
The emergence of the history of emotions as an academic field in 
the late twentieth century coincided with the rise of postcolonial 
and orientalist critique in historiography. Although rarely in 
explicit dialogue, these intellectual traditions share a similar 
critical engagement with universalist explanations of human 
experience and the naturalisation of feeling. This essay examines 
how postcolonial and orientalist critique reshaped both the 
methodologies and conclusions of the history of emotions by 
challenging claims about the biological universality of emotions 
and the teleological narratives around them.

Early work in the history of emotions often assumed the 
universality of emotional experience and situated emotional 
development within a civilising teleology. Postcolonial and 
orientalist critiques, notably by Edward Said and Homi Bhabha, 
exposed the epistemological violence inherent in such 
universalising frameworks and revealed how they naturalise 
power hierarchies. Drawing on these insights and 
poststructuralist theories of discourse and power, historians of 
emotions developed analytical paradigms that reconceived 
emotions as socially constructed, historically situated, and deeply 
implicated in power relations, challenging assumptions of both 
universality and linear teleology.

This shift enabled new questions about how emotions circulate, 
stick to bodies and objects, and serve as technologies of 
governance and resistance. By systematically engaging sources 
beyond purely textual analysis and embracing multi-modal 
archives historians of emotions have responded to critiques about 
the limits of linguistic and postcolonial methodology. In doing so, 
the field has opened space to interrogate the embodied and 
somatic dimensions of emotion and to access the emotional lives 
of marginalised and subaltern groups in ways that extend and at 
times transcend postcolonial frameworks.

Ultimately, this essay argues that the history of emotions owes its 
initial conceptual and methodological toolkit to postcolonial 
theory, but that its subsequent evolution points beyond those 
origins to a more dynamic field. 
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