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Abstract 

Research on the relationship between emotion and (natural) language generally considers 

them from two complementary perspectives: 

1. the emotional (or expressive) use of language (either in the narrow – linguistic - sense of 

a system of verbal signs or in a more holistic – semiotic sense – of verbal and non-verbal 

signs) to manifest, to stage (in the sense of sociologist E. Goffman, 1974) an emotional 

state, a passion, an affect; 

2. the semantic universe of signs of a language (either in the linguistic sense of la langue1 

or in the semiotic sense of le langage) that conceptualize and clarify the cultural vision, 

the meaning shared by a community of speakers about emotions, passions and affects. 

Thus, in linguistics, we meet the distinction between expressive and descriptive words (Kövecses 

1995): expressive words are, for example: “shit!” (expressing anger) or “wow!” (expressing a 

surprise); descriptive words are, on the other hand, lexemes of the "anger" genre which manifest, 

express a certain (cultural) vision of the emotional experience of anger (Greimas 1983). 

In this article we will look at some of the themes dealt with in this dual perspective. After 

providing a quick overview of linguistic research on emotion (chapter 1), we propose to quickly 

explore these two perspectives by focusing more on: 

1. the specific semantic space that characterizes our everyday understanding, the linguistically, 

historically and culturally situated common sense conceptions of the emotional experience 

(chapter 2 and 3); 

2. the expression or staging of an emotional experience in the form of signifying textual 

environments called emotional display or emotionscape using signs and sign systems of the 

natural language and any other (non-verbal) languages (chapter 4). 

 

1) Language based conceptions of emotion 

As we can imagine, there are many and varied types of research on the question of (semantic) 

conception and expression of emotion or emotional experience through signs and systems of 

verbal (and non-verbal) signs. They are based on philosophical and theoretical assumptions and 

conceptions of language that are sometimes highly divergent and even contradictory. 

Here, for example, we find research that, from a cognitive or neurobiological perspective, 

looks for traces of basic emotions in human language. P. Johnson-Laird and K. Oatley state for 

example: “According to our theory, there is a set of basic emotion modes that correspond to 

internal signals that can impinge on consciousness. These modes - happiness, sadness, anger, 

fear, disgust - should be universally accepted as discriminable categories of direct experience” 

(Johnson-Laird et Oatley 1989:85). In a very characteristic way these two researchers summarize 

the work of a cognitive (psycho-)linguist as a work that is essentially based on three entities: 

emotion (i.e. the emotional experience), the concept of emotion (i.e. the type of emotional experience) 

and a description of the emotional experience (i.e. a kind of account of what one feels, of an 

experienced emotion).   

                                                             
1 The French « la langue » corresponds to the « natural language » whereas « le langage » in French recovers 
all sign systems (and not only only the verbal sign system of natural languages) 
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"An emotion such as embarrassment is what you feel; a concept is a mental construct 

that enables you to categorise your experience as one of embarrassment; and a description 

is a way of putting your experience, presumably by way of its categorisation, into words. 

The meanings of words are concepts - those concepts that have been dignified by a word 

for the purposes of communication" (Johnson-Laird et Oatley 1989:84).  

Following P.N. Johnson-Laird and K. Oatley, “emotions serve a communicative function 

both within the brain and within the social group” (Johnson-Laird et Oatley 1989:84). 

Considering as established the existence of five “basic emotion modes” (i.e. happiness, sadness, 

anger, fear and disgust) which, according to P.N. Johnson-Laird and K. Oately, form “subjective 

primitive experiences” (Johnson-Laird et Oatley 1989:89), the work of the cognitive linguist and 

the psychologist consists essentially in classifying and categorizing the emotional vocabulary 

(lexicon) of a language according to these five basic emotion modes (Johnson-Laird and Oatley 

1989, p. 89). 

As well known, one of the major research issues is whether or not there exists a small 

number of basic emotions. The question is of whether there are specific emotional states which are 

irreducible to each other and which, together, form a canonical basis of man's emotional 

experience (or even more generally, of other species such as primates) - regardless of the cultural 

and linguistic constraints that undeniably affect man's emotional experience, his visions of them, 

and the verbal and non-verbal expressions he uses to communicate them. 

We owe to the American psychologist Robert Plutchik (1980) the famous wheel of emotions in 

which we distinguish eight basic emotions: anger, fear, disgust, sadness, trust, joy, anticipation, surprise. 

Each of these basic emotions experiences variations in intensity. For example, the basic emotion 

trust is somehow in the middle of the basic emotion of simple acceptance (of someone or something) 

and the basic emotion of boundless admiration). Basic emotions can form (dyadic) constellations 

with other emotions to give rise to more nuanced emotional themes or topoi. For example, the 

two basic emotions anticipation and joy can form the emotional topos of optimism. This approach 

to basic emotions has become extremely popular under the name of the circumplex model of emotion 

(J. Russell 1980). Another known and widely recognized theory is, of course, that of the 

American psychologist Paul Ekman (Ekman 1972; Ekman and Cordeiro 2011) who, through 

comparative studies of facial expressions, first specifies a list of six basic emotions (anger, disgust, 

fear, happiness, sadness, surprise) before completing it with a list other basic emotions such as 

embarrassment, excitement, guilt or again relief and satisfaction. These basic emotions are driven by a 

specific type of behavioral schemas called “affect programs” (Ekman 1972) that constitute 

stereotypical responses to the basic needs of an organism (a human, an animal) - needs such as 

defending oneself against predators or, more generally, protecting oneself against adversity, 

fighting to feed oneself and one's offspring, reproducing oneself, strengthening oneself by 

grouping together with other similar agents, etc. 

The question of the existence of a small set of basic emotions is one of the most debated 

issues among experts in the field. It is complicated by the fact that the term basic emotion has 

different meanings depending on whether it is used in language sciences, psychology or biology 

(Celeghin et al. 2017). Thus, according to Celeghin et al (2017), basic in (conceptual) semantics 

refers rather to the basic concept in a branch (taxonomy) of concepts, the basic concept being 

the father of all the other concepts of a branch (cf. below Wierzbicka 1993). In psychology, a 

basic emotion is an emotion that cannot be reduced to other emotions. In biology, finally, a basic 

emotion refers rather to a type of innate mechanism of regulation between an organism and its 

close environment.    

A particular way of dealing with the question of basic emotions is the one proposed in 

cognitive linguistics (Lakoff and Johnson 1980; Lakoff 1987), which brings them sometimes 

closer to the notion of stereotype (Putnam 1975, 1987) and sometimes to that of prototype (Rosch 

1973). The notion of stereotype is considered as a kind of belief shared by a community, as a 

form of doxa (Bourdieu 1980) or common sense (Geertz 1983). The representations and models 

that social actors (individual persons, groups, …) possess of an emotion are part of the doxa or 
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common sense, which can vary from one community (of gender, belief, lifestyle, etc.) to another 

and from one socio-cultural and historical context to another (Kelly & Hutson-Comeaux 1999; 

Caprariello, Cuddy & Fiske 2009).  

The concept of prototype, on the other hand, is used rather to identify and categorize objects, 

people or - in our case - feelings, affects, etc. in a gradual way as more or less representative 

examples of a given category. Thus, in cognitive psychology and psycholinguistics, there exists a 

whole series of works that offer, through different tests and surveys, lists of lexical expressions 

of feelings that seem to be more prototypic (more, so to speak, typical) than others for a given 

population. Thus, for example, the lexical expressions "happiness", "anger", "hate", "love", 

"anxiety", etc. represent more typical emotional experiences (more representative for a given 

population) than, for example, experiences expressed by terms such as "respect", "calm", 

"boredom", etc. (cf., for example, Fehr 1982; Fehr & Russell 1984). 

One - very interesting - approach to the prototypicality of emotions is that of psychologist 

James Russell2 (Russell 1991; Barrett & Russell 2015) who considers that the different basic 

emotions identified in Paul Ekman's theory are deployed according to typical scripts or scenarios. 

A basic emotion such as sadness possesses, like all the other basic emotions, a script, a scenario 

(for more explanations, see chapter 3 below). Thus, the concrete emotional experiences that an 

individual can make in his life are compared and evaluated in relation to the typical script of the 

basic emotion sadness and categorized (by the individual) as authentically sad or more or less sad 

or as somehow sad experiences mixed with other emotional values, etc. 

In order to return to linguistic (and semiotic) research on emotion, however, we should not 

believe that it is all exclusively dependent on the cognitive turn that has profoundly affected the 

disciplinary field of language sciences. On the contrary, there is a great variety and richness of 

research projects and programs (very different from those we just have mentioned) that are more 

particularly interested in the conception and expression of emotional experience in a historical 

and comparative perspective. The analysis, for example, of linguistic expressions of emotion in a 

natural language is used here to reconstruct the historically, socially and culturally situated 

meaning of emotionality, to reconstruct the meaning of emotional experience embodied by a 

specific social actor, ethnic community, social group, gender community, etc. (cf. Lutz 1986, 

1988, 1990; Athanasiadou and Tabakowska 1998). 

One challenge of this type of research consists in the scientific denunciation of ethnocentric 

visions of emotion, of emotional experience - ethnocentric visions which, according to 

researchers adopting a historical and comparative approach to the conception and expression of 

emotion, threaten the different variants of basic emotion theory and, more generally, cognitive 

and neuroscientific approaches to emotion. J. Harkins and A. Wierzbicka (2001) cite a whole 

series of comparative examples of the notion of anger. The meaning of this notion obviously 

varies from one language to another, which makes problematic the postulate of a basic emotion 

anger which would possess a universal, culturally invariant meaning. Such a basic emotion seems 

rather to be a particular (scientific) mental construct belonging to a specialized language (of 

cognitive psychology or neuroscience) used to designate, for example, recurrent patterns of 

neurological activities, physio-psychological sensations, etc. On another note, according to this 

comparative linguistic and sociocultural reasoning, the assumption that there is a strong and 

significant correlation between a type of mimic expression (facial, for example) and an emotional 

category (for example: anger) must be considered and problematized in the most varied contexts 

and observation frameworks and not be taken as evidence. 

Anna Wierzbicka's interesting position should be mentioned here. While recognizing the 

linguistic and cultural specificity of an emotional category such as sadness or anger, she 

nevertheless considers the existence of a kind of transcultural metalanguage composed, as she says, 

of a set of simple and universal concepts, making it possible to speak, to account for an emotion 

in a given language or culture. In particular, this metalanguage allows the linguist to analyze the 

                                                             
2 See James Russell's website: http://emotiondevelopmentlab.weebly.com/principal-investigator.html 
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core of the meaning of emotional lexemes in different languages and to compare them. Status and 

composition of the metalanguage in question resembles the conceptual structure in cognitive 

semantics (Jackendoff 1983). For A. Wierzbicka, the metalanguage used by the linguist-

lexicologist to analyze lexical expressions in a given language is composed of conceptual primitives 

that she believes can be found in all human languages (Wierzbicka 1993, 1996). These conceptual 

primitives form a small meta-lexicon of about thirty expressions (Wierzbicka 1993) and can be 

considered either - from an almost cognitivist or mentalist perspective - as part of an alphabet of 

human mind and reasoning (Wierzbicka 1993) or, on the contrary, as a tool, as an analytical 

tertium comparationis used by the linguist to describe and compare verbal entities of two different 

languages. 

 

2) Lexicon and emotional common sense 

There exists a whole tradition of research - in linguistics but also in philosophy and 

anthropology - which is interested in what are sometimes called popular beliefs, sometimes folk 

theory, sometimes still doxastic beliefs. Generally speaking, this research deals with what 

anthropologist C. Geertz (1983) called common sense. Common sense constitutes an epistemic 

frame of reference used ("naturally", "spontaneously", "obviously"...) by people who form a 

social actor (a group, a community, a class...) to act, interact and communicate. Common sense 

can be broadly understood as a topical field (a field of topoi or of commonplaces) that: 

1) ... is shared by all persons forming a social actor (for example, a community of speakers 

of a language)3; 

2) .... qualifies what is obvious, natural, what constitutes, for a social actor (a community 

of speakers) a kind of fundamental semantics in the sense of A.J. Greimas (1979); 

3) .... forms constructions of meaning presupposed by secondary modeling systems in the sense 

of Y. Lotman (2009) including, for example, myths and mythologies, narrative 

literature, etc. 

A topos is a framework, a model or a view that thematizes (interprets) a given (intentional) 

object (here: the intentional objet emotion). More technically speaking, the topos is the semantic 

configuration that characterizes the meaning of any (intentional) object for a given actor or 

community of actors (such as, for instance, a speech community). By thematizing an object or a 

domain, a topos affirms something about this reference object by qualifying it or by charging it 

with a set of characteristics that possess a value – i.e. a relevance - for the given actor. In discussing 

the concept of the topos in the work of Ernst R. Curtius (1956) and in referring to Quintilian, 

the German philosopher Otto Pöggeler (1973) insists that a topos is not a mere concept but 

represents rather a vision or a model, a scheme that serves to recognize, to deal with situations and 

data, to solve problems, to discuss and argue, etc.4 In this sense, a topos represents a vision on 

which an actor holds because he trusts this vision which constitutes for him an evidence, an 

evidential basis for his doing.  

The hypothesis here is that it is more particularly the lexical part – the vocabulary – of a 

natural language that enables the researcher to elicit the semantic structure of a supposed 

common sense, in our case: of the common sense of what emotions are, of qualifying and 

evaluating emotional experiences and of dealing with emotional experiences. Of course, the 

lexicon of a language constitutes only one kind of data among many others that can be used to 

explain the semantic structure of the meaning of a popular theory of the intentional objet emotion. 

For example, research in discursive psychology (Edwards 1999; Scheff 1990) or in 

psycholinguistics and psycho-semiotics on emotional discourse (Katriel 2015) regularly uses the 

                                                             
3 In a style close to that of Michel Foucault's archaeology of knowledge (1969), Hans R. Curtius writes: 
« Die Toposforschung gleicht der ‘Kunstgeschichte ohne Namen’ im Gegensatz zur Geschichte der 
einzelnen Meister » (Curtius, 1973 [1938]:14) 
4 Cf. also Walter Veit who affirms that « Begriffsgeschichte (…) ist schon keinesfalls Topik. » (1973, p. 205) 
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comments (verbatims) of populations of interviewees speaking about, expressing emotional 

experiences and witnessing on emotionally charged events. (Oral or written) discourse is indeed 

the main input of a wide variety of research devoted to the reconstruction of emotional topoi 

that are at work in the different social fields of communication – in media communication, in 

institutional communication, in political communication, etc. (Mangham 1998, Loseke 2009, 

Steunenberg et al. 2011). 

Let us develop a little bit more this idea of common sense topoï of emotion in considering 

quickly a French lexical corpus of emotion. This corpus is provided by the TLFi (Trésor de la 

Langue Française informatisé)5, the computerized version of the TLF (Trésor de la Langue Française)6, 

the exceptional dictionary of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries French in 16 volumes 

published between 1971 and 1994. A second resource is the Dictionnaire électronique des synonymes 7 

of the CRISCO research laboratory of the university of Caen. Let us note two particularly 

interesting methods offered by these two resources and that we were able to test in a work on 

the French lexeme “politesse” and its associated lexical field (Stockinger 2018). 

First method: The method of lexical cliques. A clique is a subgraph whose vertices are all 

adjacent two-by-two. A lexical clique is therefore a group of lexemes positioned around a 

reference lexeme which are adjacent to each other. Clique lexemes therefore have a greater 

semantic proximity between them than with other lexemes that are part of the same lexical 

field. The French lexeme “émotion” knows 85 cliques8 - the lexical field, on the other hand, 

is composed of 65 synonyms (completed by about ten antonyms).  

Second method: The method of visualization of semantic space. Figure 1 shows a visualization 

of the space of the semantic universe of the (lexical) topos of emotional behavior. This semantic 

space has a triangular shape on which are distributed, on the one hand, the semantic regions 

specific to the 65 lexical expressions which maintain with the reference expression “émotion” 

a relationship of partial synonymy and, on the other hand, the already mentioned 85 lexical 

cliques. 

(figure 1) 

Among the 65 lexical expressions grouped around the reference lexeme “émotion”, the 

closest, according to TLFi and CRISCO, are in descending order “agitation” (agitation, 

                                                             
5 http://atilf.atilf.fr/  
6 For more information (in French), cf. http://www.atilf.fr/spip.php?rubrique77  
7 See : http://www.crisco.unicaen.fr/des/  
8 See : http://www.crisco.unicaen.fr/des/synonymes/%C3%A9motion 

http://atilf.atilf.fr/
http://www.atilf.fr/spip.php?rubrique77
http://www.crisco.unicaen.fr/des/
http://www.crisco.unicaen.fr/des/synonymes/%C3%A9motion
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excitement), “trouble” (confusion), “passion”, “émoi” (agitation, turmoil), “exaltation” 

“inquietude” (concern, worry, anxiety), “transport”, “saisissement” (sudden emotion), “délire” 

“commotion” (shock), “sensation” (sensation, feeling), “affres” (torments, “in the throes of”) 

“angoisse” (anxiety), “choc”, “fureur” (fury), “transe”, “épouvante” (dismay, terror, horror), 

“vertige” (vertigo), “sensibilité” (sensitivity), “douleur” (pain), “crainte” (fear), “choc”, 

“trauma”. Each of these expressions (as suggested in figure 1) offers a vision, a particular view 

of the intentional object emotion, of the emotional experience. They designate topoi that qualify 

(thematize, describe, explain, ...) emotion, emotional experience sometimes as a puzzled mental 

state, sometimes as a passionate mental state, sometimes as an embarrassed mental state, sometimes 

as an exalted mental state etc. Of course, as figure 1 shows, while offering a great diversity of 

visions of emotional experience, the topoi in question are often very close to each other, overlap, 

some are included in the semantic space occupied by others, less precise, offering more diffuse 

understandings but also more easily employable (in daily life communication, for instance) to 

account for an emotional experience. This is the case, for example, of the topos of emotion is 

an embarrassed mental state that offers a very circumscribed, very precise vision of the emotional 

experience compared to that, much more general, much more diffuse proposed by the topos of 

emotion is a restless mental state. The former only covers a particular kind of emotional 

experience, the latter takes into account a much broader kind, may be appropriate to characterize 

emotional experiences that have little to do with emotional embarrassment. 

Some lexical expressions that are part of the list of 65 partial synonyms belong to a large 

number of lexical cliques. This is the case, for example, of the French lexemes “agitation” (found 

in about thirty cliques), “trouble” (belonging to about twenty cliques) and “passion” (integrating 

about fifteen cliques). Other lexical expressions are only part of very few cliques. For example, 

the French lexemes “trauma”, “plaisir” or “embarras” can only be found in one single clique. 

The lexical expressions belonging to the greatest number of cliques are semantically the closest 

to the French reference expression “émotion”. In other words, the semantics of the expressions 

“agitation”, “trouble” and “passion” are closer to the semantics of “émotion” than the semantics 

of expressions such as “plaisir”, “trauma” or “embarras”. 

This variation in semantic proximity between expressions belonging to a field of partial 

synonyms can be interpreted as a process of semantic specialization from a common semantic 

background which is provided, in our case and as figure 1 shows, by the semantic space 

expressed by the French lexeme “émotion”9. 

For example, the French lexeme “embarras” participates only in one single clique formed by 

the following expressions: {“embarras”, “trouble”, “malaise”, “émotion”}. Like any clique, also 

this one is composed by, first, the reference lexeme “émotion” which designates the triangular 

semantic reference space (figure 1) and, second, by the lexical head from which a clique is 

constructed. In our case, the lexical head is “embarras”. In its role as the lexical head of the 

considered lexical clique, “embarras” refers to its core semantic space which remains invariant 

through its own synonymic lexical field. It constitutes, in other words, the semantic background 

common to all the lexical expressions and cliques that maintain with it (i.e. the French lexeme 

“embarras”) a relationship of partial synonymy – lexical expressions of which the lexeme 

“émotion”, among others, is a part10. 

The two remaining expressions of the lexical clique of which the lexeme “embarras” is the 

lexical head - the lexemes “trouble” (disorder, confusion) and “malaise” (faintness, malaise) - 

                                                             
9 The semantic background should not be interpreted in the sense of a more elementary or more general 
semantic category (for example in the sense of a semantic type) but rather in the sense of a semantic magma 
from which emerge and are constituted by specialization the different semantic regions which delimit the 
meaning of a lexical expression belonging (in our case) to the synonymic field of the lexeme “émotion”. 
Orientation and degree of specialization of a semantic region (in the semantic reference space of the lexeme 
“émotion”) are provided by the composition and number of cliques in which a particular lexeme 
participates. 
10 According to the Dictionnaire des Synonymes du CRISCO, the field of partial synonyms of the French lexeme 
“embarras” brings together a hundred lexemes and some 133 lexical cliques 
(http://www.crisco.unicaen.fr/des/synonymes/embarras)  

http://www.crisco.unicaen.fr/des/synonymes/embarras
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finally make it possible to interpret the orientation and degree of specialization of the semantic region 

specific to the lexeme “embarras” as a partial synonym of the lexeme “émotion”. This semantic 

region, intuitively speaking, is in an area that is also occupied by the semantic regions of the 

French lexeme “trouble” and some other lexemes such as the French lexeme “agitation” and 

which is, on the other hand, closer to the area where one finds the semantic regions of French 

lexemes such as “douleur” (pain), “inquiétude” (concern, worry, anxiety) or “affolement” 

(panic). 

Let us return to the lexemes and lexical cliques composing the synonymic field of the French 

lexeme “émotion”. Together, they thus contribute to the formation by specialization of particular 

semantic regions that are more or less variable in terms of surface area and density (i.e. of the 

settlement of a region by lexical expressions and lexical cliques) from a common semantic 

background that is represented by the lexeme “émotion”. Figure 1 shows some remarkable 

semantic regions. One of the most important regions is that which delimits the radius of the 

semantic space of the French lexeme “agitation” (agitation, excitement) within the semantic 

universe of “émotion”. This region occupies a central position in the semantic reference space. 

Its surface area is one of the most important in the semantic reference space - it is larger 

compared with those of many other regions. It is, finally, densely populated by a large number of 

lexical cliques (represented in figure 1 by small squares) and partially synonymic lexemes. Here, 

among many other lexical expressions, we find the French expressions such as “trouble” 

(disorder), “movement”, “affres” (torments, “in the throes of”), “angoisse” (anguish), 

“inquietude” (concern, worry, anxiety), “malaise” (faintness, malaise), “excitation” (excitement), 

“transport”, “passion”, “transe” or even “delire” (delirium). In other words, it is here, in this 

region, where the main thing happens in terms of common conception and understanding of the 

intentional object emotion or emotional experience. 

Figure 1 identifies further semantic regions: a second region at the left end of the reference 

space (region designated by the French lexeme “choc”); a third region adjacent to the second 

region on the right and designated by the French lexeme “sensation” (sensation, feeling); a fourth 

and a fifth region (designated respectively by the French lexemes “angoisse” (anguish) and 

“exaltation” (exaltation, elation, ecstasy)) which are at the two opposite poles to the right of the 

reference space; finally a sixth region (designated by the French lexeme “passion”) which largely 

overlaps the first region designated by the French lexeme “agitation”. Each region is 

characterized by the co-presence of a set of lexical expressions and cliques and offers a vision, a 

particular "view" of the intentional object of emotion. 

Taking a closer look at the lexicographical definitions offered by the TLFi of the lexemes 

that are part of the synonymic field of the reference lexeme “émotion”, as well as at the 

organization of some 80 lexical cliques, the particular meaning of these different regions (i.e. the 

folk theories, the doxastic beliefs that these regions offer of the intentional object “émotion”) can be 

explained with the help of a small set of criteria: 

1. Emotion is a mental state which is distinguished by a quantitative modulation (which 

can lead to a qualitative modification) of a preceding mental state, notably by the 

quantitative modulation of the relationship of well-being between the actor-subject and the 

world (or the other). This criterion is manifest, among others, quite clearly in the 

following French lexemes: "bouleversement” (shake up, upset), “ébranlement” 

(shaking, undermining), “affection” (affection), “agitation” (agitation, excitement), 

“trouble” (confusion, turmoil), “traumatisme” (trauma), “choque”. 

 

2. The mental state of a quantitatively modulated (and eventually qualitatively 

modified) well-being is characterized by an internal instability. This instability can be 

exemplified, among other things, by oppositions like alm vs troubled, agitated state or 

quick-tempered state vs atonic, motionless state, etc. One detects the presence of this 

type of opposition in lexemes such as “sensation” (sensation, feeling), 

“saisissement” (amazement, shock), "excitation” (excitement), “exaltation” 

(exaltation, ecstasy) or again “alarme” (alarm). 
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3. The instability of the mental state of modulated well-being is in a way the result of 

the tension between two opposing forces: an agonistic force and an antagonistic force. The 

dynamic between these two forces (cf. L. Talmy 2000) is present throughout the 

concerned lexicon and is quite evident in lexemes such as “branle-bas” 

(commotion, disturbance), “secousse” (concussion), “choque”, “épouvante” 

(terror, dismay) or “passion”. 
 

4. The instability of the mental state of modulated well-being may present a variable 

degree of intensity. The variable degree of intensity seems to be a consequence, among 

others, of a greater or lesser asymmetry between the agonistic force and the 

antagonistic force. This asymmetry translating into varying degrees of intensity can 

be observed in certain series of lexemes such as: a) “angoisse” (anguish), “terreur” 

(terror), “affres” (torments, “in the throes of”) and “épouvante” (dismay, terror, 

horror); b) “agitation”, “transport”, “enthousiasme”, “exaltation”, “fureur” (fury) 

and “délire (delirium). 

 

5. The specific quality of the mental state of well-being, which is more or less unstable 

and intensely modulated, is thematized with reference to different modes of 

perception, including, for example: 

 

a. proprioception (perception relating to the sensations of balance, movement, 

acceleration, etc.), traces of which can be found in lexemes such as 

“vertige” (vertigo), “transport” “exaltation” or “enthusiasme”;  

b. thermoception (perception relating to the sensation of heat), traces of which 

can be found in lexemes such as “ardeur” (ardour), “bouillonnement” 

(boiling, ferment) or “fièvre” (fever)11; 

c. nociception (perception of the sensation of pain) present in lexemes such as 

“passion”, “douleur” (pain), “traumatisme” or again “malaise” (faintness, 

malaise). 

 

6. Finally, the more or less intensely modulated mental state of well-being is 

necessarily evaluated in reference to the axiological dimension of phoria. The dimension 

of phoria evaluates and prioritizes any emotional experience in relation to continua 

such as pleasure vs displeasure, joy vs suffering, attraction vs repulsion, etc. This evaluation 

and prioritization can be seen quite clearly in the semantics of lexemes such as 

“crainte” (fear), “embarrass” (embarrassment), “angoisse” (anguish) or “passion”, 

“exaltation”, “enthousiasme”, “plaisir” (pleasure) and “transport” (transport of 

delight). 

Together, the six criteria contribute to the structuring and organization of the semantic 

universe of the French lexeme “émotion”. This semantic universe is differentiated into a whole 

series of semantic regions. Semantic regions correspond, in the context of the semantic universe 

of the lexeme “émotion”, to the extension of the meaning of lexemes that are part of the list of 

(partial) synonyms of our he reference lexeme. Each region is internally structured and has a 

more or less rich and nuanced intensional semantic landscape as witnessed by the lexical cliques 

that populate a region. The semantic landscape specific to a region can be explained, interpreted 

by the criteria introduced above. It forms the semantic configuration characteristic of the topos 

or topical field of a semantic region - topos or topical field which expresses, let us repeat it, a 

view, a particular vision of the intentional object emotion. 

Thus, for example, the topos of emotional experience in the sense of an agitated mental state 

(topos which is delimited by the extension of the semantic region of the French lexeme 

                                                             
11 Let us refer here to Z. Kövecses' stimulating analyses of the metaphorical system by the means of which 
the emotional experience is conceptualized in different languages and literatures and in which 
thermoception and, more generally, the (popular) physics of heat and pressure seem to play a decisive role 
(Kövecses 1990, 2003). 
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“agitation” within the reference space of the lexeme “émotion”) has a rich internal structure 

allowing it to take into charge of, to classify, to evaluate, to narrate, ... very varied emotional 

experiences which can come under one or more modes of perception, be more or less intense, 

show various phoric (euphoric or dysphoric) potentials, be the result of variable configurations 

between agonistic and antagonistic forces, etc. 

But the (lexical) topos of the agitated mental state is only one particular topos among about 

sixty other topoi each of which offers a specific view, a specific understanding of the emotional 

experience. They are part of the meaning, of the sense of emotional experience that is (more or 

less) common, which is (more or less) shared by the language community of (competent) French 

speakers. 

Without being able to continue here the discussion of the semantic universe of the French 

lexeme “émotion”, let us underline nevertheless that it would be interesting to explore further 

the following three directions of research:  

1) the specificity or, on the contrary, the cultural and historical generality of the semantic 

universe represented by figure 1 in comparing it on the one hand with those of other languages 

and language families and, on the other hand, with those underlying the sociolectal conceptions 

manifesting themselves in different cultural ecosystems such as those of literature, cinema, 

advertising, politics, etc.  

2) the convergences (or, on the contrary, the divergences) of the results between the various 

researches devoted to the semantic and, more widely, rhetorical and discursive universes of the 

emotional object (here, we think more particularly of the research works in lexical semantics 

(Greimas 1983; Greimas and Fontanille 1991; Wierzbicka 1988, 1999) and in cognitive semantics 

(Kövecses 1990, 1995, 2003; Lakoff and Johnson 1980 ; Lakoff 1987); 

3) the epistemological relationships that may exist between this common sense vision of the 

intentional object emotion and the common sense(s) underlying the different theories or 

specialized elaborations of this notion (we think, for example, of the various classifications of 

"basic" or more specialized emotions, of the circumplex model of emotions, of the model of the 

prototypic emotional episode, etc.). 

 

3) From common sense to the scientific elaboration of 

emotion 

Let us consider quickly the third perspective mentioned above, i.e. that of considering the 

thematic and epistemological relationships between conceptions of common sense that natural 

languages provide us with regarding emotion and those of specialized constructions, theories 

coming from research on emotion in the different scientific disciplines. 

It goes without saying that to scientifically study emotion - the emotional dimension - in 

language or any other system of signs, we first need a global understanding, a “vision” of this 

object called “emotion” - understanding or vision which, at least in its general outlines, should 

be considered as being shared by researchers in this field.  

In consulting the specialized literature - in (social, clinical, cognitive, genetic…) psychology, 

neuroscience, language studies and linguistics - we encounter a whole series of (not always 

congruent) attempts at definition. These attempts at definition are based, for example, on the 

conceptual history of the notion emotion in philosophy (which goes back, as far as European history is 

concerned, at least to Aristotle and his rhetoric), on the etymology of the lexical expression 

"emotion" (coming from the Latin noun “motio”), on the comparison of this notion with related 
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notions such as passion, feeling, affect, mood, temperament and, of course, on a critical analysis of the 

use of this notion in scientific research since at least the 19th century (cf., for example, Rimé 

2005). 

A general vision, which seems to be quite commonly shared, is that emotion is a thymic state, 

i.e. a specific mental state which is characterized, among other things, by a phoric value (i.e. falling 

within the continuum between pleasure vs displeasure or joy vs pain), by a relatively short duration as 

well as by a variable intensity and internal instability. Emotion - the emotional state - also forms a 

particular type of thymic state that can be distinguished, for example, from mood, temperament or 

emotional disorder (Rimé 2005 ; Piolat & Bannour 2008 ; Robbins & Judge 2014)12.  

A particular emotional state of a social actor (a person or a group of persons in the case of a 

possible collective emotional experience) is caused or triggered by an event - by an external stimulus 

- that affects (or is likely to affect) the allostasis, i.e. the state of mental balance of an actor who 

is the subject (of this mental state). From a cognitive perspective, special attention is given to 

the act of emotional (environmental) assessment. By observing the element that can potentially 

disturb his allostasis, the actor-subject compares it to a standard (which can be a personal 

experience, a collective tradition, an explicit norm...). Comparing the observed element's 

behavior to a standard allows the actor concerned to assess the incident (or "incident rate") that the 

element hypothetically possesses on his given mental state. The evaluation of the value - the 

meaning - of the event or the external stimulus puts the actor-subject in any case in a particular 

mental state of alert. This mental state of alerting, generally of short duration, comprises more 

particularly two central continuous dimensions: the dimension of tension (or activation) and the 

dimension of phoria (of pleasure or displeasure). It characterizes, in other words, mental imbalance, i.e. 

mental instability caused by the disruptive element - instability which is more or less intense and 

more or less euphoric or, on the contrary, dysphoric. The state of mental imbalance is the (more or 

less probable) cause of a response on the part of the concerned actor-subject in the form of a 

concrete behavior, i.e. a (somatic, verbal or non-verbal) doing or acting in order to find a new 

mental balance.  

The behavioral response of the concerned actor is expressed in the form of different signs or 

complexes of signs constituting texts lato sensu (emotional displays or emotionscape, cf. chapter 4). Thus, 

Nico Frijda and his collaborators distinguish several categories of behavioral patterns that are at 

the actor's disposal to express, to stage his emotional state, i.e. his joy, his fear, his sadness, his 

anger, his trouble, his excitement etc. Frijda (1986) thus identifies some eight behavioral patterns, 

among which he counts, for example, the behavioral pattern of the positive approach; the behavioral 

pattern of aggression, the behavioral pattern of panic, the behavioral pattern of submission or the 

behavioral pattern of self-affirmation. As the most diverse studies in (social) psychology show, the 

                                                             

12 Temperament, according to the specialized literature (Rimé 2005; Piolat & Bannour 2008; Robbins & 

Judge 2014), is a mental state composed of very stable affective traits that accompany the individual 

throughout his existence and contribute to the organization of his character. Thus, we speak of neurotic, 

neurasthenic, extroverted, etc. temperament. Mood is understood as a state, an internal disposition specific to 

the individual and whose existence does not depend on a "contextual stimulus" (Robbins & Judge 2014). 

The mental state designated by the term "mood" has a very variable life span between "a few minutes to a 

few weeks" (Rimé 2005) that can be transformed into a temperament, a character trait. Thus one can be in 

a "good" or "bad mood", but also a "childish mood", "gay", "sad", etc. Finally, emotional disorders are 

"pathological syndromes" (Rimé 2005) such as anxiety disorders, depression, mania or phobia. They are, in 

other words, mental states that characterize inappropriate responses of the subject to his environment or 

mental states characteristic of a subject whose horizon of meaning is inadequate in relation to the 

specificities of his environment. On the other hand, what all these types of thymic state have in common 

is the presence of positive or negative affects, i.e. a phoric axis establishing itself between an euphoric pole 

(of "pleasure") and a dysphoric pole (of displeasure or pain), as well as an axis of excitation (of excitability) 

between a calm state and an excited state. 
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different behavioral patterns identified by Frijda can be expressed through a wide variety of 

(kinesic, verbal, somatic, etc.) signs and sign complexes which testify that they are always part of 

a specific personal or collective history and culture. 

This informal presentation of the main stages and activities that make up the typical path - or 

thread - of an emotional experience is problematized, according to different points of view and 

theoretical references, in the specialized literature, particularly in that which favors a cognitive 

approach to the emotional experience (Stanley Schachter, James A. Russell, Lisa F. Barrett, Klaus 

Scherer, Nico Frijda, ..)13. The history (the life cycles) of an emotional experience is thus very 

often described by a set of recurring structural characteristics organized around a typical scenario or 

script that psychologists or cognitivists call the prototypical emotional episode (Russell and Barrett 

1999). A prototypical emotional episode is: 

« (a) complex process that unfolds over time, involves causally connected events (antecedent, 

appraisal, physiological, affective and cognitive changes; behavioral response; self-categorization), 

has one perceived cause, and is rare. Its structure involves categories (anger, fear, shame, jealousy, 

etc.) vertically organized as a fuzzy hierarchy and horizontally organized as a part of a circumplex” 

(Russell et Barrett 1999: 805). 

Considering this scientific view at the intentional object emotion, one is struck by the profound 

similarities that seem to exist between it and the visions and views of emotion that we were able 

to meet during our examination of the semantic universe of the French lexeme "emotion" and 

its list of partial synonyms.  

The possible - cognitive, historical or epistemological - reasons for these similarities and their 

consequences for scientific reasoning and discourse would, in our opinion, be amply worthy of 

further questioning. In any case, considering these similarities, we can ask ourselves the question 

of the relationship between scientific constructions of an object of knowledge such as that of emotion 

and common-sense constructions of it - and thus question research in this domain on the meaning and 

value of its doing. 

 

4) Emotionscape or the expression and interpretation of 

emotion 

Constitutive for any sign is the distinction between on the one hand the perceptible elements 

which express, which stage an emotional experience and on the other hand the meaning of these 

elements for all concerned actors, both for the actor who is the subject of the emotional 

experience (who “lives it”) and for the direct or indirect participants of this experience (who 

observe it, “read” it, interpret it, interact with the actor-subject of the experience, etc.). An 

emotional experience, as everyone knows, can be expressed and staged using a wide variety of 

signs: acoustic signs (example: shouting) and verbal signs (example: interjections), kinesic signs 

(example: facial expressions), physiological signs (example: heartbeat), object-signs (example: 

mourning clothes), behavioral signs (example: panic reactions) ritual signs (example: love rites), 

and so on. 

Using terms such as emotional display (Robinson and Smith-Lovin 1999; Vander Wege et al 

2014) or emotionscape (Gartner and Riessmann 1984; Haverkamp 2013; Garde-Hansen and 

Gorton 2013), we try to consider all the obvious signs that contribute either the expression of 

                                                             
13 We want to quote here the excellent article of Scherer (2009) where we find a very sophisticated model 
of the emotional script based on the mathematical catastrophe theory (René Thom). This comprehensive 
modelling takes into account the contributions of four central approaches to the phenomenon of emotion: 
basic emotion theory (defended mainly by Paul Ekman and Carroll Izard); early constructivist theory (Stanley 
Schachter); current constructivist theory (James A. Russell, Lisa F. Barrett) and appraisal theory (Klaus Scherer). 
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an emotional state and, more particularly, a specific affective value of an emotional state, or its 

interpretative reconstruction. 

Like any textscape (Stockinger 2017), an emotionscape is a signifying environment (Greimas 

1966; Greimas and Courtés 1979) composed of signs by means of which an actor who is the 

subject of an emotional experience, signifies his particular affective state. As an environment at least 

partially perceptible to an observer, the emotionscape provides the data by means of which every 

actor in the role of the observer “reads” and interprets these signs produced by the subject of 

an emotional experience. The interpretation may or may not be in accordance with the actor-

producer's intentions, may be based on an ambient common sense culture or, on the contrary, 

may come from specialized knowledge, an allegedly scientific theory, etc. 

Among the multiplicity of signs or sign systems that can compose an emotionscape are, for 

example, facial, postural, gestural and kinesic expressions (Ekman 1982, Philippot 2007). We 

also find the different forms of neurophysiological activity, the physiological and bodily 

sensations specific to the actor who is the subject of an emotional experience. These activities, 

which form a whole “symbolique corporelle” (i.e. in English “bodily symbolism”, Le Breton 

1998), are not always directly discernible by an observer. This is the case, for example, with 

accelerated heart rate, dry mouth, chills, characteristic neurological signs, etc. Identifying and 

interpreting such signs and sign patterns requires sometimes specific skills and technologies such 

as functional neuroimaging (Pichon and Vuilleumier 2011; Harrison et al 2010). 

Emotionscape is also, of course, partly linguistic in nature (for a more detailed discussion, 

see Ortner 2014). Verbal and paraverbal signs play a dual role in the organization and 

manifestation of emotionscape. They are primarily used for the verbal (and paraverbal) 

expression of an emotional experience and, more particularly, the (more or less intense, more or 

less pleasant or unpleasant) affective value of an emotional state. This is called the emotive mode 

in the use of linguistic signs. 

But verbal signs are also used for reflexive purposes, i.e. to express a metadiscourse on an 

emotional experience in the form of comments, testimonies, descriptions, explanations, etc. This 

metadiscourse, which can again be provided with a specific emotional dimension, serves 

primarily to "objectify" an emotional experience - that which the speaker is experiencing or has 

experienced or that which one assumes someone is experiencing, has experienced. This 

distinction corresponds, roughly speaking, to that made by John Lyons between the “subjective 

experience self” and the “objective observing self” (Lyons 1982) and also to that made by Charles 

Bailly between the “mode pur” (“objective”, detached, reflexive) and the “mode vécu” 

(“subjective”, engaged, spontaneous) in the verbal behavior of a speaker (quoted in Hübler 

1997). 

The verbal and para-verbal sign that contributes to the expression or staging of an emotional 

state (in a conversation, for example, or in a work of fiction) is part of a whole emotional language, 

sometimes also called emotive language. This emotional mode or use of verbal or para-verbal signs 

concerns all the constitutive layers of language and speech:  

− phonetic and prosodic layer: particular intonation, characteristic voice vibration, acceleration 

of speech flow, repetition of certain words or parts of speech; 

− lexico-semantic layer: use of de-personalization lexemes (in French, this is the case, for 

example, of lexemes like "bastard", "dog", "snotty», etc.), phrases expressing an 

affective value; 

− discursive and rhetorical layer14 : intensive repetition (Blanche-Benveniste 1990) of certain 

words or parts of speech, emotive interjections (Kleiber 2006), emotive exclamations, 

                                                             

14 As well known, it is rhetoric that has long been interested in the use of emotion – of pathos - in public 

discourse as a resource, as a means of getting the public to adhere to the cause, to the point of view defended 

by the speaker. A classic reference here is the Latin rhetorician Quintilian (1st century AD) with his 
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emotive topicalization (de Beaugrande 1992 ; Hübler 1997 ; Egidi and Nusbaum 2012) ; 

particular kinds of genres and speech acts such as insult or intimidation ; discursive 

construction modes simulating an emotional state (Auger et al 2008), etc. 

The verbal (and paraverbal) expression of emotion is a particularly important object of 

research in psycholinguistics and second language acquisition (cf. H. Sarter 2012). In 

psycholinguistics, we are thus interested in the commonly attested use of a “motherese” (or baby 

talk) to establish, on the part of the adult, the first exchanges with the infant. In all cultures, there 

exists a form of motherese or baby talk which is characterized, among other things, by the 

existence of specific and repetitive rhythmic, intonational and melodious patterns used for the 

“good” management of subjective and intersubjective emotions: “... emotional content conveyed 

via melody represents the first step of a hierarchical coding of meaning into words, leading from 

self-evident, “body-near” messages to abstract symbols and notions ... " (Wermke & Mende 

2011). Starting from such a background of language and communication, the little child gradually 

develops, thanks to his successive personal experiences and in interaction with his social 

environment15, his representations, his theories of emotions and emotional states, i.e. a form of 

what is called in specialized literature an internal-state language (ISL; cf. for example Meins 2012). 

Finally, to return to the different types and systems of signs composing an emotionscape, it 

is not limited to the systems of verbal, para-verbal, somatic and physiological signs. It is “populated” 

with all kinds of practices, activities, objects, signifying places that play the role of signs through which 

the actor, who is the subject of an emotional experience, stages his state of mind. Thus, we know 

well that material objects (artifacts, natural objects...), works (photos, poems, prayers, 

incantations...), ritual activities, symbolic places (places of meditation...), periods (moments of 

relaxation...), people of reference, etc. serve or can serve as sign carriers, form real media systems to 

stage an emotional experience (see, for example, the excellent and very complete study by Tilman 

Habermas on "beloved objects" (Habermas 1999)). 

Anthropological and semiotic research comparing different forms of expression and staging 

of an emotional experience make us aware that an actor's emotional state is necessarily rooted in 

an affective culture (Le Breton 1998; Reddy 2001), i.e. a culture of emotions and affective values. The signs 

used and the multimodal textual organization of an emotionscape make us more attentive to the 

fact that emotions must be studied in their socio-cultural and historical context. It is a perspective 

that is often neglected or treated as a simple epiphenomenon in the more naturalizing approaches 

adopted by researchers in cognitive psychology, cognitive sciences and neurosciences (cf. 

Crapanzano 1994; Bernard 2015). Thus, anthropology and the history of emotions (Reddy 2001; 

Santangelo and Lee 2018 ; Schuler 2018 ; Glushkova 2018) make us sensitive to the fact that 

there exist very significant variations in the expression, staging and recognition of relevant 

emotional themes (such as fear, anger or surprise) between different (ethnic, linguistic, religious, 

social,...) cultures. There are, in other words, emotional regimes (W.M. Reddy 2001), universes of 

meaning (i.e. topoi, topical fields) and (bodily, verbal, visual, acoustic, etc.) symbols of expression that 

characterize the affective culture of a person, a social group or a social organization (cf. S. 

Fineman 2000; A. Roux 2013)  

                                                             
monumental work Institutio oratoria (1979). Heinrich Lausberg (1949, 1960) offers a methodical presentation 

of the use of discursive pathos (i.e. the affective burden of speech) in classical rhetoric to solve a stasis (i.e. 

a crisis, a conflict) through discussion, through debate. 

15 As stressed by Ulrike Lüdke: « Bedeutungen von Zeichen werden vom Kind nicht statisch durch eine 

rein kognitive Übernahme eines feststehenden, eindeutigen Inhalts in sein individuelles, isoliertes mentales 

Konzept und Lexikon erworben, sondern sie werden wahrnehmungsbasiert und damit narrativ und 

„embodied“ über komplexe sozial-intersubjektive Verhandlungs- und Validierungsprozesse von 

polyphonen Ausgangsmodellen sukzessive in wechselseitige, affektiv bewertete Repräsentationen („mutual 

representations“) überführt. » (Lüdke, 2012, 108). 
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Taking into account the inevitable cultural contextualisation of the emotional experience 

raises with acuity the problem of the (“controlled”, “objective”) interpretation of an emotional 

experience based on its signs of manifestation, including neurological signs that today enjoy an 

aura of objectivity that is not self-evident. In a similar way to an interpreter of written or 

audiovisual texts, the emotionscape produced by an (collective or individual) actor who is the 

subject of an emotional experience offers the interpreter (expert or not) the opportunity to 

induce the meaning of its constitutive expressions and - depending on the interpreter’s culture 

(i.e. according to the knowledge and beliefs to which the interpreter refers; see also Barrett 2017) 

-  to explain the emotional state underlying the production of emotionscape. As Bliss-Moreau 

(2017) rightly points out, by considering the activities, postures, facial expressions, etc. of an 

animal, we hypothetically reconstruct a meaning "behind" these signs, i.e. what the animals or 

people feel, their emotional states, etc., that is, the meaning of the signs. It simply means that we 

interpret according to our point of view, according to our knowledge and beliefs (according to our 

language game, to use Ludwig Wittgenstein's well-known expression) the expressions of the other 

- animal or human being.  

Here arises the as well epistemological as practical problem if there are objective signatures of 

emotions whose (however controversial) status is to form (in the biological sense) a basic, in 

other words, an innate emotion. These objective signatures should make it possible to 

understand objectively the state of mind of an actor who is the subject of an emotional experience. 

For example, the simple presence of an objective signature (such as a facial expression, a gesture 

or a characteristic neurological pattern) in a primate's emotionscape should somehow “deliver” 

his state of mind (cf. Bliss-Moreau 2017 for a critical discussion of this classic vision). 

 

Conclusion 

This article proposes to quickly explore a certain number of researches devoted to the 

relationship between language and emotion. Of course, this exploration remains partial. Its 

objective was not, however, to provide a fair picture of the abundant research in this field. 

Instead, it has targeted a few – in our opinion - central themes for a transdisciplinary approach 

of the (intentional) object emotion, of emotional experience that proposes to describe emotion, emotional 

experience under the following three major angles: 

1. as an experience that takes place according to a script, a typical scenario that can vary from 

one social actor to another (i.e. from one sociocultural and historical context to 

another);  

2. as an experience that is both part of man's common “natural baggage” and is 

understood and conceptualized by means of visions – of beliefs - that are part of the 

common sense, of the semantic foundation of every situated social actor (such as a 

sociolinguistic community);  

3. as an experience that is expressed, staged, communicated and shared using a huge diversity of 

signs and sign systems forming emotional displays, emotionscapes.    

These three angles constitute many major themes in research on emotion which cross the 

various disciplines concerned (from anthropology to (cognitive) neurosciences including 

linguistics, semiotics, the human sciences and philosophy) without one in particular being able 

to claim to be able to explore them alone or to hold a complete vision of them. 
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