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SIGNIFYING EMOTIONS

R. S. Perinbanayagam

It has been customary to regard emotions as atypical and occasional
intrusions into the processes of social life. This may be because emotions
become noticeable only when they manifest themselves in overt ways and
against the background of a placid and staid normalcy. This being far
from true, emotions suffuse all social acts, underline them, and influ-
ence them in fundamental ways. Such suffusion of social acts by emo-
tions redeems them from being merely mechanical and reactive pheno-
mena and indicate, indeed announce, the fecund presence of a self and
an attitude in the relevant acts. Nevertheless, it cannot be gainsaid that
emotions often overflow the normalcy of their presence in given social
acts, become overt and insist on being recognized and given a response
by self and other. Such suffusion of emotions must nevertheless be visi-
ble and tangible in some form, be accessible to knowledge and inter-
pretation. That is to say, they may be suffusing social acts, but are nei-
ther subliminal nor immanent; rather, they are articulatory and evident,
albeit in subtle and insubstantial ways at times. The very tone of voice,
the implied acceptance or rejection of gestUres, the muted management
of space, time, and movement, the controlled expressions of the face and
vision, of hands and body-a touch here, a nudge there, for example, an
adoring look or contemptuous one-will define the emotions that suf-
fuse an interaction, an encounter. In the normalcies of their presence in
social acts-in the ongoing processes of the interpersonal relations in
which all humans live, they can be seen as interactionalresonancesbetween
the various participants in the social act achieved by what Shott has
called the "role-taking of emotions" (1977, p. 318).

The presence of emotions of a particular sort in the gestures and
expressions of the people present-or in a statement for that matter, are
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