
2.1  Ululation: The sound of women’s kama muta in 

Africa and the Levant  

Cultural evolution is not unilineal.  There is at least one other widespread vocalization that 

occur in the same CS-intensifying situations that commonly evoke kama muta tears in most 

cultures and melodic weeping or lament in some.  In a great many African cultures, including 

those both south and north of the Sahara; in the Levant; in Turkey and apparently in Iran, in 

some regions of South Asia, and in at least a few other cultures, women ululate when they 

appear to be experiencing kama muta motes.  Ululating evidently invites other women to 

share the kama muta of the ululator.  Jacobs (2008:2) characterizes ululation as a loud 

“drawn-out, high-pitched cry that is produced on a single breath and shimmers with 

miniscule pitch oscillations.”  In our (ApF) experience in Africa the pitch oscillations are often 

significant.  (Illustrative samples, including some male voices, are easily located on the 

Internet: http://soundstudiesblog.com/tag/ululation/,  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1fPGqEpLYuQ, 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Md7OvU5JIcI, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AfXauKtkiIM.)  It is 

plausible to imagine that ululation culturally evolved from crying, although further research is 

needed to discover vocal practices that are intermediate between naïve crying and ululation.  

The words for ululation in Berber include səġret, taġǔrit, sriwríwen, and other terms;  Arabic, 

 these lexemes ;کل کشيدن zaghārīt (also zalāġīṭ, zaġārīd, etc);  Persian zeġāzīden ,زغاريت

appear likely to be cognates. In Hebrew, ululation is צהלולים, tsahalulim;  classical Greek 

oXoXuyn, ololuge (although there is no way to know just what it sounded like then);  Swahili 

udhalili; Zulu lilizela or umkikizo; for other languages, see Jacobs, 2008, Appendix 2-1.   

It is not clear whether different terms that exist within some languages denote distinct 

varieties of ululation.  If future research identifies distinct varieties, one could examine them 

to see if they differ in their similarity to naïve infant crying, and compare different variants’ 

similarity to adult crying in cultures where ululation is present, and to adult crying in cultures 

where people do not ululate.   

In general, women ululate in just the same set of CS-constituting and reaffirming moments 

that women in other parts of the world ritually weep or wail: when a person returns from a 

long journey or a visitor arrives from afar, at a reconciliation or peace-making meeting, when 

a person dies or at certain stages of funerals, when a bride departs for the groom’s home, 

and at other lifecycle rituals.  Women also ululate at a birth or victory, and in celebration of 

heroic martyrdom.  Like ritual wailing, women commonly ululate together—when one starts, 

others immediately join and coordinate with her.  It would be as peculiar, awkward, and 

alienating to ululate alone while other women remained silent as it would be to wail alone 

while others present remained silent.  Typically, family and neighbor women who hear 

ululating start ululating and head to the site before they know what the ululating is about, or 

even who it is ululating.  And indeed, a pilot study designed and conducted by Ali Navid Said 

in Morocco indicates that people simply hearing a recording of ululation immediately 

experience kama muta, without needing to know what it’s about and without knowing the 

ululator. This is what we would expect if ululation is consistently associated with kama muta. 

http://soundstudiesblog.com/tag/ululation/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1fPGqEpLYuQ
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Md7OvU5JIcI
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AfXauKtkiIM


Although a great many ethnographies mention ululation in passing, very few works provide 

much detail about the ululation.  The only ones we have located are Sikhosana’s (2002) 

dissertation on ululation among the Zulu, Jacob’s dissertation on ululation in the Levant 

(Jacobs 2008), and Kuipers (1991) article on ululation in the Weyewa highlands of Sumba, 

Indonesia.  Other than Jacobs’s (2008) dissertation, there are no phonological or musical 

analyses, so it is not known how the sound of ululation varies across cultures and history.   

Still, there are myriad indications that kama muta is what occasions ululation.   

Sikhosana (2002:17) writes that Zulu ululation (lilizela or umkikizo)is “a sweet sounding 

noise which beckons ancestors to listen to what is going to take place in their homestead.”  

“When women ululate they invite ancestors to come and enjoy with everybody because 

everything is available” (p. 178).  Ancestors “follow women who ululate because they know 

that where there is a woman, there is food” (p. 178).  “When they ululate, they express joy 

that abounds in that homestead but more so they entreat God through their ancestors to 

take care of the family and protect them from wrong doers” [witches and sorcerers] (201).   

A woman compared ululation to the crowing of a cock:  

During the day and other times when the cock croaks it wants all the fowls to 
feel safe and protected. The same applies to women when they ululate in 
other circumstances other than for men going to war. They welcome the 
ancestors , they want them to feel at home in the homestead, appease the 
malice of the evil spirits and invoke the protection of the benevolent ones.   
(Sikhosana 2002:82)   

The core of Zulu ancestor rites is vigorous dancing motivated by ululation.  Zulu women 

ululate in support of ancestor worship, and indeed men will not perform the ancestor rites 

without the participation of ululating women.  Zulu women “strut” when they ululate and wave 

a broom in the air to clear away evil spirits to protect the people they are ululating over; they 

often carry a calabash (said to represent testicles, hence fertility), a tree branch, flowers, and 

sometimes other items as well.   

Ululation expresses goodwill, support, and the sharing of joy.   

More often than not the ululators who take the front line in ululation are those 

women who are closest to the mother or child. They express extreme 

happiness after overcoming unbelievable hurdles in the child's life. Once that 

feeling is over women stop ululating. That is why ululation is ephemeral in 

nature. It is because it is in line with a feeling. When a person feels like drinking 

water, once that feeling has been met and it is over, so is ululation.   

(Sikhosana 2002:174) 

Informants reported that, “When women are either sad or very happy they ululate” (p. 18); 

“When people are happy like in a marriage ceremony they ululate. When they are also sad 

they ululate, that is, when warriors go to war” (p. 20). “When looking at a woman ululating 

during a marriage ceremony, it could be an expression of joy because the couple was able 



to walk over all the problems of their love life. Secondly it could be an expression of sadness 

and loss, because the families lose a daughter and a son when they get married” (p. 55).  

“Ululation gives a feeling of excitement and happiness for the bride and groom. Some cry 

when they look back thinking retrospectively about the struggle and problems that the 

successful person, couple, or people went through before they reached their goals” (p. 133).   

“Zulus assume a very close and intimate relationship and association within the lineage 

between the departed and their survivors” (Sikhosana 2002:184).  Zulu ancestors are 

strongly attracted to gall (bile), and there are two wedding-related rituals involving the bride 

appearing with the gall bladder of a cow; subsequently she is thoroughly anointed with the 

gall.  “The appearance of the bride in both cases arouses ululation. It arouses ululation 

because they are happy that the ancestors are going to be with her all the time” (183).   

At the groom’s residence, the arrival of a bride with her retinue evokes great joy: 

The combination of ululators from both parties shows unity among women 

when it comes to welcome a new bride into the world, sharing, and oneness. 

They welcome her into the world where she is expected to reproduce, failing 

which she would have let down her husband, her family as well as her 

ancestors. Further, the combination of ululation sounds depict the unification 

of ancestors and the power their marriage has against all possible threats.  

(Sikhosana 2002:190) 

The bride’s and groom’s families dance several dances, and then at the climax of the 

wedding ceremony women ululate as 

the bride sings [a melancholy song of farewell] and dances for the last time 

as a girl. She leaves her virginity, her friends, her family by singing this song. 

Through this song she accepts a new life as a woman in a new family. She 

accepts womanhood and all its demands until she dies. She will never dance 

in the open space as a girl. This song is a turning point in her life, that is why 

she displays the best skills and prowess in singing and dancing. This point 

arouses skin eruptions [goosebumps] in everybody when the bride starts her 

song. Some women cry when they look back to the day when they were in 

the same position. Some show tender emotion with the eyes filled with tears. 

At this stage the bride is appealing to the in-laws as well as ancestors to be 

accepted as the member of the family. In response to her appeal, men show 

an outburst of intense excitement as a sign of acceptance and welcome of 

their bride in the homestead.   (Sikhosana 2002:195) 

Intensely moved, the women ululate the new bride into her marriage.  

What is common in all the responses is happiness because of success. Success 

is therefore the essence in ululation sound in the sense that many things can 

derail a love affair to the point that marriage does not take place. Ululation 

during the wedding ceremony is the glorification of success.  (Sikhosana 

2002:75). 



“Further, ululation is a unifying factor among relatives and neighbours. Nobody is asked, 

invited or told to ululate but it comes spontaneously among women and they find themselves 

in the centre of the ceremony ululating together and enjoying it” (p. 166).  The ululator 

“enhances her feeling of belonging” (p. 75).  “After ululation they usually find themselves in a 

state of unbelievable excitement” (p. 76).  It is a way of “inviting people” and “welcoming 

people to the ceremony” (p. 75).  “To some women ululation is a reminder of their wedding 

ceremony and thus it serves as a revival to their wedding vows and they ululate more” (p. 

75).   

In sum, in all rituals, ululation indexes CS.  “Cohesiveness: The ululators work in a spirit of 

togetherness from the beginning to the end of the ceremony” (p. 75).   

“When men go to war women ululate the success of the agreement that the enemy must be 

fought” (p. 76).  And also, “When men go to war women ululate because they love them 

deeply. They want them to succeed because they fully support their mission. The 

strangeness of this deed lies in the fact that ululation is an expression of joy and success but 

when people go to war some will die” (p. 52).  Paraphrasing one expert informant, Sikhosana 

(2002:79) writes that when men went to war “women ululated to motivate them to go and 

fight knowing very well that they have their support. Secondly, women ululate to welcome 

men who die and go to a world of ancestors. We believe that when people die they go to join 

people in the world of the living dead (abaphansi).”  Another expert informant also said that  

when women ululate they welcome the dead who have been invited to the 
occasion by burning incense at the traditional temple. When women ululate in 
times of war, they welcome the spirits of those who died during the war into 
the world of the living. They are needed to help the warriors win the war as 
well as protect the warriors from expected danger.  (Sikhosana 2002:80)   

Sikhosana (2002) also mentions that in one community informants told him that women 

ululate when one of their friends comes with a tray of wine, and when someone arrives with 

help or relief supplies, such as community officers arriving with equipment that improves the 

yield of their farms.  They also ululate loudly “to show how they appreciate each other” when 

women arrive with products to show off at Farmers Day, and when the winners are 

announced (pp. 110–112).  In another community Sikhosana (p. 114) observed that “when 

men arrived at home after three to six months absence, they were greeted by great ululation. 

They expressed joy at their safe return home and that they were bringing relief from poverty 

in the form of clothes, money and food” [in an African culture in which material support is the 

predominant medium for sustaining and enhancing CS relationships].  At a graduation, 

women “ululate at the sight of their child and when the name is called” (p. 75). 

Sikhosana conducted her research within the paradigm of social anthropology, investigating 

habitual practices, not the phenomenology of individual experience at specific events—which 

one would like to explore more deeply.  Yet within this framework it is hard to imagine clearer 

or more exhaustive evidence that Zulu women ululate when their CS relationships suddenly 

intensify.    



In some cultures there is little or no language accompanying ululation, but Zulu ululation is 

typically followed by short phrases that express good wishes or hopes for the success of the 

focal figures in the ritual event, or supportive exhortations to them.  In this respect, Zulu 

ululation resembles the least poetic forms of lament.   

The only other full-length ethnography of ululation is Jacobs’s Ph.D. dissertation on ululation 

is the Levant, and her article based on her dissertation (2007, 2008:172–183). Kuiper (1999) 

also briefly characterizes ululation Weyewa of Sumba, Indonesia.  Both of these accounts 

are quite consistent with our thesis that ululation is a culturally evolved performance of kama 

muta.  

Jacobs’s (20070 Jordanian and Palestinian, Muslim and Christian informants report that that 

they ululate (zaġārīt or zaghareet) for someone, to amplify joyful feelings, to share others’ 

happiness, to participate in someone’s wonderful life event or 'good news' (xabar kwayyis), 

to congratulate, to bless, to express goodwill, or to encourage.  They also ululate to glorify, 

praise, and acclaim the status of a man—and (at least ideally) for a martyr (shahīd), 

celebrating his or her self-sacrifice to the religious cause and community.  As we noted in 

Chapter 14, Egyptian Sufis likewise engage in kama muta-evoked and -evoking inshad 

singing when someone returns from the hajj, at the celebration of a birth, at weddings, at 

memorial services, and to mark the fulfillment of a vow made to a saint whose blessing had 

been sought (Frishkopf 2001:__).   Listening to this music, engaged audiences may be 

moved to ululate (Racy 2010:63).  Both inshad singing and ululation evidently perform and 

communicate the vocalist’s own kama muta, while reinforcing kama muta among the 

participants.   

It is said that Levantine women previously ululated when men left home for war.  Jordanians, 

Lebanese, and Palestinians  

emphasized, however, many more stories of zaghareet when people return  

home safely from battle, relating such scenarios to the fairly common 

zaghareet performances at airports when close kin return home from abroad.  

Likewise, when family or legal feuds end in what is called ‘atwa 

'arrangement,' people who have been forgiven for their crimes (or the crimes 

of their kin) perform zaghareet, out of happiness, relief, and thankfulness.   

(Jacobs 2008:209; compare with Andaman Island, Maori, and Natives 

American ritualized weeping in precisely these circumstances, described in 

Chapter 19) 

Ululations “express social relationships, identities, and personal sentiment” (Jacobs 

2007:484).  They are “expressions of affinity” (Jacobs 2007:496) in connection with the 

current event, and often follow tributes, for example, praising the groom, bride, visitor, or 

dignitary (Jacobs 2007:490).  Marriage is the pinnacle of Levantine life; it is what makes life 

meaningful.  So when a young unmarried Levantine Christian dies, he or she is dressed in a 

suit or white dress and sometimes decorated with henna, just as a person would be at their 

wedding.  



Then, during the procession to the church or to the graveyard, the women 

might make zaghareet, even with tears streaming down their faces. My 

informants say that zaghareet at such a funeral are extremely poignant and 

cause people to feel akṭar, 'more' sadness. [Her informant explains why] . . . . 

“They think that the dead person will be happy because [although] he didn't 

try to get married and get happy ... so this might make him happy while he is 

dead. That's why."  (Jacobs 2008:212; Jacobs’s brackets) 

Ululation is always an expression of solidarity, affinity, identification; it “should be used 

largely for the ‘good’ of others” (Jacobs 2008:209).  Moreover, ululation should always be in 

unison with others, not a solo performance.  Women say that when they ululate for a person, 

to share and enhance that person’s happiness, they also intend to communicate their 

affection to the listening audience, including neighbors and passersby.  And indeed, 

informants say hearing ululation “spurs a desire ‘to join them’” (p. 495).  Ululations “quickly 

arouse interest, excitement, and affective response in listeners” (p. 483).  Hearing ululations 

motivates Levantine and Maghreb men to shoot guns; shooting together is more or less the 

male equivalent of women’s ululation (Jacobs 2007, 2008).  In short, ululation is to share 

joy—to be joyous together.  Jacobs’s informants often said that ululating was “uncontrollable, 

arising at rituals involving close family members, and as something that cannot or should not 

be prevented—their feelings bubble over” (p. 176).  Women ululate “amid dancing, clapping, 

singing, smiling, and laughter” (p. 495).  Then, immediately after women ululate, listeners 

typically utter an affirmative cry and everyone in the gathering laughs and acts merrily.   

In short, Levantine ululation enacts, motivates, and responds to “communal sentiment” 

(Jacobs 2008:277–278).  Jacobs (2008:276) reports that  

From my vantage-point, hearing and feeling the overlapping zaghareet 
emanating from different vocalists at wedding parties sometimes felt other-
worldly and certainly memorable. The ringing vocalizations, from nowhere and 
everywhere, invoked a wave of social excitement surrounding me and 
extending into the sensible horizon. These transcendental sensations are 
comparable only to my own experiences with choral singing.  

The only other ethnography with details of ululation is Kuipers’s 1999 account from the 

Weyewa of Sumba, Indonesia, where he characterizes pakallaka as “broadly supportive and 

collaborative” and as “a model of solidarity;” it expresses “participation” (Kuipers 1999:492).   

“Those who harmoniously participate together say—when asked—that they ululate with 

others in order to ‘join in’ and feel like they are ‘part of things’” (p. 493).  Kuipers notes that, 

conversely, it is quite awkward and embarrassing to ululate on one’s own.  So it appears that 

in the only cultures for which we have focused ethnographies, Weyewa, Zulu, Jordanians 

and Palestinians, ululation is a cultural practice for communicating kama muta, evoking 

kama muta in listeners, and doing kama muta together.    

While these three ethnographies provide solid depth, we also need breadth before we can 

conclude that ululation is generally a kama muta-evoking performance of kama muta motes.  



A search of the ethnographic and historical literature for other sources that mention ululation 

gives us the table in online note 2.2.  These sources consist mostly of brief mentions of 

ululation; they offer no phenomenology of the subjective experience of ululators, and rarely 

illuminate the social psychology of the ululation.  However, the circumstances in which 

people ululate are quite consistent across cultures, and similar to the ones reported for Zulu, 

Jordanians, Palestinians and Weyewa: life transitions (especially weddings and births), other 

rituals of solidarity, and moments of social cohesion.  Every kind of event where ululation is 

reported is one where we would predict that kama muta should occur.   

The prevalence of ululation in celebration of new or renewed CS bonds is striking.  In 

particular, the pervasiveness of ululation at birth supports the thesis that the original adaptive 

function of the kama muta psype was maternal and other kin bonding to the newborn.  

Furthermore, there is another indication that ululation expresses kama muta.  Consistent 

with the observation that sudden intensification of CS with a divinity evokes kama muta, 

people in quite a number of cultures ululate when worshipping (in addition to the Zulu and 

the instances listed in the table, see Williams-Jones 1975, Niles 1984, Nelson 1996; cf. 

Howarth 2004:138–143).    

 

  



2.2  Occasions for Ululating  

(unless otherwise noted, by women, in the 20th century, and consistently attracting other 

women to ululate in unison) 

Sumerians Mesopotamia Invoking, praising, worshipping gods in 

1st and 2nd millennium BCE [actual 

phonology unknown]. 

Jacobs 

2008:30–33 

Ancient 

Greeks 

Greece In animal sacrifice to the gods, at the 

moment when  

the victim’s throat is cut.  Victory in 

battle.   

Birth, marriage. Expression of joy or 

pain. When Telemachus recognizes his 

father Odysseus, returned after 20 

years: “they cried shrill in a pulsing 

voice, even more than the outcry of 

birds, ospreys or vultures.”  

Haldane 1965;  

Goff 2004; 

Bremmer 2007; 

Jacobs 

2008:30, 34; 

Naiden 231:151 

Thousand & 

One Nights 

stories 

14th – 19th 

century Persia, 

Arabia, & India 

Joyful response to display of bride’s 

trousers  

bloodied by her deflowing.   

At birth of a male heir. 

Jacobs 

2008:43–46 

Arabs 19th–20th  

century Middle 

East 

Wedding festivities, circumcisions, 

funerals.   

When a murder is avenged.  

Jacobs 

2008:52–55 

Turks Eastern 

Turkey 

At weddings and at the moment of 

death. 

Biten 2016 



Jordanians, 

Palestinians 

Jordon, 

Lebanon  

Celebration of birth, baptism, 

circumcision, engagements, henna 

parties, wedding preparations & 

weddings. Celebration on viewing 

bloody sheets of bride’s deflowering.  

For the person who succeeded on a 

college placement exam, received a 

diploma in medicine, bought a new car, 

became a martyr. Sports victories, good 

news, even pay day.   

Ideally female but men sometimes do it, 

for example, fans when their team wins 

a soccer match. 

Audio recordings played at weddings 

and parties. 

There is a dedicated key on electronic 

keyboards that plays a ululation sound.   

Professional singers’ staged ‘folk music’ 

performances — evoking nostalgia for 

traditional culture.  In movies, 

representing the solidarity of traditional 

communities resisting colonial 

oppression.  In modern recreational 

belly dance music & performance. 

Jacobs 2007, 

2008 

Jordanian 

Arabs 

Jordan Weddings, carrying the dead body out 

of the house, celebrating a revenge 

killing. 

Granqvist 1965 

Palestinians Gaza & South 

Lebanon 

Martyrdom of fighter or suicide bomber, 

celebrated as if it were his wedding. 

Khamis 

2012:2006 

Tripolitanian 

(Libyan) Jews 

Israel As groom’s men make contributions to 

the bride at two stages of a wedding, 

and at henna celebration in weddings.  

Goldberg 1973 

Sephardic 

Jews 

various At circumcision. Heber  n.d. 

Awlad ‘Ali 

Bedouin 

Egypt Celebrate good news, guests announce 

their arrival at weddings, by devout 

families at funerals to celebrate God’s 

will.  

Abu-Lughod 

1993 



Ethiopian 

Orthodox 

Christians 

Ethiopia Worship of the Virgin Mary. Marcus 2002 

Hadiya Ethiopia A the moment of birth; at an ablution 

ceremony 3 days after birth; two months 

later when mother & infant return to the 

husband’s home.  Immediately after 

excision; 3 months later, in welcoming 

the procession of excised girls as they 

enter the marketplace to sing & dance.  

Receiving the bride when the 

bridegroom’s party arrives home with 

her for the second stage of the 

wedding; when the blindfolded bride is 

brought into the groom’s house.  In 

battle, women advancing behind 

fighting men.  

Arficio 1973 

unspecified Ethiopia At the moment of birth Hanlon et al 

2009 

Tigrinya Eritrea Welcoming guests. Conrad 2006 

Blin Eritrea At birth.  Hamde 2009 

Tunisians Tunisia Weddings, births, deaths. “It would be 

most unfortunate for any significant 

even to pass without zaghrīṭ.” 

Jones 

2001:431–432 

Moroccans Morocco Virgin bride carried to the groom’s 

home. Display of the bride’s trousers 

bloodied by her deflowering. Ritual 

candle procession of the Prophet’s 

birthday moving toward the monarch’s 

palace.  

Approbation for a great display of men’s 

collective dangerous but impressively 

controlled horsemanship, at a wedding. 

Combs-Shilling 

1989 

Atlas 

Mountains 

Morocco Celebration of the Prophet’s birthday Neubauer &  

Doubleday n.d. 



Berbers Morocco 

(Atlas 

Mountains) 

At wedding. Olsen 2001 

Dogon Mali In annual collective first funeral, along 

with men’s night singing.  Celebrating a 

performance or men’s valiant defense 

of their village.  

Van Beek 2012 

unspecified Northwest 

Cameroon 

In traditional/modern women’s mass 

protest marches to shame politicians or 

executives who are selfish or threaten 

the collective welfare.   

To “drive away hunger,” or to “hold the 

country.”   

Diduk 2004 

Hausa Northern 

Nigeria 

At the birth of a child (3 times for a boy, 

4 for a girl). 

Ryan 1981  

Luo Kenya At a death. Darkwa 1985 

Kikuyu Kenya Son’s homecoming [novel by Kikuyu 

writer].  

Ngugi, 1977 

Swahili-

speakers 

Tanzania At end of girls’ puberty rites  

and at end of boys circumcision rites.  

Caplan 1976 

unspecified Malawi At political rallies. Rockefeller & 

Johnson-

Freese 2013 

unspecified Malawi During synod church services, 

“spontaneously,” “when moments in the 

program inspire them to do so”. 

Henderson & 

Gilman 2004 

unspecified Zambia Welcoming a man back to his clan 

when he returns after getting a PhD at 

Harvard.  At a wedding.  [Indicated in 

scripts of plays written by Mwansa, a 

Zambian.] 

Mwansa 2014 

Duma Zimbabwe When a baby is born; when men return 

from a successful hunt. 

Mawere, 

Mukombe, & 

Mabeza 2013 



Shona Zimbabwe After pouring a libation to the deceased 

and while dancing on top of the grave, 

then again while processing home.  

Chinyowa 2001 

Hambukushu Botswana When a girl’s first menses is noticed,  

and during her puberty rites.   

Larson 1979 

Pedi 

(Northern 

Sotho)  

South Africa Groom’s family (including men) 

welcoming arriving bride & her 

associates (failure to ululate implies one 

is a jealous witch); during wedding 

ceremony. In funeral, by families of 

persons possessed (in trance), to 

welcome the ancestors at the sacrifice 

of a cow to them.  During collective 

hoeing.    

Petje 1998 

Northern 

Sotho 

South Africa Celebrating a girl’s menarche. Murray 1980:70 

Zulu South Africa To “congratulate” a girl who is certified 

as a virgin in an inspection ritual.  

Scorgie 2002 

Zulu South Africa Ancestor propitiation rituals.  Weddings.  

21st birthday parties. When men go to 

war.  By married mothers only.  At the 

arrival of the King in his palace, by his 

wives and other women.  At dances.  

Currently during graduation ceremonies 

— the new graduate will make great 

contributions supporting the family — 

and inaugural addresses.  

Sikhosana 2002 

Xhosa South Africa Audience response to songs about 

singer’s relationship tribulations. 

Ntshinga 2009 

Tamil  India “in conjunction with agriculture, on 

festive occasions,  

and at auspicious moments during 

rituals” 

Wolf & 

Sherinian 1999 



Bengali Banaras, 

Bengal 

Djurga Puja worship of the goddess and 

the flame, especially when the (statue 

of the) goddess appears.  “Produces a 

better feeling when women do it 

together. . .  induces goose bumps.”  

Sometimes tears at these pujas. 

Rodrigues 

2003:54, 275 

Weyewa Sumba, 

Indonesia 

In all-night rites to placate ancestors, in 

conjunction with men’s musical 

invocations of ancestral sprits.  In 

participatory response supporting other 

ritual activities such as a ritual speech, 

a man’s dance, or a work song.  In 

support of a successful effort in men’s 

collective work, such as dragging a 

heavy stone together. In support of 

men’s work songs that help synchronize 

strenuous ritual activities.  In the 

modern world, at arrivals and 

departures of soccer teams, at 

campaign rallies, in Christian 

processionals, road building, & house 

construction.  

Not in association with wailing, laments, 

or eulogies. 

Kuipers 1999 

unspecified Sumba, 

Indonesia 

“in mourning or in rejoicing” Basile & 

Hoskins 1998 

Melanesians Vanuatu, 

South Pacific 

“in South Pentecost circumcision-

related ceremonies” 

Kaeppler et al 

1998 

 

  



2.3  European paintings depicting the hand over the 

heart 

Famous European paintings depicting the hand over the ‘heart’ as an indication of devotion 

include: 

Jan Van Eyck, The Ghent Altarpiece – Mary of the Annunciation, 1432;   

Fra Angelico,  Annunciation (Cortona), 1433;  

Titian, Penitent Magdalene, 1565; 

Guido Reni, St. Peter Penitent c.1600, St. Catherine (a number of paintings with her 

making this gesture) c.1606-15, St. Mary Magdalene (a number of paintings) c. 

1629–1635, John the Baptist 1640;   

José de Ribera (better known as Jusepe de Ribera),  Asunción de la Magdalena, 1636;   

Bartolomé Esteban Murillo, La Inmaculada Concepción, 1635; 

also The Annunciation, 1655–1660, and other paintings; 

Pedro de Moya, Vision of St Maria Magdalena di Pazzi, first half of 17th century.   

 

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guido_Reni


2.4  The cultural distribution of the hand-over-heart 

gesture 

Declaiming affection, love, or sincerity with a hand-over-heart gesture is not universal.  Saitz 

and Cervenka’s (1972) book does not report anything like it among the gestures used in 

Columbia, but it is hard to know what to make of that lacuna, since Saitz and Cervenka don’t 

report it from the United States, either.  I do not recall ever seeing it during eight years 

working in Malawi, the Congo/Zaïre, Burkina Faso, or travelling elsewhere in Sub-Saharan 

Africa.  Creider (1977) does not report it among the 71 gestures used in one or more of four 

distinct cultures of Western Kenya (Kipsigis, Luo, Gusii, and Samburu).  In contrast, he 

reports (p. 9) that “flat palm touches chest” means “pride” in all four cultures (he provides no 

details about usage).  Creider does not report any sign for affection, love, or sincerity.  On 

the other side of Africa, among the Mofu-Gudur of North Cameroon, spreading the arms 

wide out to the sides and then bringing them in to the chest, one flat hand above the other, 

means ‘to meet, gather together, assemble’ (réunir (se) – mekusey;  #523;  Sorin-Barreteau 

1996, Volume 3, p. 185).  But similar signs can represent completely different sentiments: a 

Mofu-Gudur gesture that consists of bringing the two flat and partially overlapping hands 

upward and in to the chest means ‘fear, to be afraid’ (craindre, avoir peur – melélƏkey;  

gesture #157, Volume 2, p. 161).  Making a tight fist with the right hand and bringing it up 

and in against the left side of the chest means ‘punish, teach’ [presumably, as in a parent 

‘teaching a child a lesson’] (punir, éduquer – mekƏtéy;  #489, Volume 3 p. 152).  The 

gesture is made with the upper teeth covering the lower lip.  Among Sorin-Barreteau’s 

(1996) descriptions of 636 signs used in story-telling and in communicating with the many 

deaf people among the Mofu-Gudur, there is no sign for affection, love, or sincerity.  This 

might be due in part to the relative cultural significance of these sentiments.  Sub-Sharan 

Africans certainly feel affection, love, and sincerity, but these sentiments are generally less 

elaborated, less articulated, less salient, and less central to most Sub-Sharan cultures than 

they are in the modern West – where they are more culturally significant than in virtually any 

other culture ever.  It is also conceivable that there are biological factors in Sub-Sharan 

populations that make them less prone to feel kama muta sensations in the center of the 

chest, though this seems unlikely.  In any case, while in some regions, at least, kama muta 

sensations in the center of the chest afford the conceptual, verbal, pictorial, and gestural 

representation of communal sharing in the heart, this affordance is by no means always 

realized.  And there are other feelings in the chest that can be represented, such as fear 

gripping the heart, and the contrasting idea, having a stout heart (being brave).  Moreover, 

we are curious to know whether a person with a broken heart feels something distinctive in 

the chest, perhaps something opposite to the warm heart of being in love, or whether heart 

break is simply a conceptual metaphor based only on the semantic idea that the love is a 

state of the heart.   

 

  



2.5  Metaphors in many languages of kind people as 

‘warm’ or ‘warm hearted’ 

We immediately ran into three constraints.  First, languages often restrict temperature terms 

to specific domains, such as ambient temperature, or solar radiation, or the body, or liquids, 

or tactile sensations (Koptjevskaja-Tamm 2015b).  If a ‘temperature’ term is used only in 

specific non-body domains, would we expect ‘warm’ to be used metaphorically for love, 

affection, compassion, or love—or would the domain-specificity generally preclude that?  A 

second fundamental fact is that within or across these domains, languages divide the 

temperature spectrum in a variety of ways, and not always in such a manner that there is 

any term for ‘warm = mildly or comfortably hot’.  Temperatures may be categorized in two, 

three, four, or more ranges (e.g., Firsching 2015).  For example, in a given domain or more 

generally, there may be a single term that encompasses ‘very hot’ and ‘mildly/pleasantly 

warm,’ and perhaps just one other term that means ‘cool to very cold.’  More subtly, in 

languages that do have one or more temperature terms intermediate between ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ 

in one or more domains, the absolute dividing lines differ from one language to another.   

Third, we found that any ‘temperature’ term may denote aspects of a state that include 

features in addition to a range of degrees on the Kelvin scale.  Many terms are (indexically 

context-specific) evaluations about temperature.  For example, In English, to say that the tea 

is lukewarm generally means that it is insufficiently hot;  a lukewarm or tepid response may 

mean a disappointingly, insufficiently warm (agreeable/approving) response.  A hot girl or 

guy is an appealingly beautiful or sexual girl or guy.  A cool person is appealing, but a cool or 

frigid reception is disappointing; to say that a woman is frigid is to say that she is not 

motivated to have sex when or with whom, in the speaker’s evaluation, she should be.  

When the weather is sticky it is both warm and unpleasantly humid; when it is clammy the 

weather, or a surface, is both slightly cool and unpleasantly humid/damp.  At the very least 

this reminds us that to say that a person, act, or communication is warm is to evaluate it, not 

merely describe it.  More broadly, when looking at metaphorical extensions from 

‘temperature’ to kama muta-inspired characterizations of persons, acts, or communications, 

we would not expect metaphorical adjective for love, affection, compassion, or kindness 

borrow any evaluatively negative/critical  ‘temperature’ term.  E.g., we would not expect 

English speakers to characterize a sudden increase in CS as tepid.  The hypothesis should 

be that kama muta experience would afford only metaphors based on positive terms 

(indicating appropriation).    

We should also note that to fully capture the meanings of metaphors such as ‘warmth’ 

requires situating the indexical usage contexts of such terms, along with their positions in 

paradigmatic systems of contrast (e.g., warm vs. cool welcome).  Deeper analysis would 

involve analysis of the grammatical forms of the terms (are they adjectives, adverbs, nouns, 

verbs?) the registers in which they appear.   

When there are only two basic temperature lexemes, or when there are three or more terms 

but there is only one lexeme for the upper range of temperatures, it seems that any 



metaphorical use of the hot-warm lexeme is inhibited by the inability to distinguish ‘angry, 

short-tempered’ or ‘sexually aroused/arousing, passionate’ from ‘affectionate, kind, 

compassionate.’  Another factor that apparently inhibits metaphorical use of mid-range 

temperature terms is that many, like the English lukewarm and tepid in some contexts, 

indicate insufficiently hot, when it would be appropriate for something to be hotter.  Indeed, 

as in English, in some languages the metaphorical use of terms in the neutral middle range 

(usually lower temperatures than ‘warm’) mean ‘indifferent.’  

Four of the 40 languages do not have a specific lexeme for warm, but have lexemes that 

encompasses the entire range of hot to warm, without having any lexeme that is limited to 

warm:  Greek zestós and thermos, Bardi moola, Wolof tàng, and West Greenlandic kiag- 

and kissar-.  Greek zestós and thermos are both used with meanings closely resembling 

English metaphorical ‘warm.’  Bardi does not use any temperature terms metaphorically 

(although they use other kinds of metaphors).  Wolof tàng is used in metaphors for grumpy, 

nervous, irritable, strict, burdensomely constraining; in particular, tang-xol, ‘hot heart,’ means 

‘frustrated.’  Salamon’s (2015) chapter on West Greenlandic does not address metaphors at 

all.   

In this sample, there is only one non-warm temperature term, Kamal kamal, ‘cold’, that can 

be used to mean ‘friendly, sweet’—because it is opposed to beba, ‘hot’, which 

metaphorically means ‘prone to aggression & violence, dangerous.’  Indeed, many 

languages use ‘hot’ metaphorically to mean ‘angry or prone to anger or violence,’ so there 

may be a number in which ‘cool’ is contrastively used to mean ‘calm, controlled, reasonable, 

dispassionate.’  Many languages also use ‘hot’ metaphors to mean ‘attractive,’ ‘sexually 

exciting,’ and, more particularly, ‘appealing partner for sexual relations,’ and hence these 

metaphors include CS-affording ‘closeness’ in torrid interaction.  But this usage probably 

arises in the total-body temperature increase resultant from skeletal muscle activity in sex, 

together with superficial vassal dilation that increases skin temperature.  

Our analysis simplifies the matter, as if there were a simple dichotomy between languages 

that do and do not have warm(th) metaphors for CS emotions, attitudes, actions, and 

persons.  In fact, a deeper and more subtle analysis would consider how frequent such 

metaphors are, how natural (idiomatic) they are, how strong they are (what degree of 

cordiality/kindness/compassion they indicate), their nuances and distinctions with respect to 

the nature of the emotions, attitudes, acts, and persons they connote; and above all, what 

contexts they are used in and their performative or illocutionary uses.  But for our present 

purposes, it is sufficient to note that such metaphors, while far from being universally 

attested in the languages that have distinct lexemes for warmth, are frequent.  

None of the available sources address all of these issues with respect to our concerns.  

Indeed, some sources simply don’t mention whether temperature terms are used as emotion 

metaphors, and we cannot confidently conclude from the absence of any mention of them 

that there are no temperature emotion metaphors.   So the best we can do is to induce a 

minimum frequency.   



George Lakoff and Mark Johnson (2003:255) assert that “we have the primary conceptual 

metaphor AFFECTION IS WARMTH because our earliest experiences with affection correspond 

to the physical experience of the warmth of being held closely” (p. 256).  If indeed the 

metaphorical use of ‘warm’ for CS dispositions and actions is based primarily on infantile and 

later experiences of being held and cuddled, one would expect that in languages where 

there are one or more lexemes specific to tactile sensations of warmth on the skin, these 

lexemes would be the ones used in CS metaphors.   On the other hand, if the metaphorical 

use of ‘warm’ for CS dispositions and actions is based primarily on one’s own experiences of 

kama muta warmth in the chest, we predict that in languages where there are one or more 

lexemes specific to sensations of warm temperatures within one’s body, these lexemes 

would be the ones used in CS metaphors. The articles in Koptjevskaja-Tamm (2015) book 

provide only one relevant case: Palula táatu means tactile ‘warmth’; it is not used for 

personal body sensations of internal warmth but it is used in metaphors for kind, affectionate 

persons and hearts, supporting Lakoff and Johnson’s explanation. Palula húluk means 

‘warm’ and is used for personal body sensations, but not tactile sensations; apparently it is 

not used in metaphors for kindness. 

 

  



2.6  ‘Warm’ metaphors for persons, actions – and hearts 

Language Family Location 

Lexemes  

in the domain of 

own-body 

sensations1 

Warmth used 

to describe 

any emotions 

or 

dispositions1 Metaphorical meanings 

Specific Locus  

and Actions1 Source 

Ewe Niger-Congo, Kwa Ghana & Togo gblɔ Not mentioned   Ameka 2015 

Likpe Niger-Congo, Kwa Ghana yifo kpákpá {a’s also 

have tildes} 

Not mentioned   Ameka 2015 

SƐlƐƐ Niger-Congo, Kwa  Ghana fila, bíɔbíɔ, sánsa No   Agbetsoamedo 

& Di Garbo 

2015 

GurenƐ Niger-Congo, Gur Ghana wam Yes active, cautions, respectful, 

responsible. 

person Atintono 2015 

Gbaya Niger-Congo, 

Adamawa-Ubangi 

Central African 

Republic & 

Cameroon 

wòsi-wòsi, gòsi-gòsi, 

& others 

No   Roulon-Doko 

2015 

Wolof Niger-Congo, 

Atlantic 

Senegal tàng = warm to hot Yes grumpy, nervous, irritable, strict, 

burdensomely constraining, 

unwillingly 

person, religion, heart Perrin 2015 

Berber Afro-Asiatic Algeria, Tunisia, 

Libya, Egypt, Mali, 

Niger, and 

Mauretania 

 Yes cordial, kind person, heart Boum, 

personal 

communication 

Latvian Indo-European, 

Baltic 

Latvia silts Yes affection or cordiality, as in wishes 

& greetings. 

general, & smile Perkova 2015 



Serbian Indo-European, 

Slavonic 

Serbia topao Yes love, affection, tenderness, 

intimacy 

general, and heart, face, 

eyes, smile, voice; 

reception, greeting. 

Rasulić 2015 

Ukrainian Indo-European, 

Slavonic 

Ukraine & nearby téplo/teplyj/tepló Yes cordiality, amiability, sincerity, 

kindness, affection, care 

person, soul, talk Kryvenko 2015 

Greek 

(modern) 

Indo-European, 

Greek 

Greece zestós, thermos  

(both also extend to 

hot) 

Yes both lexemes = cordiality, affection hospitality, kiss, reception, 

welcome, applause 

Stathi 2015 

English Indo-European, 

Germanic with 

Romance additions 

US, UK, India, 

Canada, 

Australia, Nigeria, 

etc.  

warm Yes kind, affectionate, compassionate person, act, 

communication, heart 

personal 

knowledge 

German Indo-European, 

Germanic 

Germany warm Yes kind, affectionate, compassionate person, action, smile, heart Collaborators 

Norwegian 

Bokmål 

Indo-European, 

Germanic 

Norway varm; also lun Yes cordial person, smile, thanks; 

heart: hjertevarmende 

action, interaction, feeling. 

å bli varm om hjertet =  

to feel kama muta. 

lun used to refer to a warm, 

cozy setting, a blanket, an 

animal (particularly in 

reference to its fur), and a 

person's disposition 

Collaborators 

Polish Indo-European, 

Slavic 

Poland ciepło Yes cordial feelings about good actions Informant 

{ChanPolish1} 

Italian Indo-European, 

Romance 

Italy tepido is neutral; no 

term for warmth 

(Yes?) enthusiastic persons Luraghi 

French Indo-European, 

Romance 

France, West 

Africa 

chaleur Yes  Cordial, hearty, cozy persons, welcomes, 

greetings, milieux, heart 

personal 

knowledge 



Eastern 

Armenian 

Indo-European, 

Armenian 

Armenia ǯerm, takh, 

ջերմություն 

Yes cordial talk, love, relationship, kiss, 

heart, greeting, feeling, 

love, conversation, blood 

longing/nostalgia  

Daniel & 

Khurshudian 

2015; also one 

informant 

Palula Indo-European, 

Indo-Aryan 

Pakistan táatu, húluk (also 

means hot) 

Yes cordial, kind, affectionate heart, person Liljegren & 

Haider 2015 

Marathi Indo-European, 

Indo-Aryan 

India un Not mentioned   Pardeshi & 

Hook 2015 

Finnish Uralic, Finno-Ugric Finland lämmin, lauha, leuto, 

leppeä, lauhkea, 

lenseä, lämpöinen 

Yes cordiality, affection, love, desire, 

joy, gratitude, safety, nostalgia, 

happiness, gentle 

person, heart, eyes, 

welcome, thanks, 

interaction, relations 

Juvonen & 

Nikunlassi 

2015; 

Blomster, 

personal 

communication 

Nganasan Uralic, Smoyedic Russia hekƏ Rare kind (expression may be 

translation from Russian usage) 

speech Brykina 

&Gusev 2015 

Khalkha 

Mongolian 

Altaic,  Mongolic Mongolia büleen, dulaahan, 

dulaan, zöög, 

zelgeen, büleec-, 

dulaac- 

Yes responsiveness, intimacy, 

comforting friendliness, 

pleasantness, generosity, 

invovledness, longing, erotic 

greeting, family, smile, eye, 

mind, person, kiss 

Brosig 2015 

Lao Tai-Kadai, Tai Laos qun1 Yes cordial, pleasant party De Sousa, 

Langella, & 

Enfield 2015 

Southern 

Zhuang 

Tai-Kadai, Southern 

Zhuang 

Guanxi Zhuang 

(China) 

thau6 Not mentioned   De Sousa, 

Langella, & 

Enfield 2015 

Southern 

Pinghua 

Sino-Tibetan, Sinitic Guanxi Zhuang 

(China) 

nun5 Not mentioned   De Sousa, 

Langella, & 

Enfield 2015 



Mandarin Sino-Tibetan, Sinitic South China 温暖, wēnnuǎn Yes cordial, friendly, responsive person; feeling in the heart Zhou 2012, 

Zhang 2012,  

informant 

Cantonese Sino-Tibetan, Sinitic China nyun5 Not mentioned   De Sousa, 

Langella, & 

Enfield 2015 

Shanghainese Sino-Tibetan, Sinitic China 心老暖的, 

xīnlǎonuǎndè 

Yes ‘very warm heart’ or ‘you make my 

heart warm’ 

heart Informants  

 

Japanese Japonic Japan atsui1, atatakakai2; 

kokoro o 

ugokasareru 

Yes cordiality, affection, nostalgia, 

gentleness 

breast/chest), heart, talk, 

glance, smile, voice, 

relationship 

Shindo 2015; 

informant  

Indonesian Austronesian, 

Malayo-Polynesian 

Indonesia hangat Yes affection, intimacy, enthusiasm, 

love, passion, lust, sex1 

relationship, welcome, 

liver, hair, hand, eye, ear, 

breast/chest, body, feeling, 

voice, music, person 

Siahaan 2015 

Northern 

Vanuatu 

languages 

Austronesian, 

Malayo-Polynesian 

Vanuatu 

(Melanesia) 

only two lexemes:  

‘hot’ & ‘cold’ 

Rare words for ‘hot are used, rarely, to 

mean ‘cheer up’, ‘encourage’; ‘be 

determined’, or ‘be angry’ 

persons François 2015 

West 

Greenlandic 

(Kalaallisut) 

Eskimo-Aleut, Inuit Greenland two lexemes that 

encompass warm-

hot: kiag- & kissar- 

Salamon does 

not discuss 

metaphors 

  Salamon 2015 

Eastern Ojibwe Algonquian US & Canada giizhoo- Yes kind/humane/hospitable/generous person Lockwood & 

Vejdemo 2015 

Yucatec Maya Mayan Mexico, Belize k’íinal No   Le Guen 2015 

Mapudungun Araucanian Chile, Argentina eñum  No   Zúñiga 2015 

Hup Nadahup Brazil, Columbia g’Əh- No   Epps 2015 

Bardi Non-Pama-

Nyungan 

Australia just one word for 

warm-hot: moola  

No   Bowern & 

Kling 2015 



Kamang Timor-Alor-Pantar Alor, Indonesia no lexeme for warm  kamal, ‘cold’, can be used to mean 

‘friendly, sweet’ as opposed to 

beba, ‘hot’, prone to aggression & 

violence, dangerous 

person Schapper 

2015 

Abui Timor-Alor-Pantar Alor, Indonesia no lexeme for warm    Schapper 

2015 

 



2.7  Tears mediating European art, friendship, love, 

and politics 

As natural indices of kama muta, tears have the fluid potential to be culturally adopted not only 

to indicate but to constitute affection, devotion, and commitment.  That is, tears can be taken to 

show love and to be love—bonding and binding the weeper to one he loves.  In this chapter we 

explore the historical vicissitudes of valuation and validation of tearful bonding.  Then, in the 

next chapter, we go beyond tears to weeping, which has been culturally elaborated in even 

more wonderful ways.  Besides the intrinsic interest of the cultural constructions made out of 

tears and weeping, they reveal the astonishing range of the kama muta psype.  The psype can 

be culturally informed to generate signs that mediate all sorts of CS relationships.  Furthermore, 

the psype can be culturally tuned to resonate with its own culturally pitched signs so as to 

reverberate recursively, linking people in novel networks of CS relationships.  Without 

understanding the full cultural domain of the kama muta psype and its full cultural range, we 

cannot understand what the psype is and how it works.  We have to discover not only its domain 

and range, with the mapping of the domain of this function onto its range, but how it operates 

recursively so that the output of one person’s psype can be the input of another person’s psype.  

This occurs in the simplest form when a person sheds tears of kama muta, evoking kama muta 

in a perceiver.  But we shall see that this simple, ‘natural’ recursion can be culturally informed, 

elaborated, and enhanced into some of the most powerfully evocative, connective human 

experiences.   

In Chapter 8 we briefly considered some of the arts that evoke kama muta, and indeed attract 

audiences because they evoke kama muta.  In Chapter 16 we summarized the history of 

meanings of Christian tears in CS relationships with deities.  Here let us view the history of 

Euro-American kama muta tears in response to art and in the mediation of other CS social 

relationships.    

Art in the European Middle Ages was mostly religious art, crafted to evoke religious sentiments 

especially kama muta.  Art was intended to display Christ’s crucifixion as the ultimate gift of 

love, and the homologous suffering of the saints.  Viewers were supposed to feel kama muta for 

the sacrifices that had been made for them.  Other images depicted the Madonna or Mary 

Magdalene weeping, calling for the viewers’ compassionate kama muta.  Art made viewers cry.  

Then with the rationalizing move of the middle Italian Renaissance, art and religious accounts 

moved from these themes to others less moving — art became ‘art’, no longer aiming to move 

and no longer moving viewers to tears (Elkins 2001:161).  During the Renaissance, elite 

Europeans generally ‘controlled’ their emotions and cried less.   

This was slowly reversed beginning in the 17th century and increasingly during the 18th century, 

when it gradually became fashionable in Europe for sophisticated men and women to cry in all 

kinds of situations — it was a sign of a virtuous, refined, compassionate sensibility (Vincent-



Buffault 1986, Elkins 2001).  Crying became a way of communicating, forming, and committing 

to CS relationships among humans.  A French letter from 1738 recounts how the writer was 

repeatedly urged to tell her misfortunes to a group, whereupon “Voltaire, the human Voltaire, 

broke into tears, for he is not ashamed of appearing sensitive” (Vincent-Buffault 1986:9).  As 

this suggests, weeping again became a crucial medium for constituting social relationships.  In 

18th century writing, what is striking “is the extent to which the interchange of tears recurs; they 

are exchanged, shared and mingled with delight” (Vincent-Buffault 1986:viii).  For example, a 

French novel published in 1759 depicts a couple who have not explicitly disclosed their love for 

each other “reading a touching story of two lovers who were cruelly separated.”  Moved, the 

man puts his arm around the woman and the reading couple cry together over this passage: the 

comingled tears of the co-readers “prove the communion of their souls” (Vincent-Buffault 

1986:6–7).   

“Men did not fear to cry for admiration, tenderness, or joy, and often liked to let it be known” that 

they did so (Vincent-Buffault 1986:ix).  French writers wrote with moral approbation of crying 

together, sharing tears, or mingling tears as the ideal conformation system: this liquid 

connection was “a model for the art of living between intimates” (Vincent-Buffault 1986:17).  

Rousseau’s 1761 novel Julie ou la Nouvelle Héloïse was a widely read prototype for tearfully 

passionate love.  And in other mid- to late-18th century French novels, 

Love, friendship, and of course the family, each . . . had their own model where 

tears were concerned.  The search for intense emotional exchanges gave a 

prominent place to the manifestation of tears. . . .  These small communities of 

souls which were bound by sentiment appeared haunted by a search for fusion 

which led to the mingling of tears and caused bodies to draw near each other.  

(Vincent-Buffault 1986:19).   

Friends received and gave compassionate tears because “the capacity to be moved was the 

measure of friendship” (Vincent-Buffault 1986:25).  Conversely, when friends ceased to be 

friends, they ceased to weep with and to each other.  In declaring the termination of their 

friendship in 1757, Jean-Jacques Rousseau wrote to Denis Diderot 

I have never written to you without emotion and my last letter was bathed in 

tears, but at last the dryness of yours has reached me.  My eyes are dry, and my 

heart is closed as I write to you.  (Vincent-Buffault 1986:25; her translation) 

When Diderot wrote back, expostulating “Oh! Rousseau you are becoming wicked, unjust, cruel, 

wild, and I cry with pain at it.”  Rousseau replied 

Unfeeling and hard man!  Two tears shed on my breast would have meant more 

to me than the throne of the world; but you refuse me this and content yourself 

with extracting them from me.  Ah well, keep all [of the tears] that remain, I no 

longer want anything from you.  (Vincent-Buffault 1986:25–26; brackets by V-B). 



Nine months later, after hoping that a mutual friend would reconcile Rousseau to him, Diderot 

wrote to the friend that she should abandon the attempt, because friends could only sustain 

their relationship in one way:  “If their tears do not flow or mingle without constraint, their hearts 

will remain sick” (p. 26).  For Diderot, tears were evidence of feeling for the suffering of others 

(Dixon 2105:100). 

Not just friends but late 18th century lovers modulated their love though the manner and 

occasions of their weeping.   

A reciprocal love was declared in the mingling of tears. The tears then shed for 

love were delightful, and were loved as the lover was loved.  When fate 

separated the lovers . . . letters or a portrait were bathed in tears. The lover who 

considered herself abused and abandoned shed solitary tears, which she held 

back, or hid.  (Vincent-Buffault 1986:27) 

More generally the 18th century French judged, “Certainly ‘it is sweet to cry’ and we allow 

ourselves to exalt this pleasure,” but “men of letters sought to define a polite code of tears and 

distinguished their respective qualities with precision. The art of crying had its nuances, its 

stakes and its limits” which women and children were often thought incapable of mastering 

(Vincent-Buffault 1986:38).   

Weeping was crucial to art, as well. Elite cultivated 18th century French men and women went to 

the theater to be moved; “audiences cried a lot, and took pleasure in being seen to cry” 

(Vincent-Buffault 1986:54).  Conversely, critics judged performances by the amount and depth 

of the tears they evoked: a play was a success if the audience wept avidly.  Theater was 

supposed to evoke kama muta, while audiences were supposed to show their admirable 

sensitivity to kama muta by weeping: kama muta was the epitome of elite cultural sophistication.  

Likewise, with the flowering of romanticism at the end of the 18th century, painting developed 

new kama muta themes, and art was again admired for moving viewers to tears (Elkins 2001).   

But weeping was not restricted to participation in art, or to the conformation of affectionate 

dyadic personal relationships.  The intense sense of identity and community — Égalité, 

Fraternité — of the French Revolution was partially constituted, communicated, and coordinated 

through collective weeping.   

The Constitutionals, the Conventionals, and the Jacobins wept with tenderness 

and admiration in the Assembly, in the clubs, and on the streets. . . . The Parisian 

crowds, or those of the anonymous Federations who loved to shed tears 

together, testify to a broader spread of the taste for tears.  (Vincent-Buffault 

1986:89).   



When the King withdrew his troops, assuring the success of the revolution, the Assembly wept 

with joy, along with many spectators at its session and the people in the streets (Vincent-

Buffault 1986:79).   

“The liquid state of tears could lead to the merging of beings who, until that point, did not know 

each other” (p. 82).  Instructed to engrave a commemorative medal, the engraver responded 

that the orders “exalted in me a patriotic enthusiasm, my poor mind was electrified, and I shed 

delicious tears.  How much I now love my country!” (Vincent-Buffault 1986:82, quoting in her 

translation Monglond 1966 Chapter 4).  At the 1790 festival of federation, a sympathetic 

Scottish-Welsh  observer, Helen Maria Williams (2001:67) reported that women in the crowd 

raised their infants and “melting into tears, promised to make their children imbibe, from their 

earliest age, an inviolable attachment to the principles of the new constitution”.  Williams herself 

wept with them as her “heart caught with enthusiasm the general sympathy” (p. 69).  In “a 

moving ceremony” in 1792 each member of the Legislative Assembly placed his hands on the 

new Constitution of France and swore allegiance to it.  “According to Robespierre, many of them 

wept tears over it and covered it with kisses” (Vincent-Buffault 1986:85).  The following year in 

Le Mans, when the opposing Girondins and Montagnards ceased fighting, to make peace they 

met in the town square, embraced, and wept, while the watching crowd wept with them (p. 87).  

“The French Revolution was thus the theater — and the image is appropriate — for moving 

shared experiences of tears which also had a political significance” (83). 

Janis H. Zickfeld kindly researched and wrote the following material on Sturm und 

Drang, which I have lightly edited:   

In Germany the dramatic expression of kama muta sentimentality was a core theme of the 

German Sturm und Drang movement (though commonly translated as ‘storm and stress’, Drang 

means ‘drive’ or ‘urge’). A successor of the Enlightenment and a precursor of German 

Romanticism, Sturm and Drang arose during the mid-18th century. Stürmer und Dranger writers 

contrasted its sensitivity (Empfindsamkeit) with the rationalism of Enlightenment (Pascal 1952). 

The movement was dominated by several young writers including Jakob Michael Reinhold 

Lenz, Johan Gottfried Herder, and Johann Wolfgang Goethe. Herder argued that reasonable 

decision making is guided by the heart, or ever performed by the heart, emphasizing affection 

as one of the essential motives of the Stürmer und Dränger (Pascal 1953).   

In his seminal and hugely influential work of the Sturm und Drang movement, Die Leiden des 

jungen Werthers (The Sorrows of Young Werther), Goethe (1774/1999) presents the tragic love 

story of the protagonist Werther who desperately falls in love with Lotte, the daughter of a local 

aristocrat.  During their first meeting at a ball, a storm, in conjunction with her emerging affection 

of Werther, reminds Lotte of an ode of the German poet Klopstock, evoking kama muta in her, 

which in turn evokes it in Werther.  

We went to the window. It was still thundering at a distance: a soft rain was 
pouring down over the country, and filled the air around us with delicious odors. 



Charlotte leaned forward on her arm; her eyes wandered over the scene; she 
raised them to the sky, and then turned them upon me; they were moistened with 
tears; she placed her hand on mine and said, "Klopstock!" At once I remembered 
the magnificent ode which was in her thoughts: I felt oppressed with the weight of 
my sensations, and sank under them. It was more than I could bear. I bent over 
her hand, kissed it in a stream of delicious tears, and again looked up to her eyes. 
(Goethe 1774/1999:52; translation by R. D. Boylan) 

As the story progresses Werther increasingly yields to despair because Lotte is already 

engaged to another man, Albert. After moving to another place in order to forget about Lotte, 

Werther eventually returns and tries to see her again. Realizing that suicide is his only way out, 

Werther meets Lotte one last time and presents his translation of the proto-Romantic Irish poet 

James Macpherson’s epic Ossian odes of tragic love and death. During the recitation Werther is 

overwhelmed by feelings of kama muta. 

The whole force of these words fell upon the unfortunate Werther. Full of despair, 
he threw himself at Charlotte's feet, seized her hands, and pressed them to his 
eyes and to his forehead. An apprehension of his fatal project now struck her for 
the first time. Her senses were bewildered: she held his hands, pressed them to 
her bosom; and, leaning toward him with emotions of the tenderest pity 
[wistfulness or melancholy], her warm cheek touched his. They lost sight of 
everything. The world disappeared from their eyes. He clasped her in his arms, 
strained her to his bosom, and covered her trembling lips with passionate kisses. 
"Werther!" she cried with a faint voice, turning herself away; "Werther!" and, with a 
feeble hand, she pushed him from her.   (Goethe 1774/1999:248, translation by R. 
D. Boylan) 

After leaving town, Werther sits down to write Lotte one last letter expressing his emotions and 

recounting his rapturous feelings of kama muta. 

Forgive, oh, forgive me! Yesterday—ah, that day should have been the last of my 
life! Thou angel! For the first time in my existence, I felt rapture glow within my 
inmost soul. She loves, she loves me! Still burns upon my lips the sacred fire they 
received from thine. New torrents of delight overwhelm my soul. Forgive me, oh, 
forgive!    (Goethe 1774/1999:258, translation by R.D. Boylan)1 

Schiller’s plays further elaborated on romantic kama muta. After the original Stürmer und 

Dränger, Friedrich Schiller wrote novels that contained the same sort of emotionality and 

expressiveness (Pascal 1953).  In his first play, Die Räuber (The Robbers, 1782/2014), Schiller 



presents the story of a quarrel among the brothers Karl and Franz Moor. Franz intrigues to have 

his father, the Duke, banish his older brother Karl.  Then Franz makes advances to Karl’s 

fiancée Amalia (which she rebuffs).  Upon hearing that his father has banished him, Karl 

becomes the head of a group of robbers and swears an unbreakable oath to never let them 

down.  Later Karl meets Amalia again; she forgives Karl for becoming a robber and both share 

an intimate moment of kama muta:  

AMALIA (sinking into his [Karl’s] arms).  Murderer! devil! I cannot—angel— leave 
thee! 

KARL (thrusting her from him).  Away! insidious serpent! Thou wouldst make a 
mockery of my frenzy; but I will bid defiance to my tyrant destiny. What! art thou 
weeping? O ye relentless, malicious stars! She pretends to weep, as if any soul 
could weep for me! (AMELIA falls on his neck.) Ha! what means this? She shuns 
me not—she spurns me not. Amelia! hast thou then forgotten? Dost thou 
remember whom thou art embracing, Amelia? 

AMALIA.  My only one, mine, mine forever! 

KARL (recovering himself in an ecstasy of joy).  She forgives me, she loves me! 
Then am I pure as the ether of heaven, for she loves me! With tears I thank thee, 
all-merciful Father! (He falls on his knees, and bursts into a violent fit of weeping.) 
The peace of my soul is restored; my sufferings are at an end. Hell is no more! 
Behold! oh behold! the child of light weeps on the neck of a repentant demon! 
(Rising and turning to the robbers). Why are ye not weeping also? Weep, weep, 
ye are all so happy. O Amelia! Amelia! Amelia! (He hangs on her neck, they 
remain locked in a silent embrace.)    (Schiller 1782/2014:134, translation by David 
Widger)  

Upon Amalia’s act of suddenly intensifying the communal relationship to Karl by forgiving and 

embracing him, Karl starts to be overwhelmed by feelings of kama muta.  He begins to weep 

and embrace his fiancée, and invites his fellow robbers to burst into tears in third-person kama 

muta.  This is a token of Hogan’s (2003) romantic tragi-comedy narrative prototype, and 

Booker’s (2004) comedy, with features of his rags to riches prototype (again, see Chapter 3).   

Kama muta is also prominent in Schiller’s 1784 drama Kabale und Liebe (Intrigue and Love).  

The tragedy revolves around the forbidden relationship between a high-ranking army major, 

Ferdinand, and the daughter of a middle-class musician, Luise.  Luise remembers her first 

encounter with Ferdinand: 



The first moment that I beheld him—and the blood rushed into my glowing 
cheeks—every pulse beat with joy; every throb told me, every breath whispered, 
"'Tis he!" And my heart, recognizing the long-desired one, repeated "'Tis he!" And 
the whole world was as one melodious echo of my delight! Then—oh! then was 
the first dawning of my soul! A thousand new sentiments arose in my bosom, as 
flowers arise from the earth when spring approaches. I forgot there was a world, 
yet never had I felt that world so dear to me! I forgot there was a God, yet never 
had I so loved him!    (Schiller 1784/2014:13–14; translation by Tapio Riikonen & 
David Widger) 

In general, the mid-18th century Sturm und Drang period marked a turning point for emotional 

expressivity in German society, especially for men.  While in earlier times German culture 

emphasized the public life of a person, especially male status and occupation, the Sturm und 

Drang movement focused on defining persons by their personal lives, especially their cultured 

emotional sensitivity (Trepp 1994).  People began to seek marriages based on romantic love—

perhaps even growing out of moments of kama muta.  The Sturm und Drang movement was 

associated with a broader cultural transition, the mid and late 18th century rise of German 

Empfindsamkeit (sensitivity, emotionalism), which consisted of the tendency to base actions and 

decisions on affect (Sauder 1974).  Goethe reports that among young bourgeois, interactions 

with friends were often characterized by open-hearted expressions of affection, and friends 

often unburdened their hearts by reading intimate letters or sharing private diaries (Karthaus 

2000, Trepp 1994).  This trusting self-disclosure and expression of intimate desires probably 

evoked kama muta, although the sensations and signs are not mentioned in the available 

accounts of friendships.  It is questionable whether the new feeling of Empfindsamkeit diffused 

beyond the upper- and upper middle-class of 18th century Germany.  Few sources provide 

evidence for emotionality in the lower classes.  On the other hand, literacy rates grew during the 

Enlightenment and reading became much more widespread.  So literature increased its 

influence on the masses, creating new prototypes, even if literature did not reflect the actual 

lives of most Germans (Karthaus 2000).   

Then during the early 19th century crying ceased to be a sign of sophisticated sensitivity: elite 

men, especially, were expected to be ‘strong’ and to demonstrate that strength by ‘mastering 

their emotions,’ at least in public (Vincent-Buffault 1986:152ff.).  Crying became undignified 

because it came to be understood to indicate weakness of the will; it showed foolish, immature, 

unsophisticated sentimentality.  It was humiliating to ‘let oneself go’ in a fit of tears.  Women 

were thought to be naturally more prone to tears, but their family roles often required that they 

overcome this weakness.  The death of a loved one was the only exception that fully authorized 

public weeping by either men or women (Vincent-Buffault 1986:179).  In art, beginning early in 

the 19th century and increasingly with subsequent 20th century artistic turns, painters stopped 

aiming to move people, and viewers of paintings rarely wept (Elkins 2001:198–9).  However, in 



weeping continued to be appropriate, and through the second half of the 19th century the 

successful play was still one that moved the audience to tears (Vincent-Buffault 1986:226–240).  

But melodrama became increasingly disdained by the elite, and weeping at theatrical 

performances gradually became regarded as unmanly, as it was regarded in other contexts.  

However, by the second half of the 19th century an hydraulic theory of emotions began to 

develop; it posited that completely containing emotions was harmful—emotions ‘needed’ to be 

‘released’ in a controlled manner.  Private, appropriate crying was cathartic, healing, and 

necessary.  Within limits, for women especially it was tolerable and even sweet to indulge their 

natural disposition to weep.  And, as we noted in Chapter 17, alongside the elite male 

prototypes, precedents, and practices for artistic, political, and friendly weeping, during the 

Great Awakenings of Europe and North America (c. 1731–1755, c. 1790–1840, c. 1850–1900, 

and c. 1960–1980)  ordinary women, especially, but also sometimes men, publically and proudly 

performed kama muta emotions at revival meetings and in other religious settings.   

*       *       *       *       *       * 

In Western religion, literature and the arts, and seemingly in politics and friendship, the 

prevalence, the salience, and the valuation of prototypes and precedents for kama muta motes 

have waxed and waned over the centuries.  In particular, the meanings and evaluations of tears 

have varied within tight limits.  Tears are the most visible sign of others’ kama muta, and hence 

also a sign that the moved person is disposed to be self-conscious of.  So probably people have 

always recognized tears as an index of suddenly intensified love and compassion, and at the 

same time as having performative illocutionary force as appeals for compassionate live.  

Depending on gender, social class, setting, culture and historical era, people have admired or 

disparaged self-control versus display of sensitivity to love.  Generally, needing others’ 

compassionate love, tearfully revealing the need, and tearfully appealing for compassionate 

care have been more acceptable for women than for men.  But in some settings and spheres, 

men have been admired for displaying tears of third-person kama muta, and sometimes tears of 

first- and second-person kama muta as well.   

One striking pattern in all spheres of tears is that they are often more than sensations.  Within a 

given cultural milieu, sudden intensification of a CS relationship may ‘cause’ a person to shed 

tears, and consequently (via observation, introspection, imitation and instruction) others—and 

the person herself—are prone to read tears as a sign that a CS relationship has suddenly 

intensified.  In some cultures in some eras, this develops into a prescription that people should 

shed tears when their CS relationships should suddenly intensify.  For example, people ought to 

cry when they should be intensifying their love for a deity, their affection for a friend or lover, or 

their patriotic love.  So tears begin as a product of kama muta, become a sign representing 

kama muta, and then become an obligation—the person and others evaluate the tears, or lack 

of them.  But then sometimes a culture transforms tears one step beyond this, so that they are 

more than standards for evaluating people and their relationships: Tears are adopted as a 



medium for suddenly intensifying CS relationships.  By shedding tears, people create or restore 

CS relationships.  Tears may become the legitimate and necessary medium that people must 

use to create or restore certain CS relationships.  We observed this in the history of Christian 

tears of compunction in worship and the Eucharist, in Diderot and Rousseau’s mutual 

recriminations, and in Sturm und Drang literature.  In each case, tears were the necessary and 

proper manner of devoting and committing to the CS relationship.  The tears bonded the tearful.  

In the following chapter we will look into many more instances of such practices, some of them 

highly elaborated rituals of reception, return, or reconciliation.   

And it is not just tears as such that connect people in CS; what affirms the relationship is 

knowing that someone is responding with kama muta, or is failing to.  Sharing kama muta 

matters.  Sigrid Møyner Hohle, a Norwegian graduate student familiar with the concept of kama 

muta, reflected that she likes seeing someone respond with kama muta to something she has 

told them. 

I see it as a type of recognition if a person is moved by something I tell them. I 
always makes me happy. 

I think there are different reasons why it pleases me, depending on what it was 
caused by. If I just told a story, I interpret kama muta in others as if the story I told 
them was «good» if it managed to touch them. One example is the story you told 
me about the drug addict on the tram, and the people hugging him afterwards. I 
retold it to some people yesterday, and when I saw their eyes were filled with 
tears it made me think that I managed to tell the story in a good way, and also 
that it brought us somewhat closer because we had the experience together. I 
guess I see it as a parallel to making people laugh. It means a story «worked» 
(fungerte). It is a good feeling to be kama muta together, I guess, and nice to be 
the one who made it happen. 

Another example I remember now is when my friend told me about her 
grandmother’s funeral last week. She told me it had been such a beautiful and 
moving funeral, and told me about the speeches and the music in the church. 
When she told me about one speech that had been especially touching, I said 
that «the hairs on my arm rise» (hårene reiser seg på armene mine)––because it 
was true, but also, I think, to make her understand that I understood––it sounded 
beautiful––and to recognize that she managed to retell what was so special about 
that situation.  

I can’t come up with an example, but I would also appreciate if someone became 
kama muta after I told them about something that had happened to me (if it was 



a good thing), I guess seeing that reaction make me think that they care about 
me and that we are close. 

More broadly, people notice and care whether other people appear to experience a kama muta 

moto, or plausibly report that they are moved, beveget, megérintett, 感动 (gǎn dòng), etcetera. 

When their baby is born, the mother is likely to pay attention to whether the father is moved 

when he sees and holds the newborn—and it matters.  Signs of the father’s kama muta, or lack 

of kama muta, will likely affect the mother’s love for her husband, and trust in him.  Similarly, 

when you return from a long and dangerous trip, it makes a difference to your relationship with 

your partner whether you are moved or not, and whether or not he is.  Whatever they call it, or 

even if they don’t have a name or concept for it, people interpret others’ kama muta as an index 

of love.  That is, they implicitly recognize something about what kama muta is.   

When you share a YouTube video of kittens with a text comment, awww!, and I see it I think, 

‘Oh, she loves kittens, she’s such a sweet girl.’  Children soon discover that others perceive and 

evaluate such kama muta motes.  Consequently, girls, especially, may observe female models 

of effusive kama muta performances, and hence learn to show off their kama muta motes, and 

tell others about them.  Especially if they are complimented for doing so. Awww! may be a 

‘naturally’ afforded illocution, but prototypes of it are also observed, imitated, and perfected.  

Boys may also learn how to dramatically perform kama muta, or may observe and imitate male 

prototypes of untouchable toughness, especially if others approve of male disdain for being 

touched.  

Sigrid’s insights and these other examples show that signs of kama muta mediate 

metarelational models (Fiske 2011).  That is, signs of kama muta arising from the sudden 

intensification of one CS relationship affect the person’s relationships with others.  When a 

groom cries in kama muta from the CS intensification constituted through the marriage vows, 

this evidence of his love for the bride is likely to strengthen her parents’ love for him, and their 

trust that he is committed to her.  In Chapter 15 we will look at such metarelational effects of 

tears in Christianity and, in Chpater 13, goosebumps in Sufism: they prove to others that the 

worshipper loves god, and, in the case of compunctive tears given by God to the worshipper, 

that God loves the worshipper. These signs reinforce the solidarity between the worshipper and 

his or her congregation. They may even make others envious and hence motivate them to 

demonstrate their own devotion.  Likewise, in 1780 when the delegates signing France’s first 

constitution cried over it, they thereby demonstrated to each other their loyalty to the nation they 

were constituting; this must have increased mutual trust.  Again, weeping at a Rothko painting 

makes a claim to being the sort of person who cares about such art; this claim may affect the 

weeper’s relationships with other’s who love, or don’t love, Rothko’s art.  Similarly, when a 

fictional character is portrayed as feeling kama muta, or when the reader or viewer imputes 

kama muta to the character, this affects how the reader relates to the character; we love people 



for their love of others.  These are all metarelational models: affective and evaluative links 

among relationships.  

We should end this long note with one caveat.  Sacred texts, fiction, hagiographies, histories, 

and the real lives represented in histories were, and continue to be, prototypes, precedents, and 

paradigms that in varying ways and to some degree inform many people’s social and emotional 

lives.  Such sources more or less illuminate elite valuation of kama muta tears, and such 

sources provide suggestive indications about the practices of literate elites, at least.  But they do 

not provide much evidence about the overall prevalence of everyday practices in the population 

as a  whole.  However, the ethnographies that we will review in subsequent chapters do provide 

fairly clear views of what people actually do with tears.    

 


