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Abstract

George Lakoff (2016) discusses how emotion metaphors reflect the discrete 
bodily states associated with each emotion. The analysis raises questions 
about the context for and frequency of use of emotion metaphors and, 
indeed, emotion labels (e.g., “angry”), per se. An assumption implicit to 
most theories of emotion is that emotion language is just another channel 
through which people express ongoing emotion states. Drawing from 
recent evidence that labeling ongoing emotions reduces their intensity, 
we propose that a primary function of emotion language is regulatory 
rather than expressive.
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Humans have expressive faces, bodies, and voices. These are 
the channels for embodying emotion that Lakoff’s (2016) study 
of metaphor vividly documents. In fact, nonverbal communica-
tion of emotion is so effective that one could ask why humans 
possess a linguistic vocabulary for emotion at all. Here, we 
engage in the intellectual exercise of challenging the assump-
tion that emotion words are merely another means of communi-
cating about on-line affective states to others, or that emotion 
words and metaphors are constitutive elements of the emotion 
experience. We propose that humans developed the emotion 
language in large part to explain, control, and ultimately, inhibit, 
theirs and others’ affective states. This possibility has broad 
implications for the future study of emotion.

Facial expressions are rapid, automatic, and have a high sig-
nal value (Smith, Cottrell, Gosselin, & Schyns, 2005), making 
them ideal for conveying emotion. Verbally communicating 
emotion, on the other hand, requires cognitive resources, does 
not occur automatically, is typically redundant with nonverbal 

expression, and, perhaps surprisingly, is something that many 
people are not good at (Le, Berenbaum, & Raghavan, 2002). 
After reviewing analyses of naturalistic emotion word use, 
Pennebaker, Mehl, and Niederhoffer (2003) conclude, “it is 
striking how weakly emotion words predict people’s emotional 
state” (p. 571). In the rare instances that people do use words to 
label their ongoing emotions, what function does it serve?

Evidence for the regulatory role of emotion labeling is sup-
ported by research showing that labeling down-regulates emo-
tions, even in the absence of explicit emotion regulation goals. 
Labeling emotionally charged stimuli with affective (compared 
to neutral) words reduces amygdala activation (Lieberman  
et al., 2007). Self-reported distress (Lieberman, Inagaki, 
Tabibnia, & Crockett, 2011) and skin conductance response 
(Tabibnia, Lieberman, & Craske, 2008) are reduced when par-
ticipants generate or view emotion-related labels, but not affec-
tively neutral labels, for aversive images. Participants asked to 
self-report their emotions showed different cardiovascular 
responses after an anger induction compared to participants 
who did not report their emotions (Kassam & Mendes, 2013).

How might language facilitate regulation of emotions? 
Consider that verbalization is a form of categorization. While 
our ability to categorize is not limited to nameable entities, any 
time we label an entity, be it a concrete object, a type of motion, 
a relation, or an emotional state, we necessarily have to choose 
a particular label (Lupyan, 2012). In so doing, the mental repre-
sentation takes on a more categorical form that is more amena-
ble to drawing inferences of, for example, the cause of the 
mental state (see Lupyan & Clark, 2015, for a more general dis-
cussion of words as hypotheses). Just as writing something 
down acts to dissociate the idea from its current idiosyncratic 
context, labeling and thus categorizing an emotion may demote 
it from an immediate, driving urge to an object we can con-
sciously attend to.
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Finding the cause of an emotion may also defuse it (Lapate, 
Rokers, Li, & Davidson, 2014). If emotions evolved to motivate 
an organism to respond to a stimulus, then consciously reflect-
ing on the emotion and its potential cause could serve as a signal 
that the challenge has been “dealt with,” thus ending (or reduc-
ing) the emotion episode.

There are many implications of the relationship between 
emotion and language. For instance, mood manipulation checks, 
which draw participants’ awareness to their affective states and 
ask them to label or rate them, may unintentionally weaken a 
mood manipulation (Kassam & Mendes, 2013). A regulatory 
function of emotion labeling could explain why most languages 
have more negative than positive emotion words (Schrauf & 
Sanchez, 2004): it is generally more desirable to regulate nega-
tive emotions. Finally, cultural differences in the need to regu-
late particular emotions should be related to the density and 
granularity of emotion vocabulary across languages (cf. Barrett, 
Gross, Christensen, & Benvenuto, 2001).

The evidence reported here, and much more, suggests the 
intriguing hypothesis that emotion language does not primarily 
function as a read-out of internal states, but instead serves a 
more complex (and more interesting) regulatory function. 
Empirical attention to this view has the potential to inform our 
understanding of the structure of emotion and its interaction 
with conscious thought.
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Abstract

It has been argued that metaphor and emotion processing are tightly 
linked together. Here we explore whether neuroscientific evidence 
supports this claim.
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George Lakoff, in his article, “Language and Emotion,” (2016) 
makes a strong case for the important link between language 
and emotion processing. Is there any neuroscientific support for 
this? To date, most neuroscience studies on embodied semantics 
have focused on whether or not motor regions are active during 
the process of language related to actions. This is largely due to 
the fact that we have a good deal of scientific knowledge about 
motor brain regions and thus we can better predict expected 
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