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In emotion studies, scholars tend to swing between presenting emotion as socially
constituted (relativism) and depicting it as something experienced by humans irrespective of
their cultural background (universalism). When it comes to colour and emotion, the problem
of relativism vs universality is compounded. Colour terms are contested items on this axis
(since studies of less well-documented languages suggest that even the most ‘basic’ of ‘basic
colour terms’ are not universal) and the metaphorical load that colour terms carry likewise
seems to differ along cultural lines.

This study will focus on colour metaphors in the language Ancient Egyptian—an independent
and dead phylum of the Afro-Asiatic language family—and try to account for the limitation,
when describing emotion, to the colour red. It is proposed that the embodiment argument
may well account for red’s predominance, even primacy, as a metaphorical (and/or
metonymic) expression of emotion (specifically high arousal), not just in Ancient Egyptian but
in cross-linguistic perspective.
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