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1. Abstract 

 

The dissertation introduces a cross-cultural study that aims to explore how the concept of shame is 

understood in Indian and American cultures. It is a cognitive linguistic analysis of the emotion 

built on the argument that human meaning-making activities are simultaneously determined by 

two key factors: the body and the context. Body-based conceptualization appears to be nearly 

universal. People, having the same biological bodies, have a common ground in understanding 

abstract concepts. Bodily experiences serve as a basis of conceptualization because the body 

operates in a particular environment. However, the potentially universal understanding, because of 

the sociocultural characteristics of the context, can bear specific forms. The overall aim of the 

dissertation is to identify the cognitive-cultural models (that is, the folk understanding) of shame 

in the two target cultures. The focus is on the metaphorical and the metonymical 

conceptualization, as well as on the potential causes of the emotion. The doctoral research puts 

emphasis on concepts related to SHAME, which helps in the identification of culture-specific forms 

of understanding. The findings reveal that although the Indian and the American 

conceptualizations of the emotion are similar (shame is a negative emotion), there are significant 

differences (for instance, in the extent to which the avoidance of shame is socially stressed). The 

differences have roots in the sociocultural characteristics of the Indian and the American contexts. 

Also, they are potentially related to the dominant philosophies that motivate the conceptualization 

of emotions in the two contexts (the reason-emotion dichotomy in the American culture vs. the 

Rasa theory of Indian aesthetics). The dissertation explores SHAME in Indian English and 

American English linguistic data. As such, it aims to contribute to cognitive linguistic studies that 

look at the understanding of concepts in nativized varieties of English. 

 

1.2. Justification for research 

 

Since the discipline emerged in the 1980s, emotion conceptualization has been a major area of 

research in Cognitive Linguistics. At first, studies aimed to identify potentially universal aspects 

of conceptualization. A good example of this is the study of Lakoff and Kövecses (1987) on the 

concept of anger. Through American English linguistic expressions of anger, the authors identify 

metonymical and metaphorical conceptions that are motivated by bodily experiences. As such, the 

conceptual metaphors and conceptual metonymies the authors find reflect conceptions of anger in 

the American context, as well as conceptualization that is potentially universal. Then, the scope of 

cognitive linguistic research has expanded to include cross-cultural investigations as well. In the 

case of anger, for instance, Kövecses (1995b) compares studies that explore the concept in 

American, Hungarian, Chinese, and Tagalog cultures. He illustrates that the near-universal forms 

of conceptualization often have culture-specific forms. Although the number of cognitive 

linguistic cross-cultural studies has increased, there is a need to conduct further research for the 

following four reasons: 

 



 (1) The majority of cognitive linguistic research into emotion conceptualization to date has 

examined basic emotions. Among basic emotions, for instance, anger (Kövecses and Lakoff, 

1987), fear (Kövecses, 2000a) or happiness (Kövecses, 1991, Yu, 1995) has been explored 

extensively. There is a need for studies that examine complex emotion concepts, which potentially 

have specific sociocultural meaning. Examples of such complex emotion concepts are, among 

others, Japanese itoshii (longing for an absent loved one)1 or Portuguese saudade (a combination 

of love, sadness, yearning and melancholia)2. Complex emotions may be “cultural key concepts” 

with “special, culture-specific meanings [which] reflect and pass on not only ways of living 

characteristics of a given society but also ways of thinking” (Wierzbicka, 1999b, p. 5). These 

emotions are believed to be culture-specific and, as such, they seem not to have exact equivalents 

in other sociocultural contexts.  

 

(2) An increasing yet still small number of cultures have been examined in cross-cultural 

cognitive linguistic studies of emotion concepts. The majority of studies focus on Anglo-

American (mostly American) cultures (e.g., Barcelona, 1986, Holland and Kipnis, 1995, 

Kövecses, 1995a). Some investigate emotion conceptualization in Chinese culture (Yu, 1995), 

Spanish culture (e.g., Ogarkova and Soriano, 2014) or German culture (e.g., Stefanowitsch, 2004). 

The number of unexplored areas exceeds that of the cultural contexts already examined. Cognitive 

linguistic analyses of emotion conceptualization in many European, South- and Latin-American, 

African and Asian cultures are yet to be conducted.  

 

(3) As the number of cultures studied to date is relatively low, the list of languages that are the 

sources of investigation could also be extended. Globalization and particular historical processes 

(e.g., colonization) lead to a special status of the English language today. English serves as an 

international lingua franca between various nations for general or business-related 

communication purposes. At the same time, it is present as a local lingua franca in several 

countries. In its nativized form, it is capable of expressing socioculturally specific meaning 

(Sharifian, 2010). Only a few cognitive linguistic studies to date have explored meaning 

construction in varieties of English (e.g., Polzenhagen-Wolf, 2007, Sharifian, 2010). The number 

of studies exploring emotion concepts in varieties of English (e.g., Güldenring, 2010, Díaz-Vera, 

2015) is even smaller.  

 

(4) The majority of cognitive linguistic studies to date have applied intuition-based qualitative 

methodology. One of the focal points of criticism directed at Cognitive Linguistics is that an 

introspection-based analysis does not enable the researcher to interpret the results objectively. 

Criticism is mostly formulated in the field of Corpus Linguistics (e.g., Stefanowitsch, 2007), 

calling for the need to apply quantitative analytical methods.  

 

                                                           
1
 Source: Russell (1991) 

2
 Source: https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/saudade 



This dissertation attempts to remedy the four shortcomings listed and, therefore, explores the 

concept of shame. Shame is a complex, context-dependent emotion. It is complex, because it is 

both a private and a social emotion. It is context-dependent, because its understanding requires the 

concept of the SELF, the definition of which is largely determined by the value systems that prevail 

in particular sociocultural contexts. The Indian concept of shame is linked to the concept of lajja, 

which appears as a key concept in Indian culture (Sinha and Chauhan, 2013). Similarly to 

Japanese itoshii and Portuguese saudade, Indian lajja does not seem to have an exact equivalent 

in other cultures. It is a Hindi word of Sanskrit origin “roughly translated as shame, modesty, 

bashfulness, embarrassment, or timidity” (Bhawuk, 2017, p. 112). The dissertation compares the 

understanding of shame in Indian and American cultures. The former has not been subject of 

cognitive linguistic investigations with focus on emotions yet. The dissertation explores SHAME in 

Indian English and American English linguistic data. As such, it contributes to cognitive linguistic 

studies that look at the understanding of concepts in nativized varieties of English. Finally, 

considering the criticism directed at cognitive linguistic methodology, a combination of 

quantitative and qualitative analysis is used in the doctoral research.  

 

1.3 Research questions and hypotheses 

 

The main objective of this dissertation is to identify the cognitive-cultural models (that is, the folk 

understanding) of shame in the Indian and the American contexts. That is, the main research 

questions are the following:  

 

 What cognitive-cultural models of shame can be identified in the Indian and the American 

contexts? What is the folk understanding of shame in the two cultures? 

 

The dissertation adopts the cognitive linguistic approach to the folk understanding of emotions 

and argues that cognitive-cultural models are the “joint product of (possibly universal) actual 

human physiology, conceptualized physiology (metonymy), metaphor, cultural model (with its 

schematic basic structure) and the broader cultural context” (Kövecses, 1995c, p. 70). Cognitive-

cultural models of emotions are scripts that include the cause, the existence and the effect of 

emotions. They are conceptual categories that encompass concepts related to the emotion. Also, 

they “evoke a large number of additional concepts in the conceptual system, constituting a domain 

matrix” (Kövecses, 2014a, p. 23). The cognitive-cultural models provide information about the 

evaluation of emotions. In order to identify the cognitive-cultural models of shame, the following 

further research questions need to be raised: 

 

 Which conceptual metaphors motivate Indian and American conceptualizations of shame? 

 Which conceptual metonymies motivate Indian and American conceptualizations of 

shame? 

 What other concepts are related to SHAME in the two contexts? 



 What are the causes of shame in the two contexts? 

 How is shame evaluated? Is it a positive or a negative emotion in the two contexts? 

 

The hypotheses related to the research questions are the following: 

 

1. The main hypothesis in relation to the cognitive-cultural models of shame is that, because of 

biology-based conceptualization, there are folk conceptions of the emotion the Indian and the 

American contexts share. At the same time, differences in the sociocultural characteristics of the 

two contexts lead to different cognitive-cultural models of shame. The sociocultural 

characteristics that appear to be relevant in the conceptualization of shame are dominant 

ideologies (i.e., the definition of SELF), the preferred value systems (i.e., collectivist or 

individualist value systems), the philosophies (i.e., Puritanism, Hinduism, the Rasa aesthetic 

theory), and the gender and power relations characteristic of the contexts. Indian and American 

folk theories of emotions can be interpreted as contextual factors that potentially lead to 

differences in the understanding of shame. 

 

Additional (sub)hypotheses in relation to conceptual tools that comprise the cognitive-cultural 

models are the following: 

 

2. The cognitive linguistic approach differentiates between near-universal and potentially culture-

specific conceptual metaphors. The near-universal conceptual metaphors are generic-level 

conceptual metaphors (e.g., EMOTIONS ARE SUBSTANCES IN THE CONTAINER), which stem from 

potentially universal human physiology. As Kövecses (2005) explains, culture-specific 

metaphorical understanding comes in various ways: (1) the target domain is conceptualized in 

terms of different source domains across cultures (alternative conceptualization); (2) the target 

domain is understood in terms of the same source domains, but cultures have a preference for one 

source domain over the other (preferential conceptualization); and (3) both the target and the 

source domain “appear to be unique to a given language/culture” (unique conceptualization) (pp. 

67-68). The hypothesis of the dissertation is that the Indian English and American English 

databases illustrate preferential, alternative and unique metaphorical conceptualizations. These 

have roots in the sociocultural features of the Indian and the American contexts. 

 

3. Conceptual metonymies of emotion conceptualization typically depict the physiological, 

physical and the behavioral responses to the emotion. The bodily responses to shame are 

potentially universal, but differences between contexts can be detected in regard to which bodily 

reactions are profiled in the metonymical understanding of the emotion. The main hypothesis in 

relation to conceptual metonymies is that both identical and different metonymical interpretations 

can be identified in the Indian English and the American English databases. Conceptual 

metonymies that turn out to be culture-specific have roots in the features of the Indian and 

American contexts. 



 

4. In Cognitive Linguistics, the cognitive-cultural models of emotions are scripts. In these scripts, 

emotions have a causal component. The psychological literature on shame clearly shows that there 

are many possible causes of this emotion and they are not easy to define. Taking the research 

results of Tsai et al. (2002) as a basis, namely that the causes of shame are related to the features 

of the context, it is hypothesized that the language-based analysis of shame refers to causes of the 

emotion that reflect the sociocultural characteristics of the Indian and the American contexts. 

 

5. The cognitive-cultural models of emotions provide information about how emotions are 

evaluated. Studies indicate that shame tends to be negatively perceived in “Western cultures” 

(e.g., Tracey et al., 2007), but positively evaluated in Asian cultures (e.g., Menon and Schweder, 

2010, Kitayama and Kurokawa, 2000, Rozin and Cohen, 2003, Li and Fischer, 2004, Scollon et 

al., 2004). It is hypothesized that the language-based analysis of shame leads to similar results. It 

is assumed that shame is more a positive concept in Indian culture, while it is a more negative 

concept in American culture. 

 

6. Concepts closely related to or evoked by emotions are parts of the cognitive-cultural models of 

emotions. As an illustration, respect and attachment are concepts that “in the ideal case are closely 

related to the concept of ROMANTIC LOVE” (Kövecses, 1986, p. 74). The dissertation attempts to 

explore what concepts are related to shame in the Indian and the American contexts. Taking the 

results of scientific approaches to shame as a basis (e.g., Kaufman, 1989, Lewis, 1995, Gilbert, 

1998, Tracey et al., 2007), it is hypothesized that concepts like guilt, embarrassment and morality, 

which possibly are concepts universally related to shame, will be identified in the analysis. It is 

further hypothesized that context-specific concepts will be detected. The main assumption 

regarding the related concepts of shame is that the network of concepts against which shame is 

understood in the Indian and the American contexts is somewhat different. The difference comes 

from the sociocultural characteristics of the two contexts. 

 

1.4 Methodology 

 

The dissertation combines a quantitative and qualitative analysis of linguistic expressions of 

shame. The linguistic expressions are collected from American English and Indian English online 

corpora. The Metaphor Identification Procedure (MIP) developed by the Pragglejaz Group (2007) 

is applied in the identification of figurative linguistic expressions. The metaphorical source 

domains of SHAME are discussed, with a focus on their “meaning focus” (Kövecses, 2003). The 

metonymical vehicle entities of SHAME are analyzed in terms of conceptual metonymy types. The 

systematic mappings of conceptual metaphors and conceptual metonymies, as well as the types 

and the salience of their linguistic manifestations help us draw conclusions about the elaboration, 

productivity, frequency and salience of the metaphors and the metonymies detected in the 

linguistic data (Kövecses et al., 2015). By examining the broader linguistic context of the 



linguistic expressions found in the corpora, I identify the potential causes of shame in the Indian 

and the American contexts. The concepts related to or evoked by shame are identified with the 

collocation analysis of the linguistic data. I identify Indian and American folk theories of the 

concept on the basis of the findings about the conceptual metaphors, the conceptual metonymies, 

the causes and the related concepts of shame. In order to fully explore Indian conceptions of 

shame, I extend the doctoral research to examine lajja, a concept semantically related to the 

Indian concept of shame (Sinha and Chauhan, 2013). The Hindi word lajja (or its synonym, the 

Urdu word sharam) appears in the Indian English linguistic expressions to substitute the word 

shame, or to supplement the intended meaning. The analysis of the concept of lajja is based on the 

linguistic data obtained from Indian English corpora, as well as from a survey conducted with 

speakers of Indian English living in India.  

 

1.5 The structure of the dissertation 

 

The dissertation consists of nine chapters. The present chapter clarifies the scope of the 

dissertation, formulates the research questions and hypotheses, provides a brief summary of the 

applied methodology, and explains the limitations of the doctoral research. Chapter 2 gives an 

introduction to the theoretical and analytical framework of the dissertation. It describes the 

cognitive linguistic approach to conceptual tools that are relevant to Indian and American 

conceptualizations of shame. In particular, it explores metaphorical and metonymical 

conceptualization, image schemas, categorization processes and cultural models. Chapter 2 

introduces the concept of cultural cognition as defined in Cultural Linguistics (Sharifian, 2017) in 

order to identify the level of conceptualization explored in the dissertation. This chapter further 

provides an overview of the relevant linguistic approaches to emotion conceptualization (i.e., 

experientialism, social constructivism, lexical semantic approach). It explains why the dissertation 

adopts the approach of body-based constructionism (Kövecses, 2015) to explore the Indian and 

the American concepts of shame. Chapter 3, first, gives a summary of the psychological literature 

on shame and, second, provides an overview of cognitive linguistic (or related) studies the results, 

methodologies or research questions of which have inspired the doctoral research. Chapter 4 

identifies the type of context that is considered in the dissertation and, then, describes the features 

of the Indian and the American contexts that are relevant to the conception of shame. Chapter 5 

discusses cognitive linguistic methodology in general, and the methodology applied in the 

dissertation in particular. Chapter 6 provides a detailed analysis of the conceptual metaphors and 

conceptual metonymies of SHAME that are identified in the Indian English and the American 

English linguistic data. The chapter further discusses potential causes of shame and concepts 

related to shame, which are identified in the analysis. Chapter 7 presents the analysis of lajja, the 

concept semantically related to the Indian concept of shame. The literature (e.g., Sinha and 

Chauhan, 2013) and the Indian English linguistic data suggest that shame is associated with lajja 

in the Indian context. Therefore, the investigation of the concept of lajja is inevitable in order to 

fully explore Indian conceptions of shame. The analysis of lajja primarily happens through Indian 



English linguistic data collected with the help of a survey conducted with speakers of India 

English living in India. Chapter 7 introduces the conceptual metaphors, the conceptual 

metonymies, the potential causes and the concepts related to and evoked by lajja as identified in 

the analysis of the linguistic data. Chapter 7 further attempts to explore the relationship between 

the Indian concept of shame and the Indian concept of lajja. Chapter 8 introduces the cultural 

models of SHAME identified in the doctoral research. Chapter 9 discusses the overall findings of 

the dissertation and lists options of future research.  

 

1.6 Summary of the findings 

 

The findings of the dissertation seem to support the formulated hypotheses. As for the 

metaphorical conceptualization of shame, a large number of metaphorical source domains are 

identified. The conceptual metaphors are categorized according to what “meaning foci” (“main 

themes”) they intend to express (Kövecses, 2010). Five aspects were identified as outstanding in 

the metaphorical understanding of SHAME: existence, control, evaluation, visibility, and intensity. 

The top salient conceptual metaphors in both the Indian English and the American English 

databases are SHAME IS A SUBSTANCE IN A CONTAINER, SHAME IS A POSSESSED OBJECT, and SHAME 

IS AN OPPONENT. That is, the most central metaphorical understanding of the emotion is that it is 

inside the person, it is possessed (or not possessed) and it acts as a force with particular effects on 

the person. There is an extensive overlap in source domains speakers of Indian English and 

American English use in expressing shame in metaphorical language. Differences in the two 

databases are detected in the salience and the details of metaphorical conception. As such, the 

databases primarily illustrate preferential metaphorical conceptualization. In the language-based 

analysis of the Indian concept of LAJJA, a potentially unique conceptual metaphor, LAJJA IS A 

JEWEL, is further detected. 

 

Compared to the metaphorical conceptualization of shame, the metonymical understanding of the 

concept is peripheral in both databases. The conceptual metonymies are of two types: the EFFECT 

OF SHAME STANDS FOR SHAME and the CAUSE OF SHAME STANDS FOR SHAME. Most identified 

conceptual metonymies are of the former type. The most salient conceptual metonymy in both 

databases is INCREASED BODY HEAT STANDS FOR SHAME. The metonymical conceptualization of 

SHAME in terms of HEAT seems to be more central in the American English database, however. 

The role of the body is inherent in the metonymical conceptualization of the emotion but context 

shapes the understanding in two possible ways. Firstly, the perception of bodily reactions to 

shame reflects properties of the context (e.g., blushing as a positively evaluated physiological 

reaction to shame is the sign of women possessing shame). Secondly, potential causes of shame 

expressed with metonymy-based compounds in language (e.g., body shame or dope shame, 

instantiations of the EFFECT OF SHAME STANDS FOR SHAME conceptual metonymy type) are 

potentially related to context-specific topics.  

 



A potentially unique conceptual metonymy identified in the Indian English database is one in 

terms of which biting one’s tongue is a behavioral reaction to shame. Other possibly unique forms 

of metonymical conceptualization apply to the Indian concept of lajja. These illustrate that 

particular forms of behavior metonymically stand for the possession of lajja.  

 

The manual analysis of the linguistic data led to the identification of 10 potential causes of shame 

in the Indian context, and 8 potential causes of shame in the American context. Triggers of shame 

(as a negative concept) in the Indian context are, for instance, unaccepted forms of marriage (e.g., 

intercaste marriages), membership in particular social groups (e.g., Scheduled Castes), or the 

individual’s inability to fulfill socially assigned (mostly, gender-based) roles. The causes spotted 

in the Indian English database suggest that shame is a public concept in the sense that the 

individual’s shame is understood in relation to others related to the individual, as well as that 

triggers of shame reflect characteristics of the Indian sociocultural context. Triggers of shame (as 

a negative concept) in the American context are, for instance, aging, diseases or divorce – 

concepts that appear as sources of shame because they are interpreted as forms of (physical and 

mental) weakness. These are causes of shame because their meanings contrast with values that 

dominate the American sociocultural context. The identified causes of shame are external and 

internal at the same time. The external cause, through the process of socialization, becomes 

internal. 

 

In the collocation analysis of the databases various concepts related to shame are identified. The 

most strongly linked concept of shame in the Indian English database is the concept of woman. 

This suggests that shame is a potentially gender-loaded concept in the Indian context. The 

majority of the concepts related to shame in the American English database (e.g., REPRESSION, 

PAIN, DEPRIVAL, DESTRUCTION) have a negative connotation, which suggests that the dominant 

conception of shame in the American context is negative. In the Indian English database, concepts 

with both positive and negative connotation are linked to shame. Examples of the former are 

SHYNESS, RESPECT or PRIDE. Examples of the latter are BURDEN, SUFFERING or SUICIDE. This 

finding supports the hypothesis, namely that the positive understanding of shame (that is, the 

ability to avoid shame) is more characteristic of the Indian context.  

 

The linguistic data points to three cultural models of shame Indian and American contexts seem to 

share. These are SHAME AS AN IMMEDIATE REACTION, SHAME AS A STATE, and SHAME AS A 

PROPERTY. The first describes shame as an on-the-spot, immediate reaction to a particular cause. 

The second describes shame as a condition the person, for a particular reason, is in. Both models 

give a negative perception of the emotion. In terms of the third model, shame is a positive 

concept. The third model has two alternatives: (1) SHAME AS A POSITIVE VALUE and (2) SHAME AS 

A VIRTUE.  

 



SHAME AS A POSITIVE VALUE exists in both the Indian and the American contexts. It is claimed that 

this understanding of shame stems from the nature of shame as a social emotion. The 

understanding of shame as a social emotion has at least two layers: (1) as the individual impacted 

by the emotion perceives shame (shame as an individual experience) and (2) as the individual’s 

shame impacts those related to the individual (shame as a social, public experience). Shame at 

both layers is a negative experience. Our knowledge about the negative character of the shame 

experience leads to perceiving the ability to prevent shame positively. This understanding of 

shame is based on the following metonymical link: THE ABILITY TO AVOID SHAME (as a negative 

experience) STANDS FOR (THE POSSESSION OF) SHAME.  

 

The cultural model SHAME AS A VIRTUE, as it is linked to the Indian concept of LAJJA, seems to be 

specific to the Indian context. The concept of lajja, as a basic element in the Rasa Theory of 

Indian aesthetics, suggests that the folk understanding of emotions in the Indian context is 

different from the folk theory of emotions in the American context. The findings of the language-

based analysis of lajja support the literature (e.g. Bhawuk, 2017), namely lajja is an internal force 

that withholds the individual from inappropriate forms of action. Primarily it is through this 

meaning that the concept of lajja is connected to the positive interpretation of shame, but LAJJA 

further supplements the Indian concept of shame with all the sociocultural content it is assigned 

with in the frame of Rasa theory. The Indian English data suggests that the concept of lajja and 

the Indian concept of shame are a metonymic relationship. This raises the assumption that the 

concept of lajja is inherently linked to shame (both as a negative and as a positive concept) in the 

Indian context.  

 

Overall, the findings of the dissertation illustrate that body-based experiences and the 

sociocultural characteristics of the Indian and the American contexts simultaneously effect the 

conceptualization of shame. Through the metaphorical and metonymical understandings of the 

concept, the body is at the core of all the three identified cultural models of shame. The power of 

context in shaping conceptualization is detected in all elements of the cultural models. The 

findings suggest that the sociocultural characteristics of the Indian and the American contexts 

influence the following:   

 

(1) what contextual meaning gets assigned to bodily reactions to shame; 

(2) which conceptual metonymies and conceptual metaphors are salient;  

(3) what causes are the most likely to trigger shame; 

(4) what concepts are the most strongly linked to shame;  

(5) which folk theories of emotions motivate conceptualizations of shame in the two context 

in general.  
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