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CHAPTER14

How unique is
Chinese emotion?

Michelle Yik

in the first edition of The Oxford handbook of Chinese psychology (Russell & Yik, 1996). The

amount of evidence collected and the breadth of discussion of the topic to that point was discour-
agingly small. We raised questions and suggested topics for further study. More than ten years have
passed. In this chapter, I review theoretical and empirical advances achieved during the last decade,
with an overriding purpose of addressing the question: What is universal and what is unique about
Chinese emotion?

Several research themes have been pursued in the past decade, and I focus on four of those themes
in this chapter. First, I seek to explore questions on how emotion is described and structured among
the Chinese. Related to that interest, I discuss how the study of emotion can benefit from the use of
a circumplex model; second, I review research on self-conscious emotions, including shame, guilt,
and pride in Chinese subjects; third, I summarize research on emotional responding, including facial
expressions and physiology; last, I examine the socialization of emotions.

I 11996, James Russell and I published a comprehensive review of the literature on Chinese emotion

Structure of emotion

Analysis of the Chinese emotion lexicon can help to reveal the concepts available to Chinese people
through which they categorize the experience they witness. In parallel fashion, analysis of the struc-
ture implicit in the emotion lexicon can help to reveal aspects underlying the affective experience.

All human groups have a vocabulary for describing people (Dixon, 1977) and the Chinese group
is no exception. Ethnographic research has argued that the Chinese culture encourages emotional
restraint (Bond, 1993), although empirical research has shown that emotion terms are abundant in
the Chinese language. Difficulties encountered in delimiting the domains of emotion terms are
consistent with prototype theory that suggests emotion is prototypically organized, and that the
boundary between emotion and non-emotion is fuzzy (Russell, 1991). Regardless of the disputes on
delimiting emotion terms, a fundamental but under-studied question is how to describe the set of
relations among the various emotional concepts. In doing so, different writers have begun with
different sets of emotion terms on the basis of different theoretical assumptions.

To import a concept from one culture into another has been labeled as the ‘imposed-etic’ approach
to doing cross-cultural research (Berry, 1969). For instance, a researcher translates a happiness scale
from English into Chinese, administers the scale to a group of Chinese subjects, and then makes
inferences about the happiness level of the Chinese people. This procedure presupposes the univer-
sality of the construct of happiness. In this section, I examine the usefulness of the happiness scale
and other emotion scales in mapping out the affective experience of Chinese people. More generally,
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I'seek to explore the everyday conception of emotional experience among the Chinese and aspects, if
any, underlying the covariations of these everyday feelings.

Imported approach

Wang, Li, Liu, and Du (2007) translated the Positive and Negative Affect Scale (PANAS; Watson,
Clark, & Tellegen, 1988) and administered it to 1,163 college students in the People’s Republic of
China (PRC). Subjects were asked to provide the frequency of experiencing each emotion in the last
few weeks, the results of which provided overwhelming support for the structural validity of the
PANAS in both exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses. The Positive Affect (PA) and Negative
Affect (NA) scales were found to be unrelated. When Yik and Russell (2003) followed Green,
Goldman, and Salovey’s (1993) multi-response formats procedure and tested the PA-NA relation on
momentary affect, they found that PA and NA were correlated at —.61 and .56 on two large samples
of Hong Kong Chinese (see also Yik, Russell, Ahn, Fernandez Dols, & Suzuki, 2002 for similar results
on other language groups). The NA feeling was counteracted by the PA feeling among Hong Kong
Chinese. These findings are in stark contrast to those reported by Bagozzi, Wong, and Yi (1999).

In a trilingual study, Bagozzi et al. (1999) offered correlational evidence from American, PRC
Chinese, and Korean respondents in support of the interaction effect between gender and culture on
the relation between PA and NA. A strong positive correlation between PA and NA was found among
Chinese subjects; the correlation was stronger among females than among males. The writers
marshaled the cultural hypothesis that, because the Chinese are more tolerant of contradictions and
hence of polar opposite feelings, there was a strong positive correlation between the opposites, PA
and NA. (A strong negative correlation was found among their American subjects.) Further, since
females are more knowledgeable about emotional feelings, the positive correlation was stronger
among females than among males.

Stimulated by the cultural hypothesis of Bagozzi et al. (1999), researchers examined the relation
between PA and NA in the PRC and Hong Kong (e.g. Schimmack, Oishi, & Diener, 2002; Scollon,
Diener, Oishi, & Biswas-Diener, 2005). Surprisingly, results from different Chinese samples diverged,
although these studies found a null gender effect. To further unravel the role played by culture on the
emotional experience, intracultural studies are needed to initiate a careful analysis of the relation
between PA and NA.

As argued elegantly by Russell and Carroll (1999), a strict test of the relation between PA and NA
demands the consideration of several factors simultaneously, among which the time frame of the
assessment is of extreme importance. Emotion ratings based on reports over an extended time frame,
including intensity ‘in general’ and ‘frequency in the past month’ (e.g. Wang et al., 2007), do not rule
out the possibility of feeling positive at one time and negative at another over an extended period of
time. An emotional person, for instance, may experience plenty of ups and downs throughout a
month, and hence may report high levels of PA and high levels of NA, leading to a substantial posi-
tive correlation between PA and NA.

However, when emotion ratings are based on one thin slice in time, a substantial negative correla-
tion will be found (see Yik, 2007, 2009a). When one is happy at one specific time, one is not sad. (Just
as, when one feels hot at one specific time, one does not feel cold.) When the language of an instru-
ment is the same and the subject pools are similar, then I suspect that the discrepancies in results, for
instance, such as those between Wang et al. (2007) and Yik and Russell (2003), can be partly explained
by the time frame of assessment, among other factors (see Yik, 2009b). Further studies are needed to
explore the role played by different factors in determining the phenomenological reports of emotion.

Indigenous approach

The data examined so far suggest that emotions identified in English populations could be measured
in Chinese samples via translation and that similar structures surfaced. In that sense, PA and NA can
summarize the variety of affects experienced by Chinese people, suggesting a universal structure
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of affect. However, the fact that the structure of PA and NA can be recovered in Chinese samples is not
equivalent to saying that that structure represents the most natural way of describing or structuring
emotional experiences among the Chinese.

This argument is related to the proposal forwarded by cross-cultural psychologists who point out
that to provide a comprehensive descriptive map of affect for the Chinese, researchers should take a
distinctly Chinese approach (viz. an emic approach), such that they should look for indigenous
Chinese terms to describe emotion. Hamid and Cheng (1996) took the lead in indigenizing the
descriptive map for emotional experience by developing the Chinese Affect Scale (CAS). They began
with 124 terms culled from a free-listing task conducted among Hong Kong Chinese. Multivariate
analyses resulted in the final form of CAS consisting of ten positive and ten negative affects, which
were found to be useful in describing both trait and state affects. The positive affects cover pleasant
feelings with varying degrees of arousal; the negative affects cover unpleasant feelings with varying
degrees of arousal. The indigenously derived scales were found to demonstrate convergent and
discriminant validities, and were sensitive to mood induction procedures as well as episodic mood
changes over a day.

Guided by the lexical hypothesis (Goldberg, 1981), Zhong and Qian (2005) began their search for
emotion terms using two Chinese dictionaries. With the help of expert judgments and prototypical-
ity ratings, they reduced their pool from 786 to 100 terms. Over 1,000 PRC Chinese students described
their ‘general’ feelings using these 100 terms on a five-point Likert scale. Factor analyses showed that
four factors, namely agitated, happy and excited, painful and sad, and angry and hateful, represented
a comprehensive descriptive map of Chinese emotion. The authors argued for the superiority of the
four orthogonal factors to a circumplex model in capturing Chinese emotion, even though the corre-
lations between the three unpleasant factors were as high as .70.

A combined approach

The research efforts presented so far focused on a bottom-up approach, such that emotion terms
were either translated from English into Chinese or culled from written materials in Chinese; explor-
atory factor analyses were performed on the emotion ratings; factors, with varying numbers from
two to four, were reported.

Yet another group of researchers have used a top-down approach to elucidate the structure under-
lying affective experiences among the Chinese. Russell (1983) began with the least-adequate pool of
twenty-eight emotion-related words (simply through translation of English terms). Subjects were
Chinese-speaking residents of Canada, and they provided an indirect measure of similarity through
a sorting procedure. Multidimensional scaling resulted in a circumplex model in which emotion-
related words fell roughly in a circle with its axes interpretable as pleasure-displeasure and arousal-
sleepiness. Despite its humble beginning, this circumplex model has turned out to be robust across
changes in method. For example, a similar result was obtained from Hong Kong Chinese subjects in
a study in which emotion words were bypassed altogether by using facial expressions shown in
photographs (Russell, Lewicka, & Niit, 1989; see also Chan, 1985).

In the past decades, various dimensional models have been proposed to characterize the covaria-
tions of self-reported affective feelings in English. Major models include Russell’s (1980) circumplex,
Thayer’s (1996) energetic and tense arousal, Larsen and Diener’s (1992) eight combinations of pleas-
antness and activation, and Watson and Tellegen’s (1985) positive and negative affect. As the names
of the principal dimensions of these models suggest, they all seem to capture similar phenomena and
are therefore ripe for integration. One proposal is that all dimensions fit within the same two-dimen-
sional space with 45° between major dimensions (Larsen & Diener, 1992; Russell, 1979; Yik, Russell, &
Barrett, 1999; Watson & Tellegen, 1985). Yik and Russell (2003) tested the integration hypothesis in
two independent samples of Hong Kong Chinese people by importing the affect dimensions via
translation. The four dimensional models were mappable onto one another within the integrated
space (see Yik, Russell, Ahn, Fernandez Dols, & Suzuki, 2002 for the generalizability of the space to
other language groups).
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To produce a finer-grained measurement space, Yik (2009¢) attempted to carve out and cross-
validate a twelve-segment circumplex model, namely the Chinese Circumplex Model of Affect, with
three large samples of Hong Kong Chinese. In addition to the affect items imported via translation,
she added indigenous terms obtained in a free-listing task to cover some possible ‘holes’ in the
circumplex space. The twelve-segment space received strong support in different samples across
different recall methods. It provided a level of precision that allowed for better estimates of affect,
and hence provided a stronger platform on which to extend the nomological net of affect (e.g. Yik,
2009d; Zeng & Yik, 2009). Although affect was tapped by twelve segments, the model remained
parsimonious because, in the circumplex, the twelve segments were reducible to two dimensions
(pleasure and arousal).

Figure 14.1 presents the Chinese Circumplex Model of Affect (CCMA), with sample affect terms
in English translation. On the right-hand side are the pleasure states; on the left-hand side are the
displeasure states. The upper half shows the activated states; the lower half shows the deactivated
states. Any specific affective state is composed of different blends of pleasure and arousal. The affect
dimensions fall in a circular ordering along the perimeter. The circumplex structure of affective
states has received strong empirical support (Remington, Fabrigar, & Visser, 2000; Yik, Russell, &
Barrett, 1999).

In summary, when dimensions of self-reported feelings are sought, Chinese yield at least two
dimensions very similar to those obtained in other languages, a result consistent with the general
pattern seen across languages and cultures (Russell, 1991). Extrapolating from the general trend
observed so far, Chinese carve their affective space into broad dimensions of pleasure-displeasure
and activation-deactivation, a structure that appears to be pan-cultural. Nevertheless, none of these
results should be regarded as confirming that the Chinese emotional experience can be captured only
by these two dimensions. I would argue that these two dimensions are necessary but not sufficient to
describe the structure of affect among the Chinese. Lacking are research efforts in drawing compari-
sons between indigenous and imported models of affect in describing the emotional experience of
the Chinese. Further studies are needed to provide joint factor analyses of these models to map out their
relations and possibly compare their usefulness in predicting criterion variables, be these variables
behaviors or motivations or beliefs.

12 o’c Segment

11 0'c Segment ~ ©&9- vehement, awed { o’c Segment
e.g. quivering with rage, jittery e.g. passionate, bouncing with energy

2 o’c Segment
10 o’c Segment e.g. jumping for joy, full of vim and vigor

e.g. irritated, tensed

9 o’c Segment
e.g. unhappy, downhearted

3 o’c Segment
e.g. carefree and uninhibited, satisfied

8 o’c Segment
e.g. spiritless, slothful

4 o’c Segment
e.g. leisurely and enjoyable, relaxed

7 o'c Segment 5 o'c Segment
e.g. sluggish, drowsy 6 0'c Segment e.g. serene, tranquil

e.g. still, emotionally detached

Fig. 14.1 The Chinese Circumplex Mode! of Affect (CCMA). This figure shows a schematic diagram of
the hypothetical locations of the 12 segments.
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Application of a circumplex model to studying ideal affect

The role of culture continues to fascinate emotion researchers. Recently, Tsai and her colleagues
argued that cultural differences are evident in the types of ideal affect, or the pleasant feelings, that
individuals value (Tsai, Knutson, & Fung, 2006). Individuals coming from an interdependent culture,
such as the Hong Kong Chinese culture, desire to experience deactivated affect (calmness), whereas
those from an independent culture, such as the American culture, desire to experience activated
affect (excitement). The writers relied on their eight Affect Valuation Index (AVI) scales, whose items
were selected to characterize eight octants of the circumplex model (Tsai et al., 2006). Unfortunately,
the dimensional structure of these scales was never explicitly tested, and analyses were mostly
restricted to high-arousal positive (HAP) and low-arousal positive (LAP) only (approximately 45°
and 325° in Figure 14.1).

The research program on ideal affect will greatly benefit from testing for rather than from assum-
ing the circumplex structure of the ideal affect scales. To test this idea, Jiang and Yik (2009) began
with a small-scale study on testing the viability of the CCMA in capturing the structure of ideal affect.
Results provided overwhelming support for the CCMA, which integrates the AVI scales, in a sample
of 203 Hong Kong Chinese. In contrast to Tsai et al.’s (2006) finding that Hong Kong Chinese sought
the feeling of calm (pleasant feelings with low arousal), Jiang and Yik found that their Chinese
subjects sought the feelings of energetic and peppy (pleasant feelings with medium arousal). To
address the question of the ideal affect pursued by “an average person” in the sample, researchers can
rely on the 12 segment scores, each averaged across the sample of participants. These 12 scores can
then be used to estimate an angle on the CCMA to indicate the feelings that average person desires to
experience. The principle is that the magnitude of the 12 segment scores rises and falls in a cosine
wave pattern as we move around the circumference (see Wiggins, 1979; Yik, Russell, & Steiger, 2010).
For instance, seeking a certain segment in the affective space implies avoiding the affect segment 180°
away on the circle. That is, seeking calmness implies avoiding feeling tense; seeking excitement implies
avoiding feeling gloomy. There is a clear need for future research on advancing our understanding of
the nature of ideal affect.

Self-conscious emotions

Self-conscious emotions refer to a category of emotions that involves reflection on the individual’s
own actions (Tangney & Fischer, 1995), among which shame, guilt, and pride represent the proto-
types. They are generated in situations in which people compare a personal attribute or an outcome
of a behavior to a standard (Stipek, 1998). When the comparison is favorable, pride will be generated.
When the comparison is unfavorable, shame or guilt will be generated. Guilt is associated with trans-
gression of social rules and comes from the internal voice of the conscience; shame is associated with
failure to meet a standard, and comes from one’s fear of social exclusion (see Fung, 1999; Ho, Fu, &
Ng, 2004).

Hypercognition of shame

Although shame has been found to exist in all human cultures (Casimir & Schnegg, 2003), large
cross-cultural differences have been documented in its situational antecedents, subjective experi-
ences, and action tendencies. For instance, shame was found to be more prevalent among East Asian
people than among North American counterparts (Benedict, 1946; Chu, 1972; Kitayama, Markus, &
Matsumoto, 1995). In studies of emotion concepts, Levy (1973) argues that one language provides a
large set of concepts for a particular type of emotion (hypercognition) and a small set of concepts for
other types of emotion (hypocognition). The terms related to shame appear to be hypercognized in
the Chinese language relative to English. The abundance of shame-related words is evident in Shaver,
Wu, and Schwartz’s (1992) list of 110 prototypical Chinese emotion terms, not to mention Li, Wang,
and Fischer’s (2004) list of 113 prototypical Chinese shame terms. With the extensive number of
shame-related terms, how is the concept of shame organized in Chinese people’s minds?
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Shaver and his colleagues (Shaver et al., 1992; Shaver, Murdaya, & Fraley, 2001) took the lead in
examining the organization of emotion terms in Chinese, Indonesian, English, and Italian using
prototype approach. On the basis of the similarity ratings in a sorting task, respondents in all four
languages categorized emotion terms similarly. Positive and negative emotions occupied the super-
ordinate level; joy, anger, sadness, fear, and love occupied the basic level. Among all but the Chinese
subjects, self-conscious emotions were grouped under other emotion categories. Chinese subjects
produced the additional basic category of shame, including shame-related terms such as xiukui,
cankui, xiuchi. These Chinese words represent different kinds of shameful experiences that are difficult
to translate into different English equivalents. Standard Chinese-English dictionaries translate all
these terms as shame or as a combination of ‘shame’ with other emotions.

Inspired by Shaver’s pioneering work on Chinese emotion lexicon, Li et al. (2004) adopted a simi-
lar approach in examining the organization of shame concepts among PRC Chinese living in North
America. They began with 144 terms resulting from their dictionary search and interviews with
native speakers of Mandarin Chinese. Of these terms, 113 were rated as important shame concepts.
A hierarchical cluster analysis of the similarity ratings among the 113 terms resulted in two superor-
dinate categories. The first one was ‘shame state’, which describes various experiences actually felt by
the subjects themselves at the time of a shame episode (see also Kam & Bond, 2008). Guilt, defined
by thirteen terms, was represented as a basic category under the ‘shame state’” superordinate category.
The second superordinate category was ‘reactions to shame’, which describes reactions to shameful
acts committed by others (see Singelis, Bond, Sharkey, & Lai’s [1999] ‘other-induced embarrass-
ment’). This category appears to be odd because the reactions to shame do not directly pertain to a
shame episode per se. Nonetheless, the subjects preserved 43 per cent of the word list for this second
superordinate category, implying that at least in the Chinese language, the reactions to shameful acts
occupy an important representation in the Chinese mind. Is this ‘reactions’ category specific to PRC
Chinese subjects? This is certainly an area for fruitful research in intra-cultural studies as well as
cross-cultural studies.

Chinese culture, along with other Asian cultures, has long been labeled as a ‘shame culture’ and the
United States as a ‘guilt culture’ (Benedict, 1946; Chu, 1972; Leighton & Kluckhohn, 1947; Schneider,
1977; Schoenhals, 1993). How does this shame-versus-guilt dichotomy survive in the recent litera-
ture? What is the relation between shame and guilt? In the studies reported so far, the results are
inconsistent with this dichotomous characterization but consistent with recent empirical findings on
the close relation between guilt and shame. When Li (2002) studied the role played by shame and
guilt among Chinese students facing failure in learning, she found no difference between the two
emotions. When Tangney, Miller, Flicker, and Barlow (1996) examined the differences between
shame and guilt among undergraduates in the USA, they concluded that no differences could be
found in the degree of the moral stand, sense of responsibility and motivation to make amends.
Hence, although Ho, Fu, and Ng (2004) offered a theoretical perspective for distinguishing shame
from guilt (see also Bedford, 2004), my review of empirical studies gives little support for the shame-
guilt dichotomy.

Socially appropriate emotions in different cultures

Frijda and Mesquita (1995) suggest that the effect of culture on emotional experience depends upon
the significance an emotion has for an individual and upon how valuable that emotion is in a culture.
Foods found delightful in one culture (e.g. chickens’ feet or cottage cheese) might be considered
disgusting in another. In parallel fashion, an emotion such as pride may be perceived to be appropri-
ate in one culture but inappropriate in another. Emotions differ in perceived appropriateness and
desirability across cultures.

People from different cultural traditions think about and therefore experience emotions differ-
ently (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). In particular, people from the Aristotelian cultural tradition (‘the
West’) tend to endorse an independent self-construal consisting of inner attributes that make an
individual distinct from others. The mission is to become independent from others and to pursue
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personal goals. People from the Confucian cultural tradition (‘the East’) tend to endorse interde-
pendent self-construal, which is characterized by the belief that the self cannot be separated from the
social context. The self is embedded in layers of relationships and people regulate their emotions and
thoughts to fit the agendas of others. The ideal is to maintain harmony with others and to fulfill one’s
social duties (see Kwan, Hui, & McGee, this volume; Leung & Au, this volume).

Close connections were hypothesized between self-construal and regulatory focus (approach vs.
avoidance), and these connections have significant implications on the norms for experiencing
different kinds of emotions. Lee, Aaker, and Gardner (2000) suggested that people with interdepend-
ent self-construals are prevention focused, and they focus on information that prevents them from
disturbing harmony and interpersonal relationships. They value negative information (see also
Sommers, 1984). Emotions that signal that social norms have been violated or that social obligations
have not been fulfilled, such as guilt, are therefore important to interdependent cultures. In contrast,
people with independent self-construals are promotion focused, and they focus on information
that is relevant to the accomplishment of their own aspirations and the expression of their own
attributes. They value positive information. Emotions that signal the successful achievement of
personal goals, such as pride, are therefore important to independent cultures (see also Wyer & Hong,
this volume).

In a large-scale cross-cultural study, Eid and Diener (2001) examined the norms for experiencing
eight different emotions in collectivist countries (e.g. PRC) and individualist countries (e.g. USA)
using latent class models, with norms being defined as emotions that are appropriate and desirable to
experience. They found that the collectivistic and individualistic cultures differed most in the norms
for experiencing guilt and pride. Whereas guilt was highly valued by PRC Chinese, pride was highly
valued by Americans. On the other hand, when Stipek (1998) studied antecedents to feeling pride in
American and PRC students, she found that feeling pride was from achievements that benefited
others than from those due to personal achievement among the Chinese subjects (see also Sommers,
1984). Chinese extended this self-conscious emotion to their close relatives, which may reflect the
malleable boundaries between self and others as dictated by the dominant cultural tradition (Bond,
1993; see also Lu, this volume).

Interestingly enough, research on ideal affect, which is a set of emotions that one ideally wants to
experience, has found that both Hong Kong Chinese and Asian-Americans desire to experience calm-
ness (low-arousal positive affect) more than do European-Americans (Tsai et al., 2006). European-
Americans and Asian-Americans desire to experience excitement (high-arousal positive affect).

In comparing these two accounts, we must recognize that they cannot be pitted against each other
on a level playing field. The norms study defined its criterion variables as eight discrete emotions
(four pleasant and four unpleasant); the ideal affect study relied on eight different scales that were
hypothesized to underline the circumplex model shown in Figure 14.1. The norms study measured
emotions that are perceived to be appropriate and desirable; the ideal affect study considered emotions
that people ideally want to experience. Do these two sets of measures tap into the same psychological
space? Do people in a culture want to experience the emotions that are considered to be appropriate
in that culture? (In their first footnote, Eid and Diener [2001] reported a correlation of .77 between
the ‘appropriateness’ and ‘desirability’ ratings.) Lastly, the two studies relied on two different groups
of Chinese, namely those from the PRC and those from Hong Kong. Clearly, much research remains
to document the complex relations between the norms for experiencing emotions and the ideal
feelings one seeks to feel under cultural influences (e.g. Jiang & Yik, 2009).

Emotional responding

From a lay person’s perspective, it is relatively straightforward to label someone’s emotion. However,
scientific analysis as of today suggests that understanding someone’s emotion remains one of the
vexing issues of this century (Mauss & Robinson, 2009). Emotion theorists have developed various
measures to tap a person’s emotional responses including subjective experience, physiology, and
behaviors. In this section, I review the latest research on Chinese facial expressions and physiology.
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Development of indigenous facial stimulus materials

Some writers have emphasized the pan-cultural facial expressions of basic emotions that are univer-
sally recognized (Ekman et al., 1987; Izard, 1977), whereas others have argued in favor of a culture-
specific hypothesis, suggesting that people in a culture have unique ways of expressing and hence
recognizing emotions (Klineberg, 1938). The enthusiasm for research on emotion recognition has
continued to grow in the last decade (Markham & Wang, 1996; Yik, Meng, & Russell, 1998; Yik &
Russell, 1999). Of particular interest is that researchers working with Chinese subjects have invested
considerable effort in developing indigenous stimulus materials, such as prototypical facial expres-
sions (see Bai, Ma, & Huang, 2005; Wang & Markham, 1999).

The International Affective Picture System (IAPS; Lang, Bradely, & Cuthbert, 2001) consists of 823
pictures covering nine different domains. It has been widely used in cross-cultural research. To test
the cross-cultural compatibility of the pictures in Chinese, Hu, Wei, and Guo (2005) conducted a
large-scale normative study in which PRC subjects rated each picture for pleasure and arousal. The
resulting ratings were found to be very similar to the American norms and it was concluded that the
IAPS could be comfortably used in research on Chinese subjects.

Taking the IAPS as their model, Bai et al. (2005) developed the Chinese Affective Picture System
(CAPS), an indigenous system consisting of 852 pictures of Chinese faces, scenes, and animals (e.g.
Panda bears). Affective ratings of the pictures for pleasure, arousal, and dominance were obtained;
internal validities were established. This system provided indigenous materials for research on
emotion recognition among Chinese subjects.

While the above studies based the development of facial expressions on themes, another group of
studies started with basic emotions (Ekman et al., 1987). Wang and his colleagues spearheaded a
program of research on developing facial expressions to define happiness, anger, sadness, fear,
surprise, and disgust. Wang and Markham (1999; see also Wang, Hoosain, Lee, Meng, Fu, & Yang,
2006) created a set of Chinese faces expressing these six basic emotions, resulting in 400 pictures,
among which sixty-two were found to reliably express one of the six emotions.

Emotion recognition

To what extent is the recognition of emotion in faces universal or specific to a particular culture? This
question has been as fascinating as it has been vexing to emotion psychologists since the time of
Charles Darwin, as has the role of culture in emotion recognition. The consensus is that, first,
emotions are recognizable at above-chance levels across cultures, although cultural variation is
consistent across cultures; and, second, people of different cultures differ in their ability to recognize
emotions in facial expressions.

The cultural variations in emotion recognition have inspired a line of research studying the effect
of in-group advantage, in which higher recognition accuracy rates are evident in cases when both the
encoder (the subject in the picture) and the decoder (the subject looking at the picture) belong to the
same cultural group (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002). This finding is also consistent with Klineberg’s
(1938) proposition that ‘photographs illustrating these [Chinese-specific] literary expressions are
judged more easily by Chinese than by American subjects’ (p. 520). When Caucasian facial stimuli
(e.g. IAPS) were used, recognition rates were always higher in North American samples than in Asian
samples (see Yik & Russell, 1999). The question ‘If Chinese facial stimuli are used, will Chinese
subjects perform better than their American counterparts?’ remains unanswered.

Yik et al. (1998) conducted a trilingual study on emotion recognition using Meng, Yan, and Meng’s
(1985) thirteen spontaneously posed pictures of PRC Chinese babies under different mood induc-
tions. Contrary to the predictions based on in-group advantage, their Hong Kong Chinese subjects
performed worse than their Canadian counterparts; their Japanese subjects fell between the prior
groups. Chinese were less accurate than Americans in recognizing emotions in facial expressions.
When the indigenous pictures, along with Ekman’s pictures, were administered to PRC Chinese and
Australian children who were four, six, and eight years old, the emotions on the Chinese faces were
better recognized by both cultural groups than were the emotions on the Caucasian faces (Markham &



Chinese Emotion - 213

Wang, 1996). This finding contradicts the findings reported by Elfenbein and Ambady (2003), who
found that emotions on Chinese faces were more difficult for participants to recognize than were
emotions on Caucasian faces, regardless of their culture.

Taken together, these results appear to suggest that the in-group advantage was at work when
facial stimuli in pictures of PRC Chinese were shown to PRC Chinese subjects, but not to Hong Kong
Chinese subjects. The results, although tentative, are fascinating and consistent with Elfenbein and
Ambady’s (2003) cultural familiarity hypothesis. When the authors compared recognition abilities
among PRC Chinese, Chinese living in the United States, Chinese-Americans, and Americans of
non-Asian ancestry, they found that the accuracy and speed of emotion recognition were greater
when the subjects had greater exposure to the posers’ cultural group. It was thus a ‘familiarity breeds
accuracy’ effect, rather than an in-group effect that accounted for superior performance in emotion
recognition (see Matsumoto, 1992, for a different view). Perhaps by being exposed to the PRC
Chinese posers, the PRC Chinese subjects gained an advantage in recognizing the emotions in the
pictures.

To summarize, the past decade has witnessed a growth of research on developing indigenous
Chinese facial stimuli to provide inputs for conducting intra-cultural studies. Studies of facial expres-
sions of emotions were primarily restricted to recognition research and to providing support for the
universality hypothesis, but there are some indicators of cultural differences. Unfortunately, how
extensive the differences are and why there are differences remain to be explored. In-group advan-
tage, or the cultural familiarity hypothesis, certainly provides a head start in understanding cultural
variations in emotion recognition.

Currently, these hypotheses have been tested by comparing responses from Chinese living in
different parts of the world with responses from European-Americans. Future studies can be directed
at testing them using Chinese living in different provinces in the PRC, thereby controlling for ethnic
background (see Beaupré & Hess, 2005). Last but not least, the studies reviewed here concern the
capacity to attribute an emotion label to an expression inside the laboratory. Results do not indicate
how emotions are expressed and recognized in everyday life (see Yik & Russell, 1999).

Physiological and behavioral responses

James (1884) was among the first psychologists to propose that different emotional states are associ-
ated with specific patterns of autonomic nervous system changes. His speculations are central to
many theories such that there is a notion that any Autonomic Nervous System (ANS) pattern is a
straightforward reflection of the emotional state of the individual (Mauss & Robinson, 2009). In
studying the emotional responses elicited during a conversation about a conflict, Tsai and her
colleagues (Tsai & Levenson, 1997; Tsai, Levenson, & McCoy, 2006) measured physiological changes
and behaviors in addition to subjective self-reports of emotions. The team found that physiological
measures were least susceptible to cultural influences as compared with self-reports and behaviors.

Soto, Levenson, and Ebling (2005) examined reactions to aversive acoustic startle stimuli in Chinese-
Americans and Mexican-Americans. Consistent with the ethnographic account that Chinese are
emotionally restrained (Bond, 1993; Kleinberg, 1938; Potter, 1988), the Chinese subjects reported
fewer emotions than did the Mexican subjects. Nonetheless, neither emotional behaviors (facial and
upper body movements) nor physiological measures (e.g. finger temperature, skin conductance level,
blood pressure, finger pulse) revealed significant differences between the two criterion groups.

In summary, the notion obtained from ethnographic studies that culture influences the experience
of emotion received mixed support in the studies reviewed here. In line with the findings reporting
null findings for the effect of culture on emotional responses to a startle stimulus (Lee & Levenson,
1992) and to emotion-induction films (Tsai, Levenson, & Carstensen, 2000), no cultural difference
was found in the physiological measures. Perhaps ANS activity simply indexes the arousal level of an
emotional state rather than its distinct emotional nature (Cannon, 1931; Duffy, 1957; Schachter &
Singer, 1962). Perhaps finer-grained ANS measures will lead to emotion-specific patterns in the
future, but more studies are certainly needed before firm conclusions can be drawn.
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Somatization

In Chinese societies, emotions are thought to be associated with physiological events. Somatization
refers to the experience of bodily or somatic symptoms in place of an emotion and this has been said
to be common among the Chinese in their reactions to emotional states. Some writers argued that
the phenomenon reflects the lack of a working vocabulary on emotion in Chinese, although Russell
and Yik (1996) have demonstrated otherwise. Still other writers have suggested that somatization
implies the lack of psychologization (Kleinman & Kleinman, 1985; Tseng, 1975). Wu (1982) suggested
that culture-specific expression of an emotion in Chinese is dependent upon the situation. As Ots
(1990) argued, ‘Chinese are culturally trained to “listen” within their body’ (p. 26).

Tsai, Simeonova, and Watanabe (2004) tested the culture-specific hypothesis by comparing the
words used in expressing emotional experiences between Chinese-American and European-American
subjects (with English used for all participants). Their results showed that the Chinese group deployed
more somatic (e.g. dizzy) and social (e.g. friends) words when they talked about their emotions.
Using a representative community sample of over 1,700 Chinese Americans living in Los Angeles,
Mak and Zane (2004) found that reports of somatic symptoms (e.g. dizzy, hot/cold spells) were not
related to the length of their stay in the USA; rather, they were related to negative emotions reported,
such as anxiety and depression.

These two studies employed Chinese subjects with different levels of exposure to American culture
and yielded different results. One relied on in-depth interviews and qualitative analysis of the conver-
sational scripts; the exposure to American culture was restricted to two levels. The other study relied
on a quantitative survey approach in which the level of exposure or acculturation to American culture
was treated as a continuous variable in testing for the effect of culture. The divergence in their conclu-
sions clearly provides an avenue for future intra-cultural research, be the research quantitative or
qualitative, to compare the interplay between the level of acculturation to Chinese values, beliefs, and
norms and the level of somatization within the geographical map of the PRC.

Socialization of emotions

One early socialization task for children is to learn to ‘express and regulate their emotions in socially
desirable and valued ways’ (Eisenberg, Cumberland, & Spinrad, 1998, p. 242). Most children have
acquired basic understanding of emotions by the age of three to four, which also marks their earliest
recollections of childhood in their memories (Wang, 2008). Research has shown that mother-child
relations during childhood shape the emotional experiences of children as they grow up. These expe-
riences have direct influence on autobiographical memory and emotional expressivity (Camras,
Chen, Bakeman, Norris, & Cain, 2006; Wang, 2008). Although a significant number of studies have
examined parental socialization of emotion, little research has looked into the mechanisms through
which children learn emotions (Tsai, Louie, Chen, & Uchida, 2007). In this section, I examine two
possible pathways to socialization of emotions, namely mother-child interactions and storybooks.

Mother-child interactions

Autobiographical memory, the recollection of childhood events, refers to specific, long-lasting
memories of significant personal experiences in an individual’s life. It encompasses memories of
personally significant episodes (Nelson & Fivush, 2004), and is critical to the formation of self-identity
and psychological well-being (Fivush, 1998). Research has found that the autobiographical memory
is characterized by heightened emotional arousal (McGaugh, 2003). What are the antecedents to
autobiographical memory? Writers have spearheaded a pioneering line of studies on examining one
such antecedent, namely emotion knowledge, among US and PRC children.

Emotion knowledge facilitates the understanding and organization of significant event informa-
tion and contributes to building autobiographical memory. Wang (2008) conducted the first longi-
tudinal study to test the contribution of emotion knowledge to autobiographical memory in children
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who were European-American, Chinese immigrants to the USA, and PRC Chinese. Children were
visited three times at ages three, three and a half, and four. In each visit, they described two events
that had happened in the past two months. Their autobiographical recollections were coded for
specificity and emotion language. Their emotion knowledge was tapped by the number of situations
they could provide for provoking happy, sad, fearful, and angry emotions. European-American chil-
dren showed an overall better understanding of emotion situations than did their Chinese peers; they
recalled events by giving more specific details and using more emotion terms. All three groups
demonstrated improvement in memory specificity over time. Emotion knowledge contributed
uniquely to the ability to report quality autobiographical memories and this effect was robust across
the three cultural groups and age groups.

Similarly, Wang (2001a) found that American adults’ reports were lengthy, detailed, and emotion-
ally elaborated; their earliest memory could be dated back to age three and a half. The Chinese adults’
reports were relatively brief and centered on collective activities and emotionally neutral events; their
earliest memory could be dated back to age four.

Wang’s (2008) study provides compelling evidence for the close connections between emotion
knowledge and autobiographical memory. Still, what can possibly account for the cultural variations
in both children’s and adults’ recollections? Childhood narratives provide one possibility. Fivush and
Wang (2005) studied the mother-child dialogues about their past events and found that Chinese
dyads used more negative emotion words than did the American dyads. Perhaps the discussion of
negative emotion serves the purpose of educating children in the culturally appropriate way to
display emotion. In Wang’s (2001b) discursive analysis, Chinese mothers were found to demonstrate
an emotionally critical style that focused on proper behavior in children and gave few explanations
for the experienced emotions. In stark contrast, American mothers adopted an emotionally explana-
tory style that emphasized an understanding of, and explained the antecedents to, emotions. Such
dialogues seem to serve the culture-specific mission of transmitting to children knowledge about
emotions. In studies comparing PRC Chinese with American children of ages three to six in their
ability to identify the emotions expressed in twenty short stories, Americans demonstrated greater
understanding of emotion (Wang, 2003).

To summarize, studies of autobiographical memory have provided apparent support for the
importance of emotion knowledge and mother-child interactions in the cultural learning process.
The strength of the relation between emotion knowledge and autobiographical memory varied across
cultures, although the children’s performance improved with age. No gender difference was noted.
Interestingly enough, all previous studies have focused upon the mothers’ role in the socialization
process. A much broader spectrum of cultural agents, such as fathers and teachers, should be
consulted in future research, and mediating variables explored to account for the cultural differences
found (Bond & Van de Vijver, in press). It is not enough to merely document differences; it is time
to explain their underpinnings (Bond, 2009).

Storybooks

So far, studies seem to suggest that culture exercises its influence on emotional experience via mother-
child or family narratives. Parents or mothers certainly play an important role in the socialization of
emotion. Camras and her colleagues have found that, compared with PRC Chinese, European-
American mothers reported more positive emotional expressions (Camras, Kolmodin, & Chen,
2008); their children smiled more in a2 mood induction study (Camras et al., 2006). In addition,
parents might expose their children to other cultural practices or media. Children were read books
that were selected by parents or teachers (Miller, Wiley, Fung, & Liang 1997) through which they
learned, for instance, what feelings are desired or valued in their culture.

Tsai, Louie, Chen, and Uchida (2007) tested this alternative pathway through books to socialize
children’s ideal affects. They found that European-American preschoolers preferred exciting activi-
ties more and perceived an excited smile as happier than did their Taiwanese peers. When they
compared the contents of the best-selling storybooks in the USA and Taiwan, American bestsellers
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were found to portray more excited expressions, wider smiles, and stronger arousing activities than
did Taiwanese storybooks.

Inspired by the cultural variation in the ideal affect sought by people of different cultures (Tsai
etal., 2006), Tsai et al. (2007) examined children’s exposure to storybooks as a pathway to socialization
of ideal affect, and found that cultural variations generalized to the American and Taiwanese
preschoolers. Culture comprises socially transmitted ideas that are supported by practices, products,
and institutions extant in the cultural context (see Kroeber & Kluckhohn, 1952; Markus, Uchida,
Omoregie, Townsend, & Kitayama, 2006). Future studies should explore other socialization practices
such as interactions between parents and children, and teachers and children.

Conclusion

Chinese are in certain respects
a. like all other people

b. like some other people

c. like no other people.!

Those seeking to understand the universal aspects of emotion have often turned to China for their
research. Those seeking to understand culture-specific aspects of emotion have also turned to China
for their research. In the last decade, Chinese emotion research has immensely benefited from
researchers coming from different perspectives and taking important steps in the clarification of
Chinese emotion. They have taken the step from studying Chinese undergraduate students in their
own countries to studying Chinese groups differing in age and country of residence. The field has
witnessed the expansion of comparison groups to Chinese (PRC, Hong Kong, Taiwan), Chinese
living in the USA, Caucasians of Asian ancestry, and Caucasians of non-Asian ancestry. To me, this
enlargement is already a quantum leap towards a paradigmatic shift, a shift that will be further accel-
erated by including a broader spectrum of samples and age groups.

Here, I have tried to summarize the evidence so far offered in the debate between the universality
thesis and the culture-specific thesis of emotion. Given the four areas that were reviewed in this
chapter, it may be tempting to conclude that the evidence seems to suggest that the similarities
between Chinese and other people outweigh the differences. I argue that this conclusion is premature
on the following grounds. First, the general trend observed seems to suggest that at the general level,
Chinese are similar to people from other cultures. However, it seems that the more fine-grained the
analysis, the greater the number of differences that tend to be uncovered. Second, my conclusions on
such areas are only as good as the evidence collected. Cultural variations were usually supported
in studies in which groups were presumably exposed to different levels of Chinese culture
(e.g. European-Americans, PRC Chinese, Chinese immigrants). Culture was, however, assumed
rather than measured. Culture seems to be a very encompassing concept and was hypothesized to
influence many different emotions, from calm, happy, and excited, to shame and guilt. The nature of
the cultural influence exercised needs to be identified and theoretically linked in future research (see
Bond & Van de Vijver, in press) to further inform us of what is universal and what is unique about
Chinese emotion. These are not tangential questions; their answers represent a fundamental but
under-studied issue that illuminates the ultimate concerns informing the psychology of emotion.
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Chapter note

1 Tam indebted to Kluckhohn and Murray (1953), whose original observation I have applied here
to the Chinese people.
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