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The Challenge of the Neurosciences and the Problem of Method 

 

My comments this morning draw upon one of the main themes of my recent book, The History of 

Emotions, but I will take the opportunity to reflect on a few things that have come up since the 

book has come out, insofar as I can gauge people’s reaction to it after only a few months in the 

world. But first I want to take you back to last year’s conference of the Finnish Network for the 

History of Emotions in Helsinki and recount an experience. My task at that conference was to 

present a precis of an exchange I had had with Daniel Lord Smail, whose name will forever be 

attached to the neurohistorical approach he famously formulated in 2007. Smail and I had written 

back and forth in the process of creating an article on neurohistory for a new book called 

Debating New Approaches to History, edited by Peter Burke and Marek Tamm, which will be 

published later in the year. It was my job to write the principal article, Smail’s to respond, and 

again mine to add a rejoinder. I don’t want to dwell too much on the content of this piece, save to 

say that between us we mount a pretty sturdy defence of neurohistory, even though we don’t 

fully agree on some of its fundamentals. Rather, I want to focus on one particular response I 

received to my precis of this exchange, when I presented it in Helsinki. It came from a very 

senior, extremely well known, and, shall we say “establishment” figure in the history of 

emotions. I don’t remember the exact words used, but they went something like this: 

 

The neurosciences have nothing whatsoever to offer to the history of emotions; we don’t need 

them and they don’t care about us; nothing they have to say makes an iota of difference to what 

we do; we certainly don’t need them to justify what we do or to make us relevant, and the 

evidence they provide is completely useless and irrelevant to what we do. 

 

Now, perhaps there are people at this conference who share such a view, but in my opinion it is 

unsupportable at best and directly harmful to our project at worst. If we bury our heads in the 

sand and pretend that the history of emotions has nothing to do with neuroscience, then we shall 

quickly wend our way towards cheerful irrelevance and ridicule. Very briefly, then, I want to run 

through why these criticisms are wrong, and why the neurosciences present an historiographical 

challenge that we simply have to meet. In turn, I’ll say something about the how of meeting 

those challenges. It’s nothing like as awful or as difficult as some people seem to imagine. 
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 Key for me is that the neurosciences’ turn to the social and cultural have provided an 

empirical biological or biocultural foundation for the kinds of constructionist narratives that 

historians tend to produce. In an important book from 2017, which hadn’t yet been published 

when my book went to press, Lisa Feldman Barrett opened her account with the following claim: 

Emotions: 

 

are not universal but vary from culture to culture. They are not triggered; you create 

them. They emerge as a combination of the physical properties of your body, a flexible 

brain that wires itself to whatever environment it develops in, and your culture and 

upbringing, which provide that environment. Emotions are real, but not in the objective 

sense that molecules or neurons are real. They are real in the same sense that money is 

real – that is, hardly an illusion, but a product of human agreement.  

 

Here, passively quoting John Searle on the social construction of reality, Feldman Barret 

smashes the neurosciences squarely into the traditional domain of the humanities. Her research 

has turned the widely held view of universality of emotions and such things as “basic emotions” 

on their heads, showing that variation of emotional experience is the norm, that emotion is 

constructed by the brain, which is wired in and by culture, and that the whole world of emotion 

language, gesture and expression is contingent, mutable, and culturally specific. She even goes 

so far as to express a wish to eject the category “emotion” altogether – a wish I share explicitly 

in my book – so that we cease to “imply its objective existence in reality”. Her theory of 

“constructed emotion”, which is to say, bioculturally constructed emotion, “proposes that 

emotions are not inborn”. We make them. And we make them differently in different times and 

different places. The thesis is at once greatly encouraging and a warning: encouraging to the 

extent that here seems to be the basis of agreement and genuine collaboration across disciplines, 

but a warning that unless those of us in the humanities make ourselves known and assert our 

particular skills in researching and writing about the ‘products of human agreement’, then we 

might quickly be written out the story. 

 To a certain extent, we already have been. In terms of empirical evidence using 

neuroscientific methods, there is a profound glut of new data here. But in terms of theory, there 

is nothing new at all. It’s just that the people who have previously stated it have been ignored, 
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overlooked or sidelined by the new turn in neuroscience. In 1939 Jean-Paul Sartre clearly 

understood that it was only through signification, that is, an appraisal of a feeling or an 

expression, that a study of the emotions could be mounted. Emotion, he told psychologists, “does 

not exist, considered as a physical phenomenon” in the body. To be sure, neuroscientific 

language deals in brain simulation rather than signification, but at times the language of social 

neuroscience cries out to be marshaled into language that non-scientists could more readily 

access. Feldman Barrett, for example, is amazingly close to Sartre when she says the following: 

 

emotions are social reality. A physical event like a change in heart rate, blood pressure, or 

respiration becomes an emotional experience only when we, with emotion concepts that 

we have learned from our culture, imbue the sensations with additional functions by 

social agreement. 

 

 How many historians and anthropologists have asserted this, or something like this, over 

the last two or three decades? Much as I admire Feldman Barrett’s work, therefore, and work 

being carried out in the same vein by others, it is not lost on me that nobody working in the 

history of emotions is mentioned or referenced in it. Mary Beard gets an honorary nod regarding 

the history of the smile, but such a reference, to me, only indicates the comparative invisibility of 

history-of-emotions research outside the discipline of history. I see in Feldman Barrett’s book, 

for example, substantial proof for William Reddy’s theory of emotives – an empirical biological 

foundation for a body of work that set out “against constructionism” back in 1997. Feldman 

Barrett points out the absence of the body and the brain in social constructionist narratives, a 

point already made by Daniel Lord Smail, but plenty of us have been working with notions of 

plasticity and the historical body for years. Our data – our historical research – led us to these 

things, but to the so-called hard sciences we looked as if we were painting castles in the sky, or, 

more critically, pulling thick description out of thin air. But this now overwhelming evidence of 

the implications of the plastic brain, of its “wiring” within cultural contexts, and of the emotions 

as constructed outputs of the brain, all point to the fact that those castles had deep foundations; 

the description wasn’t merely thick, but bioculturally rooted.  

 At this point in the argument, my esteemed critic in Helsinki avowed that we didn’t need 

to wait for the neuroscientists to tell us we were right. We already knew. I think this conceit 
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misses the point entirely. We cannot shut out a field of knowledge in such peremptory fashion, 

especially when it both helps and necessarily alters what we do. It’s here that I offer a note of 

reassurance, that for all I think we should engage the neurosciences, I don’t think we have to 

become neuroscientists. I’m not proposing neuroscientific methods for the long dead. fMRI 

scanners have their limits. All I propose is that we understand and adopt a fundamental 

biocultural view of what human beings are – a view that neuroscience supports. If we properly 

understand this, and if we follow the science as it develops, then it might change how we read 

our sources and the extent of the claims we can make about them. 

 In my book I suggest that we take a more literal approach to our sources, taking at face 

value testimony and traces of affective life instead of a figurative approach that attempts to 

translate our sources into contemporary (timeless) emotion categories. Much work in the history 

of emotions is still, more or less unwittingly, failing to historicise emotions, precisely because 

contemporary categories of emotion and the evolutionary biology and basic-emotions models 

that support them are so pervasive. The import of recent neuroscientific research on emotions is 

that it is fundamentally important how a person conceptualises his or her own experiences. These 

conceptualisations construct affective meaning, and those constructions in turn feed back onto 

experience, in the world (via expression) and in the body (changing how we feel). The 

neuroscientific insight is that it matters enormously what words, what gestures and what context 

form an affective experience. For historians, the insight is sufficient. It behoves us to preserve 

the words of historical actors, to resist the temptation to translate into contemporary categories, 

to rebuild contexts and prescriptions concerning expression. In short, it demands that we take our 

sources at their word when they tell us, or show us, how they felt. More importantly, perhaps, the 

neuroscientific research affirms that even those emotions that are experienced as if 

automatically, without any conscious self-management, are nonetheless constructed. Human 

brains construct cultural products that we call emotions without our conscious knowledge, even 

when we’re in private. Emotives, it transpires, occur even when we are by ourselves, unseen and 

unheard. This reconfigures how we understand the reach of cultural context, of emotionological 

systems or emotional regimes. It alters how we approach the archival traces of privacy and 

intimacy in the ego documents that we access when we go looking for the history of experience. 

Without the empirical evidence of the biocultural construction of emotion, such approaches 
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would be baseless. But acknowledging all this doesn’t make us neuroscientists. It only makes us 

better – more rigorous – historians. 

 This seems to me to be the most important impact of neuroscience on what we do, but it’s 

not all one-way traffic. It should be noted that the work of Feldman Barrett and others like her is 

by no means universally accepted in the worlds of neuroscience and cognitive psychology. Too 

many careers depend on gainsaying it for it to have formed a new paradigm without resistance. I 

found this myself when I wrote Pain: A Very Short Introduction, conjuring with such names as 

Naomi Eisenberger and Ronald Melzack, utilizing social neuroscience to make sense of the way 

the brain-body constructs pain in the world. The science editor at Oxford University Press, who 

was not versed in these neuroscientific innovations and their crossover with the humanities, told 

me in no uncertain terms that I was a dangerously anti-science social constructionist, risking 

bringing disrepute to the Very Short Introduction series. I think I smoothed that over, but she 

remains unconvinced. Nonetheless, I do think that we in the humanities have something to offer 

to the neurosciences, if only we can communicate it in a way that they will understand. Feldman 

Barrett’s book, for all that it upsets the applecart of emotion science, still dwells within the 

boundaries of that science. What I see is the extent to which those boundaries have become 

entirely permeable. The neurosciences are flooding into the humanities, but the humanities are 

hardly flooding back the other way, though some, like my McGill colleague Suparna Choudhury, 

are actively calling for it. 

 The theory of variation and construction of emotions in the neurosciences is based on 

metadata analysis of research carried out in the neurosciences. I find the analyses convincing and 

compelling, but not everyone agrees with them. Feldman Barrett mentions that scientists are 

beginning to replicate her lab’s findings. If only they would read our stuff they’d find so much 

more grist for their mill. What we have to offer is more evidence than a neuroscientist can 

probably imagine in favour of variation and construction. To be sure, we can’t necessarily bundle 

it all up into meaningful numbers to be crunched. But that isn’t to say that our evidence is mere 

anecdotage. On the contrary, what we produce is based on rigorous archival and empirical 

research, rebuilding testimony and context to find and form the affective worlds of the past. Does 

not all of its strangeness – all of those lost emotions and affective concepts that don’t even fit 

into the category “emotion”, all of those sensory worlds of discrete particularity – doesn’t it all 

speak precisely to a theory of biocultural variation and construction of “emotion”? If only we can 
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make ourselves heard, then the argument about emotional universality in the world of emotion 

science would surely be over. 

 I am happy to report that, in some very small ways, my book has already attracted some 

attention in the world of neuroscience (if Twitter is anything to go by, and I’m not sure it is), but 

there is much more to do. Recently I told the Graduate Student Conference at the University of 

Montreal, which was on the theme of the history of emotions, that the future of this field will 

depend upon the extent and the quality of our interaction with the neurosciences, and on our 

ability to discern what is good and useful and what is neither. I am frequently asked, how are we 

– untrained in the sciences as we are – to do this? My answer is extremely simple: read. We are 

good at reading critically. It is part of what defines us. We can see the holes in a methodology or 

a thesis a mile away, once we cut through the jargon. After all, we’re not required to be able to 

replicate what neuroscientists do in their research. We’re only interested in the reports of what 

they do and why, and the rigour and implications of their conclusions. So I urged those graduate 

students, if not to become neuro-literate, then at least to become neuro-aware. This is an 

exhortation to extend the breadth of what we do as emotion scientists. If that label – “scientist” – 

seems an uncomfortable one in the humanities, then we need to get over it. I have spent far too 

many years in Germany to worry about being called a scientist. Ultimately, it is only a label that 

denotes one’s power and authority to make knowledge claims, and it is my assertion that our 

knowledge claims in the history of emotions are directly pertinent to the social and cultural 

neurosciences, as are theirs to us. We will go further in collaboration, but only if we know how 

to approach them, and only if our work registers with them as serious. We must persuade them, 

ultimately, that the end of their emotion research has much in common with ours, which is to 

understand what it means – how it feels – to be human. 


