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I HAVE ALWAYS CRIED A LOT. MY MUM SAYS I CRIED STEADILY, FROM THE MINUTE I WAS BORN UNTIL I TURNED NINE YEARS OLD. I WOULD CRY AT BUMPS, BRUISES, STRESSFUL SITUATIONS, AND MISUNDERSTANDINGS.
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FOR YEARS, I WANTED TO CONTROL MY CRYING: I WOULD DO ANYTHING TO PREVENT TEARS FROM RUNNING DOWN MY FACE. I USED TO FEEL EMBARRASSED AND SCARED OF BEING PERCEIVED AS WEAK.
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A FEW YEARS AGO, I MOVED FROM BUENOS AIRES TO NEW YORK CITY, AND AFTER HOURS AND HOURS OF CRYING INSIDE MY NEW EMPTY APARTMENT, I DECIDED TO START MY “CRYING DIARIES.”
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I WROTE DOWN AND DREW EVERY TIME I CRIED, AND IT HELPED ME FEEL MORE CONNECTED TO MY TEARS.
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RESEARCH HAS FOUND THAT IN ADDITION TO BEING SELF-SOOTHING, SHEDDING EMOTIONAL TEARS RELEASES OXYTOCIN AND ENDORPHINS. THESE CHEMICALS MAKE YOU FEEL GOOD.
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CRYING IS SPECIAL. HUMANS ARE THE ONLY CREATURES WHOSE TEARS CAN BE TRIGGERED BY THEIR FEELINGS.
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THE SCIENCE OF CRYING


THERE ARE THREE TYPES OF TEARS.
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BASAL TEARS: THESE TEARS KEEP THE EYES LUBRICATED. THEY MAKE VISION AS WE KNOW IT POSSIBLE BY SMOOTHING OUT THE IRREGULARITIES OF THE EYE. TEARY EYES HELP US SEE THE WORLD.
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REFLEX TEARS: THESE RESULT FROM IRRITATION OF THE EYES, THE BODY'S WAY OF WASHING OUT FOREIGN PARTICLES. THEY CAN ALSO APPEAR FROM EXPERIENCING TOO-BRIGHT LIGHT OR HOT OR SPICY STIMULI TO THE TONGUE AND MOUTH. REFLEX TEARS ARE ALSO LINKED WITH VOMITING, COUGHING, AND YAWNING.
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EMOTIONAL TEARS: THESE TEARS BURST FORTH IN RESPONSE TO STRONG EMOTIONS, LIKE SADNESS, GRIEF, JOY, OR RAGE. MOST RESEARCHERS BELIEVE THAT EMOTIONAL TEARS ARE UNIQUE TO HUMANS.
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TEARS ARE SALTY BECAUSE OF ELECTROLYTES, ALSO KNOWN AS SALT IONS. OUR BODY PRODUCES ELECTROLYTES TO CREATE THE ENERGY THAT HELPS OUR BRAIN FUNCTION AND OUR MUSCLES MOVE. TEARS ARE COMPOSED OF WATER, SALTS, ANTIBODIES, AND LYSOZYMES (ANTIBACTERIAL ENZYMES). HOWEVER, THESE COMPOSITIONS VARY AMONG THE DIFFERENT TEAR TYPES.
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CRYING IS THE RESULT OF A FASCINATING CHAIN REACTION IN THE BODY. HUMAN NEWBORN BABIES DO NOT HAVE FULLY DEVELOPED LACHRYMAL GLANDS AND CAN'T PRODUCE VISIBLE TEARS BUT STILL FROWN AND CRY LOUDLY TO ASK FOR LOVE OR ASSISTANCE. USUALLY, BABIES START SHEDDING REALLY VISIBLE TEARS SOMETIME BETWEEN ONE AND THREE MONTHS OF AGE.
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WHEN I VISITED IGUAZú FALLS IN ARGENTINA, AND I REACHED LA GARGANTA DEL DIABLO (THE DEVIL’S THROAT) — ONE OF THE LARGEST WATERFALLS IN THE WORLD — I CRIED BECAUSE I DIDN’T KNOW HOW ELSE TO EXPRESS MY JOY AT WITNESSING SUCH A FASCINATING WATER SPECTACLE FROM NATURE.
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SHEDDING TEARS INSIDE THE MIST OF THESE COSMIC WATERFALLS, WHILE BEING SURROUNDED BY THE ROARING SOUNDS OF POWERFUL CASCADES, FELT MORE TO ME LIKE HEAVEN THAN LIKE BEING INSIDE AN EVIL SPIRIT’S MOUTH.





CRYING TEARS OF JOY MAY BE THE BODY’S WAY OF RESTORING EMOTIONAL EQUILIBRIUM. RESPONDING TO AN OVERWHELMINGLY POSITIVE EMOTION WITH A PHYSICAL RELEASE HELPS US RECOVER BETTER FROM POWERFUL FEELINGS.
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THROUGH CHILDHOOD AND EARLY ADOLESCENCE, PHYSICAL PAIN LIKE SCRAPES AND BRUISES ARE ALSO COMMON TRIGGERS FOR EMOTIONAL TEARS. THESE INJURY-RELATED EMOTIONAL TEARS TEND TO DECREASE AS WE BECOME ADULTS.
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AS WE TRANSITION INTO ADULTHOOD, EMOTIONAL TEARS ARE TRIGGERED BY A BROADER RANGE OF FEELINGS THAT INCLUDE: ATTACHMENT-RELATED PAIN; COMPASSIONATE PAIN; SOCIETAL PAIN; AND NOSTALGIC, SENTIMENTAL, OR MORAL FEELINGS.
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WHEN MY YOUNGER BROTHER, JAVIER, BROKE UP WITH HIS FIRST GIRLFRIEND, I WAS FIFTEEN AND HE WAS THIRTEEN. I REMEMBER WATCHING HIM CRY IN BED FOR DAYS. AT ONE POINT, I SAT DOWN IN HIS ROOM AND, WITHOUT SAYING A WORD, STARTED SHEDDING TEARS WITH HIM. I FELT HIS PAIN, AND WE BEGAN A TELEPATHIC DANCE OF TEARS. AFTER A WHILE, HE FELT BETTER AND THANKED ME FOR CRYING BY HIS SIDE.
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“I THINK THE STUDY OF CRYING, MORE THAN IS THE CASE FOR ANY OTHER EMOTIONAL EXPRESSION, MAY HELP US TO OBTAIN A BETTER INSIGHT INTO HUMAN NATURE,” SAID PSYCHOLOGIST AD VINGERHOETS, A LEADING TEAR RESEARCHER.
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CRYING IS ASSOCIATED WITH THE PARASYMPATHETIC NERVOUS SYSTEM, WHICH SOOTHES THE MIND AND BODY. BEING ABLE TO CRY EMOTIONALLY AND RESPONDING TO THAT PHYSICAL EXPRESSION IN OTHERS IS A FUNDAMENTAL PART OF THE HUMAN CONDITION.
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SEEING SOMEONE ELSE IN TEARS ACTIVATES THE SAME NEURONAL AREAS OF THE BRAIN THAT ARE ACTIVATED BY BEING IN THE CRYING STATE ONESELF. THERE MUST HAVE BEEN SOME POINT IN OUR HUMAN EVOLUTION WHEN TEARS CAME TO TRIGGER EMPATHY AND COMPASSION.
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IN 1906, ALVIN BORGQUIST, A WHITE GRADUATE STUDENT AT CLARK UNIVERSITY, PUBLISHED THE WORLD’S FIRST THOROUGH PSYCHOLOGICAL STUDY OF CRYING. THE RESULTS OF HIS INVESTIGATION ARE WEIRD AND FULL OF RACIAL ASSUMPTIONS. FOR HIS RESEARCH, HE WANTED TO KNOW WHETHER OR NOT BLACK PEOPLE CRIED AND CREATED A QUESTIONNAIRE TO GATHER DATA ON TYPICAL CRYING BEHAVIOURS THAT BEGAN LIKE THIS:
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BORGQUIST WROTE THESE QUESTIONS IN A LETTER TO W. E. B. DU BOIS, A SCHOLAR AND THE FIRST AFRICAN AMERICAN PHD FROM HARVARD UNIVERSITY. BORGQUIST WAS A COLLEGE-EDUCATED WHITE PERSON WHO LIVED SUCH AN ISOLATED EXISTENCE THAT HE DIDN’T EVEN KNOW IF BLACK PEOPLE WERE CAPABLE OF CRYING, AND THAT MAKES ME CRY.





MY OWN CRYING QUESTIONNAIRE


WHEN WAS THE LAST TIME YOU CRIED?


WHAT’S YOUR FIRST CRYING MEMORY?


DO YOU PREFER CRYING BY YOURSELF OR AROUND LOVED ONES?


DO YOU ENJOY TAKING A NAP AFTER CRYING OR WOULD YOU RATHER TAKE A WALK?


WHAT IS YOUR FAVOURITE PLACE TO CRY?


WOULD YOU DRINK THE TEARS OF SOMEONE YOU LOVE?


WHAT MOVIE ALWAYS MAKES YOU CRY?


ARE YOU MOVED TO TEARS WHEN YOU SEE SOMEONE CRY?
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IN 1872, CHARLES DARWIN WROTE HIS THIRD MAJOR WORK ON EVOLUTION CALLED THE EXPRESSION OF EMOTIONS IN MAN AND ANIMALS. HE CONCLUDED THAT WE EXPRESS EMOTION IN ORDER TO REDUCE DISTRESS.
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DARWIN CAME TO BELIEVE THAT CRYING HAD SOME EVOLUTIONARY ADVANTAGES. FOR EXAMPLE, BABIES CAN COMMUNICATE BY CRYING WHEN THEY ARE HUNGRY. HE THEORIZED THAT TEARS ARE SIMPLY THE SIDE EFFECTS OF CALLING FOR HELP. BUT HE WAS NOT ABLE TO EXPLAIN WHY SOMETIMES WE SILENTLY CRY IN RESPONSE TO SADNESS OR BEAUTY. HE HYPOTHESIZED THAT TEARS ARE DUE TO HABIT: WE CRY BECAUSE OF AN EMOTIONAL PATTERN WE DEVELOP IN EARLY CHILDHOOD.
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WHEN YOU EXPERIENCE A POWERFUL FEELING AND THE SIGNALS IN YOUR BRAIN START TO LIGHT UP, IT FEELS LIKE YOUR WHOLE BODY CAN EXPRESS WHAT YOU ARE EXPERIENCING. TO FEEL A STRONG EMOTION AND CRY IS TO ACKNOWLEDGE YOUR MIND THROUGH YOUR PHYSICAL BODY.
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SOME THEORISTS SAY THAT CRYING MAY HAVE EVOLVED AS A KIND OF SIGNAL — A BODY LANGUAGE THAT IS IMPORTANT BECAUSE IT CAN ONLY BE PICKED UP BY PEOPLE CLOSE TO US WHO CAN ACTUALLY SEE OUR TEARS. TEARS LET OUR INTIMATES IN — PEOPLE NEAR US, WHO WOULD BE MORE LIKELY TO SUPPORT AND GUARD US.
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WE KNOW SO LITTLE ABOUT THE HUMAN BRAIN THAT DURING THE 1960S A BOLD HYPOTHESIS SUGGESTED HUMANS EVOLVED FROM AQUATIC APES AND AT ONE POINT TEARS HELPED US SURVIVE IN SALT WATER.
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ALTHOUGH THE INVESTIGATION OF THE HUMAN BRAIN HAS MANY UNSOLVED MYSTERIES, MOUNTING EVIDENCE SUPPORTS MORE PROBABLE THEORIES. ONE IS THAT TEARS MOTIVATE BONDING AND HUMAN CONNECTION. WHILE MOST OTHER ANIMALS ARE BORN FULLY FORMED, HUMANS COME INTO THIS WORLD PHYSICALLY UNEQUIPPED TO DEAL WITH LIFE ON THEIR OWN. HUMAN INFANTS ARE ESPECIALLY VULNERABLE BECAUSE THEIR BRAINS ARE LESS DEVELOPED IN COMPARISON TO THE YOUNG OF OTHER SPECIES. ANTHROPOLOGISTS HAVE LONG THOUGHT THAT THE REDUCTION OF THE PELVIS, WHICH MADE WALKING ON TWO LEGS POSSIBLE, HAS LIMITED HUMAN GESTATION LENGTH. SOME SCIENTISTS ALSO BELIEVE THAT THE TIMING OF HUMAN BIRTH ACTUALLY OPTIMIZES COGNITIVE AND MOTOR NEURONAL DEVELOPMENT OUTSIDE IN THE WORLD.
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