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Emotions in Personality
and Culture

C. E. IZARD

I'm delighted with the attention differential emotions theory is get-
ting in anthropology and happily indebted to you for inviting me to
do this commentary. I felt this invitation to serve as a discussant here
today as a real challenge. Regrettably, I couldn’t turn to the main-
stream of American psychology for much help in discussing the con-
temporary research of anthropologists on emotion and socialization.
I did find an inspirational and psychologically radical thought in
philosophy. I refer to the work of Susanne Langer (1967) in her book
Mind: An Essay on Human Feeling:

The central problem of the present essay is the nature and origin of the veritable
gulf that divides human from animal mentality. . . . For animals have mental
functions, but only the human being has a mind, and a mental life. Some animals
are intelligent, but only human beings can be intellectual. The thesis I am about to
develop here is that the human being’s departure from the normal pattern of
animal mentality is a vast and special evolution of feeling in the hominid stock. This
deviation from the general balance of functions usually maintained in the complex
advances of life (this vast unfolding of feelings and emotions) is so rich and so in-
tricately detailed that it affects every aspect of our existence, and adds up to the
total qualitative ‘difference which sets human nature apart from the rest of the
animal kingdom as a mode of being that is typified by language, culture, morality,
and consciousness of life and death. [pp. xvi-xvii]
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Perhaps Langer’s idea that the quantum leap in evolution from
nonhuman to human mentality is a function of the evolution of feel-
ings and emotions is wholly acceptable to relatively few behavioral
scientists. But the panel seems to be in general agreement that emo-
tions are not only a significant part of human beings and vital to
their motivational system, but important also as an integral part of
culture and socialization. I heartily agree.

Some of the panelists explicitly or implicitly dealt with the emo-
tion of interest, a phenomenon closely allied with curiosity, the
motivation for the infant’s and child’s attention focusing, gaze pat-
terns, and exploratory behavior. Anthropological evidence is now
suggesting, to me at least, that the infant’s and child’s insatiable in-
terest and curiosity give rise to customs that serve to place con-
straint on the child’s movements and explorations. Some of LeVine’s
(1977) earlier observations on childrearing as cultural adaptation
presents a nice example of this. I refer to his work among the Gusii
where toddlers sometimes suffer severe burns in the cooking fire.
The burn hazard, along with a number of other potential hazards
for the infant and toddler exploring a typical African environment,
are seen by LeVine as contributing to the development of the
custom of the carrying sling. The affective rewards of bodily contact
undoubtedly made some contribution, also.

One might raise the question as to why an innate fear response or
at least a conditioned fear response would not be a much more
economical way of protecting the child. Our research at the Univer-
sity of Delaware on the ontogeny of emotion expressions has recently
produced robust evidence that disconfirms the hypothesis of Bowlby
(1973) and Gray (1971) that pain is an innate releaser of fear. Fur-
thermore, it is not until eight or nine months of age that one can ex-
pect a child’s cognitive capacities to permit the learning of a condi-
tioned fear or anticipatory pain avoidance response. Even in a study
of repeated painful stimulations, a study that could hardly be con-
ceived in the framework of current ethical standards for use of
human subjects, McGraw (1941) found that it was not until around
200 days of age that infants showed anticipatory negative responses
to repeated painful stimulation. Many infants by this age are mobile
and quite capable of maneuvering themselves into painful situa-
tions. Thus mothers and the rules and customs of caregiving must
compensate for young infants’ lack of fear, lest their compelling
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curiosity and lack of the cognitive capacity to appraise dangerous
situations prove fatal.

Incidentally, in the pain situation that we are studying, the
immunogenic inoculation series, the first negative emotion expres-
sion to follow the expression of physical distress is that of anger. We
observed anger expressions following the pain of inoculation in 24 of
36 infants 2 to 19 months of age. In immediate response to pain the
prominence of the distress expression decreases with age and the
prominence of the anger expression increases. When we divided in-
fants into groups that soothe quickly or slowly, we found that slow
soothers displayed the anger expression more in terms of absolute
time and in terms of the proportion of the total time that negative
affect expressions were displayed in the pain situation. We think in-
dividual differences in soothability and in patterns of affect expres-
sions may index differences in temperament or personality. We
argued that anger can be an adaptive response to pain, particularly
in infants and toddlers who have to depend more on motor responses
than on cognitive or verbal manipulations in order to cope with the
situation.

The adaptive value of anger in emergency situations has been well
documented since the work of Cannon (1929). Its use in more or-
dinary social interchanges has also been recognized by anthropol-
ogists. Even in Tahiti, which Robert Levy (1973) describes as an
oasis of gentleness in a comparatively hostile, violent, and crime-
ridden world, anger in small amounts is seen as useful by one of his
informants “because it helps you overcome fear when someone has
wronged you” (1973:35). Against a background of generalized and
culturally valued timidity, the Tahitians also tend to see a show of
anger as “a shameful loss of control,” suggesting that shame an-
ticipation may account for some of the Tahitians’ tranquility. These
observations of the Tahitian bring us to another of the highly adap-
tive functions of emotion that has generally been overlooked by all
the behavioral sciences, psychology in particular.

I refer to emotion-emotion regulation or the power of one emo-
tion to control another emotion. This is beautifully illustrated in
Lutz’s observations in Ifaluk Atoll. She identified the reciprocal
relationship between the fearful emotion of metagu and what she
terms ‘justifiable anger’ or song. Anger or song expressed by a per-
son of age or one of higher rank should elicit fear or metagu in per-
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sons of lower rank, especially children. I found it fascinating that
the people of Ifaluk feel that experiencing fear or metagu regularly
in the appropriate situations is essential to the behavior control that
is exercised by persons of greater age and rank through their expres-
sion of ‘justifiable anger’ or song.

Note that we have discussed two distinctly different but comple-
mentary functions of anger in relation to fear. If I understand Levy’s
report correctly, the Tahitians described their use of anger to con-
trol their own fear that was elicited by another person. This is an
intraindividual or an intrapsychic regulating function of anger—
using anger to inhibit or control fear. On the other hand, Lutz de-
scribed a social function of anger expression as it is used by a person
of age or higher rank to elicit fear in children or persons of lower
rank. In both cases anger is serving a regulatory function in relation
to fear —self-regulation of fear in Tahiti and social elicitation of fear
in Ifaluk.

While the intraindividual and social functions of emotions are
clearly discriminable in the instances we described, individual and
social functions are probably overlapping in both instances. The
Tahitians’ use of anger in the self-regulation of fear was described as
an occurrence in a social context and undoubtedly the altered intra-
psychic emotion processes had social consequences. On the other
hand, the Ifalukans’ use of ‘justifiable anger’ or song to elicit ‘fear’ or
metagu must in turn regulate aspects of the social interaction.

The papers of the Kilbrides and Weisner, Bausano, and Kornfein
were concerned with the socialization of positive emotions. In view
of the relative neglect of the study of positive emotions in all the
behavioral sciences and in view of the fact that the evolutionary pro-
cess seems to have endowed us with far more negative affects than
positive ones, I'm particularly pleased with the work of these in-
vestigators. Furthermore, the Kilbrides’ work goes a long way
toward restoring our faith in what is probably a universal
phenomenon —reciprocal positive affect expression between mother
or caregiver and infant. They showed that contrary to some of the
impressions given by earlier research Baganda mothers displayed
high positive affect toward their infants. Although no direct com-
parison may be possible, they may even rival the efforts of Weisner’s
nonconventional California families who socialize for positive affect.

Weisner and his co-authors wisely pointed out that the experi-
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encing, expression, and conceptualization of emotions are discrim-
inable though often highly interrelated phenomena. In the case of
their sample, there seemed to be a rather distinct difference between
nonconventional and conventional families’ cognitions and verbali-
zations about emotions. As implied in the Kilbrides’ paper,
however, the way we conceptualize emotions may make some impor-
tant differences both in emotion processes within the individual and
the culture as well as in the data we report and the interpretations
we make of it. The Kilbrides, in fact, suggest that Ainsworth’s
western conception of positive affect expression led her to the erro-
neous conclusion that Bagandan mothers are extremely low in
positive affect expression toward their infants. This was partly due
to wide differences in kissing customs in the two cultures.

Weisner et al.’s conclusion that nonconventional and conven-
tional families differ in affective behaviors toward their children on-
ly in the cognitive verbal domain may be partly a function of the age
of the infants at the time he obtained these data. As Eibl-Eibesfeldt
(1971) has pointed out, facial features of the young infant, some-
times labeled cuddliness, are compelling elicitors of affect expres-
sions in caregivers as well as casual observers. The babyness factor at
six months may be overriding latent differences in emotion-related
behaviors in conventional and nonconventional families in the early
months of life. Perhaps if the study is replicated after the infants are
two or three years of age and babyness features have receded, the
differences between the two types of families in cognitions and verb-
alizations about emotions and emotion expressions will have pro-
duced other measurable effects.

I am particularly attracted to one aspect of Harkness and Super’s
model for the socialization of affect. I refer to their use of age or
developmental stage in defining their concept of the culturally-
regulated developmental niche. Nothing has become more apparent
to us in our studies of the ontogeny of emotion expressions than the
fact that age or stage of development is an important determinant of
emotion expression in relation to a particular event. Our studies of
the development of emotion expressions in response to pain, already
described, well illustrate this point. Another study that I shall
describe below also shows that mothers respond differently to a
given emotion expressed in a six-month-old and the same emotion
expressed in a one-year-old or toddler. Thus as Harkness and Super



310 ETHOS

point out, it would be quite possible to get a different reading on af-
fect expression between mother and infant depending upon the
developmental stage of the child at the time the data are obtained.
A recent dissertation by Carol Malatesta (1980) at Rutgers showed
that mothers displayed less facial expressive and verbal encourage-
ment of affect expressions in six-month-old infants as compared
with three-month-old infants. This conclusion was based on a
microanalysis using our system (Izard and Dougherty 1982) of facial
movement coding for identifying affect expressions in both mother
and infant. Malatesta also showed that maternal anger expression is
highly correlated with infant anger expression and that infants of
high emotion-expressive mothers showed more interest and enjoy-
ment expressions than infants of low emotion-expressive mothers.
Further, maternal emotion or personality traits accounted for some
of the variance in the mothers’ tendency to encourage or discourage
affect expressions in the infants.

I shall conclude my remarks with some comments on the impor-
tant questions raised at the symposium by Professor LeVine. The
first question he raised is that of the boundaries between the univer-
sal and the culture-specific in emotional experience. At the concep-
tual level, at least in differential emotion theory, the answer is sim-
ple, perhaps deceptively so. In this framework, the experiential
component of emotion is a quality of consciousness or feeling, and at
this level the emotion state is invariant across cultures. What makes
this simple answer inadequate for a lot of the problems in psycho-
logical and anthropological research is that the quality of conscious-
ness that characterizes the particular emotion is typically, though
not always, accompanied by cognitive processes, and these cognitive
processes are, as we all know, greatly influenced by culture. I think
the problem that Professor LeVine raised is the problem of emotion-
cognition interaction. Although I do not want to leave biology out of
this altogether, culture and the socialization process in particular
determine the rules that govern the development of affective
cognitive structures. So while I cannot provide an answer to this in-
triguing and very basic question, I am willing to suggest that it will
prove heuristic to consider emotion as having an affective or feeling
component, which is universal and which may or may not be sym-
bolized, and that this feeling component may or may not be, but
most often is, bonded with images and symbols and ideas to form of
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affective-cognitive structures, the kind of structures that are preemi-
nent in verbal humankind. Thus if we are willing to assume that
there is a limited set of emotion states or feelings or qualities of con-
sciousness that are invariant across cultures, we can then examine
how the rules and obligations and semantic structures of the culture
may provide the key to cross-cultural differences in what Professor
LeVine called emotional experience and what I would call affective-
cognitive phenomena.

Professor LeVine’s second question, that of cultural differences in
standards of emotion expression, seems to me to be quite open to
empirical investigation. If Malatesta, in her dissertation, could show
that middle class New Jersey mothers are apparently following some-
what different rules for encouraging or discouraging affect expres-
sion in six-month-olds as opposed to three-month-olds, surely there
are wide differences in cultural rules for rewarding and punishing
affect expressions. Even within a given culture, whether or not an
emotion expression is encouraged or discouraged must vary with the
age or developmental stage of the child, the sex of the child, status
of the child, or its family, and a number of other variables. I think
the kind of research reported by Seymour at this Symposium is rele-
vant here. She showed rather convincingly that household structure
and household status are salient variables in the socialization of
positive affect expression. Apparently some types of households are
more expressive of both positive and negative affects.

We did a study in a health clinic in rural Delaware that also sug-
gested that there are wide intracultural differences in the socializa-
tion of emotion expression in the United States. In this study, low in-
come mothers perceived their infants as capable of wrongdoing and
of guilt, or some awareness of wrongdoing, as early as six or seven
months of age. Few, if any, middle-class mothers share this concep-
tion. In this retrospective interview study, mothers reported
responding quite differently to a particular emotion expression in
six- and twelve-month-olds. For example, anger expression elicited
positive maternal responses in 69% of mothers of infants in the first
3 months of life but in only 11% of mothers of infants 15 months
and older. Contrary to this, mothers continued to respond to in-
fants’ fear expressions with positive maternal behavior until the in-
fant was 15 months old.

Professor LeVine’s final question, regarding whether there are ef-
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fects of cultural codes of emotion expression on the development of
individuals, must be of interest to all of us. I believe that the answer
to the question is affirmative, but studying it will not be simple. I
believe there can be no substitute for longitudinal studies in pursuit
of answers to this question. It will be important to try to identify the
differential contributions of biology and culture in the developmen-
tal process, because some of the variation in patterns of affect ex-
pression are biologically based. On the other hand, the wide in-
dividual differences we found in soothability and in patterns of af-
fect expressions in fast and slow soothers may well be a joint function
of biology and socialization.

In summary, the work of the panelists suggests the possibility of a
powerful alliance between the psychology of emotion and psycholog-
ical anthropology, the discipline that may best provide ecological
validity for emotion constructs.
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