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Abstract

The Chinese language (Mandarin and other dialects) is full of words and expressions that allude
to ‘unspeakable feelings’ on the part of the experiencer (e.g. Ye 2024). Why is this so? What can
such vocabulary tell us about Chinese attitudes and beliefs about emotions? In this paper, we
delve into this question by looking closely at the cultural key word weiqu (often glossed as ‘feel
wronged’) and the cultural assumptions that are deeply embedded within it. To fully spell out
the cultural meanings associated with this term, we employ the natural semantic metalanguage
(NSM) and its off-branch, the cultural script theory (Besemeres and Wierzbicka 2009;
Wierzbicka 1973, 1992, 1994, 1999; Goddard, 2018; Goddard, Wierzbicka and Ye 2023; Ye 2013,
2016, 2020). We also discuss the implications of the present study for applying the psychiatric
construct of alexithymia in the Chinese context.

References:

Besemeres, Mary and Anna Wierzbicka (2009). “The concept of frustration: a culture-specific emotion
and a cultural keyword.” In Closer to Emotions, Volume 3, edited by Agata Btachnio and Aneta
Przepidrko, 211-226. Lublin, Poland: Catholic University of Lublin.

Goddard, Cliff (2018). Ten lectures on Natural Semantic Metalanguage: Exploring language, thought and
culture using simple, translatable words. Leiden: Brill.

Goddard, Cliff, Anna Wierzbicka, Zhengdao Ye (2024). In Fuyin Li (ed.) The Natural Semantic

Metalanguage (NSM) approach. Handbook of Cognitive Semantics (vol.1). Leiden: Brill.

Wierzbicka, Anna (1973). “The Semantic Structure of Words for Emotions.” In Slavic Poetics: Essays in
honor of Kiril Taranovsky, edited by Roman Jakobson, C. H. van Schooneveld, and Dean S. Worth,
499-505. The Hague: Mouton.

Wierzbicka, Anna (1992). ‘Defining emotion concepts’, Cognitive Science, vol. 16, no. 4, pp. 539-581.

Wierzbicka, Anna (1994). “Emotion, Language and ‘Cultural Scripts’” In Emotion and Culture: Empirical
Studies of Mutual Influence, edited by S. Kitayama and H. R. Markus, 130-98. Washington D. C.:
American Psychological Association (APA).

Wierzbicka, Anna (1999). Emotions across languages and cultures: diversity and universals, Cambridge

University Press, Cambridge.

Ye, Zhengdao (2013). “Comparing the Natural Semantic Metalanguage (NSM) Approach to Emotion and
the GRID Paradigm.” In Components of Emotional Meaning: A Sourcebook, edited by Johnny J. R.
Fontaine, Klaus R. Scherer, and Cristina Soriano, 399-409. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Ye, Zhengdao (2016). ‘The meaning of ‘happiness’ (xingfu) and ‘emotional pain” (tongkd) in Chinese’, in C
Goddard & Z Ye (eds.), “Happiness” and “pain” across languages and cultures, John Benjamins
Publishing Company, Amsterdam.

Ye, Zhengdao (2020). ‘The semantics of emotion: from theory to empirical analysis’, in SE Pritzker, J
Fenigsen & JM Wilce (eds.), The Routledge handbook of language and emotion, Routledge,
London.

Ye, Zhengdao (2024). Chinese emotions: words, meaning and culture. In Liwei Jiao (ed.). The Routledge
Handbook of Chinese Language and Culture. 192-206. London: Routledge.

Zhengdao Ye is a Senior Lecturer in the School of Literature, Languages and Linguistics at
the Australian National University. Her research interests encompass semantics, pragmatics,
the language of emotion, and Chinese linguistics. She has lectured and published extensively



in these areas. She is the editor of The Semantics of Nouns (OUP 2017), general editor of
The Palgrave Handbook of Chinese Language Studies (Palgrave Macmillan 2022), co-editor
of “Happiness” and “Pain across Languages and Cultures (with Cliff Goddard; John Benjamins
2016), Meaning, Life and Culture: In Conversation with Anna Wierzbicka (with Helen
Bromhead; ANU Press 2020), and The Cultural Pragmatics of Danger: Cross-Linguistic
Perspective (with Carsten Levisen; John Benjamins 2024).

Anna Sroka is an Assistant Professor at Kazimierz Wielki University in Bydgoszcz, Poland.
She holds a Ph.D. in Linguistics from the University of Gdansk and specializes in Chinese
language semantics, the linguistic representation of emotions, and cross-cultural
communication. Her research interests also include glottodidactics and the exploration of
cultural values and emotions expressed through language in gaming communities.



