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Abstract

What can evolutionary theories tell us about emotions, and how can research on emotions
inform evolutionary theories? In this chapter, we discuss links between evolutionary theories
of emotion and the cross-cultural study of emotion. We examine what predictions can be
derived from evolutionary theories about cross-cultural consistency and variability. In
particular, we emphasise the notion that evolved psychological mechanisms result in cultural
differences instantiated as variations on common themes of human universals. We focus on
two components of emotions: emotion experience and nonverbal expressions. Several case
studies from emotion science are outlined to illustrate this framework empirically. In the
domain of emotion experience, we highlight shame as an illustration of the idea of variations
occurring across cultures around a common theme. In the domain of nonverbal expression of
emotion, this idea is illustrated by the in-group advantage, that is, superior recognition of
emotional expressions produced by members of one's own group. We consider both statistical
learning and motivational explanations for this phenomenon in light of evolutionary
perspectives. Lastly, we review three different theoretical accounts of how to conceptualise
cross-culturally shared themes underlying emotions. We conclude that the cross-cultural
study of consistency and variation in different emotion components offers a valuable
opportunity for testing predictions derived from evolutionary psychology.



Introduction

What can evolutionary psychology tell us about consistency and variability in human
emotion across cultures? A growing body of research provides cross-cultural data on
numerous features of emotion, including expressions (e.g., Elfenbein, Beaupre, Levesque &
Hess, 2007; Tracy & Matsumoto, 2008), perception (e.g., Cordaro et al., 2016; Crivelli,
Russell, Jarillo, & Fernandez-Dols, 2017; Laukka et al., 2013), regulation (e.g., Liddell &
Williams, 2019; Pauw et al., 2020), and experience (e.g., Sun et al., 2020). This work
underscores the interests in empirical tests of the extent to which components of emotions
vary across cultures. Evolutionary psychology can offer a useful framework for such
endeavours. Cross-cultural differences are consistent with an evolutionary psychological
approach to emotions. Despite common belief to the contrary, evolved mechanisms do not
imply strict uniformity (Apicella & Barrett, 2016; Tooby & Cosmides, 1992). Evolved
mechanisms are expected to produce culturally variable output (e.g., physiological or
behavioural changes) in response to variable input in terms of the local environment and
culture (e.g., Al-Shawaf & Lewis, 2017). Interaction of evolved psychological mechanisms
with a wide range of human environmental and cultural conditions might thus be expected to
produce variability in psychological output between human populations. Here, we argue that
evolutionary psychology can offer a lens to view the ways through which evolved systems
give rise to universal and culturally variable outcomes in the domain of human emotion.

In this chapter, we examine the intersection between evolutionary theories and the
study of emotions across cultures. We examine what predictions can be derived from
evolutionary theories about cross-cultural consistency and variability of emotion, and
highlight the benefits that can be gleaned from their integration. To do so, we first explicate
the notion that evolved psychological mechanisms result in cultural differences instantiated
as variations around common themes of human universals. Next, we consider this idea in
relation to two different components of emotion: experience and nonverbal expressions. We
do not comprehensively review the available empirical evidence, but instead provide case
studies as illustrative examples, and point readers to resources for further reading. Finally, we
discuss three frameworks of emotion theory in terms of their proposals for what constitutes
the evolved, cross-culturally shared themes underlying emotions.

Evolved psychological mechanisms can yield consistency and variability

An evolutionary psychological approach posits species-typical psychological
mechanisms (Lewis et al, 2017). Influential conceptions of evolutionary psychology hold that
the human mind is a product of mechanisms that evolved by natural selection to solve
particular adaptive problems faced in ancestral environments over long periods of time
(Tooby & Cosmides, 1990, 1992). Adaptive problems refer to conditions that would have had
a recurrent impact on an organism’s chances of survival and reproductive success, such as
avoiding predators, kin detection, attracting a mate, finding nutritious food, and protecting
offspring. On this view, the presence of recurrent yet varied adaptive problems would have
favoured the evolution of functionally specialized mechanisms (but see L. F. Barrett, 2011).
Such mechanisms might include sensory, perceptual, affective, and behavioural features that
work together to facilitate rapid and effective responses to solving specific kinds of
challenges (Barrett & Kurzban, 2006; Cosmides & Tooby, 1994; but see Anderson & Finlay,
2014; Stephen, 2014; Zerilli, 2017).

Evolutionary psychology has tended to emphasise the universality of human
psychology (Tooby & Cosmides, 1992). The idea of a universal human nature can easily be
taken to mean that specific behaviours must be universal: While universality claims based on



evolutionary theorising imply biological underpinnings, any systematic variation in human
psychology and behaviour is assumed to be evidence for cultural differences that are not
evolved (see Apicella & Barrett, 2016). However, evolution does not necessarily yield
uniform results across contexts; evolutionary processes have resulted in highly diverse
cultural repertoires of human populations. Human cultural capacities are part of evolved
psychological mechanisms (e.g., Heyes, 2020; Richerson & Boyd, 2005). Culture is a human
universal, yet culture is obviously a source of variability in human psychology and behaviour
(Kline, Shasudheen, & Broesch, 2018). Variation is thus not equivalent to a lack of
universality, nor does universality imply a lack of cultural influence. Debates around
universality are often framed as competing explanations set up as dichotomies: innate-
learned, nature-nurture, or biological-cultural. However, elaborating on the relationship
between evolution and culture first requires recognizing that evolutionarily prepared and
culturally learned processes are not incompatible but rather complementary. Only then can
we begin to understand how evolved psychological mechanisms can create psychological and
behavioural variation as well as consistency across populations (H. C. Barrett, 2014).

Evolutionarily prepared and culturally learned mechanisms are thus not mutually
exclusive explanations of consistency and variability. Individuals are endowed with the
inclination to be easily conditioned to some type of stimuli, or to learn some things more
easily than others; these are considered innate prepared mechanisms (e.g., Al-Shawaf, Lewis,
Barbaro, & Wehbe, 2020; Al-Shawaf, Lewis, Wehbe, & Buss, 2019; Tooby & Cosmides,
1992). Such underlying mechanisms underlie some nonverbal expressions, such as infants
across cultures smiling in response to a familiar voice or tickling (Eibl-Eibesfeldt, 1973). In
addition to these prepared mechanisms, nonverbal expressions can also be learned in a
manner that is culturally variable. For instance, tongue protrusion is considered a sign of a
culturally-specific emotional state, lajya (roughly translated as shame) in the Indian Orissa
culture (Menon & Shweder, 1994). Evolutionarily prepared and social learning mechanisms
thus together shape human behaviour.

While evolutionary theorising does not propose universal manifest behaviour, it does
posit species-typical evolved psychological mechanisms (e.g., Lewis et al., 2017). These
mechanisms evolved to process cues from our ancestral cultural environments, and mesh with
statistical regularities in the specific contemporary environment of the organism (Brown,
1991; Tooby &Cosmides, 1992). Evolved psychological mechanisms allow humans to learn
from features that are culturally and ecologically variable by interacting with recurrent
structures present in their environment. Consequently, systematic variability across cultural
environments can lead to systematically variable psychological output. The operation of a
psychological mechanism can be thought in three stages of information-processing in
general: environmental and cultural cues are processed as input in evolved information-
processing mechanisms, which are then operated upon by computational procedures, and
subsequently turn into variable output (e.g., Al-Shawaf & Lewis, 2017). Universality is not
predicted at the level of output, but rather at the level of computational design. Variable
output is a sign that the contextual proximate inputs differ across cultural environments.
Evolutionary approach thus offers a comprehensive framework that links proximate
mechanisms to the distal origins of those mechanisms (see Lewis et al. 2017, for a discussion
on proximate and ultimate level of analysis). For instance, strong evidence has been found for
prelinguistic colour categories in infants (Skelton et al., 2017), pointing to universal colour
categories that are present before colour word learning. However, although infant colour
perception has a universal foundation, learning language changes colour perception (Forbes
& Plunkett, 2018). Indeed, colour perception reflects not only universal tendencies, but also
variation based on local linguistic convention (e.g., Reiger & Kay, 2009; Roberson, Hanley,



& Pak, 2009; Roberson, Pak, & Hanley, 2008). Language and culture thus shape how
evolved psychological mechanisms are instantiated.

Human emotions as variations on themes

In understanding evolved and learned mechanisms, cultural differences can be
conceptualised as variations around common themes of human universals. Depending on
environmental circumstances, species-typical traits may develop differently (H. C. Barrett,
2020). For instance, people who forage daily develop more sophisticated odour
categorization skills than city-dwellers, reflecting a biological potential that only develops
fully when utilized (Majid & Kruspe, 2018). Evolutionary hypotheses posit that evolved
mechanisms respond adaptively to environmental conditions. For instance, cross-cultural
research on mate choice has shown varying preferences. The male preference for low waist-
to-hip ratio and slimness is universal, but it varies with ecology in response to changes in the
local cue structure (e.g., Yu & Shepard, 1998; Swami, 2015). Similarly, the preference for
average faces is universal, but the average face shape in a population is determined by faces
in the local environment, resulting in variability across groups in which faces are preferred
(Apicella, Little, Marlowe, 2007). Shared human traits thus develop differently in response to
environmental conditions.

Like other psychological mechanisms, human emotions can be positioned within the
framework of universal variations on a theme. On this view, emotions would be expected to
exist across cultures, but cross-cultural differences should occur in a manner that reflects
differences in ecology and culture across groups. However, there is no consensus on how to
conceptualise emotions, which makes this proposal challenging to evaluate (Sauter &
Russell, 2020). Yet, most scholars of emotion agree that it is useful to distinguish between
different components of emotion, including felt experience, cognitive appraisals (i.e.,
evaluations), nonverbal expressions, and physiological changes (Moors, 2017; Russell, 2003;
Scarantino, 2016). These distinctions are particularly pertinent in discussions of cross-cultural
similarities and variations, since the extent to which culture modulates different components
of emotion is inconsistent across emotion components (see Manokara & Sauter, 2020).
Specifically, it has been proposed that culture strongly influences subjective emotion
experiences, but weakly influences nonverbal expressions (Levenson, Soto, & Pole, 2007).
Next, we therefore turn to discussing cross-cultural similarities and variations for these two
key emotion components: emotion experience and nonverbal expressions.

Emotion experience. Cultural differences in emotion experience can be thought of as
variations on themes that reflect prototypical ‘scripts’ related to a type of emotion experience
(Lazarus, 1991). Elements of such themes include elicitors (causes), appraisals, and
tendencies to take different actions. Integration of these elements into a coherent script links a
type of situation to the subjective emotion experience. For instance, prototypical scripts for
experiencing sadness include an irrevocable loss, while fear involves facing an immediate
danger. In an evolutionary psychological framework, the themes would be expected to be
universal, yet may predict divergent emotional responses across cultures, which in turn would
mean cross-culturally variable emotion experiences.

In the discussion of emotion in relation to culture, a commonly used concept is
individualism-collectivism, which denotes the extent to which a cultural group values
individual needs, wishes and goals over those of the group or collective (Hofstede, 1983,
2001). Cultures that are more individualistic (e.g., North America and Western Europe),
emphasize autonomy and personal goals. In contrast, cultures that are less individualistic and
more collectivistic (e.g., East Asia and South America) place more emphasis on relationships



with others and social harmony. Much of the research on emotion and culture draws on this
distinction.

In the context of emotional experience across cultures, shame is an illustrative
example for the notion of cross-cultural variation on a common theme. Shame is an emotion
that, across cultures, involves a negative evaluation of the self (Tangney, 1991; Tracy &
Robins, 2004). Shame arises when one’s shortcomings are exposed to others, and results from
a real or imagined negative evaluation by others (Wong & Tsai, 2007). Shame fulfils several
functions, including reflecting our concern for others (Lebra, 1988) and preserving our sense
of personal identity (Hultberg, 1988; Scheff, 1988). It is believed that people experience
shame in all societies; indeed, that it is so important for social control that it is unlikely that a
society could be maintained without it (Creighton, 1988). Field experiments including small
communities around the world have found that, despite widely varying languages, cultures,
and subsistence modes, shame is closely related with devaluation of local audiences (Sznycer
et al., 2018). Complementing this cross-cultural consistency, there are important differences
in how shame manifests in different cultures, and how different groups sees shame. In fact,
shame experiences can be considered as variations on a relational theme in at least three
ways.

Firstly, there is a difference across cultures in how socially desirable shame is
considered to be. In individualistic cultures, shame is considered highly undesirable, as it
signals incompetence, inferiority or weakness (Goffman, 1967), and undermines positive
self-regard (Kitayama et al., 2006). In contrast, in collectivistic cultures, shame is not
perceived as particularly unpleasant (Romney, Moore, & Rusch, 1997), possibly because it is
seen as conducive to self-improvement and perspective taking (Heine et al., 1999). In
collectivistic cultures, being aware of one’s shortcomings and actively correcting them helps
individuals realign with social norms and expectations.

Secondly, the antecedents of shame can be different across cultures (e.g., Boiger,
Gungor, Karasawa & Mesquita, 2014). For example, for Americans, situations in which their
personal flaws are revealed to others, like getting sick during a team game, are seen as more
shameful. For Japanese people, situations that imply a loss of public face to the protagonists
themselves, like getting caught during self-talk by a stranger, are perceived as more shameful
(Boiger, Mesquita, Uchida, & Barrett, 2013). In American culture, maintaining dignity is
aimed by an independent, autonomous self, while maintaining face is concerned by an
interdependent, relational self in Japanese culture.

Thirdly, cross-cultural variability can illuminate the manner in which cultures
differentially highlight, ignore, or group various facets of emotional experience (Fessler,
2004). Shame fails to achieve the central tasks of an independent self (Kitayama, Markus, &
Matsumoto, 1995), and consequently shame is less salient and indeed made relatively
invisible in individualistic, compared to collectivistic, cultures (Scheff, 1988). In
individualistic cultures, shame is unarticulated in early child development, and the
development of shame instead takes place relatively late in development (Miake &
Yamazaki, 1995). Moreover, shame representations are less elaborate in individualistic
cultures as compared to other cultural contexts (Mascolo, Fischer, & Li, 2003; Shaver, Wu, &
Schwartz, 1992). Notably, the difference between shame and guilt varies across cultures. In
individualistic cultures such as the United States, shame is often used synonymously with
guilt, but shame arises when one's shortcomings are attributed to oneself, while guilt comes
when one's focus is on a particular negative act or circumstance (Wong & Tsai, 2007,
Robertson et al., 2018). In fact, exactly because shame may be “overshadowed” by guilt in



individualistic cultures, a fuller understanding of shame experiences can only be arrived at by
studying shame across cultures (Fessler, 2004).

Shame thus illustrates the notion of emotion experience being organized as variations
on a shared theme. Even though clear cross-cultural similarities exist in terms of the basic
construct (Sznycer et al, 2018), the experience of shame is diverse across cultures in terms of
antecedents, as well as how shame experiences relate to other related emotions. A full
understanding of shame requires the study of societies varying on many dimensions,
including individualism and collectivism.

Nonverbal expression. Nonverbal expression of emotion includes facial and bodily
expressions like frowns, smiles, and raised fists, as well as vocalisations like laughs and
screams. There is evidence for evolved mechanisms underlying the production and perception
of such expressions. For instance, we more easily learn to associate certain stimuli to
particular nonverbal expressions, like the acquisition of fear response to snakes (e.g., Ohman
& Mineka, 2003). Associations between stimuli and expression can also be learned from
ecological and environmental input that varies across cultural groups. In addition to
associations to stimuli, nonverbal expressions of emotion themselves can develop differently
depending on the context, leading to variations on common themes across cultures. Below,
we examine how nonverbal expressions of emotions vary across cultures in terms of both
perception and production.

Variation in perception and production of emotional expressions across cultures. In
the domain of nonverbal expressions, cultural differences can be thought of as variations
around common themes of human universals, with evolutionarily prepared capacities shaped
by environmental factors like culture-specific learning. This is well illustrated by the so-
called in-group advantage, which refers to the superior recognition of emotions from
nonverbal expressions produced by members of one’s own group. Even though reliable
emotional information can be inferred across cultural groups from non-verbal cues, research
has consistently shown that emotional communication is enhanced when it occurs within, as
compared to between, cultural groups (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002; Laukka & Elfenbein,
2020). Specifically, emotional expressions are better recognized via both facial and verbal
cues when the expresser and perceiver share the same cultural background (e.g., Elfenbein,
Beaupré, Lévesque, & Hess, 2007; Laukka et al., 2016; Paulmann & Uskul, 2014). This
discrepancy in recognition accuracy reflects the fact that culturally specific factors help shape
the outcomes of evolutionarily prepared mechanisms.

One explanation for the in-group advantage is that there are systematic differences
between groups in terms of expressive styles. This view is articulated in dialect theory, which
uses a linguistic metaphor to describe emotion as a universal language with different dialects
(Elfenbein, 2003; Elfenbein et al., 2007). An American English speaker can communicate
with a British English speaker reasonably well, but not quite as easily as with another
American English speaker. Just like linguistic dialects, differences in expressive styles are
shaped by culture-specific learning. Individuals learn the expressive behaviours that are
prevalent in the environment that they grow up in. As a result, members of the same group
share the same “emotion dialect” and are therefore better able to recognize each other’s
expressions.

There is empirical support for this account from studies that have directly examined
nonverbal expressions in different cultures. For example, Elfenbein and colleagues (2007)
asked participants from Canada and Gabon to pose a range of emotions using facial



expressions. These expressions were then analysed using the Facial Action Coding System
(FACS, Ekman & Friesen, 1978), which objectively codes facial muscle movements. These
muscle movements (or combination of muscle movements) are called Action Units (AUS).
When examining the AUs associated with 10 different emotions, there was great convergence
between the two cultures. For example, for the emotion surprise, 50% of the Canadian and
60% of the Gabonese encoders showed the prototypical expression (AU1+AU2 +AU5 with
mouth open). At the same time, reliable cultural differences were observed, demonstrating
culture-specific variations around the universal facial expressions. For example, when
expressing sadness, while individuals from both cultures showed the prototypical expression
involving AU1 (27% and 13%) and AU4 (67% and 33%), 43% of Gabonese encoders
showed AU 56 (head tilt), while none of the Canadian encoders did. Interestingly, there were
greater cross-cultural differences for expressions of emotions that are typically elicited in
social interactions (e.g., anger and shame), than those that are often elicited by non-social
events (e.g., fear and disgust).

A recent study of expressive behaviours associated with 22 different emotions across
five different cultures found further evidence for culture-specific variations around universal
themes (Cordaro et al., 2018). The researchers identified what they called International Core
Patterns (ICPs), denoting patterns of expressive behaviours that were conserved across
cultures. On average, about half of any participant’s expressions of any emotion involved
movements from the ICPs. At the same time, unique cultural accents were observed that
differed across cultures. Similar patterns were observed for posed and spontaneous
expressions of emotions. These findings point to culture-specific expressions around
universally shared core expression patterns; these differences in the production of expressions
likely contribute to the challenges occurring when interpreting expressions by members of
other groups.

Culture-specific learning can thus shape some aspects of the ways in which emotions
are expressed. In addition, cultural learning is an important determinant of cultural identity. It
has been suggested that the extent to which a perceiver identifies with an expresser
determines their motivation to decode signals from the expresser (Thibault, Bourgeois &
Hess, 2006). According to this view, the more the perceiver judges the expresser to be a
member of their own group, the more motivated the perceiver will be to attempt to interpret
the emotional expression. This in turn can lead to higher decoding accuracy. The
motivational view thus provides a complementary explanatory framework in which the in-
group advantage arises from cultural identity, which is also an outcome of environmental
factors.

The motivational view aligns with evolutionary accounts that highlight that investing
more resources in members of one’s own group contributes to maximizing inclusive fitness
(Hamilton, 1964, Abbot et al., 2011). There is empirical support for this view. Superior
processing strategies are used when processing in-group, as compared to out-group,
expressions. For example, when judging in-group faces, perceivers engage in more configural
processing (i.e., processing the interdependence and spatial relationship between face parts)
as opposed to analytical processing (i.e., processing the different facial components
separately; Hugenberg & Corneille, 2009). Configural processing has been shown to be
beneficial for the decoding of emotional facial expressions (Calder et al., 2000). However,
the enhanced decoding of emotional expressions from in-group members only occurs during
longer presentation times, suggesting that the higher recognition accuracy for in-group
signals requires additional processing time (Young & Hugenberg, 2010).



Nonverbal expression can also vary across cultures due to differences in display rules,
that is, norms about how appropriate it is to display emotional expressions in a particular
context (Friesen, 1972; Matsumoto, 1990; Manokara et al., 2020). Though there are norms
regarding the expression of emotion in certain situations in every culture, considerable
variations exist in these social rules across cultural groups. Specifically, display rules vary
along with important cultural dimensions, including individualism-collectivism (Hofstede,
1983; 2001).

People from more collectivistic cultures have been shown to be less expressive overall
(Matsumoto et al., 2008). While there is no evidence that individuals in collectivistic cultures
experience fewer or less intense emotions, they are under more social pressure to regulate
their emotion displays. This may reflect the fact that a typical goal of individuals in
individualistic cultures is to be independent of others, and attending to and expressing one’s
own attributes such as personal feelings can help distinguish oneself from others (Markus &
Kitayama, 1991; Suh, Diener, Oishi & Triandis, 1991). In contrast, collectivistic cultures
prioritise self-control and accommodating the needs of others over personal desires (Tamis-
LeMonda et al., 2008; Triandis, 1995), which might result in less expression of personal
feelings. Cultural differences in the degree of individualism-collectivism have been found to
map onto the strength of norms for expressing emotions (Matsumoto et al., 2008).

Display rules again illustrate how nonverbal expression can be thought of as
variations on a common theme across cultures: Evolutionarily prepared nonverbal
expressions are shaped by culturally learned display rules. While all cultures have norms
dictating how and when one should express their emotions, display rules differ systematically
across cultures. These rules are influenced by broader norms and values within a culture, for
example those that correspond to individualism-collectivism. These patterns of behaviour are
self-enforcing within a group and are acquired through culture-specific learning. From an
evolutionary perspective, conforming to group norms serves an important signalling function
and can confer prestige and better evaluations of fitness by in-group members (Cheng et al.,
2013; Henrich &Gil-White, 2001; Wenegrat et al., 1996)

How to conceptualise common themes underlying emotions?

Approaching emotion components as variations around universal themes raises the
question of how best to characterise those themes. Next, we outline three accounts of
emotions with different implications for how to understand the cross-culturally shared themes
underlying emotions. We sketch three views on emotion in terms of what each theory
considers to be evolutionarily prepared and what is thought to be culturally learned: The basic
emotion theory, appraisal theory, and psychological constructionism. We do not advocate for
one account over the others, but outline their views on how best to conceptualise emotions.

Affect programs: The Basic Emotion Theory. According to basic emotion theory,
emotions are distinct, brief states that were selected for over evolutionary time for their
adaptive value in dealing with important ancestral situations (e.g., Ekman, 1992). Basic
emotions thus aided organisms in dealing with recurring challenges and opportunities over
the course of evolution (e.g., Tooby & Cosmides, 2008). Examples include fear for natural
predators, disgust for rotten or toxic food, and joy for playful interactions. All humans are
posited to have a biologically innate, latent affect program for each basic emotion. What
these emotions are varies across theorists, but frequently cited basic emotions are anger, fear,
disgust, sadness, surprise, and joy (but see Keltner & Cordaro, 2017 for a more extensive
list). The basic emotion framework thus postulates a specialised affect program for each
emotion, which can be conceptualised as superordinate programs for coordinating
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functionally specialized mechanisms, including physiological changes and behaviour (e.g.,
Al-Shawaf, Conroy-Beam, Asao, & Buss, 2016; Al-Shawaf & Lewis, 2017; Tooby &
Cosmides, 2008). These superordinate programs direct the processing of environmental or
somatic cues to aid the organism’s reaction to a recurring type of adaptive problem.

Affect programs can be triggered by distinct universal antecedents, like being chased
by a predator and smelling rotten food. In addition to universal antecedents, learned elicitors
can also trigger affect programs. Regardless of the trigger, affect programs activate the same
cascade of emotion components, including physiological, expressive, and subjective
responses. On this view, emotions are thus domain-specific modules that facilitate adaptive
reactions to particular kinds of ancestral situations. However, emotions can still be shaped by
cultural learning, including higher-order cognition (lzard, 2007). The basic emotion theory
thus posits evolved mechanisms for discrete emotions, and modulation of emotion processes
by cultural learning.

Appraisals: Appraisal theory. The appraisal approach argues that emotional
experiences are triggered by immediate and intuitive evaluations (appraisals) of our
environment (e.g., Ellsworth, 2013). Commonly proposed appraisal dimensions are novelty,
valence, goal relevance, certainty, and agency. Appraisal theorists do not focus on specific
types of situations (e.g., the presence of a snake), but rather on a small set of appraisal
dimensions. These dimensions specify constituent elements of emotional experience. While
some theorists argue that appraisals trigger a system similar to affect programs posited in
basic emotion approach (Ekman, 1992; Keltner, Horberg, & Oveis, 2006; Roseman, 1991),
others propose that different appraisal dimensions influence emotion components separately
(Scherer, 2001; Moors, 2014). In this second view, specific changes in emotion episodes
(e.g., facial muscle movements, vocal changes) are explained by specific combinations of
appraisal dimensions triggered by the event, not by a categorical emotion mechanism.

According to the appraisal approach, appraisals are evolutionarily prepared and
constitute the core of emotion. Some appraisal theorists (e.g., Scherer & Moors, 2019)
suggest that certain patterns of individual appraisal dimensions were more common
throughout human evolutionary history. Those patterns would have resulted an increased
temporal synchronisation and coherence among several appraisal dimensions. The appraisal
framework thus proposes preparedness for appraisals, which result in emotion episodes when
the components of episodes are sufficiently synchronised. However, depending on the
culture, people might evaluate emotion-eliciting situations differently, resulting in culturally
variable emotional experiences and expressions (Ellsworth, 2013; Scherer, 1997).

General-purpose mechanisms: Psychological constructivism. In the psychological
constructionist framework, emotions are shaped by proximal socio-contextual factors and not
by specialised evolved adaptations (Russell, 2009). From this perspective, emotions are
produced by general-purpose mechanisms (L. F. Barrett, 2014). A central feature is core
affect, which refers to bodily sensations along the dimensions of arousal (energised or
enervated) and valence (good or bad). Core affect is, however, not specific to emotions;
bodily sensations are always in some state of arousal and valence. A range of additional
processes, such as sensory-perceptual-cognitive processing, respondent behaviours, and
instrumental actions, are included in the suite of general-purpose mechanisms thought to
underlie emotions according to psychological constructionism.

According to psychological constructionism, the general-purpose mechanisms (but
not specific emotion categories or appraisal dimensions) are prepared and consequently
universal. In contrast, subjective experience is thought to reflect culturally specific learning
processes (Mesquita, Barrett, & Smitt, 2010). Psychological constructivism thus posits
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cultural variability in emotions, but universality of domain-general mechanisms including
core affect.

Conclusions

Can evolutionary psychology inform our understanding of cross-cultural consistency
and variability in human emotion? We discussed this question in the context of the notion
that evolved psychological mechanisms lead to human universals that are instantiated as
variations around cross-culturally shared themes (H. C. Barrett, 2020). According to this idea,
specific traits develop differently depending on environmental circumstances, leading to
variations on that trait. We propose that human emotions can be placed in the framework of
cultural differences as variations on a universal theme. For instance, evidence for cross-
cultural differences in the experience of shame and emotion recognition from nonverbal
expressions reflect variability on universally shared themes. These examples highlight how
evolutionarily prepared mechanisms produce outcomes that are shaped by environmental
factors like cultural learning. Although there is no consensus on how to best conceptualise the
themes, we outlined the perspectives of three major emotion theories to illustrate some
alternative views on this issue.

From an evolutionary psychological perspective, cross-cultural variation in emotion
should reflect key differences in ecology and cultural context. However, cross-cultural
research on emotion has primarily ended to focus on testing the degree of consistency or
variability, while less attention has been given to the factors driving the variability.
Nevertheless, recent research points to aspects of cultural variation in emotionally expressive
behaviour being shaped by historical heterogeneity, that is the extent to which the present-day
population in a country descended from many versus few source countries (Rychlowska et
al., 2015). This approach of establishing potential driving forces of cross-cultural differences
from ecology and culture has the potential to open up a rich avenue for cross-cultural
research. To explain findings regarding cultural variation in human emotion, future research
might also more explicitly contrast predictions based the three emotion theories we outlined,
in terms of how htye explain cross-cultural variability. All in all, the idea of cultural
differences as variations on a theme around universals provides an opportunity for testing
evolutionary hypotheses regarding cross-cultural variation in human emotion.
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