ifalukian emotion words are defined not by introspection of internal
states, but by reference to external circumstances. She also said
that the English word sadness maps onto two distinct Ifalukian
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words, song (justified anger) and fago (love, compassion, sadness). Contrast these claims with a sentence from Burrows and
Spiro, (1953/1957): "The Ifalukian word for'happiness' iseratr
tipei, which literally means 'my belly is good'; and the word for
'sadness' is e ngau tipei, which literally means 'my belly is bad' "
(P. 317).
To summarize, I am not saying that some other method is
superior to or should replace ethnography; I believe that no
single method can ever be relied on completely. The ethnographers whose work was reviewed here often had other purposes
in mind. I am proposing that for present purposes ethnography
be complemented by as many other methods as researchers can
devise. The claims from the ethnographic method can be accepted only tentatively, until verified by other methods.
Categorization of Emotion Expressed in the Face
The idea of differences in how cultures categorize the emotions could be viewed with skepticism by psychologists who
have read that recognition of facial expressions of emotion is
pancultural (Izard, 1980). It is therefore important to understand the implications of research on facial expression for the
topic of this article.
In contrast to an ethnographic study, a cross-cultural study
attempts to compare directly different cultures, typically by
including more than one society within the same study. In a
series of cross-cultural studies, people from different societies
have been asked to assign smiles, frowns, scowls, sneers, and
other facial expressions to emotion categories. The purpose of
these studies was to investigate the nature and origin of facial
expressions and their association with emotion. I do not address those issues here. Indeed, for this article, I assume that
under the conditions of the experiment the same emotional
state is manifested in the same facial changes in all human
beings. With this assumption, I can then ask how peoples of
different cultures categorize the emotional states so manifested.
The results of these studies are well-known. Much the same
meaning is found in facial expressions by people of different
cultures and languages. Seven, plus or minus two, different facial expressions can be matched to different categories of emotion. Initially, this evidence would appear to say that at least that
same number of categories for the classification of emotion is
universal. I believe that a closer scrutiny of these studies supports a slightly different conclusion: There is great similarity,
but not always identity, across cultures in the way in which
emotions communicable by facial expression are categorized.
There is also, surprisingly, evidence for differences as well.
Literate Societies
In most of the studies of literate societies, a similar procedure
was followed. Still photographs of facial expressions thought to
represent the basic emotions were obtained. The association
between expression and emotion was first established with
norms from English speakers, who were asked to select for each
expression one emotion label from a short, prespecified list.
The photographs were then shown to subjects from another
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culture to test the prediction that the new subjects would assign
each photograph to the same emotion category (i.e, its translation equivalent) as had the English speakers.
The first matter to note is that the forced-choice method used
in these studies means that they cannot show precise equivalence of the emotion concepts in the different cultures. This is so
even if 100% of the choices agreed with prediction. To illustrate,
imagine you are a subject in one of the studies. You are shown a
photograph of a young woman with a bright smile. \bu are
asked to describe how she feels by selecting one word from the
following list: sad, angry, disgusted, afraid, surprised, happy.
Most likely, you'd select happy. But now suppose that happy had
been replaced on the list with elated. Given the alternatives,
youa have little choice but to select elated. If happy were successively replaced with serene, satisfied, excited, grateful, and
triumphant, you'd again probably select each of these words in
turn. Indeed, substitute for happy any clearly positive word (or
perhaps any subcategory of happy) from contented to ecstatic,
and the conclusion remains the same. If so, the judgment task
used in these studies is insensitive to the precise meaning of the
terms involved. Cross-cultural evidence gathered with this
judgment task could show at best that people from different
cultures give similar interpretations to facial expressions.
Problems with forced-choice method are not limited to subcategories of happiness, or to shades of meaning within a category. The results obtained also depend on the exact composition of the prespecified list. For example, if the word most
applicable to the facial expression is omitted, a consensus can
nevertheless appear on the next most applicable word. In one
study, the same facial expression was rated as angry by one
group, sad by another group, and upset by a third, depending
on which alternatives were available on the list (Russell, 1989).
Because cross-cultural studies almost always begin with a list of
emotion categories specified by English words and then obtain
translations for them, we have no guarantee that the list of
choices presented to subjects in another culture contains the
word that those subjects would find most applicable.
This methodological concern is reinforced by the findings
from two studies (Boucher & Carlson, 1980; Izard, 1971) in
which subjects were allowed to choose their own label for each
facial expression. Subjects generated a much greater number of
labels than allowed in the forced-choice method. Furthermore,
even with a generous criterion for agreement whereby any label
from a set was counted as agreement, agreement was less than
that obtained with the forced-choice method. Free labeling is
thus the more interesting task, for present purposes. Unfortunately, the few data gathered with this method were analyzed by
scoring subjects' responses as correct or incorrect against a
standard defined by English language categories. The free classification of facial expressions has yet to be exploited for what it
reveals about how peoples of different cultures categorize emotion.
I now return to the studies using the forced-choice method.
Even though these studies may exaggerate the amount of agreement, they did not, in fact, yield 100% agreement with prediction. It is also known that cultures vary in a systematic and
reliable way in the amount of agreement with prediction (Matsumoto, 1989). Thus, the amount of disagreement may yield
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clues as to whether the emotion categories involved might vary
with language. To get a rough idea of the influence of linguistic
similarity on the results, I examined the results separately for
Indo-European and non-Indo-European languages. Table 2
summarizes the results from the available studies (i.e., those
that followed the procedure described above and that included

happiness, surprise, and sadness (Japanese range = .77 to .98)
but not on anger, disgust, and fear (Japanese range=.31 to .70).
Moreover, an analysis of variance on quantitative ratings
showed a significant Emotion X Language/Culture interaction.
Of course, the reliability of concept-specific differences must

the relevant comparison groups).5 Because different studies

be tested further, and there are various other possible explanations for the lower agreement that must be examined. In the

used slightly different methods, stimuli, and response formats,
the second column gives the results from the normative En-

studies listed in Table 2, all the faces judged were Caucasian,
and Vinacke (1949) and Vinacke and Fbng (1955) reported evi-

glish-speaking group or groups as a standard of comparison.
In the third column are results for groups speaking another
Indo-European language. The proportion of these subjects who
agreed with prediction was higher in two cases and lower in
eight than that obtained with the normative English-speaking

dence that Caucasians and Orientals do slightly better when
judging facial expressions of their own race (see also Wolfgang
& Cohen, 1988; but see Boucher & Carlson, 1980; E Ekman &
Heider, 1988; and Matsumoto & Ekman, 1989, for contrary
results). Another possibility concerns familiarity with Western

sample. The median difference was 2.2 percentage points. So
whether subjects speak English or another Indo-European language influences the results minimally.

culture. Among Amharic-speaking students, those living in
closer contact with Westerners showed higher degrees of agree-

In the fourth column are results for groups speaking a non-

1982). Neither of these alternatives would explain why the problems arose with certain emotion categories and not others. The
available evidence thus provides no definitive answer but en-

Indo-European language. These subjects produced a lower proportion of agreement than the English comparison group nine
out of nine times (p < .05 by a two-tailed sign test). The median
difference was 10.4 percentage points with a range of 3.8 to
33.7. So. although those speaking a non-Indo-European language agreed with prediction to a high degree, there was a cultural/language difference not accounted for.
Moreover, the lower proportion of agreement seen with non-

ment with prediction (Ducci, Arcuri, W/Georgis, & Sineshaw,

courages further research on the idea that some emotion categories in non-Indo-European languages differ enough from their
assumed translation equivalent in English to influence the categorization of facial expressions.

Preliterate Societies

Indo-European languages may be an average between nearly
equal agreement on some categories of emotion and lower
agreement on others. Consider Japanese, the only non-Indo-

I now turn to studies of proliferate societies. P. Ekman, Sorenson, and Friesen (1969) used the method described in the pre-

European language included in more than one study. In Izard's
(1971) study, the Japanese sample gave results similar to the
American normative sample for all emotion categories save dis-

vious section to obtain data on two preliterate groups with little
contact with Western culture, the Fore of New Guinea and the

gust, anger, and shame. Izard (1971, p. 258) also mentioned
another unpublished study of seven facial expressions, four of
which were categorized as contempt and three as disgust by
American students. Japanese students disagreed, reversing the
classification for three of the seven. In the P. Ekman (1972)

Sadong of Borneo. Once again, communication by facial expression across cultural boundaries far exceeded chance. But
the results were much weaker than those of studies of literate
cultures. For example, the number of facial expressions for
which 70% or more of the observers agreed with one another

study, the only two failures to predict the modal response oc-

was 23 out of 24 for English speakers, 6 out of 24 for the Fore,
and 6 out of 23 for the Sadong.

curred when Japanese labeled as (what was translated) disgust
what the normative group said was another emotion. In the P.
Ekman et al. (1987) study, the Japanese sample yielded similar

A later expedition to two preliterate societies, the Fore again
and the Dani of Papua New Guinea, obtained results apparently more consistent with prediction, but with a change in

results for all emotion categories save fear, anger, and disgust.

method: The subject picked one of three (or for children, one of

In short, one or more of the Japanese words translated as fear,
anger, disgust, shame, or contempt may differ enough from

two) faces for the protagonist of a story told by the experimenter
(P. Ekman, 1972; P. Ekman & Friesen, 1971). This method was

their English counterparts to influence the results of recogni-

designed for the original authors' purposes but is ambiguous for
present purposes. Some stories omitted the emotion word alto-

tion studies. One possibility consistent with these results would
be that the Japanese categories are broader, admitting of a
greater range of referents, than their English counterparts.
Serendipitously, a test of this hypothesis is available. Matsumoto and Ekman (1989) asked Japanese and American college
students to judge the emotion expressed in 48 photographs of
facial expressions. Half of the photographs were of Japanese,
half of Americans; all had been preselected by P. Ekman and
Friesen's (1976) criterion as prototypical expressions of basic
emotions. The proportion correct obtained for each emotion is
shown in Table 3 (along with the results from the P. Ekman et
al, 1987, study). The new results replicated P. Ekman et al.
(1987): Japanese and American performance was similar on

gether. The surprise story was, "He is just now looking at something new and unexpected" (Ekman & Friesen, 1971, p. 126).
Results with this story may show subjects' knowledge of facial
responses to novel events but cannot show how subjects classify

!

Other studies, not included in Table 2, also show the similarity
across cultures; see CUceloglu (1970), Dickey and Knower (1941),
Ducci, Arcuri, W/Georgis, and Sineshaw (1982), P. Ekman and Heider
(1988), Graham, Ricci Bitti, and Argyle (1975), Mandal, Saha, and
Palchoudhury (1986), McAndrew (1986), Shimoda, Argyle, and Ricci
Bitti (1978), Triandis and Lambert (1958), Winkelmayer, Exline,
Gottheil, and Paredes (1978), and Wolfgang and Cohen (1988).
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Table 2
Percentage of Judgments Agreeing With Prediction
Other
Indo-European

English*
Study
Izard(1971)

Language

%

Language

%

American,

80.7

Swedish
French
German
Swissb
Greek
Spanish
Portuguese

83.4
82.2
80.6
79.6
75.1
83.4
83.3

British

P.EkmanfWZf

American

85.8

Boucher & Carlson (1980)
Kilbride & Yarczower (1980)
P. Ekmanetal. (1987)

American
American
Scottish,
American

76.6
94.1
87.6

Italian
Greek
German

85.5
82.0
80.2

Non-Indo-European

%

Language
Japanese

65.4

Japanese

78.4

Malaysian
Chi-Nyanja
Estonian
Cantonese
Turkish
Japanese
Minangabau

64.4
60.4
83.2
82.7
80.3
77.2
74.7

• For English, when more than one English-speaking group was included in the sample, an average across
groups listed is given. " Language was not specified but presumably was French, German, Italian, or
Rhae-Romance. c Means were first calculated for each emotion category. Then a mean of those means
was calculated. For the Spanish language entry, a mean was taken for results from Chile and Argentina.

emotions. Other stories gave both an event and a name for the

Another interesting observation was that both Fore and Dani

emotion. The happy story was, "His friends have come, and he

languages lack an exact equivalent of the English word surprise
but distinguish pleasant surprise from unpleasant surprise (Ekman, personal communication, 1980). Moreover, both groups

is happy" (Ekman & Friesen, 1971, p. 126). Results with this
story cannot show whether subjects know the facial response
used in greeting friends or the facial expression of happiness.
Sorenson (1976) described additional data from the expedition to the Fore. One hundred Fore were asked to label the
Ekman pictures in their own language. Many of the responses
fit the predicted pattern, but others did not. Sorenson wrote,

"confused" surprise with fear when asked to pick a face for the
surprise story. Boucher and Carlson (1980) later reported a similar finding for the Malay: They lack an exact equivalent for
surprise and confused surprise with fear expressions.

"The most striking result was that the Fore saw anger more

Conclusion

often than did Westernized subjects" (p. 142). In fact, among
the Fore with least contact with Westerners, anger (or more
precisely, the Fore word translated as anger) was the modal response for expressions of (what are labeled in English) anger,
contempt, and sadness. Thus, the Fore word assumed to be
equivalent to anger might have expressed a broader concept.

Smiles, frowns, and other facial expressions are given similar
meaning in all cultures studied (as are vocal expressions, Matsumoto & Kishimoto, 1983; van Bezooijen, Otto, & Heenan,
1983). There is a core of emotional communication that has to

(Recall the claims in the ethnographic record of concepts subsuming anger and sadness)

particular culture. Beyond saying this, the available evidence
admits a range of interpretations. Writers in psychology tend to

do with being human rather than with being a member of a

Table 3
Percentage of Judgments Agreeing With Prediction

P. Ekmanetal. (1987)

Concept

Matsumoto and Ekman
(1989)

English

Japanese

English*

Japanese

English

Japanese

Happiness
Surprise
Sadness
Anger
Disgust
Fear

Shiawase
Odoroki
Kanashimi
Ikari
lyake
Osore

96
90
89
82
82
85

90
94
87
67
60
65

98
94
95
87
78
71

98
88
77
70
68
31

• Average between Scotland and United States.
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emphasize the great similarity seen; I have emphasized what
room remains for the influence of culture or language on categorization.
Labeling a facial expression is of course not the same as conceptualizing emotion. Less than a dozen emotions are associated with recognizable facial expressions. Perhaps these are
the emotions most likely to be classified similarly across cultures. Even so, and even with an overly generous forced-choice
method, less than perfect agreement in labeling facial expressions has been found in cultures speaking languages not of
Indo-European origin. Results with preliterate societies, which
speak languages perhaps least similar to English, showed even
more latitude for the influence of language or culture on categorization. The Fore, Dani, and Malay languages also lack a word
for surprise, which has been claimed to be one of the basic
emotions communicated by facial expression.
It is time to go beyond the either-or question of whether
communication of emotion by facial expression is universal
versus culture specific. I see no need for further studies that seek
to establish above-chance communication. It is time to seek the
precise nature of the universal core of communication and the
precise role played by culture. Future research could then focus
on specific hypotheses. Studies would be useful that do not
presuppose the universality of such concepts as surprise, anger,
and the rest. Also useful would be studies that select societies
on something other than an ad hoc basis. Some hypotheses
could be inspired by ethnographers' reports of culture-specific
emotion categories. How, for example, would the Gidjingali,
who lexically do not distinguish fear and shame, categorize
those facial expressions identified by English speakers as prototypical of fear and of shame?
Important research could be inspired by the general literature on cross-cultural psychology For example, collectivist cultures have been found to differ from individualist cultures in
various basic psychological processes (Kagitcibasi & Berry,
1989), including the accuracy with which they identify particular emotions (Matsumoto, 1989). Jeffery and Patterson (1987)
showed that accuracy in identifying emotions from facial expression is related to field dependency, which, in turn, is known
to vary with culture (Kagitcibasi & Berry, 1989). Hofstede
(1980) has identified other broad dimensions of cultural variation, and Matsumoto (1989) has begun the study of how these
dimensions relate to the categorization of emotion.

Dimensions of Judgment
A separate research enterprise has sought the basic dimensions of emotion. The evidence gathered has often been interpreted as concerning the structure of subjective experience.
Here I examine that evidence from another point of view,
namely what it says about concepts of emotion. The dimensions
of emotion obtained are taken here as concepts implicit in human understanding of emotion.
The semantic differential technique has played a key role in
this search. When fear, anger, and the like are rated on semantic differential scales (which are pairs of opposites such as goodbad), three bipolar dimensions appear to underlie the ratings
(e.g., Averill, 1975; Block, 1957; Russell & Mehrabian, 1975).

Variously named, the three are (a) evaluation, valence, pleasure,
or positivity, (b) activity, arousal, or activation, and (c) potency,
power, control, or dominance. I use names for the three dimensions that capture their affective interpretation: pleasure,
arousal, and dominance, respectively. This evidence is important for two reasons. First, it suggests (not proves) the hypothesis that the three dimensions are somehow part of the meaning
of emotion words. On one hypothesis, the features denning
excitement would be pleasure, high arousal, and dominance;
the features defining calm would be pleasure, low arousal, and
dominance; the features defining nervousness would be displeasure, high arousal, submissiveness; and the features defining anger would be displeasure, arousal, and dominance (Russell & Mehrabian, 1974,1977). (On this hypothesis, the Japanese word amae would be defined as pleasure, low arousal, and
submissiveness.)
The second reason is that these same three dimensions appear to be pancultural. Osgood, May, and Miron (1975) showed
that the same three dimensions emerge whatever language is
studied. Osgood (1969) interpreted this evidence to mean that
human beings universally respond to the objects and events in
their world in terms of three basic bipolar affective dimensions.
For example, pleasure and dominance have appeared as pancultural dimensions in the conceptualization of interpersonal
behavior (White, 1980), a domain closely linked to emotion
(Kiesler, Horner, Larus, & Chapman, 1987). Pleasure and
arousal have appeared as pancultural dimensions of aesthetic
judgments, another related domain (Berlyne, 1975; Berryne,
Robbins, & Thompson, 1974).
One worry, of course, is that these three dimensions are somehow dependent on method: words rated with the semantic differential technique. Fortunately, it is now known that the same
dimensions emerge with other methods, the most important of
which is multidimensional scaling. Multidimensional scaling
relies on simple judgments of similarity provided by subjects
and thus imposes no concepts on them whatsoever. Multidimensional scaling of English language emotion terms generally
yields the pleasure, arousal, and dominance dimensions (Bush,
1973; Daly, Lancee, & Polivy, 1983; Neufeld, 1975,1976; Russell, 1978,1980; Storm & Storm, 1987), although not always all
three in the same study. Nor is this finding somehow limited to
emotion terms: Multidimensional scaling of still photographs
of facial expressions of emotions yields the same three dimensions, although again not always all three in the same study
(Abelson & Sermat, 1962; Fillenbaum & Rapoport, 1971; Russell & Bullock, 1985,1986). In other words, asked to judge the
similarities and differences among emotions, whether expressed in words or faces, subjects made their judgments in
terms of degree of pleasure, arousal, and dominance expressed.
Moreover, at least the pleasure and arousal dimensions have
been demonstrated to be the same dimensions as those obtained in semantic differential studies (Russell, 1978).
All the studies cited in the preceding paragraph were conducted with English-speaking subjects. Studies in other languages have produced the same three dimensions, although
again not always all three in the same study When Block's
(1957) study was repeated in Norwegian, the same two dimensions, pleasure and arousal, were found. Herrmann and Ray-
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beck (1981) studied samples of subjects in Spain, Vietnam,
Hong Kong, Haiti, and Greece as well as in the United States.
Multidimensional scaling of similarity judgments for IS emotion terms yielded the same two dimensions, although only the
first, pleasure-displeasure, was easy to interpret. When Russell's (1980) study was replicated in Chinese, Croation, Estonian, Greek, Oujarati, Japanese, and Polish, the same two dimensions, pleasure and arousal, were found (Russell, 1983;
Russell, Lewicka, & Niit, 1989). Because the words scaled were
not a representative sample of emotion-related words in each
language, the salience of these two dimensions remains to be
established. Nevertheless, this evidence does show that at least
these two dimensions exist and are the means by which similarity is judged within some set of emotion-related words in every
language studied to date.
Nor are emotion-related words needed to obtain this result.
Two multidimensional-scaling studies of the feelings conveyed
by facial expressions both yielded the same pleasure and
arousal dimensions in different languages: Osaka (1986) studied Japanese- and English-speaking subjects; Russell et al.
(1989) studied Greek-, Chinese-, and English-speaking subjects.
The panhuman nature of dimensions of facial expression can
also be seen in replications of Schlosberg's (1952) work in Greek
by Triandis and Lambert (1958) and in Dutch by Frijda (1953).
Other multivariate studies of emotion words have included
but one language, but a consistent pattern is seen. All the studies have corroborated the pancultural nature of the pleasure
dimension. In some studies, pleasure was the only dimension
found. Fillenbaum and Rapoport (1971) multidimensionally
scaled 15 Hebrew words denoting emotions, but only a single
dimension was interpretable: pleasure. A multidimensional
scaling of 35 Japanese words yielded pleasure as a first dimension, but no further dimension analogous to anything found in
studies of English (Yoshida, Kinase, Kurokawa, & Yashiro,
1970). Cheng (1977) interviewed Chinese residents of Hong
Kong, one group in English and another in Chinese. Subjects
were asked to describe various emotional experiences, to label
the emotion, and to rate it on various verbal scales. These verbal scales were specifically aimed at seven dimensions derived
from studies carried out in English. The results were as follows:
The pleasant-unpleasant dimension. . . was the only dimension
of the entire seven dimensions that the author believed as definitely present in the subjects' construction of emotion. None of
the subjects of the entire sample has difficulty in understanding it
and in indicating that their emotions were pleasant or unpleasant,
(p. 192)

Two further studies found pleasure and arousal. G. Ekman
(1955) used multidimensional scaling with 23 Swedish emotion-denoting words. These data have been analyzed in various
ways, often with slightly different results (G. Ekman, 1955; Fillenbaum & Rapoport, 1971; Lundberg & Devine, 1975; Micko,
1970; Shepard, 1962; Stone, 1971; Stone & Coles, 1970). Nevertheless, one bipolar dimension closely related to pleasure
emerged in most of the analyses, and a clear arousal dimension
emerged in at least one (Micko, 1970). Abele-Brehm & Brehm
(1986) reported a factor analysis of German emotion-related
terms that found pleasure and arousal.
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Two further studies found pleasure and dominance. Gehm
and Scherer (1988) multidimensionally scaled 235 German
words related to feelings. Lutz (1982) multidimensionally
scaled 31 words commonly used on Ifaluk to describe emotions. Lutz (1982) specifically noted the absence of anything
like the dimension of arousal seen in studies of English emotion
words.
Finally, Corraliza (1987) reported a factor analysis of Spanish
emotion-related terms and found all three factors: Pleasure,
Arousal, and Dominance.
That some studies found arousal whereas other studies found
dominance seems to suggest that languages differ in the dimensions of emotion beyond pleasure. Such also is the suggestion of
Getter's (1975) and Lutz's (1980) ethnographic work in the
South Pacific. More research would be required before deciding that arousal or dominance is lacking from any language,
however. No single study has found a difference associated with
different languages. Those studies that suggest differences included but one language and differed from the others in the
sample of words scaled, data-analytic procedure, and theoretical stance of the investigator. In all studies in which these factors were held constant and only language varied (Block, 1957;
Herrmann & Raybeck, 1981; Osaka, 1986; Russell, 1983; Russell et al, 1989), the same dimensions emerged. More telling,
Abele-Brehm and Brehm (1986) and Gehm and Scherer (1988)
both conducted their studies in German, but pleasure and
arousal emerged in the former, and pleasure and dominance
emerged in the latter. A similar point is made by studies conducted in English.
Why arousal emerged in some studies and dominance
emerged in others is unknown. My guess would be that the
sample of words scaled is the major factor. Perhaps dominance-submissiveness emerges as the second dimension when
the sample of words emphasizes interpersonal contexts. And
perhaps arousal-sleepiness emerges as the second dimension
when the sample of words emphasizes noninterpersonal contexts. Recall that dominance was the second dimension in
White's (1980) work, which was specifically focused on interpersonal behavior. Dominance (strength vs. weakness) was the
second dimension in Lutz's (1982) multidimensional scaling of
Ifaluk emotion words; recall that the domain of emotion in
Ifaluk emphasizes interpersonal emotions and de-emphasizes
intrapersonal states. Dominance was the second dimension in
Gehm and Scherer's (1988) study. The set of terms they scaled
included such interpersonal conditions as (I give English translations) affectionate, compassionate, disdainful, respectful, and
vengeful. In contrast, arousal may emerge as the second dimension in noninterpersonal contexts. Recall that arousal (activity)
was the second pancultural dimension in Berryne's studies of
aesthetic judgments. Arousal was the second dimension in studies of emotional facial expressions (Abelson & Sermat, 1962;
Russell & Bullock, 1985,1986; Russell et al, 1989). Arousal was
the second dimension in Russell's (1980, 1983) multidimensional scaling of emotion-related words, which included intrapersonal terms: tired, aroused, excited, tense. And arousal was
the second dimension in Abele-Brehm and Brehm's (1986) factor analysis, which included such items as (I give English translations) active, full of energy, relaxed, and quiet.
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Of course, it takes more than two or three dimensions to
define words for the various emotions. When the pleasure dimension is held constant, further dimensions can be obtained
through multidimensional scaling of emotion-related words
(Russell, 1978). Using different methods, investigators have offered evidence for a score of dimensions beyond pleasure-dis-

in the language of emotion. Boucher's (1979) hypothesis reconciles language facts with the theory of basic emotions.
Boucher (1979) defines the domain of emotion as a vertical
class-inclusion hierarchy, as can be done for the domain of objects. Fruit, orange, and navel orange illustrate such an arrangement, in which each succeeding category is included within,

pleasure. These dimensions seem to be aspects of the cognitive
appraisal of the circumstances leading up to the emotion (I. J.

and hence less abstract than, the former category. English words

Roseman, 1984; Scherer, 1984; Smith & Ellsworth, 1985) or

love. In Boucher's version, emotion is the superordinate, most

aspects of the behaviors and motives pursuant to the emotion
(Frijda, 1987). Although Frijda (1987) carried out his work in

inclusive, category. At the next lower (basic) level, emotion is

Dutch, Scherer (1984) in German, and Smith and Ellsworth
(198S) and I. J. Roseman (1984) in English, no cross-language

the like. Each of these, in turn, is subdivided, forming a subordinate, least inclusive level. Most emotion words therefore label

comparisons have been reported.
In short, studies on what is similar in how emotions are un-

subordinate categories of emotion: as when annoyance, rage,
and fury are subtypes of anger. Boucher's hypothesis is that the

for emotions appear to fit this pattern: emotion, love, romantic

divided into the 7± 2 basic emotions, that is, anger, fear, and

derstood across cultures point principally to bipolar dimen-

domain of emotion takes this hierarchical form in all lan-

sions: pleasure-displeasure surely, arousal-sleepiness and dom-

guages, that the top two levels are universal, and that the lowest

inance-submissiveness probably. No one has yet shown any in-

level is culture specific. More recently, other writers have pro-

fluence of language or culture on the nature of the dimensions

posed similar ideas (Agnoli, Kirson, Wu, & Shaver, 1989; John-

found in these studies. Researchers are just beginning to go
beyond these few dimensions. Including different languages
and cultures in their research should provide much important
information, including evidence on some of the differences hy-

son-Laird & Oatley, 1986, 1989; Shaver, Schwartz, Kirson, &
O'Connor, 1987). Johnson-Laird and Oatley (1986,1989) proposed five universal semantic primitives—happiness, fear,
anger, disgust, and sadness—in terms of which all other emo-

pothesized in the ethnographic record.

tion words can be defined.
Boucher's (1979) hypothesis is reinforced by research on categorization in other domains. Rosch (1977) observed that one

Hypotheses on the Nature of Emotion Categories
Words that people use to categorize the emotions do not appear to be equivalent in all languages, although there is good
reason to believe they are often similar. Dimensions that people
use to conceptualize the emotions may be universal, but only a
few have been studied. How can there be both similarities and
differences in words, and how can categories and dimensions
be integrated? The available evidence is sparse, and what there
is does not force us to a single conclusion. Any number of hypotheses could be proposed to account for this evidence. I first
present the available hypotheses briefly but then focus my attention on one additional possibility, that of a script, not advanced in this context before.

level in category hierarchies is basic, in the sense that various
signs point to its being psychologically salient. Although the
same object could be called an object, a fruit, an orange, or a
navel orange, most people feel that one name, orange, seems to
say what that object really is. The basic-level names are learned
first by children and emerge first in historical development of a
language. Berlin's (1978) work on folk taxonomies for plants and
animals shows further that the basic level, which Berlin termed
the generic level, is most likely to be similar in different cultures. Categories subordinate to the basic level are formed for
cultural utility (Brown, 1986, p. 479) and hence show cultural
variability.
Boucher's (1979) hypothesis also accounts nicely for some of
the observations found in the ethnographic record. It easily
accounts for the Gidjingali having one word for fear, but no

Boucher

subtypes, or for Malay distinguishing among types of anger in a

Boucher (1979) is among those writers in the field of emotion
(Buck, 1988; P. Ekman, 1972; Izard, 1977; Leventhal, 1974;

way not done in English.
On the other hand, some claims in the ethnographic record
are not accounted for. Those languages lacking a specific super-

Plutchik, 1980; Tomkins, 1984) drawn to the idea that there are

ordinate equivalent to emotion is one problem. Another is that

a few discrete, universal—basic—emotions. Indeed writers
throughout history have compiled lists of the basic emotions
(Gardiner, Metcalf, & Beebe-Center, 1937). Today, 7± 2 basic

anger, fear, and other basic-level categories may not be universal; see Table 4. Boucher's hypothesis might be reconciled with

emotions are most often listed: anger, fear, happiness, sadness,
and disgust, with surprise, contempt, interest, or shame sometimes added. These theoretically represent universal categories

provide a single word for an important, salient, discrete, and

of subjective emotional experience (Izard, 1977) and universal,
possibly innate, categories used in the recognition of emotional
signals (Buck, 1988, based on Darwin, 1872/1965).
At first glance, this idea does not square with our English
lexicon with more than 7 ± 2 words for categories of emotion.
Moreover, the ethnographic record indicates cultural variation

this evidence, but it is puzzling why a language would fail to
possibly innate category of experience—if such exists.
Boucher (1979) used cluster analysis to represent the Malay
lexicon for emotion and found results supportive of his hypothesis, but other cluster analyses are less encouraging. Boucher
assembled a cross-cultural research team representing eight societies, two of which speak English. Cluster analysis of similarity judgments within each language did not yield a universal
category structure. For example, in four societies, a separate
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Table 4
Possible Problems for the Universality of Hypothesized Basic-Level Emotion Categories
Basic-level term

Problem

Happiness
Surprise

Missing in Chewong (Howell, 1981)
Missing in Fore, Dani (P. Ekman, personal communication, 1980), Malay
(Boucher &. Carlson, 1980), and Ifaluk (Lutz, 1982)
Overlaps with sadness or grief in Luganda (Davitz, 1969; Leff, 1973; Orley,
1970), Illongot (R. I. Rosaldo, 1984), and Ifaluk (Lutz, 1980)
Missing in Ifaluk (Lutz, 1980), Utku (Briggs, 1970), Pintupi (Morice, 1978);
not distinguished from shame in Gidjingali (Hiatt, 1978)
Missing in Tahitian (Levy, 1973) and Chewong (Howell, 1981); not sharply
distinguished from anger in Luganda (Davitz, 1969; Leff, 1973; Orley,
1970)
Missing in Polish (Wierzbicka, 1986), Ifalukian (Lutz, 1980), and Chewong
(Howell, 1981); not distinguished from hate in Samoan (Gerber, 1975)

Anger
Fear
Sadness

Disgust

Note- See text for fuller explanation. For example, fear is said here to be missing in Utku (Briggs, 1970);
fear per se is missing, but Utku do have separate words for fear of physical injury and fear of social injury.

basic-level cluster representing depression emerged, but in the

derstanding emotion. There is no guarantee that human beings

other four societies, no depression cluster emerged (Brandt &

have got the matter right. Those who believe in basic emotions

Boucher, 1986). Other researchers have obtained from 2 to 18
basic clusters (Agnoli et al, 1989; Dietze, 1963; Fillenbaum &

thus have a choice whether to assume a separate and further

Rapoport, 1971; Gerber, 1975; Hoekstra, 1986; Lutz, 1980; Niit
& Valsiner, 1977; Shaver et al., 1987; Storm & Storm, 1987;
Stringer, 1967). The clusters do not necessarily correspond to
what Boucher would list as basic emotions. For example, disgust and anger were in the same cluster, and irritation was in a
different cluster, in Fillenbaum and Rapoport's (1971) reanalysis of G. Ekman's (1955) data on Swedish words for emotions.
On the other hand, hierarchical cluster analysis does not provide a good test of Boucher's hypothesis. Clusters from a cluster
analysis need not correspond to cognitive categories in the

hypothesis that the English words like anger and fear denote
those basic emotions, and a still further choice whether to assume that the concepts expressed by these words are pancultural.

Levy
Levy's (1984) account resembles and complements Boucher's
(1979). He too presupposed some number of universal basic
emotions, although approaching them from a psychodynamic

minds of the subjects. In none of these studies has the researcher ruled out the null hypothesis that two data sets are

perspective. Levy also relied on the idea of a vertical hierarchy
and the idea that languages differ in which and what number of
subtypes are recognized. Already mentioned was Levy's (1984)

samples from the same population.

view that a culture develops a cognitive model for each emotion.

Although Boucher (1979) does not take this tack, writers in
this tradition often use another way of accounting for words

Where the model is elaborate, many subtypes of the emotion

other than the core 7± 2: Some terms might label blends of the
basic emotions. For example, Plutchik (1980) suggested that

subtypes may be recognized. The culture need not even recognize a basic emotion as an emotion, as when the Tahitians have
no concept of sadness.

pride is the blend of joy and anger. The notion of blend might
be inconsistent with Boucher's hierarchy, because in a true hierarchy, categories at the same level are mutually exclusive: Anything that is joy is not anger.
So, there remain several problems with Boucher's (1979) account. It is therefore more a promise than a worked out theory.
One would have to see a specific analysis of different lexicons

are recognized. Where the model is poorly developed, few or no

To account for cultural differences, Levy (1984) proposed an
account that is based on the notion of a focal point. Reminiscent of work such as Berlin and Kay's (1969) on a universal
pattern within cultural differences in color vocabulary, Levy
(1973, pp. 16-17) proposed that there may be cross-cultural

before knowing how well this sort of theory can be made to fit

unrversals in the focal points, or best examples, of particular
emotions. Where languages differ is in the category bound-

the evidence. There is also no consensus on which terms in

aries. The Ilongot word liget illustrates Levy's (1984) account.

English label basic emotions, which blends, and which subtypes. The lack of consensus suggests that the concepts of basic

Even though liget seems to include a broader range of states
than does anger, they might have the same focal point, perhaps

category, blend, and subtype are not sufficiently specified in the
domain of emotion to allow a resolution of this issue. In addi-

a prototypical furious reaction. Where one language subdivides

tion, although not contradicted by it, Boucher's hypothesis fails
to account for the evidence of universal bipolar dimensions.
Finally, in evaluating Boucher's (1979) hypothesis, one must
recognize that the existence of basic emotions does not entail
nor is entailed by the existence of universal categories for un-

a category can be seen easily from Levy's (1984) spatial metaphor as adding a boundary. Levy's account would have an easier
time than Boucher's with evidence summarized in Table 4.
Levy's (1984) account is phrased metaphorically in terms of
points and boundaries. In the same metaphor, we would have to
ask about nature of the space in which the points are placed and
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the boundaries drawn. Or, put another way, along what dimensions do we define best, intermediate, and borderline examples

and [c] when one thinks that one cannot cause it not to happen.
(P. 592)

of an emotion category? One possibility would be to combine
Levy's account with Osgood's (1966) idea of a panculturaJ three-

Her style of definition therefore provides a universal (etic) frame-

dimensional space denned by the factors of the semantic differential. According to Osgood (1966) different discrete emotions
correspond to different regions of the space.

work in which (emic) words from different languages can be
compared.
Some psychologists have misunderstood Wierzbicka (1986)
as offering a classical definition in which Conditions a through
c are each necessary (see Russell, 1991). Let me therefore emphasize the crucial word as in the quotation above. If Condi-

Leff
Leff(1973,1977,1981) provided an account that emphasizes
historical changes in the meaning of emotion words. At an
earlier historical stage, one word denoted the state of unpleasant somatic arousal. Slowly the meaning of that word came to
include, and then to focus on, the psychological experience
accompanying the somatic state. Such experience was initially

tions a through c were necessary conditions, there would be
obvious counterexamples in which one of the alleged necessary
conditions is missing. Wierzbicka's conditions are not meant to
specify the necessary circumstances of fear, but the prototypical circumstances.
Acceptance of Wierzbicka's (1986) definition requires acceptance of her theory as to what constitute universal semantic

undifferentiated, and hence the single word was broad in

primitives. In addition, the psychologist is inclined to ask about

meaning. Later this root word split into a number of variants to

the psychological reality of the proposed definitions. To return
to fear, are Conditions a, b, and c what someone knows who
knows the meaning of fear? The answer would appear to be no
for neonates, who have been said to recognize fear (and there-

differentiate distinct psychological experiences. As a result,
"we find that emotions we consider as distinct, namely, anger,
fear (anxiety) and sadness, at one stage in the development of
English were all represented by words which derived from the
same hypothetical Indo-Germanic root Angh" (p. 300). As a
consequence, languages differ today by including more or fewer

fore have the concept of fear), presumably before they can reasonably be said to possess Wierzbicka's universal semantic components constituting fear.

distinctions among emotional states. And indeed, at least those
examples cited above from ethnographer's reports that were
described as just such combinations of or distinctions within
English categories fit Leff's notion of differentiation. As with
Boucher and Levy, a hierarchy is envisioned, although without
the suggestion of a basic level of 7± 2 basic emotions.
Leff's is less than a fully detailed account. For example, consider the original, undifferentiated emotion category Leff suggested that the root word referred to any state of unpleasant
somatic arousal. But it is unclear on this account what to say
about pleasant (joy) or even neutral (surprise) emotions. Furthermore, some emotions (sadness) are felt to involve low arousal
(Russell & Mehrabian, 1977). Finally, Leff did not specify how
differentiation between emotions takes place.
Leff's focus on an undifferentiated state of somatic arousal
suggests joining Leff's account with Schachter and Singer's
(1962) theory of emotion. On the revised account, the initial
state is arousal, which can be pleasant or unpleasant. Further
differentiation between emotions is based on the social situation in which the emotion takes place. Leff's account, or this
modified version of it, thus allows considerable room for culture-specific emotion concepts.

Wierzbicka
Wierzbicka (1986) argued that an emotion word in one language often has no exact equivalent in another. But each emotion word can be defined in terms of universal semantic primitives, hypothesized to be concepts such as want, think, good, and
bad. To illustrate, here is Wierzbicka's definition of fear:
X was afraid = X felt as one does
[a] when one thinks that something bad can happen to one
\b] when one wants to do something to cause it not to happen

The Hypothesis of Scripts
A script is a knowledge structure for a type of event whereby
the event is thought of as a sequence of subevents. Although we
often speak of an emotion as a thing, a sequence of subevents is
a more apt description. For example, Table 5 gives a script for
anger.
The sequence given might rarely occur in just that way, but
for each emotion concept, we know some such prototype sequence. Fear, we know, is typically caused by a danger and
typically leads to some sort of running away. For some concepts, the story is simple. In happiness, you desire something,
get it, feel pleasure, smile, and, perhaps feel kind toward others.
For other concepts, the story is more complicated. Jealousy
might include anger, but jealousy implies a surrounding situation, a social relationship involving three people, specific motives, behaviors, and consequences. These implications must be
understood to know what the word jealousy means.
In short, according to the script hypothesis, categories of
emotion are defined by features. The features describe not hidden essences but knowable subevents: the causes, beliefs, feelings, physiological changes, desires, overt actions, and vocal
and facial expressions. These features are ordered in a causal
sequence, in much the same way that actions are ordered in a
playwright's script. To know the meaning of a term like happiness, fear, or jealousy is to know a script for that emotion. In
other words, the script hypothesis is that the meaning of each
such word, the concept it expresses, is a script. No emotional
essence is added to the features, just as biologists found no vital
essence needed to spark chemical constituents to life.
Unfortunately, the word script means different things to different writers. For example, I am treating emotion scripts some-
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Tables
An Anger Script

Step

Subevent

1

The person is offended. The offense is intentional and harmful. The person is innocent. An
injustice has been done.
The person glares and scowls at the offender.
The person feels internal tension and agitation, as if heat and pressure were rapidly mounting
inside. He feels his heart pounding and his muscles tightening.
The person desires retribution.
The person loses control and strikes out, harming the offender.

2
3
4
5
Note.

This anger script is partly based on Lakoff's (1987) analysis of anger.

what differently than did Abelson (1981) when he first proposed them. Abelson thought of emotion scripts as involved

than to be mutually exclusive. Actual events tend to be catego-

both in understanding (a knowledge schema) and in behavior (a
response program); I am restricting my treatment to the former.

anger, fear, disgust, and sadness. Some overlap each other almost completely, others to a high degree, others to a minimal

Abelson thought of the emotion as one of the features within an
emotion script: Someone interferes, you become angry, you hit.

degree, and some not at all.
The script hypothesis offers a simple and straightforward ac-

In contrast, I am using the notion of script to define the emo-

count of cross-cultural similarities and differences. Those languages with fewer emotion categories would have more general
scripts: Each script would have fewer features and cover a

tion concept.
Other authors have proposed thinking of emotion concepts
as something like a script (Abelson, 1981; de Sousa, 1980; Fehr
& Russell, 1984; Lakoff, 1987; Sabini & Silver, 1982; Shaver et
al, 1987; Tomkins, 1979). The current hypothesis presented
here illustrates this line of thinking; I would not like to be taken

rizable into more than one category; the same case can be

broader range of phenomena. Languages with many emotion
categories have more specific scripts: Each script would have
more features and cover a narrower range of phenomena. Moreover, some features are culture specific, and others are pancul-

as attempting to differentiate within this family of ideas. Just
how abstract or concrete are the features that constitute the

tural. Or, better, culture specific and pancultuml define two
ends of a continuum. Some features may be limited to few cul-

script remains an empirical question. Some people may understand emotion in terms of more abstract scripts, others in terms

tures; others found in al] or almost all.
Consider first the similarities: Those bipolar dimensions of

of more concrete exemplars (Kahneman & Miller, 1986). Moreover, different people, even within the same culture, might possess slightly different scripts for the same emotion. There may

affective meaning found universally are choice candidates for
pancultural features of emotion scripts. These dimensions de-

be more agreement for fear and anger than for disdain and

scribe universal aspects of feeling, or mood change (Russell &
Snodgrass, 1987). Other universal or near universal features are

melancholy.
The present script hypothesis is closely tied to the principle

also likely to be found, describing universal aspects of antecedents (Boucher & Brandt, 1981), motives, desires, or action ten-

that the meaning of any concept is related to the network of
concepts within which it is embedded. Meaning wholism, or the
theory-laden quality of meaning, is somewhat of an orthodoxy

dencies (Frijda, 1987), facial or vocal expressions (R Ekman,
1972), and physiological changes (P Ekman, Levenson, & Frie-

in philosophy (Searle, 1983) and has been emphasized in psychology by Medin (1989).

sen, 1983). Such features would quite likely be noticed and incorporated into the mental representation of the emotion, the
script. Whether any such feature is actually universal is natu-

The script hypothesis is also tied to Roach's (e.g, 1973,1975,

rally an empirical question. Even if universal, a particular fea-

1977) prototype theory of natural language categories of objects. A script is to an event what a prototype is to an object.

ture may be emphasized, deemphasized, or ignored. For example, even though arousal feelings appear to be a good candidate

Elsewhere my colleagues and I have pointed to aspects of the
emotion domain clarified by Rosch's theory (Bullock & Russell,

for a universal dimension, the Ifaluk pay them little attention
(Lutz, 1982).

1984,1985; Fehr & Russell, 1984,1991; Fehr, Russell, & Ward,

Moreover, these features form natural patterns. That is, not

1982; Russell, 1991; Russell & Bullock, 1986). Rather than properly defined, happiness, sadness, fear, anger, and other natural
language categories of emotion are fuzzy: (a) Borders between

all combinations of the features are equally likely to occur. As
Rosch (1973,1975,1977) emphasized, features in the world are

categories are vague, rather than clear-cut. Although some actual events are clear cases of, for example, anger and other actual events are clearly not anger, some events straddle the fence
and are difficult to decide one way or the other, (b) Membership
within a category is a matter of degree rather than all or none.
Actual cases of anger vary in how well they exemplify the concept, (c) Different categories tend to overlap one another rather

correlated: Creatures with beaks and wings are likely to have
feathers. In the emotion world, frustration of a goal is likely to
lead to feelings of displeasure and arousal, which often leads to
some effort to change the situation; this sequence is more likely
accompanied by a frown than a smile and by physiological
arousal. On the other hand, getting what you want often leads
to pleasure, which often leads to no action or merely maintaining the current situation, to smiles, and lowered physiological
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arousal. Such patterns might not be absolutely universal, but
the more widespread the patterns the more likely they will result in cross-cultural similarity of human concepts of emotions.
Now consider what might be culture specific about emotion
concepts. One possibility seems to concern what has been
called the cause of the emotion. Causal antecedents appear to
be involved in emotion terms in English: Fear implies that a
danger has appeared, whereas anxiety implies that the cause is
vague or unknown. Guilt implies that you yourself are the
causal agent of a bad outcome, whereas anger implies that another has caused some harm. Weiner (1982) has provided evidence and a conceptual analysis of the role of causal thinking in
English language emotion concepts. Note that this is not to say
that a particular cause is a necessary feature, just a prototypical
feature.
The same is true in other languages. Litost is caused by a
sudden insight into one's own miserable self. Schadenfreude is
caused by another's displeasure. Ijirashii is caused by seeing
someone praiseworthy overcoming an obstacle. Culture can
emphasize one cause or another. People can react emotionally
to different things in different cultures. Different causes can
thus be incorporated into the meaning of emotion-descriptive
terms. Anthropologists have described how people of certain
cultures attribute emotions to such things as the soul leaving the
body, a curse from an enemy, bewitchment, demonic possession, disfavor of the gods, and visitations of ghosts. For example, the Tahitian word mehameha refers to fear caused by a
ghost (Levy, 1973). In short, I propose that causal antecedent
can be an aspect of the meaning of an emotion term and that
this aspect of meaning can be part of what varies with culture.
Another sort of culture-specific aspect of emotion concerns
what has traditionally been called consequences. Litost leads to
a desire for revenge. The Pintupi distinguish various forms of
distress by their consequences: Watjilpa is worry that leads to
physical illness (Morice, 1978, p. 92). More commonly, the consequences are behavioral, such as emotionally expressive gestures. For example, Levy (1973, p. 96-98) found 26 terms in
Tahitian in which the inner feeling differs from what is outwardly displayed. Similarly, the Samoan word bbna refers to
anger that is not expressed (Gerber, 1975). According to P. Ekman (1972, 1980), different cultures establish different norms
about the control of emotional expressions. These display rules
might dictate that at a funeral, for example, grief should be
inhibited, displayed, or exaggerated. Peoples of different cultures thus expect different behavioral consequences of specific
emotions. Again, I propose that these expectations are incorporated into the meaning of terms and that this aspect of meaning
can vary with culture.
Conclusion
Studies of different lexicons, of judgments of emotion from
facial expressions, and of the dimensions implicit in comparative judgments of emotion cannot tell us directly how people
categorize emotions. Nevertheless, considering these three
sources of evidence, I tentatively conclude that people of different cultures and speaking different languages categorize the
emotions somewhat differently. The boundaries around the do-

main appear to vary, as do divisions within the domain. Thus,
neither the word emotion nor words for even alleged basic emotions, such as anger and sadness are universal. Different lines of
evidence converge on this conclusion: Intensive ethnographic
studies of specific emotion words, the large number of reports
by ethnographers of noticeable differences in emotion words,
the large variation across languages in the number of emotion
words, the experimental evidence of differences in what were
previously taken to be translation equivalents, and the small
difference between Indo-European and non-Indo-European
languages in categorization of facial expressions.
According to some accounts of emotion, this conclusion implies that emotions themselves, the events referred to by the
word emotion, are culture specific. On this point, I would like to
avoid misunderstanding. This article did not address the question of what about emotion itself is panhuman and what is
culture bound. It addressed the question of what in the categorization of the emotions is universal and what is culture bound.
From a logical point of view, answers to these two separate
questions may coincide, but they need not. Peoples of different
cultures could impose their own categorization on a universal
emotion reality Conversely, people could impose universal categories on a culture-bound reality.
Differences in emotion categories do, nevertheless, support
one inference regarding the emotions themselves. Some writers
assume that emotions have to be classified as we do in English
—in terms of anger, fear, anxiety, depression, and so on. If
English language categories regarding emotion are not universal, then we have no guarantee that emotion, anger, fear, and so
on are labels for universal, biologically fixed categories of nature. Rather, they are hypotheses formulated by our linguistic
ancestors.
I also tentatively conclude that there is great similarity in
emotion categories across different cultures and languages. Different lines of evidence converge on this conclusion: the widespread assumption in the ethnographic record that emotion
and emotion categories are everywhere the same (as evidenced,
for example, in the HRAF), the acknowledgment by many ethnographers who found differences in emotion lexicons that
many words mean the same or something similar, the apparent
universality of dimensions in judgments of emotion, and the
high similarity across cultures in perception of facial expressions of emotion.
As banal as the conclusion of great similarity may sound, I
mean it to imply that I found no evidence for claims of a radical
kind. For example, in various publications, Solomon (e.g., 1976)
claimed that whole groups of emotions go nameless and do not
exist within particular cultures. Calhoun and Solomon (1984)
wrote the following about the Utku:
It is not just that they do not express anger, they do not feel angry,
either. Indeed, they do not even have a woid for anger in their
vocabulary (the closest word to it, significantly, means "childish"),
(p. 34)

1 believe this statement is based on a misinterpretation of
Briggs's (1970) ethnography of the Utku, in which there are
both incidents of and words for anger.
Another example would be Lutz's (eg, 1982) claim about the
referent of emotion words:
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Internal feeling states have commonly been assumed to be the
primary referents of emotion words in Western thought, both social-scientific and l a y . . . . Examination of the use of emotion
words among several Oceanic peoples. . . reveals an alternative
view of emotion. In these societies, emotion words are seen as
statements about the relationship between a person and an event
(particularly those involving another person), rather than as statements about introspection on one's internal states. (Lutz, 1982,
P. 113)

I take this assertion to mean, for example, that the Ifalukian
word song, commonly translated as anger, refers not to the
angry person's internal state, but to something external. There
is first the question of whether Lutz's claim is consistent with
her own ethnographic evidence. Lutz (1980) had earlier indicated that song refers to niferash, which she translated as "our
insides." Second, there is the conceptual issue of how a word in
any language that does not refer to an internal state could be
said to be an emotion word. If song were a member of a class of
words that, like marriage or kinship, referred to a relationship,
then the reason for calling song an emotion word is unclear.
Lutz may be conflating sense and reference. The sense of
song can involve anger-inducing events and external relationships, although the reference of song is still an internal state.
Consider the sentence, "My grandmother lives in Los Angeles."
The word grandmother here refers to a particular person, my
maternal grandmother, Besse. But the sense of grandmother
involves other people, relationships, and events. Thus, the determination that Besse is a grandmother is made not by inspection
of Besse, but by the existence of other people (my mother and
me) and certain events (her daughter's having given birth, etc.).
The word grandmother does not refer to me or to my mother or
to anyone's birth. It refers to Besse. So, the proper thing to say
appears to be that song refers to an internal state created when
certain external circumstances occur.
In this regard, Ifaluk emotion words are more like than unlike English emotion words. Evidence of the kind reviewed in
this article highlights the role of situational antecedents in denning emotion concepts. This conclusion was explicit or implicit in all five hypotheses regarding the nature of emotion
concepts. Even Boucher (1979), who believes in basic emotions,
was led to a similar analysis for those emotion concepts beyond
names for the 7± 2 basic emotions. Research on the psychological representation of emotion provides strong complementary
evidence that emotion concepts in English are differentiated by
their situational antecedents (Conway & Bekerian, 1987; Dore
& Kirouac, 1986; Harrison, 1986). Thus, jealousy refers to an
internal state created when certain circumstances occur. If so,
English and Ifalukian follow a remarkably similar way of defining an emotion.
More generally, emotion concepts are embedded in a system
of beliefs about psychological and social processes. This system
has been called a cognitive model, folk theory of mind, ethnopsychology, or indigenous psychology (Heelas & Lock, 1981). Similarities and differences in emotion concepts may be but the tip
of the iceberg, where the iceberg would be similarities and differences in the folk theory of mind, of self, of society, of nature,
and so forth (Holland & Quinn, 1987). Moreover, understanding the folk model may be necessary to understanding concepts. In the same way that the meaning of a scientific construct

derives from its role in a scientific theory (Cronbach & Meehl,
1955), the meaning of a folk concept of emotion derives from its
role in the folk theory of emotion. A further step would be to
examine the consequences of categorizing one way rather than
another and of believing in one such folk theory as opposed to
another. These consequences remain largely unknown, but exciting work has begun to explore this question (C. Geertz, 1966;
Heelas & Lock, 1981; Lutz, 1988; M. Z. Rosaldo, 1980,1983).
The most glaring difficulty with the evidence reviewed here
is that different conclusions are associated with different methods of gathering evidence. We need further evidence of all
kinds, but we especially need new methods. Conclusions drawn
from current methods need to be subjected to empirical tests
that are based on other methods. Several exciting examples of
cross-fertilization therefore bear emphasis. Lutz (1982) included the psychometric techniques of multidimensional scaling and cluster analysis in her ethnography of the Ifaluk. P.
Ekman and HeiderO 988) used psychometric methods in a culture chosen on ethnographic grounds. Scherer and his associates have begun a large-scale collaborative project comparing
various cultures on common instruments (Scherer, 1988;
Scherer, Wallbott, & Summerfield, 1986). Perhaps further research and the development of new methods is best stimulated
by the contrast of specific hypotheses. For this reason, the accounts developed by Boucher (1979), Leff(1977), Levy (1984),
and Wierzbicka (1986) and the script hypothesis may come to
play an important role in guiding future research. My conclusion of both similarities and differences across cultures in the
categories of emotion is only as good as the available evidence.
The conclusions drawn here are thus hypotheses, which must
be tested empirically and which may serve to stimulate nonbelievers into marshalling evidence or arguments against them.
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