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Rejoinder to Kret And Straffon 

In their reply to Crivelli et al.’s (2016a) article, Kret and Straffon’s (2018) made an 

important point: the facial displays we included in our study as ‘fear gasping faces’ do not 

intrinsically signal fear. Instead, they are ambiguous.  

A reader might therefore infer that the Crivelli et al. (2016a) study was based on poor 

stimuli. The problem with that inference is that Kret and Straffon’s (2018) critique applies 

equally to all so-called ‘fear faces’ supplied in standard sets of dynamic and static facial 

displays (e.g., Ekman and Friesen, 1975; Matsumoto and Ekman, 1988; Tottenham et al., 

2009; for a review, see Krumhuber et al., 2017).  

The so-called ‘fear faces’ we used in our study came from the Amsterdam Dynamic 

Facial Expression Set (ADFES; Van der Schalk et al., 2011) and the Radboud Faces 

Database (RaFD; Langner et al., 2010). The ADFES and RaFD facial displays had been 

‘validated’ in much the same way that other research teams have validated their sets of facial 

displays. Models posed either still images (RaFD) or short video clips (ADFES) of facial 

actions stipulated theoretically to be ‘expressions’ of those emotions; and independent judges 

were then asked to attribute an emotion to the face (often forced to choose exactly one 

emotion from a short list). All such facial prescriptions are subject to the same critique: their 

supposedly validated emotional meanings were highly constrained and may or may not apply 

outside the laboratory. In the external world, people may not spontaneously attribute that 

emotion to that face, and the face may not accompany the specified emotion (Fernández-Dols 

and Crivelli, 2013; Duran et al., 2017).  

Crivelli et al.’s (2016a) research supported Kret and Straffon’s (2018) conclusion on 

the ambiguity of the so-called ‘fear faces’ from the ADFES and RaFD sets. We showed the 

faces to Trobriand Islanders of Papua New Guinea. Trobrianders did not find those faces to 

be unambiguous signals of fear. They were more likely to infer anger and threat than fear. 
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Other studies we conducted in Papua New Guinea and in Mozambique also consistently 

found that the so-called ‘fear face’ is ambiguous rather than a clear-cut universal signal of 

fear (Crivelli et al., 2016b, 2017). Other research teams similarly found ambiguity in those 

and similar faces (Aviezer et al., 2008; Gendron et al., 2014; Senft, 2017). Unsurprisingly, 

then, we wholeheartedly agree with Kret and Straffon’s (2018) main point, and they seem to 

agree with us; they wrote: “In broad lines, we agree with the conclusions by Crivelli et al. 

(2016[a]).”  

Curiously, Kret and Straffon (2018) argued that the ambiguity of the so-called ‘fear 

face’ in both the ADFES and RaFD sets somehow poses a problem for Crivelli et al.’s 

(2016a) findings. The problem lies not in the findings but in presumptions common in the 

field. Crivelli et al. tested the claim that those so-called ‘fear faces’ are unambiguously and 

universally recognized as fear. We did not assume, believe, propose, or conclude that the so-

called ‘fear faces’ are read as signals of fear. Our study put that claim to the test in a small-

scale indigenous society and found it wanting.  

Indeed, to make clear to our readers that we did not assume that the ADFES or RaFD 

so-called ‘fear faces’ signal fear, we refused to label them as ‘fear faces.’ On this score, Kret 

and Straffon (2018) agreed: “We agree with Crivelli et al. (2016[a]) that using the la- bel 

‘fearful face’ for all these stimuli might be incorrect.” For convenience, Crivelli et al. (2016a) 

called the face in question the ‘fear gasping face’. Kret and Straffon (2018) criticized this 

designation, even though no participant ever saw the label: the label played no role 

whatsoever in the method or results of our study. The label was simply used in the article to 

distinguish these faces from others shown to participants. Still, Kret and Straffon (2018) have 

a point. Our label of ‘fear gasping face’ could be misinterpreted by other scientists as could 

the label ‘fear face.’ A better label might have been the ‘so-called fear face,’ ‘designated fear 

face,’ or ‘hypothesized fear face.’ The labels that Kret and Straffon (2018) used throughout 
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their reply and in previously published papers (Stamkou et al., 2016:763; Kret and Fischer, 

2017:4) “prototypical expression of fear”, “the facial expression of fear”, or “fear expression” 

dare unjustified because the faces in question are subject to their own critique of ambiguity. 

Kret and Straffon’s (2018) challenge to the claim that the so- called ‘fear expression’ 

signals fear should not be addressed to Crivelli et al. (2016a), but to the researchers who 

devised the ADFES and RaFD sets and who made the claim. Indeed, it should be addressed 

to others as well. The ADFES and Radboud authors were simply echoing a claim that is taken 

as received wisdom in research in artificial intelligence and social robotics, generic facial 

recognition, cognitive neuroscience, and social psychology. Kret and Straffon’s (2018) 

challenge also applies to so-called ‘emotion perception’ studies, in which responses by 

observers who label the so-called ‘fear expression’ as fear are deemed accurate, whereas 

those who do not are deemed erroneous. Oddly, these studies include one by Kret, which 

used the facial stimuli from the ADFES and described what we labeled as the ‘fear gasping 

face’ as “a facial expression of fear” (Stamkou et al., 2016:763).  

Kret and Straffon’s (2018) main point that the so-called ‘fear face’ is at best ambiguous 

directly contradicts conclusions drawn in the research program known as Basic Emotion 

Theory (Ekman, 2017; Keltner and Cordaro, 2017) and hence challenges the theoretical 

underpinning and methods used in that program. Yet, Kret and Straffon (2018) often 

presupposed other of that program's conclusions. For example, citing Ekman’s (1980:5) 

research, they implied that a group of Papua New Guineans could identify basic emotions 

from facial displays, and that the “only face that his subjects could not identify as easily as 

other populations was fear”. Kret and Straffon (2018) ignored the many major 

methodological problems that undermine any such conclusion from this research (Russell, 

1994; Nelson and Russell, 2013; Crivelli and Gendron, 2017) and the growing number of 

failed replications of Ekman’s studies in small-scale societies (Gendron et al., 2014; Crivelli 
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et al., 2016a, b, 2017; Senft, 2017).  

Kret and Straffon (2018) also seemed to believe that there is a fear face to be found. 

They referred to “an expression that has been recurrently recorded as a gesture of fear among 

Western societies” (Kret and Straffon, 2018:XXX). They also wrote: “Since the late 1960s, 

seminal research by Paul Ekman, among others, indicated that certain facial muscle 

movements accompany primary affect states, and that these are found panculturally” (Kret 

and Straffon, 2018:XXX). Unfortunately, the evidence gathered on face perception and 

production studies does not support Kret and Straffon’s (2018) assertion. First, most of the 

evidence offered by basic emotion researchers (including Ekman, 1980) concerned attribution 

of emotion to posed faces rather than what facial movements accompany emotions. Evidence 

on face perception does not in itself support the claim of pancultural attribution, which would 

be a prerequisite for universal signaling (Nelson and Russell, 2013). Second, available 

evidence on what facial movements may accompany emotions (production studies) have 

rarely looked at, let alone found, pancultural similarity. And, third, even in modern 

industrialized societies, evidence on what faces may accompany emotions do not support the 

claim (for a meta-analysis see Duran et al., 2017).  

We agree with Kret and Straffon’s (2018) call for studying facial displays in nonhuman 

primates (see Bliss-Moreau and Moadab, 2017; Waller et al., 2017). Still, such research is not 

without problems of its own. Usual candidates for human displays’ evolutionary antecedents 

are analogically appealing, but without any conclusive empirical support. Humans show 

considerable morphological differences from other primates. Likewise, human behaviors are 

often discrepant from those of nonhuman primates despite their com- mon ancestors. Kret 

and Straffon (2018:XXX) wrote that the so-	called fear face “approaches the bared teeth 

face,” but the two differ in muscle configuration: Crivelli et al. (2016a) provided an analysis 

for the so-called fear face, and Parr et al. (2007) an analysis of the bared teeth display.  
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We also agree with Kret and Straffon’s (2018) call for studying facial displays in art. 

Pointing to selected pieces of art as evidence for or against any proposition, however, is also 

problematic. Art must be interpreted in light of the symbolism and aesthetics of the culture 

within which the art was produced. ‘Artistic truth’ is not aimed at a scientifically valid 

description of a model's actual movement (Fernández-Dols and Ruiz-Belda, 1997) or 

morphology (for various disparities between human actual anatomy and classical artistic 

representations of human beauty, see Ramachandran and Hirstein, 1999). The vast uncharted 

array of items of material human culture, including art, can lead researchers to a confirmation 

bias regarding the hypothesis they want to prove. For example, one researcher might be 

tempted to pick the stretched, wide-open, distorted mouth of Edvard Munch's ‘Crying Girl’ 

(produced in 1907) for proving the universality of the gasping face as a fear expression, 

whereas another researcher might be tempted to pick the equally stretched, wide-open, 

distorted mouth of Goya’s Cronus in his ‘Saturn Devouring His Son’ (produced in 1823) to 

prove the universality of the gasping face as threat.  

In sum, Kret and Straffon’s (2018) main critique of Crivelli et al.’s (2016a) article does 

not undermine its methods or its results, but supports its conclusions. We agree with their call 

for research on human facial displays in real-world interactions, especially for observers' 

behavioral reactions to facial displays. We also agree with their call for a functional 

perspective (Fernández-Dols, 2017; Waller et al., 2017; Crivelli and Fridlund, 2018). We 

consider the search for a single fixed emotional meaning for each type of facial display 

misguided, because what a face signifies is known to vary with the context of its occurrence 

(Carroll and Russell, 1996; Aviezer et al., 2008). We applaud Kret and Straffon’s 

evolutionary account, which posits no “one-to-one correspondence” between facial display 

and emotion and which focuses on what our facial displays do for us in social interaction; see 

Fridlund (1994) for an elaboration of this approach.  
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