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In recent decades, the interest in the history of emotions has grown so fast that we can already talk 
about an “emotional turn” in historical research (e.g. Matt and Stearns 2014). Simultaneously, the 
history of historiography (including both historical inquiry and history writing) has been a fast-growing 
field. In addition to published works, historians of historiography have started to pay more attention 
to their predecessors’ and fellow historians’ “doings and sayings,” that is, the actual practices of 
reading, thinking, researching, writing, teaching, networking, and so forth. An emerging trend is the 
research of historians’ scholarly standards, personae, and epistemic virtues (e.g. Paul 2011). 

Yet these studies hardly engage with historians’ affects and affective styles in the making of 
academic historiography. Instead, many historians still tend to equate affects with subjectivity and 
irrationality, and hence, they consider them a major threat to plausible academic historiography (e.g. 
Gammerl 2012, 169). As a result, there are no systematic studies of the subject, although it is today 
generally accepted across disciplines that rationality and affectivity are intricately connected at all 
levels. In other words, there is no cognition without affects. (E.g. Turner and Stets 2005, 21–22; 
Johnson 2007, 14; Hari and Kujala 2009; Reddy 2009, 312; White 2009, 793; Feldman Barrett 2017, 
30–31.) 

Thus, I argue in my paper that affects necessarily work as the motivational power behind all 
meaningful human actions so that no action can occur in society without affective investment. In 
itself, an affect is not inherently “good” or “bad” any more than an action itself is. Once affects are 
acknowledged as the common denominator of rationality, the question is not whether affects and the 
study of history are compatible but of what characterizes – or should characterize – affects in 
historical research. Due to the lack of existing studies, however, at this point I am merely trying to 
outline the field for future research on the topic.1 

     *** 

Why have historians so far so automatically tended to consider affects to be opposed to cognition 
and rationality in their research practices? In contrast to such disciplines as anthropology, 
ethnography, and sociology, historians do not typically use tools such as a research diary to aid 
reflexivity, even when they deal with highly sensitive topics of contemporary history with living and 
active historical actors. On the whole, it is not customary in the methodology of history to address 
the practicalities and methods of reflecting on one’s own affective investments in the research 
process. (Cf. LaCapra 2001, 38–42; Frevert 2011, 26; Plamper 2015, 293.) 

To some extent, the situation can be explained by the fact that the professionalization and 
academization of historical scholarship took place in the nineteenth century in a deliberate reaction 
against romantic historical writing carried out by gentlemen scholars, female amateurs, and historical 
novelists. In order to become a proper “science,” the new discipline of history centered around the 
source-critical study (Quellenkritik) of primary sources, which were considered to contain evidence 
of “what actually happened.” (Smith 1998, Ch. 4–5; Bentley 2013, 11–12, 19–20; Raphael 2013, 31.) 
Despite its different formulations and functions or purposes in different professional contexts, anti-
emotional empiricism has arguably remained an epistemological undercurrent of academic 
historiography. In fact, the first two decades after 1945 saw a renewed return to pronouncedly anti-
theoretical neo-empiricism and strict objectivism due to the fact that so many historians had 
subordinated their scholarship to the war effort and now wanted to step back from nationalist currents 
of the interwar period. (Novick 1988, 300–1; Erdmann 2005, 244–62; Iggers and Wang 2008, 250–
316.) 

From the 1950s and 1960s onward, the affectless style of studying the past was further strengthened 
by efforts to transform history into an even more rigorous science. This meant the borrowing of 

                                                           
1 My paper is largely based on my CoG research grant application to the European Research Council, submitted on 
February 2018.  



2 
 
quantification and statistical methods of research from empirical sociology and economics to study 
mass phenomena over long periods of time, and the establishment of historical demography and 
econometrics. While the focus was on macrohistorical and macrosocial processes and structures, 
the affective structuration of the social did not figure prominently in these approaches. (Iggers and 
Wang 2008, 251–54; Reckwitz 2012, 242; Raphael 2013, 36–39.) Moreover, due to the fact that 
affects were commonly equated to irrationality in historical scholarship, the post-war generation of 
new social science historians, many of them sympathetic to the movements and people they studied, 
tended to emphasize the rational interests and strategies of ordinary people and protest groups to 
contest the “irrational crowd thesis” of Gustave Le Bon and the likes (Goodwin, Jasper, and Polletta 
2001). 

Broadly speaking, the situation started to slowly change only during the 1970s.2 Along with the “new 
histories” emerging from the late 1970s onward – such as women’s history, history from below, and 
postcolonial history – and the various “turns” associated with them – the linguistic turn, the cultural 
turn, the ethical turn, and so forth –, historians have been encouraged to critically reflect their position 
vis-á-vis the past. As a result, today most professional historians take seriously questions of 
language and textuality, as well as self-consciously reflect not only on the topics they study, the 
questions they ask, and the methods and theories they use, but also on what a research process 
signifies in terms of their position. Nevertheless, since historians do not commonly reflect on the role 
of affects in the making of historiography, they arguably still cherish a highly intellectualized 
understanding of historical scholarship. To some extent, the recent currents and turns have even led 
in some quarters to renewed neo-empiricist and objectivist reactions (e.g. Evans 1997; Windschuttle 
1997). In a more moderate tone, also historians such as Georg G. Iggers (2005, 146–47) have made 
a passionate plea for the Enlightenment conception of rationality against alleged postmodern 
relativism and moral nihilism. 

     *** 

And yet, affects are entangled with the making of academic historiography in each step of the 
research process. This is most obvious in relation to the most extreme, traumatic events in history, 
such as those of the Holocaust (cf. LaCapra 2001). It continues to be a perplexing question of how 
the Holocaust can be compellingly described, represented, or related to, and how these 
interpretations are informed by the perspective of their narrators (see, e.g., Friedlander, ed. 1992; 
Lorenz 1998; Jarausch and Geyer 2003). Although this discussion has taken place under the rubric 
of the ethics of history, the terms used by the participants to describe historians’ relation to the Nazis, 
such as “empathic unsettlement” (LaCapra 2001, 41), “cold empathy” (Gerwarth 2011, x), and 
“empathy for the oppressor” (Kieckhefer 2013, 318–22), reveal that the ethical component carries a 
strong affective charge. This charge is arguably unavoidable, for in psychological research there is 
today widespread consensus that morality is shaped profoundly by affectively based responses (e.g. 
Sherman and Haidt 2011). As sociologist James M. Jasper (2014, 8) points out, cognition, emotion, 
and morality are usually all present in “real-life” actions and practices, constantly shaping each other 
so that the distinction between them is merely analytical. 

Actor-oriented, biographical, and emancipatory historiographies are another fields of historical 
inquiry in which historians have become more easily aware of their affective investments. Historian 
Marci Shore (2014, 205–206) offers an illuminating example of this in her reflection on her affective 
responses to her source material. While reading her protagonists’ personal correspondence, the 
highly intimate, embarrassing, and messy issues at stake made her feel, to cite her own words, “a 
visceral disgust at the ugliness of it all.” On a more general level, she was left wondering about what 
a historian should do with those feelings that inevitably influence how she/he writes, and in what 
sense do they actually matter. “While ‘sublated’, they never entirely disappear,” she concludes. 

It is important to notice, however, that affects are not only involved in the study of extreme, traumatic, 
or otherwise intensely embarrassing, touching, or exciting subjects. We should also take into account 
the more mundane affects such as boredom amidst piles of paper, frustration at the slow progress 

                                                           
2 To be sure, psychohistory was introduced already in 1958 by psychoanalyst Erik Erikson in his Young Man Luther: A 
Study in Psychoanalysis and History. Erikson was not trained as a historian, however, and such a “reckless psychologizing” 

was (and is even today) heavily criticized by the mainstream historical profession. For the early development and reception 
of psychohistory, see Gay 1985, 8–17. 
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of research, jealousy between colleagues, satisfaction of finding new evidence, as well as affections 
or animosities between scholars and their supervisors or superiors (see also Gammerl 2012, 171). 
This means that historians do not only have a large affective investment in their topics and source 
materials but also in certain values, institutional norms, and the scholarly community as such. While 
science studies have acknowledged the importance of affects already decades ago (e.g. Merton 
1966 [1937], 591–603), it is even more glaring that this issue has hitherto scarcely been reflected 
upon in relation to historiographical practices. 

     *** 

In the latter part of my paper, I will briefly outline two broad, interrelated objectives which I consider 
worth studying in the future. 

1. To analyze how historians’ affective processes are tied to their scholarly activities and how 
diverging affective styles in historiography impact on historical knowledge production. 

This line of research would analyze, first, historically variable habits of writing about and discussing 
affects in historians’ texts and other scholarly contexts (for the complex history of these concepts, 
see, e.g., Dixon 2012). To widen the scope beyond the canonized writings of historians Johan 
Huizinga, Norbert Elias, and Lucian Febvre, I find it important to focus particularly on those historians 
who are not considered “historians of emotions.” A crucial aspect of this inquiry is to understand how 
the dualism of rationality and affectivity has shaped the ways in which historians have deployed a 
cluster of such related concepts as objectivity, subjectivity, rationality, and empathy. An associated 
question concerns hierarchies that historians have constructed between elevated and lower affects.3 

Second, we need more research on the ways of achieving, training, modulating, and mobilizing 
affects for professional purposes in historians’ community building, disciplinary socialization, group 
formation, and scholarly practices. According to previous research, these repertoires have mostly 
aimed at a detached, affectless style of making historiography (Smith 1998). My pilot study4 gives 
reason to assume, however, that it has been at least as important to evoke historians’ affective 
investments in historical scholarship with its related institutions, organizations, values, rules, and 
relationships. Moreover, the community of historians has ever since its formation been divided into 
rivalling sub-groups and shaped by intense struggles. This has resulted in a variety of contested 
scholarly practices and affective styles. The heated debates within the profession are particularly 
revealing. They bring out affects usually latent in “standard” discussion and produce plenty of 
sources for explicating clashing affective styles. 

Third, we should take seriously the materiality of historiographical relations and practices. Similar to 
practices in general, historians’ scholarly practices are anchored in both bodies and artifacts. Not 
only do historians use and interpret artifacts in specific ways, but artifacts in turn also affect the 
activities they partake in (Reckwitz 2012). For instance, historians have often been strongly affected 
by archival records or developed an intensely affective relationship (a sort of “ownership”) to an 
archive. Affects are also in action in certain spaces, such as seminar rooms and lecture halls, as 
well as in the ways in which human bodies and artifacts are present and arranged within these 
particular settings. Thus far, such nexuses of historians, artifacts, and spaces have been studied 
only in a sporadic manner often based on a historian’s personal experiences (e.g. Farge 1989; Smith 
1998; Robinson 2010). 

2. To examine how affective styles in historiography are shaped and changed in relation to 
the broader historical context. 

Another broad objective would be to situate changing historiographical practices and styles within 
their cultural, social, economic, and political context. The affective dynamics of power relations that 
are coupled with the nation state have already been acknowledged in the history of historiography 

                                                           
3 My tentative word search at the digital archive of Historiallinen Aikakauskirja (the leading academic historical journal in 

Finland) gave some 4800 hits for the keywords ‘tunne’ and ‘tuntea’ (in English, emotion, to feel) in the period of 1903–1999 
(https://digi.kansalliskirjasto.fi). Although the words were sometimes used in a negative sense, the usages also included 
many positive connotations, such as a historical actor’s “warm patriotism” or a fellow historian’s “love of truth.” 
4 To test my methods and hypotheses, I have conducted a series of small-scale preliminary studies. They consist of a small 
number of empirical cases mainly concerning Nordic and German historiography. So far I have presented the tentative 
results of my pilot study only in the form of conference papers. 
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(e.g. Saxer 2008). I propose, nevertheless, that the scope should be significantly widened by 
exploring the ways in which affective and economic discourses and practices have mutually shaped 
each other. The profound material-technological transformations in historians’ living conditions, 
infrastructure, media usage, and communication networks should also be examined. These include, 
for instance, the nineteenth-century spread of industrial capitalism; the democratic, fascist, and 
communist versions of future-oriented modernity approaches that arose after the First World War; 
and, from the 1950s onward, the emerging economies of growth and welfare along with the 1970s 
crisis that put strains on this development. 

Of special interest to me is the intertwining of affects, moral judgments, and scholarly conceptions 
under Eastern European state socialism, Western capitalism, and the Nordic welfare state regimes 
after the Second World War (see, e.g., Illouz 2007; Steinberg 2014). To give an example based on 
my pilot study, postwar Nordic historians commonly cherished a strong affective investment in the 
Nordic model of the welfare state. For them, Norden clearly functioned as an affectively and morally 
charged demarcation from the rest of Europe, which occasionally resulted in a rather self-satisfied 
feeling of Norden being the most democratic, progressive, and egalitarian region in the world. Once 
the affectively grounded faith in the welfare state was in the late 1970s onward replaced by 
disenchantment and frustration with politics, it was the plausibility of the concept of the welfare state 
as such that was endangered. (For the importance of affects at the core of all scholarly concepts, 
see Pernau and Rajamani 2016.) In both cases, there was arguably an implicit affective bias in the 
making of historiography in the Nordic countries. In the same way, the postwar US representatives 
of strictly quantitative “cliometrical” history or historical economics were actually deeply and 
affectively attached to the idea of the United States as the leader of the world in a modernization 
process supposedly resulting in a free market economy and a liberal, parliamentary democracy 
(Iggers and Wang 2008, 253–56). 

A related question concerns the intersection of gender, class, and ethnicity in the making of 
historiography. Since women represented until the 1980s just over 17 percent of the total number of 
academic historians in Europe (O’Down 2012, 353), masculine gender performances in particular 
have played a significant role in historians’ scholarly practices and affective styles. Hence, my 
hypothesis is that the above-mentioned postwar shift to a pronouncedly affectless style in the making 
of historiography partly took place due to a contemporaneous spread of a technocratic high 
modernist masculinity. As a result, male historians sought to perform the male self that exemplified 
the logic of instrumental reason and increased rationalization. Respectively, it is obvious that the 
emerging “new histories” from the 1970s onward draw a significant amount of their energy from 
frustration and anger against this dominant “old guard” and a sense of solidarity with other groups 
supposedly oppressed by it. (On a general level, see also Connell 2005, 164–65.) 

     *** 

The argument that all historians’ scholarly activities unavoidably involve an affective component does 
not mean the celebration of a “progressively affective” historiography (see also Fitzpatrick 2010, 
186–88; Gammerl 2012, 169–70). For instance, I do not suggest that historians should start to 
include in their published works lengthy reflections on their personal feelings towards their research 
subjects. Even less do I suggest that historians should give up impartiality, footnoting, or the idea 
that historiography involves truth claims based on evidence, and, instead, celebrate affective and 
intuitive routes towards the past. In the era when the term “post-truth” has been declared the 
international “word of the year 2016,”5 it can hardly be professional historians’ task to produce 
emotionally laden, manipulative narratives and images of the past. 

In contrast, to open up a truly new horizon in the role of affects in history as an academic discipline, 
it is essential to transcend, not reproduce, the pervasive (but incorrect) dualism between cognition 
and affects, and, consequently, between detached and affective styles of making historiography. To 
conclude, I thus argue that historians’ essential skills require a series of practices to discipline, 
display, manage, and transmute affects. Even a high degree of control or an apparent lack of affects 
manifests a certain practice-specific affective style that has been learned as a part of the historian’s 
“craft.” Attaining a dispassionate relation to the past is actually anything but self-evident, “natural,” 

                                                           
5 Oxford Dictionaries (2016). Word of the Year 2016 is… Retrieved from: https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/word-of-the-
year/word-of-the-year-2016 (accessed on Dec. 15, 2016). 
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or undemanding. As sociologist Jack Barbalet (2002, 1–2) points out, even reason requires its 
background affects, such as feelings of calmness, security, and confidence. Without them, there is 
no reason. Hence, the role of affects in the making of historiography deserves much more attention 
than it has hitherto been the case. 
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