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<CT>Introduction 

<CT>Encountering Feelings 

<CST>Feeling Encounters 

<CA>Benno Gammerl, Philipp Nielsen and Margrit Pernau 

 

<FL>In January 2008, the Indian cricket team met the Australian team in Sydney for a test 

match. Feelings were running high on both sides when Harbhajan Singh, the Indian spinner, was 

heard calling the only non-white member of the Australian team, Andrew Symonds, a monkey. 

Singh was barred from play for three games for the racial taunt. Right from the beginning, 

however, doubts were raised as to whether he had really used the word monkey, or whether he 

had sworn at his opponent in Hindi, making a sexual innuendo about Symonds’ mother – in its 

own cultural context no less offensive.1 

 This incident is a poignant example of how emotions move across cultural divides. The 

case triggered fierce debates about the potential for misunderstandings between languages. Many 

Indian commentators pointed to their country’s leading role in the anti-apartheid movement in 

order to cast doubt on the accusations concerning Harbhajan’s racism, claiming that it was highly 

unlikely that Harbhajan had used English rather than Hindi to abuse his opponent in a moment of 

stress. The case becomes even more complicated when viewed as the outcome of a series of 

previous encounters rather than as an isolated incident.2 

 During the Australian team’s visit to India half a year earlier, Indian crowds at Baroda 

had taunted Symonds with monkey chants throughout the game. But for the Australian team, the 

victorious Indian team’s extensive post-match celebrations really ‘sparked passion inside of us’, 

as Symonds put it in an interview. Describing their own celebrations in the past as ‘humble’, the 
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Indian players’ multiday affair seemed excessive to Symonds. He continued: ‘Something gets 

triggered inside of you, something is burning inside of you – it is your will for success or your 

animal instinct that wants to bring another team down.’3 Harbhajan Singh, in turn, criticized the 

Australian team for being sore losers: ‘They say they play the game in the right spirit, but they 

don’t in reality. There is nothing gentlemanly about the way they play. … I was responding to a 

lot of vulgar words that were said to me.’4 

 Both teams were primed for the next round. Taking the tense atmosphere into account, 

they agreed to tone down their insults before the Sydney match. The Indian team had expressly 

promised to refrain from offending Symonds by calling him a monkey.5 Yet this was not to be. 

Instead, the events that led to the international scandal and Harbhajan’s suspension unfolded. 

The incident started with Harbhajan tapping bowler Brett Lee on the backside with his bat and 

saying ‘hard luck’. Symonds said that he then ‘had a bit of a crack at Harbhajan, telling him 

exactly what I thought of his antics’.6 This ‘telling’ seems to have included the word ‘fuck’, 

whereupon Harbhajan furiously replied in kind – and uttered ‘monkey’ or ‘maa ki …’ (mother’s 

…).7 

 This incident reveals a number of important things about emotional encounters. First, it 

draws attention to the fact that emotions are experienced through the body and that body 

language and gestures, like a slap on the backside, can also be used to convey and incite them. 

Additionally, it shows that the corporeal dimension of emotions inhibits neither their tactical use 

nor the intersubjective negotiation of their meaning. Finally, the example demonstrates how 

intercultural encounters are often laden with history. In this case, this history is not limited to that 

between two players and two teams but extends to a broader history of racist abuse, which in turn 

reaches back to the history of the construction of racial difference, a history that is far older than 
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any of the players involved in the dispute. The Indian aristocrat Ranjitsinhji’s cricket career in 

Victorian England is only one example of the role race politics have played in athletics: the first 

Indian to bat for the English team in 1896 and the supposedly racial or non-racial attributes of his 

body dominated his athletic life both at times of inclusion in and exclusion from English cricket 

and society.8 This history, moreover, explains why an organization like the International Cricket 

Council sanctions racial abuse much more harshly in comparison to insults invoking the sexual 

behaviour of an adversary’s mother. 

 

<A>Why Should Historical Research Focus on Emotional Encounters? 

<FL>Sport is, of course, not the only field in which emotional encounters cross cultural 

boundaries – within societies as much as between them – on a regular basis. Encounters between 

people who have been socialized into different emotions have become almost commonplace at 

the beginning of the twenty-first century. People know, practise and value different emotions (or 

value emotions differently) and express them through a multiplicity of codes. Many experience 

cross-cultural encounters on a more or less regular basis, from tourists to refugees, from 

managers of multinational corporations or non-governmental organizations to migrant labourers, 

from residents of multi-ethnic metropolises to people who go abroad to seek knowledge or to 

find love. Encounters with culturally diverse forms of emotional expression in newspapers, 

television programmes and social media have become a part of everyday life. 

 Encounters with Emotions starts from contemporary emotional encounters and seeks to 

analyse them from a historical perspective, beginning with early modernity. By highlighting 

historical changes and transcultural dynamics, this approach promises to generate fresh and 
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valuable insights for two fields of research that have up to now remained largely separated from 

each other: research on the history of emotions and research on cross-cultural encounters. 

 Encounters with Emotions first of all contributes to the study of the history of emotions 

by undertaking a much needed re-evaluation of the opposition between universalizing and 

particularizing understandings of them. Although overcoming this divide has been important for 

the field’s agenda for a number of years now, it remains haunted by the distinction between 

nature and nurture to this day. Many neuroscientists and psychologists work with the assumption 

that all humans share the capacity to experience the same basic emotions, which are, so they 

claim, expressed through a universally valid set of facial micro-expressions. If this assumption is 

true, then communicating emotions across cultural divides should be relatively unproblematic. 

According to this theory, feelings experienced and expressed through the body are more 

transparent and easier to transmit than verbal utterances, which have to be translated. By 

contrast, many historians and anthropologists hold that within each particular cultural setting 

humans learn specific emotional behaviours and practices ultimately incommensurable with 

those of other cultures. Such practices are not limited to signs and symbols. They are also 

inscribed into, and expressed by, the body.9 This theory implies the notion that a mutual 

understanding of feelings across cultural divides can only be achieved through processes at least 

as complicated and laborious as those involved in linguistic translation. In their analysis of 

individual case studies, the authors of this volume critically engage with these supposed 

dichotomies, maintaining that emotional encounters hold considerable potential for 

misunderstandings and failures of communication. Such misunderstandings can also spark 

further interaction. At the same time, body language and other forms of non-verbal 

communication are occasionally capable of bridging the gap and creating new meanings. 
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Questioning both universalizing and particularizing assumptions, the authors are able to forge 

new approaches to the historicization of emotions. 

 Furthermore, the book contributes to the study of encounters, which has long been a 

staple of global history. Bringing emotions into the mix provides a concrete vantage point for 

analysing the local and bodily effects of, and reasons for, transformations of global power 

structures. Focusing on emotions offers a new perspective on the capacity of encounters to not 

only reproduce but also transform attitudes and behaviours, transformations that can trigger 

heretofore unforeseen developments. The focus on emotions in face-to-face encounters also 

enables the authors to scrutinize in greater detail how feelings impacted the very production and 

the shifting organization of cultural differences. It allows for investigating the interplay of 

language and visual codes with more bodily ways of learning. The integration of emotions into 

the study of global encounters is not intended to replace existing research on their cultural and 

cognitive dimensions but should rather complement it.10 

 Exploring the grounds between universalizing and particularizing understandings of 

emotion and between local and global dynamics of encounter is the main objective of this 

volume. The chapters will do so by examining a broad range of case studies. They thereby spin a 

number of interrelated threads, woven together in the conclusion by highlighting the specificities 

of emotional translation and by tracing major historical trajectories that have shaped emotional 

encounters since the seventeenth century. 

 

<A>Questions, Geographical Focus and Time Frame 

<FL>Through discussing face-to-face encounters across cultural boundaries with the aim of 

rethinking the relationship between nature and nurture, Encounters with Emotions begins by 
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addressing the culturally and historically specific preconceptions people bring to an encounter. 

Such preconceptions are informed by, among other factors, education, past experiences and 

assumptions about the other and his or her culture, all of which premediate each actor’s 

behaviour and his or her interpretation of the encounter and its emotional content. At the same 

time, the authors stress the inherent openness of all encounters and their capacity to provoke 

unanticipated reactions, which in turn have the potential to challenge and ultimately overwrite 

earlier scripts. The authors claim that it is precisely this aspect of the encounter that can trigger 

historical change. 

 The case studies in the individual chapters thus address the following questions: firstly, 

which emotions – curiosity, disgust, fear or longing, among many others – have cross-cultural 

encounters caused in people with divergent emotional styles and behavioural habits? Secondly, 

what interpretive strategies have people employed in attempting to understand each other’s 

emotions? Finally, what role have emotions played in facilitating or obstructing understanding 

and communication across cultural divides? 

 Looking at history over the longue durée while taking up a broad geographical scope 

enables the authors to consider a wealth of source material in which various actors describe their 

efforts to grapple with emotional differences. The area studied extends from Europe across the 

Arab world to Asia. While the book’s scope does not encompass the entire world – a venture that 

might be more ambitious than wise – it draws attention to the close and complex interrelations 

that connect the geographical areas studied that have been in contact through trade, travel, 

conquest and migration since antiquity. This focus, however, is not an exclusive one: when our 

main actors wander into other regions, we follow them. 
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 The period studied stretches from the seventeenth century to the present, thus combining 

early modern, colonial and more recent developments that have so far rarely been considered 

together. This broad time frame allows the book to trace changes in the dynamics of encounters 

and their emotional ramifications that often unfolded at a rather slow pace. With the foundation 

of the East India Company and the increase of missionary activities at the beginning of the 

seventeenth century, the level of interaction between Europe and Asia reached a new level of 

intensity. Within this time frame, particular emphasis is placed on the nineteenth and twentieth 

century. However, this does not deny earlier encounters, and the authors do not aim to privilege 

the eastward travels of European traders and envoys. Throughout the period under consideration, 

people travelled and migrated in both directions as well as between India, Persia and Central 

Asia, between the entire Islamicate world and the Hijaz. These flows were anything but 

negligible in terms of size and significance. The chapters map some of these movements, 

analysing the historical effects of the encounters they brought forth. 

 

<A>Emotions, Encounters and Cultures: Concepts and Key Terms 

<FL>Striving for consistent definitions is one of the ways the social sciences attempt to avoid 

misunderstandings and ensure that the different authors of a book, as well as its readers, are 

reflecting on the same subject and grappling with the same problems. However, to suggest 

unified definitions is counterproductive once research begins to move across cultures, both 

temporally and spatially. If the ways actors conceptualize their experiences impact not only their 

interpretation of the world but also their actions and practices, then providing unequivocal 

definitions of core concepts at the outset unduly limits the analysis. Such definitions could at best 

provide equivalents for a small range of concepts used by certain actors or within certain cultures 
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– usually those closer to the researcher in time and language – while remaining inadequate for 

other contexts. Overstepping the limits of a definition’s validity and indiscriminately applying it 

to every culture thus harbours the danger of misleading researchers to liken things others hold to 

be dissimilar while separating things others may think are connected. Such one-sided definitions 

substantially minimize the explanatory value of historical analysis. 

 Changing concepts of what an ‘emotion’ is are a case in point. The word itself is a 

neologism that only came into use in English and French in the eighteenth century. It was an 

umbrella term that linked two concepts long viewed as distinct: affections and passions. The 

convergence of these two concepts was crucial for shifting the debates on emotions from 

theology and moral philosophy to psychology and medicine.11 But concepts of emotions vary 

over time; and, as anthropological studies have shown, they also vary across space.12 Studies on 

emotion concepts outside Europe are rare. Yet the existing research on South Asian 

understandings of emotions suggests that they differ from German or English perceptions, and 

South Asians themselves also underwent considerable shifts from the eighteenth to the 

nineteenth century. Rather than attempt to come up with a universally valid definition of what an 

emotion is, or putting one region’s conception in opposition to another, the authors of this 

volume hold that conceptions of what emotions are and how they work are determined by a 

multitude of factors. This approach highlights culturally contingent concepts of emotions that 

can be mapped onto the following questions: how and to what extent can emotions be controlled, 

either through effort of the will or through employing stronger counteremotions? How are the 

boundaries between emotions and virtue and vice drawn? What role does the body play in 

emotional life? Is it placed in contradistinction to the mind? And how can it be affected by 

external agents like demons, other bodies, atmospheres or drugs? Are emotions considered to be 
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rational or irrational phenomena, conventional or spontaneous? Are emotional dispositions 

viewed as products of education and cultivation, as inborn traits or as a mixture of the two? 

 However, beyond differences between regions and historical periods, conceptions of 

emotions also vary across – even within – present-day academic disciplines as the distinction 

between universalizing and particularizing approaches shows. In addition to this major divide, 

emotion research is further complicated by affect theoretical positions in the humanities that 

emphasize the bodily, immediate and involuntary force of affect, by appraisal theories in 

psychology that highlight the cognitive dimensions of feelings and by critical approaches in the 

neurosciences that challenge their discipline’s assumptions about the hardwired nature of 

emotional responses. Encounters with Emotions does not subscribe to any single one of these 

positions, combining instead different aspects of them. For example, the authors draw on affect 

theory when they emphasize the fact that emotional dynamics exceed the limits of established 

structures of meaning, thus ascribing a certain openness to emotions; nevertheless they take 

recourse to cognitive and praxeological understandings of emotions when they describe them as 

culturally contingent and learned. 

 Encounters, too, the second key concept in the volume’s title, may appear in many shapes 

and sizes. The authors’ interest in debates on nature and nurture has motivated them to conduct 

research into a specific type of encounter that involves both minds and bodies: face-to-face 

encounters bring actors into the same physical space where they may share a common focus of 

attention and where they not only hear and see but also smell, touch and, in rare cases, even taste 

each other. Face-to-face encounters have figured prominently in certain strands of philosophy. 

The phenomenological tradition in particular has focused on the moment of encounter as 

constitutive for identity and ethics.13 Encounters with Emotions extends these enquiries into 
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intersubjectivity and subjectification by analysing the emotional dynamics that permeate them 

and addressing their broader social and cultural implications. 

However, these assumptions about face-to-face encounters – shared space, co-presence 

and their multisensory dimension – are more ambiguous than they might appear initially. In the 

era of online video communication, face-to-face encounters can obviously take on a very 

different guise.14 The notions of novelty, strangeness and familiarity that define the dynamics of 

encounters are themselves subject to historical change, as are the criteria that allow actors to 

consider an encounter as either a success or a failure. Equally, and even more decisively, face-to-

face encounters rarely exist in a pure state. As the vignette in the introduction amply 

demonstrates, every face-to-face encounter is at least partially determined by the cultural 

knowledge of those involved. It follows that every such encounter draws on a history that 

precedes it and that every such encounter is permeated by the traces of collectively remembered 

experiences in which the actors themselves may have had no part. Thus, the focus on the 

immediacy of face-to-face encounters should not blind us to the fact that they always involve 

different levels of mediation, which adds depth to the interpretation.15 

 Although all encounters are informed by premediated concepts, their effects are by no 

means determined in advance. Every encounter holds the potential to bring those taking part in it 

into unforeseen situations, opening up space for experiences that transcend the limits of 

established categories.16 Encounters can motivate a rearrangement of the frames of 

understanding that enable those involved to integrate the challenging experience into their 

worldview. Shifts in conceptual structures and learning processes are always bound up with the 

specific temporality of the encounter. While a certain degree of strangeness defines every 

encounter, it can give way to familiarity as the encounter turns into a more regular form of 
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interaction. This familiarity can be based on trust, but it can also encompass experiences and 

expectations of violence. Encounters do not take place in a space beyond power relations. The 

authors of Encounters with Emotions do not understand encounter as an ethically or politically 

neutral counterconcept to conquest, but rather as a tool that brings along its own set of equally 

difficult ethical and political questions.17 

 The concepts of culture and difference play a decisive role in our research. Taking up 

face-to-face encounters allows us to enquire into the corporeal dimensions of emotions as 

potentially universal features. In the moment of an actual encounter, as the case studies presented 

here will show, the corporeality of emotions is not only capable of reproducing but also 

subverting established scripts. Moreover, integrating cultural differences and transcultural 

dynamics helps the authors to remind us of the fact that the shape an encounter can take is at 

least partially also conditioned by the culturally specific forms of socialization that inform the 

attitudes and opinions of the individual actors involved in it. As differences vary, the volume’s 

authors are particularly interested in those differences that are not experienced on an everyday 

basis but occur once actors move out of their familiar surroundings and confront others who 

express and practise their emotions in unfamiliar ways. Their interest in cultural differences 

notwithstanding, the authors bear in mind that, depending on its usage, the concept of culture can 

be no less problematic than some of the more loaded concepts associated with it, such as 

civilization, ethnicity or race. 

 Thus, in order to avoid subscribing to any brand of essentialism, the authors of 

Encounters with Emotions view cultures as contested systems of shared meanings, ideas and 

practices. Every culture is constructed and changeable, lacking predetermined boundaries. The 

non-monolithic features of culture are further emphasized by paying attention to divergences not 
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only between but also within cultures (intercultural and intracultural differences) as well as to the 

effects encounters generate in all parties involved (transcultural dynamics).18 Furthermore, the 

authors specifically aim at investigating the historicity, the non-static and dynamic character of 

cultural identities and differences by highlighting their production within encounters and by 

scrutinizing the role emotions play in drawing ever new and divergent boundaries. Finally, the 

case studies also take care to note the historical intersections between divergent forms of 

differentiation; for example, along the lines of class, race and gender as well as the 

transformations they have undergone. The experiences people have with these intracultural 

differences and the strategies they develop to grapple with them intraculturally can have a 

significant impact on the ways intercultural encounters play out. In turn, intercultural encounters 

can impact the shape these differences take as well as the ways people approach them within 

each culture. Thus, analysing the intersectionality of cultural differences as well as the 

vicissitudes of their historical development lies at the heart of our research into the role of 

emotions in encounters. 

 

<A>Sources, Methods and Approaches for Researching Emotional Encounters 

<FL>Encounters with Emotions draws on a large corpus of sources. While placing primary focus 

on ego documents, the individual chapters also deal with material ranging from governmental 

records to advice books and novels. As mentioned earlier, the analysis of this source material 

will contribute to our understanding of the diverse ways people have attributed meaning to their 

engagement with emotional difference and their emotional coping with difference. In using these 

sources to grasp the nuanced emotional dynamics of face-to-face encounters, the authors are 

careful to remind us that the individual accounts detailed in the source material are informed by 
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the particular positions – during the encounter itself and in the retrospective moment of writing 

about it – of those who composed them. 

 What, then, are the methodological approaches that can help us understand the ways 

people grapple with these differences in concrete historical situations? We have identified four 

main axes of inquiry: remediation, translation, mimesis and transmission. Placed on a scale, 

these approaches move from practices centred on knowledge to practices increasingly centred on 

the body. 

 Experiments that attempt to prove the universality of emotions are often conducted under 

circumstances that fail to take account of the test subjects’ previous experiences. Some 

researchers claim that if people from a ‘non-Western preliterate’ culture in New Guinea and 

‘Westerners’ who have never met each other before are able to correctly read each other’s facial 

expressions, then this shows that the ways emotions are expressed and codified are universal. By 

implication, this assumption is used to support the claim that emotions are neither learned 

through previous encounters nor coloured by cultural expectations.19 However, attention should 

be drawn to the fact that even ‘first encounters’ do not take place on a tabula rasa but are 

preceded by preconceived ideas about the other and by scripts that influence how the encounter 

might play out. This phenomenon has been termed premediation.20 An example of premediation 

might be the significant role played by Tibetan and Chinese Buddhist representations of the devil 

as having round eyes and a big nose for these groups’ first contacts with Europeans.21 This 

shows the ambivalence of the concept: historical sources, whether textual or visual, can be read 

both as mediation of an experience (the encounter with the round-eyed Europeans) and also a 

premediation of further experience (seeing the similarity between devils and Europeans). 

Nevertheless, such scripts are not simply acted upon, and, while they certainly contribute to the 
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content of emotions and the form of their expression, they do not wholly determine them. 

Encounters between two or more different scripts, encounters with an environment that does not 

conform to one’s expectations and encounters between bodies lead to what has been called 

remediation. The content of these remediations can only be partially deduced from the scripts at 

play at the beginning of an encounter.22 Changes in the scripts allow for different practices and 

for different ways of acting in the world. Although emotional expressions can have established 

meanings before the encounter, these can undergo change in the course of the interaction. 

Encounters thus open up space for those involved in negotiating the meanings of their emotions 

anew. Viewed from this perspective, it becomes clear that encounters force people to use their 

skills of adapting to, and learning about, unfamiliar emotional codes and practices. Such 

experiences contribute to an archive that can in turn support navigating the complexities of future 

encounters. Thus, returning to our interest in the nature/nurture debate, we might say that as a 

cultural phenomenon, emotions are expressed according to scripts, but as a natural phenomenon, 

their breadth and complexity escape the grasp of such scripts, so that they always remain capable 

of subverting and transforming them. 

 Translation enables the interlocutors to find or create equivalents in meaning between 

divergent expressions. The field of translation studies offers some helpful tools for analysing 

these processes. Over the last decades, the discipline has moved beyond its earlier focus on 

literary texts and philology and has entered into a fruitful dialogue with anthropology, which in 

turn has led to an increased focus on questions related to the historical context of acts of 

translation and the creative role of translators. Furthermore, the translation studies field has 

moved away from the assumption that there are either equivalents between languages (in which 

case it would be the task of the skilful translator to find them) or there are not (in which case 
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translation is described as a story of loss and betrayal). Recent advances in translation studies 

have suggested that equivalents do not precede translation but are created through the very 

process of translation itself.23 Applying the insights of translation studies to the study of 

encounters, which themselves always demand some sort of translation, it becomes clear that, like 

every translation, every encounter builds up an archive that informs further encounters. Rather 

than being carried in a closed box across a cultural and linguistic chasm, meanings and 

equivalents are constantly being negotiated. Thus, although emotional expressions have 

particular meanings before an encounter, a fact that our analyses will do justice to, the encounter 

itself has the potential to reconfigure them. 

 Nevertheless the negotiation of meanings does not take place in a vacuum. If the debates 

on Orientalism and the production of colonial knowledge have shown us anything, it is the power 

of epistemological shifts and reconfigurations. However, this does not imply that the colonized 

(or, more generally, the weaker actor) and their interpretation do not have an impact on the 

process of translation – negotiation is not power’s other.24 Nor does it mean that both sides have 

to completely agree on the meaning of equivalents for the encounter to proceed. While 

dictionaries (or ethnographies) can freeze meaning for a certain span of time, the translation 

process and its creation of equivalents remains an ongoing everyday activity. Society and culture 

are the sites where translation takes place; and they can themselves be regarded as products of 

ongoing translational activities.25 

 Bringing emotions into the debate allows us to show their similarity to linguistic codes 

while simultaneously demonstrating how they transcend the realm of language. Emotional 

expressions are undoubtedly endowed with meaning, which can but need not be the same across 

cultural divides. In this sense, they can be analysed like other signs that are translated between 
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languages, signs whose meanings are not given but rather created and modified through 

encounters. However, things become more challenging when we consider the fact that emotional 

expressions have a surplus that cannot be reduced to the representation of an already existing, 

stable emotion. In this sense, emotional expressions, and even emotions themselves, can be 

interpreted as factors that play a crucial role in the creation of meaning and the process of 

translation in the encounter.26 

 Beyond translation, theories of mimesis offer another avenue for research on emotional 

encounters.27 Theories on the mimetic imitation of bodily movements have been used to analyse 

the ways emotions were coordinated in early colonial encounters.28 Although many theories of 

mimesis take care to account for the historical specificity of encounters and the cultural alterity 

that defines them, they ultimately rely on implicitly universalizing assumptions about the cross-

cultural readability of emotions through sympathetically relating to the other’s bodily gestures.29 

‘Yielding’, a term used to denote an opening of the body towards the other, enables an emotional 

fusion between the participants of an encounter. The notion draws attention to the sensual 

aspects of attunement. Yielding highlights attunement’s potential to produce new emotional 

expressions and to enable actors to experience new feelings. Current theories of embodied 

cognition in the neurosciences, which are explicitly based on a universalist understanding of 

emotions, have further advanced this model of mimesis.30 

 These anthropological and neuroscientific theories provide tools that can help us 

understand the role of the body in mimesis and its place in the construction of alterity and 

difference. However, mimesis also has a disruptive potential. It can create disturbing similarities 

between subjects that are supposed to remain distinct. Desires resulting from mimetic imitation 

can lead to envy and competition.31 Furthermore, on the level of society, it has been suggested 
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that intersubjective mimesis is constitutive for individuality itself (‘interdividuality’). In light of 

the disruptive potential of mimetic behaviour and the emotions such disruptions can cause, 

mimesis is capable of bringing about change. Adaptation then does not necessarily imply that the 

capacities of two bodies must be brought into attunement with one another; rather, adaptation 

can also be brought about by a transformation of the power structures that codify and underlie 

the mimetic act.32 For the authors of Encounters with Emotions, mimesis and mimicry thus allow 

us to think about bodily imitation as enabling a specific mode of cross-cultural understanding 

that need not necessarily result in harmonization but can also engender conflict and 

disagreement.33 

 If the bodily processes involved in mimesis are primarily intentional, the theory of 

transmission emphasizes the non-intentional dimension of emotional encounters and, more 

importantly, their emotional reverberation.34 An offshoot of affect theory, it employs 

neurochemical theories of transmission with the aim of overcoming conceptions of contained 

selfhood as well as a supposed modern Western optocentrism.35 Instead, the theory of 

transmission focuses on the permeability of bodies and on overcoming the dichotomy between 

subjects and their environments.36 Changes in, and resonances between, the moods participants 

bring to an encounter are explained by the transmission of chemical properties between bodies.37 

Encounters with Emotions shares this concern with broadening the scope of the senses involved 

in encounters beyond the visual. At the same time, its authors acknowledge the impact that 

historically specific regimes of perception have on how bodies interact and resonate with each 

other. This allows the authors to conceive of feelings as being simultaneously non-intentional, 

non-representational, bodily and also culturally learned.38 
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<A>Difference: Historicity and Intersectionality 

<FL>Encounters with Emotions works with the basic assumption that emotions are neither self-

identical entities that remain constant over time and space, nor are they always expressed in the 

same way. Nevertheless, differences can vary in degree and intensity. Moreover, the absence of 

precise equivalents does not prevent translation and communication, emotional or otherwise. All 

the same, the authors of this book view differences as products of the dynamics of the encounter. 

In addition, they operate within a broad spectrum of intersecting lines of differentiation. Thus the 

authors avoid making the problematic claim that there is a universally invariant nature of 

emotions and also avoid the opposite danger of exoticizing the other and considering particular 

cultural differences as absolutes. 

 People encounter differences – between emotional styles, cultural codes and shared 

histories, among other things – and learn to cope with them on a daily basis. For this reason, the 

individual chapters of this volume are not restricted to encounters on faraway shores but view 

intracultural and intercultural interactions as a continuum rather than as a dichotomy. Learning to 

understand the diverse ways others express their emotions and developing the ability to navigate 

unexpected emotional reactions are faculties that actors develop from a very early age, even if 

they never move out of their hometown or village. In this respect, the categories of age, gender, 

class and race learned at home come to play a crucial role in colonial encounters. 

 Most children first encounter emotional difference in the family. Successfully navigating 

social interactions within the familial setting demands that children learn how to read different 

emotional codes and develop different emotional expressions depending on whom they are 

interacting with.39 Gender and age, categories that should themselves be historicized, often 

define the ways in which these differences play out. Intrafamilial relations are structured by 
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rules, codes and hierarchies that give rise to differences in the ways family members interact 

with one another; and these structures can vary across time and space – ranging from highly 

differentiated codes, which distinguish the emotional interaction with the father’s elder brother 

from even that with his younger brother, to configurations that place individual variances among 

siblings at the core. Children’s early experiences with the differences permeating intrafamilial 

interactions form the basis for their future emotional interactions, which increasingly encompass 

unfamiliar situations. Children not only learn how to encounter different emotional styles, they 

also learn how to learn, thus developing the ability to interpret unexpected situations, behaviour 

and expressions of emotion. In many cases, this interpretation proceeds through the translation of 

new differences into familiar ones.40 This can be witnessed in the fact that cross-cultural 

encounters often employ metaphors of friendship and family in order to transform differences 

between strangers into familial relations, hierarchical or otherwise. 

 Finding effective ways to organize differences on a global scale in the age of colonial 

encounter and to make these differences both understandable and manageable was one of the 

central projects of the European Enlightenment. The idea of stages of development that all 

societies pass through – albeit at different times – offered one of the most important means for 

systematizing the observations of manifold diversity made by travellers, traders and early 

colonists. The idea basically holds that, like humans, all societies go through a life cycle: they 

are born, develop into childhood and adolescence, experience the strength and autonomy of 

adulthood and then slowly descend into old age. Childlike nations like the Irish or the Africans, 

so the theory went, thus co-existed with senescent nations that had gone through a long period of 

decline, like the Chinese or the Indians. The stage a particular nation or people had attained 

could be recognized not only by the social and economic structures that defined them but even 
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more by the emotions that prevailed among them. For example, childlike nations were 

supposedly hot, boisterous and uncontrollable and thus in need of the guidance of adult nations 

with more refined emotions. Metaphors of family and age not only provided a frame for 

interpreting the emotions observed but also suggested and legitimized ways of responding to 

them. These responses were premediated through the earlier experience of the colonizers and 

their metropolitan readership, which in turn constituted premediation for encounters to come.41 

 The problem of basing colonial power and its interpretation of emotional encounters on a 

theory of stages of development was that these stages are transient: children grow up and parents 

lose their position of authority, becoming dependent on those they had governed only yesterday. 

Hence, the theory of historical stages of development could not provide sound footing for a long-

term colonial project. Without being abandoned entirely, in the course of the nineteenth century 

the child metaphor was progressively replaced by gender metaphors that essentialized the 

difference between colonizers and colonized, giving it an element of permanence. Colonies were 

now viewed as being feminine, if not effeminate. The essentializing character of the gender 

metaphor supported the idea of a permanent polarization between the character of the colonizers 

and that of the colonized. These gender-based metaphors thus served to firmly place the colonies 

under the guardianship of their manly colonizers. What did not change, however, was the fact 

that colonial powers drew on familiar perceptions of emotions to interpret unfamiliar 

experiences.42 

 Over the course of the nineteenth century, the conceptualization of difference underwent 

a radical shift that intensified hierarchies within categories of race and gender. The ambiguity 

inherent to early modern concepts of ‘race’, which often viewed it in confluence with class, 

gender, religion and ethnicity, was succeeded by attempts to develop more precise definitions of 
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racial identity.43 These efforts were intimately intertwined with the rise of imperialism and the 

increasingly unequal distribution of agency and power on a global level. They coincided with the 

move towards a politics of racial segregation founded on coercion and subjugation and ran 

parallel to the gradual naturalization and biologization of race.44 

Within the colonial setting, the kinship metaphors that were used in order to understand 

racial differences as stages of development faded in significance, while theories of sexual 

reproduction and genetic heredity gained ground. The concrete effects of this shift were 

important on many levels. For instance, ‘mixed-race’ children, especially those who had a 

European father from the middle or the upper classes, could be integrated into metropolitan 

societies relatively easily up until the early nineteenth century, when their supposedly tainted 

lineage led to them being largely excluded and discriminated against.45 In line with this shift, 

strategies for understanding the other’s emotions and the emotions bound up with cross-cultural 

encounters also underwent changes: strategies of adaptation and sympathy were succeeded by 

strategies of distancing, which were embodied in feelings of disgust and contempt. These 

strategies and feelings were no longer learned primarily within familial relations but within class 

relations. 

 As a result, the rigid distinctions and hierarchies that defined perceptions of class, race 

and gender mutually reinforced each other in separating certain bodies from others.46 This 

became manifest in both the effeminization of non-European and the Orientalization and 

racialization of labouring bodies.47 Growing fears of ‘miscegenation’ led to ever stricter 

surveillance over, and even prohibition of, intimate encounters, especially between European 

women and non-European men; they also motivated parallel attempts to prevent certain forms of 

close contact between elites and subalterns.48 These widening gaps also had an emotional 
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dimension, as stereotypes based on race, gender and class often relied on the ascription of 

specific emotional styles to subjugated groups.49 Moreover, they triggered a dramatic shift in 

European evaluations of transcultural encounters, which could no longer be imagined as being 

peaceful, promising interactions or as harbingers of a future equality but could only be seen as 

dangerous, conflict-ridden and shot through with stark inequalities.50 In this context, bodily 

desires for the forbidden other could subvert but also reinforce hierarchies.51 

 The historicity and intersectionality of differences not only contributed to shaping 

colonial relations but also relations among Europeans. In Europe, the homogeneity within and 

distinctions between different nations gained in importance over the course of the nineteenth 

century. Religious and denominational affiliations, for example, began to lose their capacity to 

cut across linguistic and political barriers and were instead used to bolster nationalist identities.52 

Along with religion, class and gender also played a significant role in reshaping understandings 

of national and racial identities and differences within Europe.53 

 These processes can be described as part of a process of universalizing the organization 

of differences.54 Within the categories of gender, race, nationality, class and religion, rigid 

boundaries based on the logic of mutual incommensurability were increasingly enforced but in a 

more and more comparable manner. In some ways, this universalization of difference was 

countered by the universalism of sameness that was gaining ground during the nineteenth 

century, a universalism that advanced, among other ideas, the discourse of human rights. 

 Around the turn of the twentieth century, a new form of universalism of difference 

emerged that attempted to invert or dismiss hierarchies altogether. In their place, it propagated ‘a 

radical attitude to difference’ founded in ‘a sensory experience and enjoyment of it’.55 Aesthetic, 

spiritualist, pedagogical and other avant-garde movements criticized civilization, exoticized the 
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other and praised cultural diversity and the ‘cross-fertilizations’ it enabled.56 They also called for 

the protection of alterity against the forces of assimilation. These movements replaced the notion 

of progress and development with an emphasis on cultural relativity and an appreciation of 

‘“primitive” … emotionalism’.57 Emotionality itself came to be revered – at least by some – as a 

desirable quality of the other, whose example might enable overly rational Westerners to regain 

access to their feelings. 

 During the process of decolonization, attention was drawn to the detrimental 

psychological effects that colonial and other transcultural encounters had had on their ‘non-

European’ participants.58 Philosophers began advocating a new ethics of attentiveness towards 

the other, who was to reveal herself in face-to-face encounters – both intimate and distancing – 

‘not in a shock negating the I, but as the primordial phenomenon of gentleness’.59 These 

developments ultimately paved the way for the multiculturalist and cosmopolitan discourses that 

started to gain prevalence in the 1960s. While some authors advocated a communitarian politics 

of recognition in place of earlier egalitarian models of universal individual rights,60 others 

criticized forms of identification based on binaries, instead looking towards processes of 

hybridization or creolization as a way of fostering and valuing the productive and unforeseeable 

effects of cultural intermingling.61 A further position aimed at establishing a new balance 

between universal human rights and cultural particularities.62 Finally, other authors foreground 

transcultural encounters in ‘the messy realm of everyday intermingling’ as an embodied, 

affective and sensual form of cosmopolitanism or as a model for postcolonial hospitality.63 This 

approach presumes the subjects’ ability to draw emotional satisfaction from juggling with 

cultural differences. Taken together, all of these political and ethical theories provide specific 

models for grappling with difference through emotions. 
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 These debates highlight an ongoing concern in contemporary societies with questions of 

cultural diversity. In this context, the dynamics of globalization engender frequent encounters, 

which can help to bridge differences through feelings of curiosity, trust and solidarity but which, 

at the same time, can reinforce boundaries through hate, disgust and shame. 

 

<A>Recent Historiography on Transcultural Encounters 

<FL>Against the background of these debates, historical research on transcultural or cross-

cultural encounters has also changed significantly since the 1980s and 1990s. Early contributions 

were primarily focused on researching large-scale contacts between civilizations, the economic 

and political conditions that enabled them and the conversions, conflicts and compromises that 

they brought with them.64 Historical studies on transcultural or cross-cultural encounters have 

since moved beyond this approach, following three main avenues of research. 

 Firstly, the one-way street leading from Europe to the rest of the world has been replaced 

by the study of a network of manifold and multifariously connected routes. Instead of focusing 

exclusively on how Europeans moved to the colonial peripheries and spread their ideas and 

goods there, newer research has directed its attention to flows of people, things and thoughts 

towards Europe as well as to flows between non-Western regions.65 One example might be 

studies of the trading networks that originated in the Hadhramaut in present-day Yemen in the 

sixteenth century, which connected places like Alexandria and Canton; these studies bring 

specific kinds of encounters into view that had escaped the attention of earlier historians.66 At the 

same time, there has been growing interest in the study of settings before the establishment of a 

colonial state, when hierarchies were less clearly defined, agency was more broadly distributed 

and ‘the dynamics of cross-cultural encounters were not always predictable’.67 Yet, as many 
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scholars have stressed, placing the study of these constellations on the research agenda should by 

no means serve to veil or relativize the violent and exploitative asymmetries of imperial 

formations. The aim of such studies should rather be to expose the historical contingency of 

colonial hierarchies in order to prevent the unintended reproduction of these structures in 

present-day discourse.68 For the authors of Encounters with Emotions, this broadening of 

perspective has been particularly helpful, as it facilitates a more rigorous approach to the analysis 

of the historicity of encounters and the fact that they always unfold under specific political, 

social and economic conditions. 

 Secondly, the understanding of individual cultures as self-contained homogenous entities 

has given way to an emphasis on openness, connectedness and relationality. Thus, approaches 

that highlight hybridity and aim at ‘eschewing all closed models of knowledge’ have gained in 

prominence.69 From this perspective, the Mediterranean, for example, does not constitute a 

cultural divide but rather a lively contact zone.70 These reconsiderations have also engendered 

criticisms of the notion of the first encounter. Although this idea haunts research on cross-

cultural encounters to this very day, many scholars emphasize that each encounter is informed by 

premediations that can have a decisive impact on the way encounters play out.71 

 Thirdly, cross-cultural analyses have long focused on representations of, and knowledge 

about, the other, as well as on narratives, memories and identities, thus largely remaining within 

the purview of discourse analysis and cultural history.72 More recent research, however, tends to 

underscore the bodily and sensual dimensions of encounters. These fresh approaches offer some 

alternatives to the constructionist assumption that claims that it is impossible to know and 

understand the other and that one can therefore only access the ways in which one’s own culture 

has produced the other and rendered them intelligible.73 From this point of view, which largely 



 

 

 26 

follows Edward Said’s Orientalist paradigm, attempts at translation are always distorting and, 

therefore, doomed to fail.74 

 Yet the question as to whether encounters hold the potential to foster contact across the 

divide between self and other – for those partaking in the encounter as well as for those studying 

it – has provoked other responses as well. Researchers have begun to move away from 

macrostructural frames of analysis, shifting their focus towards the everyday, towards ‘the ways 

in which power and class and gender can be in a colour or a shape or a look’.75 They often study 

the intersubjective constitution of subjectivities, drawing special attention to the body and the 

corporeal materiality of the encounter, accounting for its sensual and emotional dimensions.76 

However, this does not necessarily imply that there is a common bodily substrate that would 

enable universal transcultural human understanding. The debate about the extent to which one 

can comprehend the ways Hawaiians interacted with Captain James Cook and his crew – or 

whether one can comprehend these interactions at all – has clearly and succinctly laid bare the 

complexities of this issue.77 Therefore, emphasizing the bodily and emotional dimensions of 

encounters does not necessarily require researchers to make assumptions regarding a shared 

physiological apparatus, but it does necessitate the development of methodological tools for 

crossing boundaries between and beyond languages. 

 

* * * 

<FL>The individual chapters cross these boundaries in manifold ways. Each chapter focuses on 

a specific group of actors – some of them less paradigmatic than others but all of them crucial for 

examining the multilayered complexity of transcultural encounters: topics range from 

missionaries, travellers and anthropologists across to entrepreneurs, diplomats and occupiers and 
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on to prisoners, the mentally ill, performers and lovers. Taken together, these diverse 

perspectives shed light on crucial aspects of both intercultural and intracultural encounters. The 

book eschews a chronological or comparative structure, which would bind the authors to the 

problematic assumption that historical periods or specific regions can be treated as self-contained 

entities. Instead, the authors focus on actors, their movements and their encounters with others, 

thereby weaving together a longitudinal narrative with individual case studies that are 

paradigmatic for certain constellations. This approach enables them to home in on the complex 

interrelations between different regions and time periods. This actor-based approach, with its 

theoretical and methodological emphasis on emotions, practices and bodies, provides fertile 

ground for the authors’ in-depth analyses of complex social and cultural interactions and the 

emotions that permeate them and that have played a crucial role in the creation and organization 

of globalized spaces. By conducting their research on these different actor groups and the 

emotional structure of their encounters in a historically sensitive way, the authors offer fresh 

insights into a phenomenon that is not only experienced by an increasing number of the world’s 

population on a daily basis but that also allows us to rethink the dichotomous conception of 

emotions as being either a product of nurture or a given of nature, a dichotomy that structures 

academic and non-academic debates on feelings to this very day. 

 The focus on specific groups of actors provides methodological clarity and coherence to 

the individual chapters. Reality, however, is often much messier. Missionaries also facilitated 

diplomatic negotiations; diplomats and tourists fell in love; lovers could become insane or end up 

as prisoners. Traders provided anthropological knowledge, and anthropologists were recruited to 

the army for their local expertise. In order to trace these overlaps and connections, Encounters 
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with Emotions contains numerous cross-references and threads, linking the chapters with one 

another. 

 The woman smoking the huqqah in the picture (Figure 0.1) embodies this plurality of 

roles.78 

 

<<FIGURE 0.1>> 

Figure 0.1 Detail of Begum Samru’s Household (c. 1820), Delhi, India. © The Trustees of the 

Chester Beatty Library, Dublin (CBL In 74.7). Used with permission. 

 

<FL>Born as Farzana around 1750, she was raised in an establishment for dancing girls in 

northern India before being sold or gifted as a mistress to Walter Reinhardt, a soldier of fortune 

and mercenary from Austria, Luxembourg or Germany. Little is known about their emotional 

relationship, if they indeed had one at all. However, the events following Reinhardt’s death in 

1778 show that Farzana had by no means remained a submissive slave girl but had ambitiously 

used her position to establish a network of contacts and mutual obligations all over northern 

India. Relying on the personal loyalty of the army, over which she took command, she 

successfully placed herself at the head of the principality of Sardhana, some fifty miles northeast 

of Delhi, which had been given to Reinhardt by the Mughal emperor. She was recognized in her 

new role both by the Mughal court and the rising British colonial power. In the decades up until 

her death in 1836, she governed her territory with a firm hand and occasional cruelty, not only 

imprisoning her adversaries but in one instance even burying a slave girl alive and sitting on her 

grave until the victim’s cries subsided. An astute diplomat, she moved between different cultural 

contexts without apparent difficulty. Known as Zeb un Nisa at the Mughal court, where the 
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emperor called her his beloved daughter, she was known as Begum Samru (after Reinhardt’s 

nickname Sombre) in British circles. In her Mughal and British palaces she lavished hospitality 

on British travellers, not only introducing them to the Mughal court, increasingly an object of 

British curiosity, but also helping them to navigate the intricacies of imperial protocol. She 

converted to Catholicism in 1781, adding Princess Joanna to her names, built a church in 

Sardhana modelled on St Peter’s Basilica in Rome and supported Christian missionaries. At the 

same time, she continued to celebrate Hindu and Muslim festivals at her cosmopolitan court, 

where Hindus and Muslims of all denominations intermingled with Catholics, Protestants and 

Jews from different regions of India and Persia, Armenia, England, Scotland, France, Germany, 

Poland and Portugal.79 While she continued to dress like an Indian princess, she did not adhere to 

the rules of seclusion but interacted freely with the men, riding horses, drinking wine and 

smoking her water pipe. After her death, the principality of Sardhana was incorporated into 

British-Indian territory. David Dyce Sombre, her adopted son, had to leave India, was unable to 

find a place in Britain due to his cultural ambivalence, was declared insane and died at a young 

age. 

 In line with the overall argument of the book, the trajectory of Begum Samru’s life 

exemplifies the fact that crossing multiple boundaries has only been possible in specific times 

and places. A life like Begum Samru’s would have been unimaginable in the late nineteenth 

century. The encounter of feelings and the feeling of encounters have varied significantly over 

time, conditioned by the historical, political and cultural circumstances under which they took 

place. At the same time, cross-cultural encounters have always involved specific emotions and 

the bodily navigation of different emotional repertoires. This concurrence of the particular and 

the universal explains why actors and their feelings have never been fully transparent or 
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completely opaque to one another. It is precisely this ambivalence that allows the authors of this 

volume to challenge the divide between nature and nurture that has long dominated research on 

the emotions. 

 Ultimately, this approach highlights the encounter’s potential for bringing about 

unforeseeable outcomes and initiating processes of learning. Mediating between the theoretical 

frameworks of universal and particular approaches, Encounters with Emotions thus accounts for 

both the cultural dimensions of nature and the bodily dimensions of nurture by combining 

analyses of symbolic forms with analyses of historicized bodies. 
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