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Language Socialization of Affect in Mandarin Parent-child Conversation 
 

Abstract 
 

The purpose of this study was to investigate language socialization of affect in 
Mandarin parent-child interaction. Natural conversations between Mandarin-speaking 
two-year-olds and their parents were analyzed, focusing on the lexicon of affect 
words and the conversational structures in which these words were used. The results 
showed that the children tended to use affect words to encode specific affective states, 
and the primary experiencers of these affective states were the children. The parents 
tended to use affect words to negotiate with the children the appropriate affective 
responses to a variety of stimuli, or the parents may use affect words to socialize the 
children’s behaviors into culturally approved patterns. In addition, it was found that 
the structure of conversational sequences served as a discourse-level resource for 
affect socialization. The data were further examined in relation to Clancy’s (1999) 
model of language socialization of affect, and showed that the children experienced 
the socializing potential of language in three ways: (1) through modeling, (2) through 
direct instruction, and (3) through negotiation. 
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1. Introduction 
  

Research on human emotions has received much attention in the disciplines of 
psychology, anthropology and linguistics. In the area of child language acquisition, 
the development of ‘emotion talk’ also deserves attention. In order to become 
communicatively competent, it is important for language-learning children to learn 
how to express and talk about feelings in appropriate ways, and to recognize others’ 
moods and emotions (Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986).  
 

Previous studies have raised the controversial question of the role of nature vs. 
nurture in the development of human emotions. Hochschild (1979) contrasts two 
models of emotional development: the biological model and the socialization model. 
In the first model, emotion is related to biologically given instincts or impulses. In 
this view, emotions are regarded as organismic functions and are fixed or universal 
phenomena. In the second model, emotions are viewed as subject to socialization 
influence. As suggested by Hochschild (1979), ‘we do feel, we try to feel, and we 
want to try to feel (p.563).’ 
 
 Previous studies of emotions, however, have focused mostly on the measurement 
and development of emotional behavior, such as infants’ facial expressions and the 
relationship of emotional expressions to particular situations (e.g., Izard, 1977; 
Malatesta & Haviland, 1982; Ortony et al., 1988; Scherer, 1982). The perspectives 
these studies adopted were derived mainly from the biological model. The ways in 
which emotions are socialized, however, have been less researched. In other words, 
we have little knowledge about how socialization shapes children’s emotion 
experience and emotion expression.  
 

Thus the purpose of study was to investigate the socialization of affect in 
Mandarin parent-child interaction. Following Ochs & Schieffelin (1989) and Clancy 
(1999), I took affect to be a broader term than emotion; affect includes not only 
emotion but also feelings, moods, disposition and attitudes associated with persons 
and/or situations. While affect can be conveyed verbally or nonverbally, this study 
focused on how Mandarin-speaking children and their parents display affect through 
linguistic means. As pointed out by Schieffelin & Ochs (1986), language plays a very 
important role in this socialization process. While languages afford a variety of 
linguistic means for encoding feelings (Irvin, 1982), the affect lexicon is a major 
source and has received the most attention. For the purpose of this study, I focused on 
the affect lexicon and analyzed how affect words were used in parent-child interaction 
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in the socialization process.  
 
2. Methods 
 

The participants of this study were two Mandarin-speaking two-year-olds and 
their parents. The children were visited in their homes. Natural parent-child 
conversations were audio- and video- taped. The data analyzed in this study included 
four hours of recording from each parent-child dyad. 

 
Following Clancy (1999), affect words in the speech of the parents and the 

children were classified into the following five types:  
 
1. Predicates that encode a specific affective state and can take an experiencer 

as subject (e.g., gaoxing ‘be glad’ ). 
2. Predicates that describe a referent in terms of the affect it evokes (e.g., 

youqu ‘interesting). 
3. Words having clear positive/negative valence (e.g., hao ‘good), including 

evaluative characterizations of people and their actions (e.g., yonggan 
‘brave’) and descriptions of physical properties or sensory perceptions with 
affective connotations (e.g., haochi ‘delicious’). 

4. Predicates referring to actions with affective motivations (e.g., ku ‘cry’) and 
physical events or states with predictable positive or negative affective 
consequences (e.g., shoushang ‘get hurt’). 

5. Formulaic expressions of gratitude, apology, and regret (e.g., xiexie ‘thank 
you’).  

 
3. Results 
 
Table 1: The types of affect words in the children’s speech 
 
Word Types Child A Child B 
Type I 129 (69.0%) 143 (69.1%) 
Type II 24 (12.8%) 11 (5.3%) 
Type III 14 (7.5%) 40 (19.3%) 
Type IV 9 (4.8%) 10 (4.8%) 
Type V 11 (5.9%) 3 (1.4%) 
Total  187 207 
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As seen in Table 1, most of the children’s affect words belonged to Type I. In 
other words, the children tended to use affect words to encode specific affective states, 
which was consistent with previous studies of Japanese-speaking children (Clancy, 
1999) and English-speaking children (Brown & Dunn, 1991; Wellman et al., 1995). In 
addition, in these cases the primary experiencers of the affective states were the 
children themselves. 

 
Example 1 shows how the child used a positive affect word ‘xihuan’ (‘like’) to 

encode his own affective state.  
 

Example 1 (P: Parent; C: Child) 
 

P: lai # Ron.  
 ‘Come here, Ron.’  
P: zhe shi nide [= handing Ron a doll]. 
 ‘This is yours.’ 
P: zhe shi Daniel [%English], dui budui? 
 ‘This is Daniel, right?’ 
C: xihuan ni [=holding the doll].   
 ‘(I) like you.’   
 
As for the parents’ affect words, Table 2 shows the types of affect words used in 

the parents’ speech. As seen in the table, the distributions of the parents’ affect words 
displayed different patterns from the distributions of the children’s. While both 
children tended to use Type I affect words, the parents’ affect words belonged mostly 
to Type I and Type III. 

 
Table 2: The types of affect words in the parents’ speech 
 
Word Types Parent A Parent B 
Type I 226 (39.1%) 107 (26.2%) 
Type II 104 (18.0%) 43 (10.5%) 
Type III 158 (27.3%) 189 (46.2%) 
Type IV 46 (8.0%) 54 (13.2%) 
Type V 44 (7.6%) 16 (3.9%) 
Total  578 409 

 
The parents often used Type I words to query the children’s affect, to attribute 
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affect to the children, or to confirm, accept or reject the children’s states of affect. 
These affect words were thus used by the parents to negotiate with the children the 
appropriate affective responses to a variety of stimuli. Example 2 shows how the 
parent rejected the child’s state of affect.  

 
Example 2  
 

P: eryu. 
 ‘Alligator’ 
C: hao kepa o. 
 ‘(It’s) scary.’ 
P: hao kepa. 

‘(It’s) scary.’ 
P: weisheme? 
 ‘Why?’ 
P: bu pa [/] bu pa [/] bu pa.   
 ‘Don’t be afraid. Don’t be afraid. Don’t be afraid.’ 
C: mama zai zheli. 
 ‘Mommy is here.’ 
P: dui. 
 ‘Yes.’ 

 
The parents also frequently resorted to Type III words. These affect words were 

mainly evaluative expressions which characterized the children or their actions, as 
shown in Example 3 and Example 4.  
 
Example 3 
 

(The child was arranging some magnets on a board) 
 
P: o -: fangde dui ya. 
 ‘Oh, you arrange them in a right way.’ 
P: hen bang a.   
 ‘(You’re) excellent.‘ 

 
Example 4 
 

(The child was driving a toy car with only one leg inside the car.) 
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P: zheyang weixian.   
 ‘This is dangerous.’ 
P:  ni hui diedao.   
 ‘You will fall down.’ 

 
The parents’ Type III words also occurred in book-reading or pretend play 

contexts, in which the parents expressed affect through evaluating the characters or 
their actions in the storybooks or pretend plays, as seen in Example 5.  

 
Example 5 
 

P: tamen yao gai fangzi o. 
 ‘They want to build a house.’ 
P: keshi you shei a? 
 ‘But who is there?’ 
C: huai yelang. 
 ‘Bad wolf’ 
P: huai yelang lai le o.   
 ‘The bad wolf has come.’ 
 
Thus it appeared that the parents used these Type III evaluative expressions to 

directly or indirectly socialize the children’s behaviors into culturally approved 
patterns. 

  
In addition to the affect lexicon, it was found that the structure of conversational 

sequences served as a discourse-level resource for affect socialization. Some common 
conversational sequences observed in the data included 
question—answer—acknowledgement, query—confirmation, assertion—agreement 
and assertion—counterassertion.  

 
The data were further examined in relation to Clancy’s (1999) model of language 

socialization of affect, and showed that the children experienced the socializing 
potential of language in three ways: (1) through modeling, (2) through direct 
instruction, and (3) through negotiation. 

 
4. Conclusion 
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Affect talk is a crucial vehicle for the socialization of affect. The expression of 
affect is culture- and language- specific. As a result, acquisition of an affect lexicon is 
itself a socialization process to culture-specific ways of organizing emotional 
experience. 
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