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ABSTRACT 
 

 
 
 
 
 
This article challenges the increasingly prevalent use of the term, 
‘nostalgia’, as an analytical and critical category in the human and 
social sciences.  It genealogically shows that the authority ‘nostalgia’ 
enjoys as such is indebted to a remarkably violent set of epistemological 
and institutional histories, in particular, the development of modern 
armies, and the emergence of modern criminology, but also other 
disciplinary apparatuses.  Finally, it interrogates the political meanings 
of the use of ‘nostalgia’ as a critical category and how we think about 
temporal orientation in the human and social sciences. 
 
 
 
Questo articolo sfida l’uso sempre più comune del termine “nostalgia” 
come categoria analitica e critica nelle scienze sociali ed umane. Esso 
dimostra genealogicamente che la forza assunta da questo termine è 
connessa ad un ragguardevole e violento complesso di storie 
epistemologiche e istituzionali, tra cui lo sviluppo dell’esercito moderno 
e l’emergere della criminologia moderna, oltre che a quella di ulteriori 
apparati disciplinari. Infine, il presente contributo indaga i significati 
politici della “nostalgia” come categoria critica e riflette su come gli 
orientamenti temporali vengono pensati nelle scienze umani e sociali  
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The Nostalgic Subject. A Genealogy of the ‘Critique of 
Nostalgia’. 
 
Nauman Naqvi* 
 
 
 

In this paper I attempt to show genealogically how it is that the 
word, ‘nostalgia’, has accumulated the authority that it carries as a 
critical category in the human and social sciences today.  For, especially 
since circa 1980, the term, ‘nostalgia’, has become an increasingly 
visible part of the critical vocabulary of these.1 Not that it was never 
used before therein, nor that it did not carry a critical flavor when it was 
so used. Rather, before that (necessarily abstract) date, the term did not 
enjoy sufficient prestige as a critical category, was not seen to do 
enough analytical work, to merit particular comment. Perhaps the best 
example of this is the fact that at least three articles in two of the most 
prestigious journals of anthropology actually use the neologisms, 
‘nostalgism’ and ‘nostalgist’, thus making ‘nostalgia’ into a veritable 
ideological system!2 The critical force that it has come to enjoy since 
then is no doubt related to the influence of some of the paradigms that 
emerged in the human and social sciences around that period.  In 
particular, one may point to the greater degree of reflexivity with respect 
to historical knowledge, the growing awareness of the constructedness 
of the past, as well as the politics thereof.3 Work influenced by these 

                                                 
* Nauman Naqvi is a Mellon Post-Doctoral Fellow, Department of Comparative 
Literature and Cogut Center for the Humanities of Brown University. Naqvi’s interests 
include modern Urdu literature, post-colonial studies, modern South Asian history 
and critical theory.   He has taught at Columbia University, has been a producer in 
the Urdu section of the BBC World Service, and an assistant editor at Pakistan’s 
premier news magazine, Newsline. E-mail: snn4@columbia.edu  
1 See attached appendix. 
2 For ‘nostalgism’, see James Faubion, ‘Possible Modernities’, Cultural Anthropology, 
Vol. 3, No. 4 (Nov. 1988), pp. 365-378; and for ‘nostalgist’, see James Faubion, 
‘History in Anthropology’, Annual Review of Anthropology, Vol. 22 (1993), pp. 35-54, 
and Kevin A. Yelvington, ‘The Anthropology of Afro-Latin America and the Carribean: 
Diasporic Dimensions’, Annual Review of Anthropology, Vol. 30 (2001), pp. 227-260. 
3 To cite the dates of some of the key texts in this moment (a citation that marks less 
an origin, then nodal points): Hayden White’s Metahistory: The Historical Imagination 
in Nineteenth-Century Europe (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973); 
Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger’s (eds.), The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1983); and Benedict Anderson’s Imakined Communities: 
Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 1983). 
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theoretical trends has not been concerned only with the question of the 
empirical veracity or explanatory power of particular historical 
narratives, but also with the question of the forms and uses of historical 
representation. The use of ‘nostalgia’ as a critical category is a brief, 
relatively insignificant moment in the enormously productive career that 
these perspectives have had, including the enrichment of our critical 
vocabularies, as well as the enhancement of the critical moment itself in 
the work that we do.  It does, however, pose some interesting, perhaps 
even troubling, questions about our critical vocabulary. 

‘Nostalgia’ as a critical category is usually employed to target the 
valorization and manipulation of the past that is a feature of a range of 
exclusionary and oppressive political projects.  Thus, for example, there 
is the anthropologist, Renato Rosaldo’s paper on ‘Imperialist Nostalgia’.4  
Initially, ‘nostalgia’ was used to characterize and critique fascist 
constructions of the national past in particular, but since we are 
increasingly cognizant of the exclusionary dimensions of nationalism in 
general, the critique of nostalgia is no longer restricted to that 
particular, virulent face of it.  But is all valorization of the past 
necessarily embroiled in such projects of oppression?  The question is a 
legitimate one, given that the acceptance of ‘nostalgia’ as a critical 
category, the assumption that it does some kind of critical-analytical 
work for us, implies that we assume there is such a necessary 
connection between ‘nostalgia’ and some form of oppression.  And prima 
facie, the answer to that question would appear to be, ‘no’.  To take a 
random example, in his book, The Construction of Communalism in 
Colonial North India, the historian, Gyanendra Pandey, tells us how, as 
their lives were immeasurably immiserated by the British colonization of 
the Indian economy, the Julahas (‘weavers’) of north India came to be 
nostalgic about the past.  Invoking another similar history of 
immiseration, he says, “The history of the north Indian weavers in the 
nineteenth century is, in E. P. Thompson’s phrase from another 
context, ‘haunted by the legend of better days’.”5  If there is a 
relationship between nostalgia and oppression here it is exactly the 
reverse of what is implied by the incorporation of ‘nostalgia’ as a critical 
category. 

Some recent resistance to the use of ‘nostalgia’ as such a category 
indicates that there are those who feel that there can be an 
emancipatory potential in nostalgia, and that a critique of the critique of 
nostalgia is in the offing.  For example, a recent call for papers for a 
panel on nostalgia says that “African American Studies has pointed to a 
nostalgic longing for ‘mother Africa’ as a productive means of resisting 

                                                 
4 Renato Rosaldo, ‘Imperialist Nostalgia’, Representations, No. 26 (Spr. 1989), pp. 107-
122. 
5 Gyanendra Pandey, The Construction of Communalism in Colonial North India (Delhi: 
Oxford University Press, 1990), p. 74, citing E. P. Thompson, The Making of the 
English Working Class (London: Pelican, 1968), p. 29. 
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white racist culture” (an argument that is particularly interesting – 
although the panel announcement does not register this – given that 
‘Negroes’, like other savages, were once held to be particularly 
vulnerable to ‘nostalgia’, then a pseudo-scientific name for ‘home-
sickness’),6 and argues that: “Nostalgia can be harnessed for either 
oppressive or liberatory aims.”  This call for papers then suggests some 
questions that prospective papers might address, and ends with the 
invitation: “Especially welcome are papers that address the positive 
effects of nostalgia.” 

Indeed, it would appear to be so self-evident that there is no 
necessary link between nostalgia and oppression that the more 
important question would appear to be: how did the term ‘nostalgia’ 
come to enjoy whatever prestige it does in our critical vocabulary?  After 
all, the same theoretical currents that have sensitized us to the 
constructedness and uses of the past, have also heightened our 
awareness of both the oppression of the ideology of progress, as well as 
the extraordinary depth of that ideology’s penetration of modern forms 
of knowledge and life.  The most obvious example, of course, is the 
profound link between the ideology of progress and colonialism, hence 
racism.7  Is not our uncritical acceptance of ‘nostalgia’ as a critical 
category yet another moment in the ideology of progress?  Surely the 
answer here is, ‘yes’, for devaluation of the past, and of an orientation 
towards it (especially an affective one, as in the case of nostalgia), is a 
distinctive feature of the ideology of progress. 

The other fallacy that would appear to be implied by the use of 
‘nostalgia’ as a critical category is a kind of historical objectivism.  For it 
would appear that the implication is that it is this particular form of 
affective relation to the past that ‘manipulates’ it, projecting a golden 
age – otherwise a dispassionate orientation, or better yet, a ‘forward-
looking’ relation to the past (which would, naturally, show up all the 
nastiness of the past) would tell the past as it really was.8 

In the body of this paper, however, I will not attempt to address 
the question of whether ‘nostalgia’ is ‘oppressive’ or ‘liberatory’, ‘true’ or 
                                                 
6 See, e.g., Robert Clarke, ‘Short Notes of the Prevailing Diseases in the Colony of 
Sierra Leone, with a Return of the Sick Africans Sent to Hospital in Eleven Years, and 
Classified Medical Returns for the Years 1853-4.  Also Tables Showing the Number of 
Lunatics Admitted to Hospital in a Period of Thirteen Years and the Number Treated 
from 1st April, 1842, to 31st March, 1853,’ Journal of Statistical Society of London, Vol. 
19, No. 1 (Mar. 1856), pp. 60-81.  On p. 81 of this report, we are told: “The coloured 
inhabitants, and more especially the newly-arrived liberated Africans, are frequently 
attacked with mal d’estomac, or dirt-eating.  It is induced by nostalgia.” 
7 See, e.g., Johannes Fabian, Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes its Object 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1983).  Also, George Stocking, Victorian 
Anthropology (New York: Free Press, 1987). 
8 It is this dimension of the critique of nostalgia from which ????’s paper “Nostalgia 
tells it like it was derives its playfulness.  Notice also that the nostalgia of the Julahas 
in the example from Pandey above, their haunting by ‘the legend of better days’, is no 
legend at all – it is an accurate (if vague) historical memory. 
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‘false’, ‘good’ or ‘bad’.  Instead, I will attempt to induce or heighten 
anxiety about the use of the word as a critical category, and I will do 
this by reconstructing the history of the word – a history that is now all 
but forgotten, but that may well have something to do with the 
authority that the word today enjoys as a critical category.  Indeed, a 
survey of the literature on ‘nostalgia’ since the coining of the word, 
suggests that the sense that ‘nostalgia’ represents a kind of pathology is 
not an innovative contribution to, or an enrichment of, our critical 
vocabulary.  Such a survey shows that ‘nostalgia’ has long been 
discursively constituted as a pathological category in Western epistemic 
regimes, and the nostalgic represented as a disorderly subject to be 
subjected to a variety of disciplinary knowledges and institutional 
practices of discipline and control. 

Here is a chronological summary of some of the discursive 
moments of this history: Nostalgia appears at the end of the 17th 
century, in the emergent nosological systems of Western medicine, and 
at a time when Europe is giving birth to a properly modern military 
apparatus, quickly becoming the focus of discourses related to the 
problematique of the nostalgic peasant-soldier.  This figure takes on a 
certain density with the formation of the armies of the French 
Revolution and the First Empire along with their medical 
establishments – a nosological incarnation that continues (especially 
during periods when the West is at war) into the mid-20th century, or 
World War II.  This problematique of the nostalgic peasant-soldier was 
enormously productive, and the discourses that it engendered are 
critical in the career of representations of nostalgia and the nostalgic 
subject in Western epistemic regimes, determining, in many ways, 
figurations in subsequent discourses.  None of the latter ever acquires 
the sheer volume which that discourse enjoyed. 

Towards the close of the 18th century, another, more rarified 
discourse begins to emerge linking nostalgia and crime, which 
crystallizes by the end of the 19th in the new epistemic formation of 
criminology, where the nostalgic appears as a species of homo 
criminalis, an avatar surviving well into the 20th century, until about 
1940.  In the early 20th century, there arises yet another discourse on 
nostalgia – a discourse not always unrelated to the criminological one – 
vis-à-vis the ‘mental hygiene’ and discipline of children, especially 
adolescents, which assumes its greatest density in the 1930s and ’40s 
in studies of nostalgia as a debilitating condition amongst college and 
university students, especially at the incoming level. 

These figurations of the nostalgic subject correspond to the 
classic Foucauldian disciplinary-institutional paradigm: military, 
criminological/penal, educational.  Also beginning in the 1930s and 
’40s, however, and coinciding with a period of extraordinary dislocation 
among the populations of the world, there appears the figure of the 
psycho-sociologically disorderly immigrant to the metropolitan centers 
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of the West, who incites a managerial and technocratic discourse from 
the Western social-scientific establishment. 

The main focus of my narrative and analysis, however, will be the 
military-medical and criminological discourses on nostalgia.  This for 
reasons both substantive, and of economy and rhetorical strategy.  At 
the substantive level, these are the discourses where some of the 
earliest figurations of nostalgia and the nostalgic come to pass, and 
which come to have a relation of either determination, or 
overdetermination, with subsequent figurations.  With respect to the 
strategic dimension of my choice, the military and criminological 
discourses on nostalgia, precisely because of their harshness, serve the 
rhetorical purpose of sharply foregrounding modern prejudices against 
this affect and its subject. 

My findings vis-à-vis these prejudices may be summarized, at a 
certain level of generality, in the formulation that ‘nostalgia’ has been 
written as a subaltern condition, and the nostalgic as a counter-
Enlightenment subject, in the knowledges of the modern West.  I would 
even contend, articulating my conclusions at an even higher level of 
abstraction and most summarily, that the nostalgic is represented in 
these knowledges as a figure of resistance to modernity – indeed as a 
sign of the non-modern in the midst of modernity, soliciting the rigorous 
discipline of its epistemic-institutional complexes. 

An important delimitation of this paper, which must be signaled 
here in the introduction, is that I document representations of nostalgia 
and the nostalgic only as they appear in major discourses, that is, 
discourses that enjoy a certain authority and claim a certain 
scientificity.  There exist minor discourses on nostalgia, beginning with 
the Romantics in the 19th century, and continuing not only into 20th-
century literary ‘representations,’9 but also hermeneutic-
phenomenological writings on nostalgia in our own time (which 
themselves often work with literary representations in their 
investigation of the phenomenon).10  The conceptions of nostalgia in 
                                                 
9 The classic example is, of course, the work of Marcel Proust, especially, Swann's 
Way (New York: Vintage Books, 1970), and The Past Recaptured (New York: A. & C. 
Boni, 1932).  See also, e.g., the discussion of these two works in James G. Hart, 
‘Toward a Phenomenology of Nostalgia’, Man and World, Vol. 6, No. 4 (November 1973). 
10 See, e.g., James G. Hart, op. cit.; Edward S. Casey, ‘The World of Nostalgia’, Man 
and World, Vol. 20, No. 4 (1987), pp. 361-385; the chapter, ‘Historism and 
Postmodernism: A Phenomenology of Historical Experience’, of F. R. Ankersmit’s 
History and Tropology: The Rise and Fall of Metaphor (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1994), pp. 182-219, esp. pp. 197-208; Steven Galt Crowell, ‘Spectral History: 
Narrative, Nostalgia, and the Time of the I’, Research in Phenomenology, Vol. 29 
(1999), pp. 83-104; and one might also add – with reservation – an example from the 
phenomenological school within psychiatry: Elihu S. Howland, ‘Nostalgia’, Journal of 
Existential Psychiatry, Vol. 3, No. 10 (1962), pp. 197-204.  Similarly, for another 
instance from a minor discourse on nostalgia, see the anthology in the Boston 
University Studies in Philosophy and Religion edited by Leroy S. Rouner, The Longing 
for Home (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1996). 
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these minor discourses are, more often than not, dramatically at odds 
with its representations and valuations in the major ones. 

The distinction I make here between ‘major’ and ‘minor’ does not 
correspond to, and is more specific than, that between ‘mainstream’ 
and ‘marginal’.  Majority and minority are not, as I use these terms 
here, quantitative measures.  Thus, though it might be thought that 
what I designate as ‘minor’ are precisely the discourses that enjoy a 
hegemonic status in the popular understanding and experience of 
nostalgia, this is irrelevant to the object of my genealogy: the critique of 
nostalgia in social scientific discourses today.  For if we are to answer 
the question of from where does ‘nostalgia’ derive its prestige or 
authority as a critical or analytical category, we must read the 
discursive level where it has enjoyed such analyticity in the past.  This 
would appear to be the relevant trajectory. 

I re-emphasise that this is a discursive history, and not the 
history of an affect, the parameters of which, I believe, would be 
impossible to determine.11  Thus, it is not the wistful invocation of an 
elusive experience that I am after, but the air and verve of diagnostic 
certainty that ‘nostalgia’ assumes in the mouth of the scholar. 

 
 

The Pathological Meaning of Nostalgia 

 
The pathological signification of ‘nostalgia’ may, indeed, be said to 

have been inaugurated with the very moment of its coming into 
(linguistic) existence, since it is for nosological purposes that the word 
is introduced as a neologism into the languages of Europe.  The 
nomenclator was a scholar from Mühlhausen, Johannes Hofer (1669-
1752), who in 1688 “presents for examination, to his friend of learning, 
the president, in the very ancient university of Rauracum, a man most 
enterprising and distinguished”, his mentor, Dr. J. J. Harder of the 
University of Basel, a tractate entitled, Dissertatio Medica de Nostalgia 
oder Heimwehe.12  In the exordium to his treatise, Hofer pleads that “I 
seek and I hope only that the kindness of the Reader will bear in mind 
that a young man has written this and has been the first to treat a new 
material”, and thus being the first, he turns to his first order of 
business: “The very name presents itself for consideration before all 

                                                 
11 For an example of the latter, see Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New York: 
Basic Books, 2001). 
12 See the first page of Carolyn Kiser Anspach, the translator’s introduction to ‘Medical 
Dissertation on Nostalgia by Johannes Hofer, 1688’, Bulletin of the History of Medicine, 
Vol. II, No. 6 (Aug. 1934), pp. 376-91, for Hofer’s biographical details, and the 
translation of Hofer’s title-page on p. 379 for the encomium to his mentor.  
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things.”13  For even though “the gifted Helvetians have introduced not 
long since into their vernacular language, chosen from the grief for the 
lost charm of the Native Land”, the name, “das Heimweh”, and among 
“the Helvetians in Gaul”, who too “were taken often by this mood, 
among that same nation it merited the name la Maladie du Pays”, 
nevertheless “it lacks a particular name in medicine, because from no 
doctor thus far had I learned that it was observed properly or explained 
carefully.”14  So, as a first step towards fixing this particular kind of 
attention (which we might call nascently scientific) on the object of his 
study, he 

 
first considered it necessary to apply a name…  Nor in truth, 

deliberating on a name, did a more suitable one occur to me, defining the thing 
to be explained, more concisely than the word Nostalgias [sic], Greek in origin 
and indeed composed of two sounds, the one of which is Nosos [sic], return to 
the native land; the other, Algos, signifies suffering or grief; so that thus far it 
is possible from the force of the sound Nostalgia to define the sad mood 
originating from the desire for the return to one’s native land.15 
 
This act of coining a neologism in order to isolate the entity as a 

pathological phenomenon for scientific inquiry not only tells us about 
the vintage of the word’s coinage, signaling a time “when, in medicine, 
doctors were beginning to carry out an inventory and a classification of 
disease”, and “in imitation of the system established in botany”, 
“set[ting] up a table of the genera morborum”.16   The style of the 
coinage, the investiture of the entity “with the appropriate classical 

                                                 
13   Ibid., p. 380.  Given that Hofer claims this originality in a presentation made to Dr. 
Harder, I take it to be an error that the latter had himself written a Dissertatio de 
Nostalgia in 1678, as some writers have recorded (see e.g., such a citation in the 
bibliography on page 380 of V. Widal’s entry, ‘Nostalgie’, Dictionnaire Encyclopédie des 
Sciences Médicales, Deuxième Série, Tome Treizième [Paris: 1879], pp. 357-81; or, 
more recently, in the entry on nostalgia in John G. Howells and M. Livia Osborn, A 
Reference Companion to the History of Abnormal Psychology [Westport: Greenwood 
Press, 1984], p. 683).  There is also some confusion in the literature about the date for 
Hofer’s own dissertation – 1685 and, especially, 1678, being two dates cited with some 
frequency.  I take Anspach’s date to be definitive, both because it makes more sense 
given Hofer’s year of birth (i.e., 1669), and given the corroborating evidence of the date 
on the incunabulum’s title-page that Anspach has reproduced in her translation, op. 
cit., p. 378. 
14 Hofer, op. cit., p. 380; the latter, phrasal italics are mine. 
15 Ibid., pp. 380-1; the phrasal italics are again mine.  It is anecdotally interesting that 
Hofer was not, however, terribly committed to his enormously successful neologism: “If 
nosomanias or the name philopatridomania is more pleasing to anyone…, it will be 
entirely approved by me” (p. 381). 
16 Page 84 of Jean Starobinski, ‘The Idea of Nostalgia’, translated by William S. Kemp, 
Diogenes, No. 54 (Summer 1966), pp. 81-103.  See also page 34 of George Rosen’s 
history of nostalgia, ‘Nostalgia: A “Forgotten” Psychological Disorder’, Clio Medica, Vol. 
10, No. 1 (April 1975), pp. 29-51, for nostalgia’s inclusion into the emergent “various 
nosological systems” following Hofer’s dissertation, including in 1763, in Linnaeus’ 
Genera Morborum. 
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trappings”, also pays homage to the “Greco-Roman tradition” of 
medicine in which Hofer was situated, which moreover, leads him to 
understand the phenomenon in a psychosomatic and humoral idiom 
(although there are also elements of a more mechanistically conceived 
physiology in his theory).17 

If one may further speculate on this diverting moment of the 
word’s coinage, one might here highlight two other dimensions.  First is 
the fact that – even though Hofer himself understands the Greek term, 
nostos, to mean specifically “return to the Native Land” – he did not 
choose an exact equivalent for the ‘Heim’ in ‘Heimweh’ (in which event 
we might today have had ‘ecalgia’ rather than ‘nostalgia’!), as he did in 
choosing ‘algos’ for ‘Weh’.  Secondly, that nostos was generally 
understood to mean simply ‘return’ in later usage.  The seemingly 
coincidental conjuncture of these two facts opened up (or left open?) a 
certain latitude with respect to the reading of the object of nostalgia (i.e., 
what nostalgia is nostalgia for or about), a latitude which some later 
uses and understandings of the concept were to avail, especially in the 
minor tradition I hinted at in the introduction to this paper – for 
instance, in the writings of the Romantics, who read into nostalgia a 
longing for something far more abstract than the concrete home that 
Hofer’s own subjects of study pined for.18 

These subjects – the two specific cases of the disease of nostalgia 
that he explores in any detail – are that of “a man from Berne, of 
excellent nature, who for the sake of his studies had spent his youth in 
this state of Basel”, and “a certain country girl”, but from these 
examples “it is not at all difficult to infer that the subjects of this state 
are principally young people and adolescents sent to foreign regions.”19  
Hofer also observes that “it is ascribed to some (authority)… it was 
frequent with the centurions of the forces in Helvetian Gaul,” and says 
that even though “[t]here are some of the Helvetian nation who… assert 
it to be endemic especially to those citizens, subjects of the Republic of 
Berne”, yet he himself “should have believed (there are) those thus 
afflicted in the remaining tribes of Europe.”20 

Indeed, in the history of Heimwehliteratur, Hofer’s is – as I will 
demonstrate in the course of this paper – a very unusually catholic view 
with respect to what classes of people are particularly susceptible to 
nostalgia, and the reason for this is, perhaps, his belief that “[b]ecause 
it concerns the impaired part [i.e., “the deepest part of the brain”], it is 
                                                 
17 Starobinski, op. cit., pp. 85 and 87, respectively, for the two quotes.  For the 
parenthetical point, i.e., the development of a mechanistic physiology in this period, in 
the wake of René Descartes’ (1596-1650) work, see Jean Starobinski’s lay book, A 
History of Medicine, translated by Bernard C. Swift (New York: Hawthorn Books, 
1964), pp. 50-1. 
18 Starobinski, op. cit., p. 94 for a brief discussion of the Romantic reading of 
nostalgia. 
19 Hofer, op. cit., pp. 382-3. 
20 Ibid., p. 382-3. 
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clear that anyone can have this.”21  Nevertheless, he is willing to 
concede that the Swiss may be particularly vulnerable – either “because 
the Helvetian has to search about for the morning broth, or by the 
scarcity of the milk of this tribe, or because he is suddenly deprived of 
his own manner of feasting, or because rather the use of native liberty 
is prohibited him.”22 

Following Hofer, many treatises were to appear on the subject of 
nostalgia, and “[b]y the middle of the 18th century, as a result of these 
publications…, nostalgia had become well established in medical 
nosology.”23  Nor was it a trifling illness.  In its early history, the 
somatic symptomatology of nostalgia was understood to constitute 
remarkably violent features, the first of which was damage to the brain.  
Thus Hofer speculates that this disease – a species of the imaginatio 
læsa24 – causes lesions in the “deepest part of the brain.”25  And a 
century later, in an essay on nostalgia situated in the debate on 
whether or not “the brain, or encephalon, is the essential and exclusive 
instrument of all the sensations”, Napoleon’s extraordinary surgeon, 
Baron Dominique-Jean Larrey (1766-1842), reports that whenever he 
cuts open the skull of soldiers dead from nostalgia, he invariably finds: 
“The surface of the hemispheres of the brain in a state of deep 
inflammation, with suppurating points, the seat and extent of which 
vary; the arachnoides, and pia mater participate in this inflammation,” 
produced “under the influence of a profound moral affection [i.e., 
nostalgia].”26  It was, no doubt, because of this damage to the brain – 
“the essential and exclusive instrument of all the sensations” – that 
Baron Larrey observed the first symptoms of nostalgia to be “signs of 
mental derangement.”27 

The virulence of nostalgia was, however, not limited to the 
“encephalon”, the organ it directly afflicted.  So wide was the range of its 
symptomatology that nostalgia would appear to have enveloped all but 
the entire body: “respiratory disturbances, palpitation, pressure on the 
heart, circulatory disturbances, high blood pressure, cessation of the 
menstrual flow, night sweats, vague erratic pains, glandular 
disturbances, secretory and digestive disorders, vomiting, foul breath, 

                                                 
21 Ibid., p. 384. 
22 Ibid., p. 384. 
23 Rosen, op. cit., p. 34. 
24 Starobinski, op. cit., p. 87. 
25 I say “Hofer speculates” because he does not articulate his hypothesis on the basis 
of clinical, or vivisectionist observation, and says, “Nostalgia, moreover, indeed as far 
as I am able to assume in the uncertainty of the thing, is sympathic of an afflicted 
imagination.”  Hofer, op. cit., p. 381; my italics. 
26 D. J. Larrey, Surgical Essays, translated by John Revere (Baltimore: N. G. Maxwell, 
1823), pp. 153, 159, 165.  The whole of the second essay in this volume, ‘On the Seat 
and Effects of Nostalgia’, pp. 153-205, is relevant in this regard. 
27 Larrey, op. cit., p. 167. 
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diarrhea alternating with constipation, gastroenteritis, severe hectic 
fever, and, in severe cases, delirium, convulsions, and stupor.”28 

Indeed: “By the end of the eighteenth century, throughout all the 
countries of Europe, all doctors recognized nostalgia as a frequently 
fatal disease.”29 

Nor was its mortal nature associated with somatic symptoms 
alone (though, obviously, for as long as the psychosomatic paradigm 
holds, such distinctions are anachronistic).  In earlier days, its 
‘psychological’ symptoms, too, were strikingly potent, including not only 
“loss of appetite, nausea, the sensation of a dead cold weight at the 
epigastrium [which nostalgia was often held to affect simultaneously 
with the brain30], the feeling of being ‘all choked up inside’, a lump in 
the throat, a ‘funny’ empty feeling in the stomach, smothering 
sensations, a surging fear that something dreadful is about to happen 
at home, insomnia, loss of all interests and ambitions, listlessness, 
loneliness, tears”, but also “fainting spells, illusions, hallucinations, and 
delusions”.31  Given such a wide and severe symptomatology, it is not 
surprising that suicide was not uncommon among the victims of 
nostalgia. 
 
 

Nostalgia and Modern War 

 
Even if not mortal, however, nostalgia incapacitated its victim for 

any form of disciplined labor, and this is perhaps why, after Hofer, the 
overwhelming majority of studies of nostalgia were associated with its 
occurrence among soldiers.  Soon after Hofer, for instance, when Jean-
Jacques Scheuchzer composes his essay, ‘Von Dem Heimweh’ (1705-
1706), he articulates an entirely atmospheric and mechanical theory of 
the etiology of nostalgia to “defend the national honour” of the Swiss, 
and prove that their reputation – the Swiss were after all the favorite 
mercenaries of the armies of Europe at the time – as “a vigorous, free, 
strong and courageous race” was well-earned.  Their susceptibility to 
nostalgia – long also known as ‘Schweizer Krankheit’ – was not 

                                                 
28 This useful summary of the variety of symptoms associated with nostalgia in the 
course of its historical career is taken from page 166 of Willis H. McCann, ‘Nostalgia: A 
Review of the Literature’, Psychological Bulletin, Vol. 38, No. 3 (March, 1941), pp. 165-
182, but is confirmed by my own survey.  Some of this violent symptomatology – 
including some of the dramatic ‘psychological’ symptoms described below – was to 
persist not only into the 19th century, but well into the 20th; see, e.g., ibid., same page, 
and related citations there. 
29 Starobinski, op. cit., p. 95. 
30 See ibid., p. 98, for a few late 18th-/early 19th-century physicians who subscribe to 
this view. 
31 McCann, op. cit., p. 166.  The history of its symptomatology is also spread 
throughout Starobinski’s historical essay on nostalgia, op. cit. 
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indicative of Swiss cowardice or unmanliness, but merely a sign of their 
being deprived of the fine ecology of their home land.32 

Indeed, it was pro forma to remark on the particular vulnerability 
of soldiers.  Thus, for example, Bégin remarks in 1834 that “la 
nostalgie… fut trop souvent meurtière dans les armées”, and  V. Widal 
in his 1879 entry on ‘Nostalgie’ for the Dictionnaire Encyclopédie des 
Sciences Médicales, declares in beginning the section on professions 
most vulnerable to this ailment that “[l]’état militaire et la carrière du 
marin sont, de toutes les professions, celles qui prédisposent le plus à 
la nostalgie.”33  At times in fact – times of mobilization – nostalgia 
reached epidemic proportions among the troops.  So, for example, in 
another contribution to the study of nostalgia, a contemporary and 
compatriot of Widal’s, Fernand Papillon observes: 

 
It is oftenest remarked among soldiers.  During the great wars of the 

Revolution and the Empire it often prevailed as an epidemic, and scourged our 
armies with severity…  Desgnettes relates that at St.-Jean-d’Acre it added a 
new complication and a more fatal horror to the plague.  On the pontoons at 
Cadiz and Plymouth, that served as prisons for the soldiers of General Dupont, 
after the capitulation of Baylen, it killed as many French as died from yellow 
fever…  During the last war nostalgia carried off many sufferers among our 
unhappy prisoners dispersed throughout Germany.  It attacked the soldiers 
and mobiles during the siege of Paris…34 
 
Given the predominance of nostalgia among soldiers, and with 

respect to the significance of the historical moment when nostalgia 
appears as an object of scientific study – regarding which some of the 
recent literature on nostalgia has rightly emphasized its coincidence 
with large-scale urbanization in Europe – the creation of modern 
armies, and the accompanying extensive mobilization of populations for 
military purposes, would appear to be also significant.35  After all, 
Hofer’s dissertation appears but forty years after the end of the Thirty 
Years War (1618-48), the war that was critical in the formation of 
modern armies.   With regard to the change (both quantitative and 
qualitative) in recruitment practices enabled by the development of 
novel military administrative technologies in this period, William H. 
McNeill observes in his monograph on ‘Technology, Armed Force, and 
Society since A. D. 1000’ that “from the beginning of the seventeenth 
century, European rulers discovered how the sweepings of city streets 

                                                 
32 Starobinski, op. cit., p. 87.  See also Rosen, op. cit., pp. 33-34. 
33 L. J. Bégin, ‘Nostalgie’, Dictionnaire de Médecine et de Chirurgie Pratiques, Tome 
Douzième (Paris: 1834), p. 76, and V. Widal, ‘Nostalgie’, Dictionnaire Encyclopédie des 
Sciences Médicales, Deuxième Série, Tome Treizième (Paris: 1879), p. 358.  See also 
Starobinski and Rosen, op. cit., for the historical susceptibility of soldiers. 
34 Fernand Papillon, ‘Nostalgia’, translated by A. R. Macdonough, The Popular Science 
Monthly, Vol. V (May to October, 1874), p. 216. 
35 For the point about urbanization, besides Starobinski, op. cit., pp. 101-2, see 
Casey, op. cit., esp., pp. 369-71. 
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and sons of poverty-stricken peasants could quite literally be made into 
new men by repeated drilling”. 36  Before this time, mass armies would 
have been unmanageable, indeed, were dangerous. 

As the quote from Papillon above suggests, however, it is with the 
French Revolution and its wars that nostalgia becomes a problème 
extraordinaire with the troops.  So much was this the case that in the 
estimation of Baron Pierre-François Percy (1754-1825), ‘Chirurgien en 
Chef de la Grand Armée’,37 the incidence of nostalgia during this period 
was simply historically unprecedented: “Nulle époque n’a peut-être été 
plus féconde en exemples de nostalgie que la révolution française, et les 
guerres qu’elle a enfantées.”38  The connection of nostalgia to 
deprivation of “native liberty” was often commented upon (beginning 
even with Hofer’s inclusion of it above as one of the reasons why the 
Helvetians might be particularly susceptible), and the widespread 
conscription – the leveé en masse – after the French Revolution was 
understood to be the cause of its spread.39  Indeed, so concerned were 
the authorities with the situation, the loss of troops and/or their 
morale, that they took an extraordinary measure: 

 
Le 18 novembre 1793, dans des circonstances politiques et militaires 

alarmantes, l’adjoint au ministre de la guerre, Jourdeuil, informa le général en 
chef de l’armée du Nord des décisions qui devaient galvaniser les troupes et 
maintenir les effectifs.  Parmi les mesures de rigueur figuraient la suppression 
des permissions de convalescence…: le congé serait exceptionellement accordé 
dans le cas où le malade aurait été atteint “de la nostalgie ou mal du pays”.40  
 
This measure not only shows the humanitarian concern for the 

well-being of the soldier that the French Revolution had awakened in 
the authorities, but was also a strategy for assuring troop morale and 
cutting the health and other costs of maintaining a nostalgic soldier in 
the army (for nostalgia was a contagious condition that could infect 

                                                 
36 William H. McNeill, The Pursuit of Power: Technology, Armed Force and Society since 
A. D. 1000 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), p. 137.  The rest of the 
chapter, ‘Advances in Europe’s Art of War, 1600-1750’, pp. 117-43, is relevant in this 
regard.  (This chapter also includes references to the popularity of Swiss soldiers in 
the recruitment of various European armies.)  Foucault, too, notes that “in the course 
of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the disciplines became general formulas 
of domination”, enabling the production of ‘docile bodies’.  The production of 
specifically docile military labor in this period is, of course, an important part of 
Foucault’s study.  Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison 
(London: Penguin Books, 1977), p. 137. 
37 Journal des Campagnes du Baron Percy, Chirurgien en Chef de la Grand Armée 
(1754-1825) (Paris: Plon-Nourrit et Cie, 1904), cited in Rosen, op. cit., p. 50, fn. 45. 
38 Page 268 of Percy and Laurent, ‘Nostalgie’, Dictionaire des Sciences Médicales, Par 
une Société de Médecins et de Chirurgiens (Paris: C. L. F. Panckoucke, 1819), pp. 265-
81. 
39 Rosen, op. cit., p. 40. 
40 Page 1 of Marcel Reinhard, ‘Nostalgie et service militaire pendant la Révolution’, 
Annales Historiques de la Révolution Française, Tome Trentième (1958), pp. 1-15. 
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other troops).  The furlough system, and the limitation of service to a 
fixed term, were similarly motivated strategies, both in the French and 
other armies.  In general, the importance of medical concerns in the 
maintenance and functioning of the military machine are legacies of 
this period in European history, and are evident, for example, in the 
phenomenal career of the aforementioned, Baron D. J. Larrey, who at 
one point, “had almost convinced Napoleon Bonaparte that military 
medicine was an essential part of warfare.”41 

Not all troops were equally susceptible to nostalgia, however.  
With regard to the “ethnic” composition of the nostalgia-prone, apart 
from the proverbial vulnerability of the Swiss (who continued to serve in 
the armies of the French Revolution and the First Empire), troops from 
Brittany and the southern provinces, as well as Lapps and 
Greenlanders were held to be particularly given to nostalgia.  Some of 
these ethnicities were, no doubt, so perceived because of their 
conformity to the prejudice that Widal turned into a neat formula: “Bien 
plus, la nostalgie est en raison inverse de la civilisation et en raison 
directe de l’àpreté du pays regretté.  Les peuplades simples, primitives, 
sauvages même, sont les plus sujettes au mal du pays”.42  After all, one 
did not have to go to the colonies to encounter the savage: “Indeed, 
there is a great deal of evidence to suggest that vast parts of nineteenth 
century France [and, of course, the situation was no better, only worse 
in the 18th] were inhabited by savages.”43 

These vast parts of France inhabited by savages were, not 
surprisingly, in the countryside.  Nor is it surprising that the troops 
widely found most vulnerable to nostalgia were of rural background.  
Predictable as it is, this does, however, raise interesting questions about 
nostalgia’s relationship with nationalism.  The military has been – and 
                                                 
41 Robert G. Richardson, Larrey: Surgeon to Napoleon’s Imperial Guard (London: John 
Murray, 1974), pp. 56-7.  The whole of Larrey’s biography – esp., chapters one 
through six, recording Larrey’s rise from ‘The Shoemaker’s Son’ (chapt. 1) to his 
closeness to Napoleon during the Egyptian expedition in ‘Army of the Orient’ (chapt. 
6), unprecedented for a mere ‘médecin’ – is relevant in this regard.  See also J. Henry 
Dible, Napoleon’s Surgeon (London: William Heinemann Medical Books Ltd, 1970), 
which is mostly a translation of selections from Larrey’s Mémoires de Chirurgie 
Militaire, et Campagnes, 4 Vols. (Paris: J. Smith, 1812-17); two of the volumes from 
the Mémoires are available in an early translation by Richard Willmott Hall, M. D., 
Memoirs of Military Surgery and Campaigns of the French Armies, Vols. 1 & 2 
(Birmingham: Classics of Surgery Library, 1985 [1814]).  The remarkably early date of 
this translation of Larrey’s medical-military memoirs – all but coinciding with the 
publication of the French original – is indicative of the stature and reputation that 
Larrey enjoyed across Europe. 
42 Widal, op. cit., p. 361.  Similarly, Papillon, in his own essay on nostalgia, says: 
“Savages, men living under the rudest forms of civilization, in the most uninviting 
climates, grieve when they quit them…  What an argument to oppose to our 
international and humanitarian philosophers!”; op. cit., p. 218. 
43 Eugen Weber, Peasants into Frenchmen: The Modernization of Rural France, 1870-
1914 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1976), p. 3; all of chapter one, ‘A Country of 
Savages’, pp. 3-22, is relevant in this regard. 
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is – a key institution in the creation of national feeling.44  As the French 
state, for instance, sought to convert ‘peasants into Frenchmen’, the 
willingness to enlist and respect for the military were key barometers of 
national feeling in various sections of the population, a feeling that the 
modernizing state found to be appallingly rare in its subject-
peasantry.45 

Nostalgia may then be read as a sign of the peasant’s resistance 
to incorporation into the nation.  In his essay, ‘Nostalgie et service 
militaire pendant la Révolution’, the French historian, Michel Reinhard 
reports that, according to the testimonies of doctors contemporaneous 
with the Revolution, the incidence of nostalgia corresponded “plus 
profondément, à la prépondérance, fréquente du patriotisme local sur le 
patriotisme national, à l’isolement relatif d’une notable partie de la 
population.”46 

In a rough-and-ready formulation, one might say that nostalgia 
signaled a certain concreteness in the peasantry’s relationship to place 
that was subversive of the abstractions of the nation.  Furthermore, the 
peasant’s nostalgia suggests a certain resistance to the discipline that 
the modern army sought to impose on him.  The relationship between 
discipline and nostalgia is, indeed, remarked upon by 18th and 19th 

century sources.  De Meyserey, for instance, “physician-in-ordinary to 
the king of France and former physician in the royal armies in Italy and 
Germany”, had observed in 1754 that “tedium and vexations cause this 
ailment.”47  And in a much more lucid formulation, Bégin says in 1834 
that nostalgia infected those men in particular who “soumis à des 
occupations, à des devoirs, à une discipline qui contrastent davantage 
avec l’indépendence et la douceur de leur vie antérieure.”48 

How the authorities felt about this “vie antérieure” of the peasant 
can be seen in the following citation that Foucault, in documenting the 
emergence of the new disciplinary technologies within the army, gives 
from a 1760s ordinance “pour régler l’exercise de l’infanterie”: 
 

By the late eighteenth century, the soldier has become something that 
can be made; out of a formless clay, an inapt body, the machine required can 
be constructed; posture is gradually corrected; a calculated constraint runs 
slowly through each part of the body, mastering it, making it pliable, ready at 
all times, turning silently into the automatism of habit; in short, one has ‘got 

                                                 
44 For the case of France: “Schooling taught hitherto indifferent millions the language 
of the dominant culture, and its values as well, among them patriotism.  And military 
service drove these lessons home.”  Ibid., pp. 493-4. 
45 See ibid., pp. 105, 108, 292-302, 494. 
46 Reinhard, op. cit., p. 5; my italics. 
47 Rosen, op. cit., p. 35. 
48 Bégin, op. cit., p. 76.  An early 20th-century American source also, for example, 
recognizes that: “The routine drill and discipline of camp may… produce nostalgia…”  
Page 744 of E. S. Corson, M. D., ‘Nostalgia and Melancholia in the Tropics’, American 
Medicine, Vol. VI, No. 1 (July 4, 1903), pp. 743-4. 
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rid of the peasant’ and given him ‘the air of a soldier’ (ordinance of 20 March 
1764).49 

 
Interestingly, however, despite the fact that the authorities 

recognized this link between discipline and nostalgia, they responded by 
prescribing a more intensive disciplinary regime for the nostalgic 
soldier.  Here, for instance, is a fragment of the regime that Larrey 
prescribes for the nostalgia-prone: 

 
To prevent this sort of cerebral affection in soldiers who have lately 

joined their corps, it is necessary not to suffer those individuals who are 
predisposed to it, more repose than is necessary to recruit their strength, 
exhausted during the day; to vary their occupations, and to turn their labours 
and recreations to their own advantage, as well as to that of society.  Thus, 
after the accustomed military exercises, it is desirable that they should be 
subjected to regular hours, gymnastic amusements, and some mode of useful 
instruction.50 
 
And later in the 19th century, an American military doctor, 

Calhoun, too, recommends that “nostalgic patients… should be kept at 
work… hard at work all day.”51 

This paradoxical measure of imposing a more rigorous discipline 
on the nostalgic or the nostalgia-prone was, doubtless, a result of the 
fact that whereas, on the one hand, nostalgia was recognized to be an 
effect of subjection to discipline, on the other, it was thought that 
laziness, or “idleness is a provocative” of nostalgia.52  Thus, for all the 
certainties of their diagnoses and prescriptions, the authorities were 
confronted in nostalgia with a genuine aporia and limit-case of 
discipline. 

But to return to the antithetical relationship of nostalgia to 
nationalism.  This relationship is also evident, for instance, in the 
embarrassment that certain patriotic writers evince in confronting 
nostalgia among their compatriot soldiers.53  Even when nostalgia is 
                                                 
49 Foucault, op. cit., p. 135; my italics.  There is some confusion about where Foucault 
is citing from; presumably it is from the title that comes closest to the parenthetical 
citation, on p. 331 of his bibliography: ‘Ordonnace du 1er janvier 1766, pour régler 
l’exercise de l’infanterie’, but his parenthetical citation above disagrees.  But, as we 
know, Foucault had absolved himself of such matters: “I am not a professional 
historian; nobody is perfect.”  This is a comment that Foucault made at the University 
of Vermont on 27 October, 1982, which Allan Megill records on the first page of his 
‘The Reception of Foucault by Historians’, Journal of the History of Ideas, Vol. 48, No. 
1. (Jan. - Mar., 1987), pp. 117-141. 
50 Larrey, op. cit., pp. 177-8. 
51 Page 132 of  J. Theodore Calhoun, M. D., ‘Nostalgia as Disease of Field Service’, The 
Medical and Surgical Reporter, Vol. XI, No. 9 (Feb. 27, 1864), pp. 130-132. 
52 Ibid.  Linus W. Kline, ‘The Migratory Impulse vs. Love of Home’, Vol. X, No. 1 (Oct., 
1898), pp. 1-81, agrees with Dr. Calhoun: “Idleness, the mother of a motley host of 
delinquent offspring, is exceedingly prolific in this disease”; p. 77. 
53 See, e.g., the reference above to the essay of the 18th-century Swiss theorist of 
nostalgia, J. J. Scheuchzer. 
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attributed to national feeling itself – which would prima facie appear to 
be a natural connection to make – writers cannot avoid displaying the 
fraught, aporetic nature of this posited relationship.  For instance, 
Papillon, who believes that the “French, precisely because they are more 
attached to their country than any others…, are the very ones whom 
nostalgia most readily attacks”, also gives an example of “the moral and 
hygienic palliatives” in the treatment of nostalgia among sailors – an 
example of the sort of “moral government” that keeps nostalgia at bay – 
that would seem to unravel this link.  He says: “During the Chinese 
campaign, on board the Forbin, whose crew was entirely made up of 
Bretons [who were, we recall, thought to be particularly susceptible to 
nostalgia], all important manœuvres were gone through with to the 
accompaniment of the national biniou.”54  Thus what serves to exorcise 
feelings of nostalgia is not only symbolic of something more particular 
than the nation, but one might further point out that there is in this 
mode of controlling nostalgia – through a drill that creates esprit de 
corps – a certain strategy of abstraction. 

Across the Atlantic, the danger that nostalgia poses to the nation 
is intelligible in some writings on nostalgia from the American Civil War 
(1861-5).  In a “paper read before the Medical Society of the 2nd 
Division, 3rd Corps, Army of Potomac, February 10th 1864”, and titled, 
‘Nostalgia as a Disease of Field Service’, Dr. J. Theodore Calhoun 
observes that “Nostalgia… is a disease… to which soldiers are peculiarly 
subject”: 

 
And now [i.e., at this late stage in the war], as our armies are recruited 

with unwilling men, either conscripted or bought up by enormous bounties, 
none of them animated by the patriotism or manliness of our early volunteers, we 
have every cause necessary to the production of nostalgia.55 
 
Dr. Calhoun’s views also bring to the fore the unmanliness of the 

nostalgic subject.  Thus in his recommendations for remedial measures, 
Dr. Calhoun remarks not only that “[b]attle is to be considered the great 
curative agent of nostalgia”, but also: 

 
Any influence that will tend to render the patient more manly, will 

exercise a curative power.  In boarding schools, as perhaps many of us will 
remember, ridicule is wholly relied upon, and will often be found effective in 
camp.  Unless the disease affects a number of the same organization, as in the 
case narrated above [Dr. Calhoun is referring to a case in which there is 
something of an epidemic of nostalgia in a particular regiment – where “nearly 
all who died were farmers” – before he came to its rescue], the patient can often 
be laughed out of it by his comrades, or reasoned out of it by appeals to his 
manhood…56 

                                                 
54 Papillon, op. cit., pp. 217, 219. 
55 Calhoun, op. cit., p. 130; my italics. 
56 Ibid., pp. 131-2; the seeming lightness of the cure – ridicule – should not be taken 
to indicate that Dr. Calhoun takes nostalgia itself lightly.  He concludes his 
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Dr. Calhoun goes on to further lend his authority to the view of 

rural predisposition, saying, “It has been my experience, that troops 
from rural districts – farmers – are much more susceptible than those 
from cities, or who are merchants or mechanics.”57  The seemingly 
arbitrary choice of the latter two professions that serve to contrast with 
that of the farmer is, doubtless, informed by the perceived urbanity and 
modernity of these two kinds of subject regarded as immune to 
nostalgia.  Similarly, the English were commonly thought to be 
invulnerable to this debilitating affect because of their commercial 
spirit, and their possession of other modern character traits.  For 
example, in a marvelous moment in his text on nostalgia, Calhoun’s 
contemporary across the Atlantic, Widal remarks: 
 

L’Anglais est rarement nostalgique.  Son amour des voyages, son esprit 
aventureux et cosmopolite, ses préoccupations commerciales le mettent à l’abri 
de ce mal sans lui ôter rien de son attachement pour son pays, dont il désire la 
grandeur, sans en regretter le sol.  N’est-ce pas là le secret de son génie 
colonisateur?58 

 
In the discussion that follows Dr. Calhoun’s presentation, doctors 

from other regiments corroborate his remarks on the predisposition to 
nostalgia of the rural subject, and one Dr. Younglove, adds the astute 
observation that “in connection with the subject of nostalgia, as regards 
its more frequent occurrence among men from the country, [I] would 
refer to the statistics of Insane Asylums which show a larger relative per 
centage of cases of insanity from country districts, a very interesting 
concurrence.”59 

On another point, a consensus also emerges among the doctors 
on the fact that “one of the first symptoms of nostalgia is a neglect of 
personal cleanliness”, and that nostalgia had “injurious results upon 
the physical and sanitary condition of the soldier and the morale of 
troops.”60  Perhaps, though they do not state it, no doubt for reasons of 
                                                                                                                                               
presentation with the dramatic statement: “If his [i.e., the soldier-patient’s] nostalgia is 
co-existent with some other disease…, and he becomes decidedly nostalgic, be 
extremely guarded in your prognosis.  The patient will very probably die.” 
57 Ibid., p. 131.  
58 Widal, op. cit., p. 362.  So also Papillon, op. cit., p. 217: “The English, above all, are 
spared nostalgia through their adventurous spirit, and it may be said that their 
country is wherever the British flag floats.”  A 19th-century American psychologist also 
believes that the “adventurous and cosmopolitan spirit” of the Englishman, “his 
commercial predilection immune him [sic] from nostalgia”.  Page 77 of Linus W. Kline, 
‘The Migratory Impulse vs. Love of Home’, The American Journal of Psychology, Vol. X, 
No. 1 (October, 1898), pp. 1-8.  It was also true, however, that many English soldiers, 
especially sailors (who suffered “the nautical variant”, calenture), were also vanquished 
by nostalgia.  See, e.g., Starobinski, op. cit., p. 86. 
59   ‘Discussion on Nostalgia’, The Medical and Surgical Reporter, Vol. XI, No. 10 
(March 5, 1864), p. 151. 
60 Ibid., pp. 150-1. 
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propriety, the doctors also had in mind here the connection between 
nostalgia and onanism (another favorite hygienic – mental and 
otherwise – concern of this period), which about half a century earlier 
Baron Larrey had noted in his essay on nostalgia.61 

The doctors then proceed to discuss Dr. Calhoun’s 
recommendation that a furlough system be instituted as a strategy of 
controlling nostalgia and maintaining morale, but there is disagreement 
about the efficacy of such a system, since not only might “malingerers” 
take advantage of it by faking nostalgia, but also it would effectively 
constitute “a premium to sick men in the field to yield to the 
demoralizing, depressive influences of nostalgia”.62 

The problem of the malingerer vis-à-vis nostalgia did not 
historically begin with this discussion, however.  In his essay on the 
history of nostalgia, George Rosen observes that the relation of nostalgia 
to malingering was first thematized in 1754 by De Meyserey in a 
discussion of nostalgia in his treatise on military medicine.63   In this 
problematique of the malingerer, we may read nostalgia as the form of 
resistance that we now class as ‘weapons of the weak’.  It should be 
remembered that – in large measure and except for a very brief period 
immediately following the enthusiasm of the Revolution – the peasantry 
regarded the prospect of military service with such terror that large 
numbers preferred self-mutilation to service, which “was seen not as a 
duty owed to some larger community or nation, but as a heavy tribute 
exacted by an oppressive and alien state”.64  Once forcibly recruited – 
the force being more often than not that of the recruiters, but also that 
of the peasants’ wretched conditions – soldiers would seek every 
possible opportunity for desertion or legal discharge.  Nostalgia, 
acknowledged as it was as a legitimate pathological condition, was one 
of the latter.  As Starobinski remarks in the context of the eighteenth 
century: “For the individual who did not succeed in acclimatizing 
himself to military life and its dangers, it was hard not to think of 
contracting an illness [i.e., nostalgia] which was the only legal way to 
escape from an intolerable situation.”65 

Despite De Meyserey’s earlier thematization of the problem of the 
malingerer, it appears that it is in the 1790s that it becomes a 
particular focus of concern – which makes historical sense, since it is 
then that both the levée en masse begins, and as we documented above, 
the measure is adopted granting the (certified) nostalgic soldier leave.  
                                                 
61 Larrey, op. cit., pp. 171, 176.  With regard to this point, it is relevant to recall that 
Larrey considered nostalgia a “moral affection”; see above. 
62 ‘Discussion on Nostalgia’, op. cit., p. 151. 
63 Rosen, op. cit., p. 35. 
64 Weber, op. cit., p. 295.  The peasant attitudes Weber is reporting here extend well 
before the strict period of his study, i.e., 1870-1914.  See his chapter, ‘Migration of 
Another Sort: Military Service’, pp. 292-302. 
65 Starobinski, op. cit., p. 96; see also pp. 90, 97 for nostalgia as resistance on the 
part of soldiers. 
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This is in keeping with the logic of power that Foucault has highlighted: 
a form of domination comes together with a form of resistance as its flip 
side, which then again becomes a concern of power, in a continuing 
contest. 

In the case of nostalgia among French troops after the Revolution, 
Starobinski has summarized what we might call the strategy of power in 
this contest with the nostalgic soldier: “For the doctors of the Grand 
Armée, there were a certain number of clear signs which made it 
possible to ferret out the cheats: they did not have alterations of the 
pulse, a glassy look in the eye, the disastrous loss of weight which 
figured among the symptoms of the disease.”66  It was also, no doubt, 
the problematic of the malingerer that suggested some of the more 
draconian remedies for nostalgia.  Again, Starobinski has recorded two 
of the best examples.  He relates that in 1790, Dr. Jourdan Le Cointe 
revealed in the book, The Health of Mars, that “nostalgia can be defeated 
by inciting pain or terror.  One should tell the nostalgic soldier that a 
‘red-hot iron applied to his abdomen’ will cure him immediately.”67  
Even more dramatic is the account of a Russian general who, “in 1733, 
at a time when, having ventured into Germany, his army had fallen prey 
to nostalgia: ‘he had it announced that the first to be sick would be 
buried alive…’”  The general actually carried out his threat the day after 
“‘on two or three, with the result that there was no longer a single case 
[of nostalgia] in the entire camp.’”68 

At times, however, it is difficult to decide which is the harsher, 
the measure administered by the suspicious authority, or the remedy 
administered in good faith by the humanitarian doctor.  Baron Larrey, 
for instance, legendary among the French troops for his supererogatory 
solicitation for them, literally reaches for the jugular of the nostalgic.  
With alarming frequency in his narrative, in treating extreme or 
advanced cases of nostalgia, Larrey “determine[s] to open the jugular 
vein.”69  To be fair to Larrey, his performance of this operation is not 
only determined by the medicine of his time (how could it be 
otherwise?), but also overdetermined by the repugnant associations 
evoked by the nosological entity of ‘nostalgia’ in a time of nationalism 
and Enlightenment.  For he also says, “It belongs to the paternal 

                                                 
66 Ibid., p. 97. 
67 Ibid., p. 96.  No citation details for The Health of Mars. 
68 Ibid. Unfortunately, Starobinski does not make his source clear here, but 
presumably it is again Dr. Jourdan Le Cointe’s The Health of Mars – with the 
publication details, of course, again absent. 
69 Larrey, op. cit., p. 168. Other dramatic – though, no doubt, more pleasurable – 
remedial measures included the administration of high doses of opium to the nostalgic 
soldier.  See, F. Binard, ‘Délire nostalgique, efficacité de l’opium à hautes doses’, Arch. 
Belges de méd. mil., XVIII (1856), pp. 9-17, cited on p. 1,018 of the entry on ‘Nostalgia’ 
in the Index-Catalogue of the Library of the Surgeon General’s Office, United States 
Army, Vol. IX (Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1888), pp. 
1,017-8. 
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solicitude of the chiefs of corps, enlightened by their surgeon majors, 
whose duty it is to execute the measures… to prevent nostalgia, a 
disease as dangerous as it is insidious”, and that when despite all 
prophylactic measures, nostalgia does strike, “We ought…, during the 
whole course of this dangerous malady, to treat our patient with great 
mildness and kindness.”70 

 
 

The Nosological Career of Nostalgia in the 20th century 

 

The career of nostalgia as a nosological entity was not, however, 
limited to the 18th and 19th centuries.  A quick survey of the entries for 
‘nostalgia’ in subsequent series of the Index-Catalogue of the Library of 
the Surgeon-General’s Office, serves as a rough first index for charting 
the career and importance of ‘nostalgia’ on the nosological register in 
the 20th century.  The first series, published between 1880 and 1895, 
with the volume containing the entry on ‘Nostalgia’ (“see, also, Sailors”) 
published in 1880, lists no less than 84 items on nostalgia (incunabula, 
books, dissertations, encyclopedia entries, journal articles, etc.) in the 
possession of the Surgeon-General’s library, a level of interest that was 
no doubt related to the recent experience of the Civil War, during which 
many soldiers had suffered, and some been lost to, nostalgia.71  These 
items include a large number of ‘historical’ materials on nostalgia, 
beginning with Hofer’s dissertation – items which the Surgeon-General’s 
office did not, presumably, regard as merely of antiquarian interest in 
1888, as it seems to have done in the next series, when the included 
items begin no earlier than 1823 (with the curious exception of a 1731 
manuscript of Scheuchzer’s essay on nostalgia, which the library 
retains). 

The publication of this second series between 1896 and 1916 – 
with the volume containing the entry on ‘Nostalgia’ printed in 1906 – 
sees the number of items on ‘Nostalgia’ (no further references, as in the 
“see, also, Sailors” of the first series, are given) in the possession of the 
Surgeon-General reduced to 13.72  Then, in the relevant, 1929-volume 
of the third series (1918-1932), the number of items on ‘Nostalgia’ has 
further fallen, to a mere 6 (four of which are related to the 

                                                 
70 Larrey, op. cit., pp. 178 and 180, respectively. 
71 Index-Catalogue of the Library of the Surgeon-General’s Office, United States Army, 
Vol. IX (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1888), pp. 1,017-8. 
72 Index-Catalogue of the Library of the Surgeon-General’s Office, United States Army, 
Second Series, Vol. XI (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1906), p. 813. 
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criminological discourse on nostalgia that we shall discuss later 
below).73 

Unfortunately, the fourth series (1936-1955) ceases publication 
with the eleventh volume, containing the entries, “M-Mn”.  And the 
third volume of the fifth series – which comprises of merely three 
volumes, published between 1959 and 1961, to function as 
supplements to the first four series, listing monographs only – simply 
moves from ‘Nose’ to ‘Novocaine’, no longer recognizing nostalgia as of 
nosological significance – or at least not enough to merit inclusion in 
this, the briefest series.74  Thus, the Surgeon-General’s catalogue, at 
least, does not service as an index of how nostalgia was regarded during 
World War II, and seems to indicate that the post-War period saw the 
disappearance of nostalgia as a disease entity.75 

Similarly, a survey of issues of the Quarterly Cumulative Index 
Medicus from 1898 shows that the last entry to appear – and it is just 
one entry – on nostalgia in the index was in a volume of the series 
published in 1948.76 

These rough-and-ready indices thus suggest a simple 
progression: the gradual decline of interest, to zero, in nostalgia as a 
strictly nosological entity in the 20th century.  My survey of the 
literature on nostalgia suggests that this conclusion is true – even 
though it is also true that the nostalgic was to suffer other pathological 
figurations before escaping the grip of Western epistemic regimes (until, 
that is, he was brought back on stage in the political nosology of 
cultural and postcolonial studies).  Before we turn to these other 
figurations, however, it is instructive to look at the fate of the nostalgic 
soldier during World War II. 

The first thing that strikes one regarding the military-medical 
sources on nostalgia from the last century is how dramatically the 
institutional world has changed.  For even though the 18th and 19th 
century writings that I discussed above were themselves embedded in 
disciplinary motives and matrices, they nowhere manifest the coherence 
with which the problem of the nostalgic is approached by 20th century 
authorities.  In the latter, the science of the pathological subject has 
                                                 
73 Index-Catalogue of the Library of the Surgeon General’s Office, United States Army, 
Third Series, Vol. VIII (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1929), p. 324. 
74 Index-Catalogue of the Library of the Surgeon-General’s Office, National Library of 
Medicine, Fifth Series, Vol. III (Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 
1961), p. 953. 
75 It is curious, however, that in 1954, Alexander R. Martin, ‘Nostalgia’, The American 
Journal of Psychoanalysis, Vol. 14, No. 1 (1954), pp. 93-104, says, “[T]he Surgeon 
General’s office today lists nostalgia… among the list of standard diagnoses”; p. 94. 
76 Quarterly Cumulative Index Medicus, Vol. 43 (Chicago: American Medical 
Association, 1948).  Before 1927, from 1916-1926, published under the title, Quarterly 
Cumulative Index to Medical Literature, by the same publishers, and from 1898 to 
1926, there is the Index Medicus: A Monthly Classified Record of the Current Medical 
Literature of the World (Massachusetts: Billings and Fletcher & Carnegie Institution of 
Washington). 
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truly come into its own, and in the same measure as military 
institutions acquire clarity as to their interests and goals.  In a paper 
from World War II on ‘Detection of the Neuropsychiatrically Unfit’, for 
example, Lieutenants C. L. Wittson, H. I. Harris, and W. A. Hunt of the 
United States Naval Reserve, begin by articulating their institutional 
brief: 
 

The neuropsychiatric service of the Medical Department, United States 
Naval Training Station, at Newport, has for its object the early detection, for 
separation from the Naval Service, recruits who, by reason of psychiatric 
defects, would be a continual handicap to the Navy through their chronic 
inaptitude and inefficiency; or who, by breaking down at some critical moment, 
might seriously disrupt the functioning of their entire unit.77 
 

 The technocratic clarity of this passage presents a dramatic 
contrast with, for example, the obfuscating structure and style of Baron 
Larrey’s humanistic narrative, which only ever reaches for the world of 
radiant clarity that his 20th-century colleagues effortlessly inhabit as 
their birthright.  No space or time is wasted, for instance, on the 
consideration of epistemological questions (an element of Larrey’s text 
was, as I briefly mentioned above, the question of whether or not “the 
brain, or encephalon, is the essential and exclusive instrument of all 
the sensations”).  Also, and more importantly, whereas Larrey devotes 
inordinate amounts of time – in the thick of battle, even on the field of 
battle – to pondering and caring for individual cases, thus earning the 
extraordinary gratitude and loyalty of the soldiers, our lieutenants are 
remarkably clear that: 
 

As compared with the usual clinical situation, the task of military 
selection demands certain fundamental changes in personal orientation.  The 
most important of these is the primary necessity of considering the welfare of 
the organization rather than the welfare of the individual.  The Navy is neither 
a therapeutic nor a custodial institution.  It is a fighting organization in which 
every individual must be fit and efficient.78 
 

Another moment of contrast here is that as opposed to the slipshod 
levée en masse, there is now a screening of the individual recruit “to 
expedite the elimination of the proven and potentially unfit and inapt”.  
Since the time of Larrey, the institution has stepped back, analyzed the 
nature and sequence of its procedures, their relation to outcomes and 
efficiency, and instituted a new order, sharply focused on the type of 
subject that will best serve its ends.  And the key moment where this 
new disciplinary matrix and this new science encounter the individual 
is the procedure of the examination: 

                                                 
77 Page 340 of Lieutenant C. L. Wittson, Lieutenant H. I. Harris, and Lieutenant W. A. 
Hunt, ‘Detection of the Neuropsychiatrically Unfit’, United States Naval Bulletin, Vol. 
XL, No. 2 (April 1942), pp. 342-6. 
78 Ibid., p. 343. 
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The recruits are observed for gross abnormalities during the course of 

the physical examination.  Each recruit is then examined privately by the 
members of the neuropsychiatric staff.  The examination is facilitated by 
having the recruit naked which results in a 25 percent saving in time and 
minimizes evasive and untruthful answers.  An average of 3 minutes per man 
is required for this examination…  Over all the work of the examiner hangs the 
ever present demand for speed.  The normal flow of recruits through the 
receiving unit cannot be interrupted.  It is also necessary to eliminate the unfit 
recruit quickly once he is detected.  Every extra day that the man remains in 
service is an expense to the Navy, makes the establishment of the pre-service 
etiology of his disorder more difficult, increases the possible future pension 
difficulties of the Government.79 
 

Given all these extraordinary exigencies and responsibilities, “it is 
necessary for the examiner to be continually on the qui vive, using every 
bit of clinical intuition that he possesses.”80  Et qui-vive?  Who goes 
there that our lieutenants seek to detect and eliminate in these 
examinations?  The table for “Neuropsychiatric cases at the Newport 
Naval Training Station” provided by the authors comprises a 
quantitative representation of a remarkably comprehensive and fine-
tuned matrix of possible psychopathological features of the unfit 
subject.  I only provide the features and exclude the numbers: 
 

Alcoholism; cerebral hemorrhage (birth), cerebrospinal syphilis; 
congenital encephalopathy; constitutional psychopathic inferiority without 
psychosis, constitutional psychopathic state, criminalism; constitutional 
psychopathic state, emotional instability; constitutional psychopathic state, 
inadequate personality; constitutional psychopathic state, paranoid 
personality; constitutional psychopathic state, pathological liar; constitutional 
psychopathic state, sexual psychopathy; dementia praecox; dementia praecox 
(preclinical); D. U. mental observation [?]; encephalitis, chronic; enuresis; 
epilepsy; hydrocephalus; mental deficiency, moron; migraine; narcolepsy; post 
traumatic syndrome; progressive muscular dystrophy; psychoneurosis, anxiety 
neurosis; psychoneurosis, hysteria; psychoneurosis, neurasthenia; 
psychoneurosis, psychasthenia; psychoneurosis, situational; psychoneurosis, 
unclassified; psychosis, manic depressive; psychosis manic depressive 
(preclinical); somnambulism; stammering; tic, facial.81 

 
But this matrix of categories is not enough.  Our vigilant authors are 
forever on the search for evermore specific and new psychopathological 
traits that will allow them to eliminate as many of the 
neuropsychiatrically unfit during the 3-minute examination as possible.  
With regard to specificity, the youthful recruit, with his “attendant 
emotional lability”, “raises the problem of differentiating normal 
adolescent upset and true abnormal behavior”.  Thus one must keep in 
mind that at “the 17- to 18-year-old level psychoses are larval in 

                                                 
79 Ibid., pp. 342-4. 
80 Ibid., p. 344. 
81 Ibid., pp. 341-2. 
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character”, and the “frank schizophrenia encountered in the next 
decade is seldom seen.”  And among these larval psychopathological 
dispositions against which the examiner must be constantly on guard 
is: “A form of nostalgia not hitherto reported… studied by one of us (C. 
L. W.).”82 
 What is this mysterious form of nostalgia that Lt. Wittson has 
been studying?  It is important enough to merit a separate publication 
altogether by the team of lieutenants.83  Here they observe that 
“[n]ostalgia is a constant problem in any military training center”, and 
whereas “usual”, or “benign” nostalgia – which presents “the familiar 
signs” of “mild reactive depression”, and in which even though the 
subject is “depressed and mildly retarded”, nevertheless has “insight 
into his condition” and is “open to simple therapy” – there is a “type of 
nostalgia” that has a “cryptic nature” and lacks a “clear overt 
symptomatology”.  And because of the “cryptic nature” of this form of 
nostalgia, “we have called [it] ‘cryptic nostalgia.’”84 
 The distinction that the lieutenants make here between benign 
and cryptic nostalgia is, in my survey, one of the earliest instances of 
this sort of distinction, the standard form of which – in psychological 
and, especially, psychoanalytic writings – is that between ‘normal’ and 
‘pathological’ nostalgia.85  Perhaps it is not too speculative to also relate 
this distinction between benign and cryptic nostalgia to the old problem 
of the malingerer, in that the latter would appear to be the 
problematique that historically inaugurates the suspicion that the 
nostalgic is not what he seems, and that a hermeneutics has to be set 
in motion to uncover his reality. 

Be that as it may, what specifically do the lieutenants have in 
mind with their distinction?  In fact, there is little to distinguish 
between benign and cryptic nostalgia, except that the patient who 
suffers from the latter lacks “insight” into his condition.  Otherwise, the 
symptomatology is quite similar, and the traits that distinguish the 
cryptic nostalgic are those long familiar to students of nostalgia.  Thus, 
for instance, when the lieutenants tell us that the cryptically nostalgic 
subject has “an air of abstraction”, the “subject appears absentminded 
and vague and is slow in responding”, Hofer had already observed that 
in nostalgia there is a “continuous quasi-ecstasy of the mind in the 
brain, and by degrees partly the voluntary motions and partly the 
                                                 
82 Ibid., p. 345. 
83 In the meantime, however – as the byline for the article in the citation below shows – 
two of them, C. L. Wittson and H. I. Harris, have been promoted to the rank of 
lieutenant commander, the former no doubt for the service of discovering this new 
psychopathological entity. 
84 Page 57 of Lieutenant Commander C. L. Wittson, Lieutenant Commander H. I. 
Harris, and Lieutenant  W. A. Hunt, ‘Cryptic Nostalgia’, War Medicine, Vol. 3 (1943), 
pp. 57-9. 
85 See, e.g., David S. Werman, M. D., ‘Normal and Pathological Nostalgia’, Journal of 
the American Psychoanalytic Association, Vol. 25, No. 2 (1977), pp. 387-98. 
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natural, grow quiet, languor of the whole arises.”86  Then there is the 
matter of the stupidity of the nostalgic – which again, Hofer had already 
recorded (“stupidity of the mind”, he had called it),87 and which almost 
all subsequent authorities on nostalgia confirm as a symptom of the 
disease.  So, too, the lieutenants (albeit in an idiom of quantificational 
verificationism): “On the intellectual side, they [i.e., “the nostalgic 
patients”] may do poorly when given an intelligence test and resemble 
mentally deficient persons in performance.”88 

On the register of hygiene, the cryptically nostalgic subject “is 
found dirty at inspection.”  And crucially, on the register of obedience to 
command, the nostalgic subject “fails to carry out orders”, is 
“unreliable”, and in general fails “to measure up to the standard 
expected of him.”  Indeed: “Frequently the lad’s company commander… 
will say, ‘This man… just can’t do anything correctly.’”89  Thus, in “the 
examination of recruits for the military services it is necessary to keep 
cryptic nostalgia in mind”, for otherwise it “may lead to disciplinary 
difficulties.”90 

The lieutenants have colleagues in the army who are equally 
sanguine about the dangers of nostalgia.  In a more learned 
contemporaneous study of nostalgia, also to appear in the journal, War 
Medicine, Captains Flicker and Weiss of the Medical Corps, United 
States Army, begin by declaring: “The greatest single factor in waging 
successful warfare is morale.  A most important factor in attaining 
morale among fighting men is the preventing or overcoming of 
nostalgia.”91  The captains “certainly feel that in an army, in which men 
are destined to fight and attempt to destroy rival men, there can be no 
place for weakling emotions”, a matter of particular urgency since: 
“Study indicates that nostalgia is a contagious disorder which may 
spread with the speed of an epidemic through a company or camp.”92 

Having read widely in the literature on nostalgia, of which they 
provide an impressively comprehensive review, the captains are well 
versed in the profile of the nostalgic subject and are able to consolidate 
a wide array of features in their contribution.  Thus they are aware not 
only of tried and tested insights like the fact that “men from rural areas 
are more prone to nostalgia,” that “it varies directly with… socialization 
and education”, “the most educated and the most intelligent persons 
usually… suffer[ing] least from the pangs of nostalgia”, and are able to 
thematize problems historically associated with nostalgia, such as that 

                                                 
86 Ibid., p. 58, and Hofer, op. cit., p. 387, respectively, for the two quotations. 
87 Hofer, op. cit., p. 386. 
88   Wittson, et al, ‘Cryptic Nostalgia’, p. 58. 
89   Wittson, et al, ‘Cryptic Nostalgia, p. 58. 
90   Ibid., pp. 58-9. 
91   Page 380 of Captain David J. Flicker and Captain Paul Weiss, ‘Nostalgia and its 
Military Implications’, War Medicine, Vol. 4 (1943), pp. 380-7. 
92   Ibid., p. 386. 
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of “malingering”.93  But they are cognizant as well of cutting-edge 
insights from the 20th-century sciences of the mind, such as that 
nostalgia is indicative of “infantile ties” from which the subject has not 
yet “emotionally emancipat[ed]” himself, which is why the nostalgic 
“soldier will cry and sob for his mother.”94  Furthermore, using 
representational techniques from the 20th-century sciences, they are 
able to provide us with a most succinct formulation of the relationship 
between nationalism and nostalgia in “a parallelogram of psychic 
drives”, using which “[i]t becomes almost possible to predict… who will 
fail to make a good soldier because of the interference of nostalgia”:95 

 
   Home ties 
<------------------------------------------- 
  -------------------------------------> 
   Patriotism, duty, pride96 

 
The captains are also more acutely aware that the nostalgic 

“frequently becomes a disciplinary problem” because they have read in 
the new literature that nostalgia has been known to be the cause of 
“murder and arson”, that it is known to “pierce the psyche to its depths 
and cause short circuit reactions such as arson and infanticide.” 97  
Indeed: “Men in order to free themselves from nostalgia are capable of 
committing any sort of infraction or crime that is not sociologically or 
morally abhorrent [sic!].  With this the military police are well 
acquainted…”98 

Our scholar-captains owe these last remarkable insights into the 
nature of nostalgia and the nostalgic subject to their study of another 
state-of-the-art science – criminology, to which we will now turn. 

 
 

The Criminological Discourse on Nostalgia 

 
In one of the most stimulating contributions to what is uniformly 

an anthology of extraordinary essays, Pasquale Pasquino has recorded 
how over the course of the 19th century the “classical theory of penal 
law” was gradually eroded, and by “the 1870s and 1880s, the essential 
elements of the old penal rationality began to be definitively 
                                                 
93   Ibid., pp. 386-7. 
94   Ibid., p. 383. 
95 Ibid. p. 387. 
96 Ibid., p. 386. 
97 Ibid. for the three quotes, respectively, pp. 383; 382, citing G. Ilberg, ‘Brandstiftung 
einer Heimwehkranken’, Monatschrift für Kriminal-Psychologie, Vol. 12 (1921-1922), p. 
117; and p. 382, citing Ernst Kretschmer, Textbook of Medical Psychology (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1934), no page number given. 
98 Ibid., p. 386. 
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overturned.”99  Among the key features highlighted by Pasquino of this 
“classical theory of penal law” that was in a moment of transience in the 
last quarter of the 19th century, is how it reasoned the relationships 
between “law, crime and punishment.”100  Classical European law, he 
tells us, understood “the relations between these three terms” in 
accordance with “three canonical formulae: nulla poena sine lege; nulla 
poena sine crimine; nullum crimen sine poena legale: no punishment 
except on the basis of existing law…; no punishment without a crime…; 
and lastly, a crime consists simply in an infraction defined by law.”101 
 The last tenet, nullum crimen sine poena legale, was critical vis-à-
vis the classical understanding of the nature of the ‘criminal subject’ – 
which was that there was no such thing.  The criminal was simply that 
subject who was to be penalized for a particular infraction of existing 
law, that is, he was – in Pasquino’s eloquent phrase – homo penalis.  
Understanding him was not the province of, it did not call for, a special 
discipline or science.  Rather, what “serves to explain the actions of 
homo penalis is… a ‘general anthropology’ (in the now anachronistic 
sense of a general theory of the human subject)”, for he “is nothing 
more or less than the citizen, the man of contract [a ‘social contract’, 
which he was understood to have broken].”102  Or, as another historian 
and theorist of criminology, Wayne Morrison puts it: “Classical 
criminology [sic; Morrison’s phrasing here is less exact than Pasquino’s, 
as we shall briefly see] appeared to accept that all people could commit 
crime depending upon the circumstances”, and thus saw its charter as 
the creation of “a structure of rules and clear cut demarcations which 
can fit… over a diverse social body.”103 
 The influence of 19th-century positivism on European juridico-
legal thought changed all that.  In accordance with positivism’s search 
for – in the words of the prophet of positivism, Auguste Comte – the 
“invariable laws of phenomena”, “a range of writers came to argue that 
law was irrelevant, redundant.” 104  Rather, the road to progress lay in 
recognizing an independent epistemic domain with its own specific 
object of study, an object of study that was thought to inhere in the 
                                                 
99 Page 240 of Pasquale Pasquino, translated by Colin Gordon, ‘Criminology: the birth 
of a special knowledge’, in Graham Burchell, Colin Gordon and Peter Miller (eds.), The 
Foucault Effect: Studies in Governmentality (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1991) , pp. 235-50. 
100   Ibid., p. 237. 
101 Ibid., p. 237. 
102 Ibid., pp. 237-8. 
103 Wayne Morrison, Theoretical Criminology: From Modernity to Postmodernism 
(London: Cavendish Publishing Limited, 1995), pp. 120 and 116, respectively.  
Morrison is here summarizing his reading of classical criminological thought in 
chapters 4 and 5, ‘The Problem of Classical Criminology’ and ‘Reading the Texts of 
Classical Criminology’, respectively, all of which are relevant in this regard, pp. 71-
114. 
104 August Comte, A General View of Positivism, 1848, cited in Morrison, op. cit., p. 
116; no other publication details or page number is given. 
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natural order of things.  That is to say, positivism in criminology was 
“characterized by the search to discover, within the composition of the 
individual, the causes of criminal and delinquent behaviour.”105  To 
again use Pasquino’s phrase in a Foucauldian turn of it: homo criminalis 
was born. 
 Who was this new being?  Enrico Ferri (1856-1929), one of the 
recognized pioneers of the new science of criminology, defined him as “a 
person who commits a crime” – by which, however, he did not mean as 
in classical law, one who was to be punished, but rather “a person 
whose psychic and moral constitution is not normal.”106  Thus, when he 
is punished, or when his judge weighs the sentence that is penally 
adequate to his crime, what he must measure is not just the severity of 
the latter in its measure of infraction of the social contract (as the judge 
of homo penalis did).  Rather, “he will need to adjust the punishment to 
fit… the criminal subject who has committed” the crime.107 

If this is so, then it is absolutely critical to penal judgment that 
the judge be aware of the nature of the criminal being, that is, that he 
be an expert in the anthropology specific to homo criminalis.  This is 
why Ferri, for instance, remained “a consistent opponent [of] jury 
trials…, for in a scientifically oriented court procedure, judges trained in 
the social and psychological sciences would be better able to dispose of 
offenders properly.”108  One such judge was Hans Gross (1847-1915). 

Though Gross does not, in discussions of the history of 
criminology today, enjoy the stature of Cesare Lombroso (1835-1909), 
commonly regarded as the father of criminology,109 or Enrico Ferri, he 
was nevertheless one of the pioneers of the new science.110  Besides 
writing a number of texts that were key in spreading the tenets of 
                                                 
105 Morrison, op. cit., p. 121; my italics.  The whole of Morrison’s first of three chapters 
on criminological positivism, ‘Criminological Positivism I: The Search for the Criminal 
Man, or the Problem of the Duck’, pp. 133-7, is relevant in this regard.  The seemingly 
obscure reference to the duck in the chapter title in fact refers to Morrison’s quip that 
the methodological approach of criminological positivism to the question of the 
criminal can be summarized in the traditional proverb: “If it looks like a duck and 
walks like a duck and quacks like a duck … then it is a duck”; p. 115. 
106 Pasquino, op. cit., p. 236.  See also, Thorston Sellin, ‘Enrico Ferri (1856-1929)’, in 
Hermann Mannheim (ed.), Pioneers in Criminology (Montclair: Patterson Smith, 1973), 
pp. 361-84. 
107 Ibid., p. 246.  Pasquino is here paraphrasing the views of F. von Liszt, ‘Die 
Aufgaben und die Methode der Strafrechstwissenschaft’, inaugural lecture for chair in 
Penal Law at the University of Berlin, 27 October 1899, in Strafrechtliche Aufsätze und 
Vorträge, Berlin [no publisher given], 1905, Vol. II, pp. 284-98, but Ferri would have 
agreed.  See, again, Sellin, op. cit. 
108 Sellin, op. cit., p. 366. 
109 A fatherhood that is, however, not undisputed.   See, e.g., Alfred Lindesmith and 
Yale Levin, ‘The Lombrosian Myth in Criminology’, American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 
42, No. 5 (Mar. 1937), pp. 653-71; also, Morrison’s introductory remarks in his 
chapter, ‘Criminological Positivism I’, op. cit., p. 115. 
110 See, e.g., the hagiographical essay on the life and work of Gross by Roland 
Grassberger, ‘Hans Gross 1847-1915’, in Mannheim, op. cit., pp. 305-17. 
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positivist criminology – especially with regard to their application in 
juridical and police practice, for Gross was a practical-minded man, 
who had moreover, served as an Examining Justice for many years of 
his career – he also founded some institutions that were crucial to 
establishing the discipline.  Among the latter was the journal, Archiv für 
Kriminalanthropologie und Kriminalistik, which he introduced in 
September 1898, and which since 1916 has been published under the 
title, Archiv für Kriminologie (except for the period, 1945-1954, when 
publication was suspended).  Also, in 1912, he opened the Criminalistic 
Institute at the University of Graz, which, too, exists to this day.111 
 Among the former – that is, his publications – was the highly 
influential Handbuch für Untersuchungsrichter als System der 
Kriminalistik, first published in 1883, and which: “When he died in 
1915… had been published in seven editions and had been translated 
into a number of foreign languages” (including English, in which it is 
available under the title, Criminal Investigation: A Practical Textbook for 
Magistrates, Police Officers, and Lawyers).112  But when the Modern 
Criminal Science Series published, “within the short period between the 
years 1911 and 1917, English translations of the leading European 
criminologists of the time”, the Handbuch is not the work they chose by 
Gross.  Instead, they chose his Kriminalpsychologie – or Criminal 
Psychology: A Manual for Judges, Practicioners, and Students.113 

The ‘methods’ adopted in this book are the methods Gross 
subscribed to all his life.  Professor Gross was an enormously curious 
and erudite man – which is not surprising given the enormous 
epistemic responsibility of the judge in his vision of the profession.  
Thus “in his opinion a judge’s general education was to include the field 
of ballistics which should be as well known to him as drawing, 
photography, moulding and explaining foot- or tool-prints or detecting 
and securing blood traces.”114  But the literatures that particularly 
attracted his attention were those of science: “He very eagerly studied a 
great number of treatises on physics, psychology, medicine and science 
in general.”115  And, as his biographer tells us, it is the latter that he 
sought to emulate in the discipline of which he was a founding father: 
                                                 
111 Grassberger, passim, for the information in this paragraph, as well as the following 
website for the March 29 entry of ‘Der Österreichische Wissenschaftskalender 2001’, 
which has a brief biography of Gross: http://bmwf.gv.at/cgi-
bin/kalender.cgi?0329&txtonly. 
112 Ibid., p. 309. Hans Gross, Handbuch für Untersuchungsrichter als System der 
Kriminalistik (Berlin: Schweitzer, 1914), and Criminal Investigation: A Practical 
Textbook for Magistrates, Police Officers, and Lawyers (London: Sweet & Maxwell, 
1934). 
113 Editor’s preface to the first edition of Mannheim, op. cit., p. xii.  Hans Gross, 
Criminal Psychology: A Manual for Judges, Practicioners, and Students (Boston: Little, 
Brown, and Company, 1911).  The Modern Criminal Science Series was published 
under the auspices of the American Institute of Criminal Law and Criminology. 
114 Grassberger, op. cit., p. 309. 
115 Ibid., p. 307. 
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In his opinion criminalistic activity was pure research work.  He 

regarded a criminal case as a scientific problem which was to be solved by a 
judge who apart from having attained the highest possible standard of 
accomplishments had the very best technical aids and appliances at his 
disposal, the adopted methods being those of the research without 
suppositions.116 
 

“Research without suppositions…”  This phrase does not accidentally 
evoke Edmund Husserl’s own contemporaneous movement for a new, 
presuppositionless method in philosophy, the battle cry of which was 
famously, “die Sache selbst!”  Professor Gross, too, was striving for die 
Sache selbst, and also calling his method the “phenomenology of crime”, 
which together with “police science” constituted his kriminalistik – “the 
hope,” as Gross’s hagiographer tells us, “of any wrongfully suspected 
person and feared… by any offender conscious of guilt.”117  This two-
fold science would enable the investigator, or Examining Justice, to 
discover all the “facts” of crime and the criminal.  For only “he can be a 
successful investigator who is well informed about the criminal’s habits, 
means of communication, and methods of operation.”118 
Professor Gross’s Criminal Psychology is, however, not limited to the 
psychology of the criminal.  It is a much more comprehensive and 
ambitious project, for “criminal psychology should be that form of 
psychology used in dealing with crime; not merely, the psychopathology 
of criminals, the natural history of the criminal mind.”119  Indeed, it 
strives to be “such a pragmatic applied psychology as will deal with all 
states of mind that might possibly be involved in the determination and 
judgment of crime”,120 because: 
 

We must know how all of us, – we ourselves, witnesses, experts, and 
accused, observe and perceive; we must know how they think, – and how they 
demonstrate; we must take into account how variously mankind infer and 
perceive, what mistakes and illusions may ensue; how people recall and bear 
in mind; how everything varies with age, sex, nature, and cultivation…  Indeed, 
the largest place in this book will be given to the witness and the judge 
himself…; but the psychology of the criminal must also receive 
consideration…121 

 
The judge, then, needs to be a master of both a general and a 
specifically criminal psychology.  It is Professor Gross’ exposition of the 
latter, however, that we are interested in for our own much more limited 
aims in this narrative, for it is there that a most curious figuration of 

                                                 
116 Ibid., p. 307. 
117   Ibid., p. 316. 
118   Ibid., p. 308. 
119   Hans Gross, Criminal Psychology, p. 3; italics are Gross’. 
120   Ibid., italics again Gross’. 
121   Ibid. 
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the nostalgic appears – and the manner and form of its appearance is 
such that one can only call it an event. 

It happens rather early on, in the first part of the book: ‘The 
Subjective Conditions of Evidence (The Mental Activities of the Judge)’.  
This part is further subdivided into two, the first of which is titled, 
‘Conditions of Taking Evidence’, and then broken into various ‘topics’ – 
‘Topic 1. Method’; ‘Topic 2. Psychological Lessons’; and then we have 
the critical section dealing with the specifically criminal material that 
the Examining Judge must bear in mind in taking evidence: ‘Topic 3.  
Phenomenology: The Outward Expression of Mental States’.  This, too, 
is divided into various sections, concerned mostly with “signs of 
character”, among which is a section on ‘Somatic Character-units’: 
 

When we say that the inner condition of men implies some outer 
expression, it must follow that there are series of phenomena which especially 
mold the body in terms of the influence of a state of mind on external 
appearance, or conversely, which are significant of the influence of some 
physical uniqueness on the psychical state, or of some other psycho physical 
condition…  Such conditions find their universalizing expression in the cruel 
but true maxim “Beware of the marked one.”  The Bible was the first of all to 
make mention of these evil stigmata.122 
 

These evil stigmata of the marked one include not only his ‘reflex 
movements’ (Section 18), but also her ‘dress’ (Section 19; “we suspect 
the suggestively dressed woman of some little disloyalty to her 
husband”), not only his physiognomy (Section 20), but even his hand 
(Section 21) – for, in accordance with Aristotle’s dictum that the “hand 
is the organ of organs, the instrument of instruments in the human 
body”, this “favored instrument must be in the closest kind of relation 
with the psyche of the owner.”123  But before his phenomenological 
investigation of the foregoing stigmata, and immediately following 
Professor Gross’s section on the somatic character-unit of ‘cruelty’, is 
the remarkable section 17, which is deserving of a lengthy quotation: 
 

Section 17. … Nostalgia 
The question of nostalgia is of essential significance and must not be 

undervalued.  It has been much studied and the notion has been reached that 
children mainly (in particular during the period of puberty), and idiotic and 
weak persons [“blödsinnige und schwächliche Personen”], suffer much from 
nostalgia, and try to combat the oppressive feeling of dejection with powerful 
sense stimuli.  Hence they are easily led to crime, especially to arson.  It is 
asserted that uneducated people [“ungebildete Leute”] in lonesome, very 
isolated regions, such as mountain tops, great moors, coast country, are 
particularly subject to nostalgia.  This seems to be true and is explained by the 
fact that educated people easily find diversion from their sad thoughts and in 
some degree take a piece of home with them in their more or less international 
culture [“ein Stück ihrer Heimat mit ihrer mehr oder weniger internationalen 

                                                 
122   Ibid., p. 69-70. 
123   Ibid., pp. 78-82; 82-3; 83-100; 100-105, respectively. 
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Bildung in die Fremde nehmen”].  In the same way it is conceivable that 
inhabitants of a region not particularly individualized do not so easily notice 
differences.  Especially he who passes from one city to another readily finds 
himself, but mountain and plain contain so much that is contrary that the 
feeling of strangeness is overmastering.  So then, if the nostalgic person is able, 
he tries to destroy his nostalgia through the noisiest and most exciting 
pleasures; if he is not, he sets fire to a house or in case of need, kills somebody 
– in short what he needs is explosive relief.  Such events are so numerous that 
they ought to have considerable attention.  Nostalgia should be kept in mind 
where no proper motive for violence is to be found [“wo kein rechtes Motiv für 
eine Gewalttat zu finden ist”] and where the suspect is a person of the above-
mentioned qualities.  Then again, if one discovers that the suspect is really 
suffering from nostalgia, from great nostalgia for his local relations, one has a 
point from which the criminal may be reached.  As a rule such very pitiful 
individuals are so less likely to deny their crime in the degree in which they feel 
unhappy that their sorrow is not perceivably increased through arrest.  Besides 
that, the legal procedure to which they are subjected is a not undesired, new 
and powerful stimulus to them. 
 When such nostalgiacs [sic!] confess their deed they never, so far as I know, 
confess its motive.  Apparently they do not know the motive and hence cannot 
explain the deed.  As a rule one hears, “I don’t know why, I had to do it.”  Just 
where this begins to be abnormal, must be decided by the physician, who must 
always be consulted when nostalgia is the ground for a crime.  Of course it is 
not impossible that a criminal in order to excite pity should explain his crime 
as the result of unconquerable nostalgia – but that must always be untrue 
because, as we have shown, anybody who acts out of nostalgia, does not know 
it and cannot tell it.124 
 
At first brush this passage is so astonishing as to defy 

commentary.  One is struck dumb by its marvelous character.  As 
Morrison says: “to read the work of the late 19th century writers we call 
positivists is to encounter an array of… bizarre characters” and wonder 
“how they could have thought what they wrote”?125  Positivist 
criminology did indeed generate a typology without end of criminal 
characters and their traits.126  But even so, how does the nostalgic end 
up in this bestiary? 

The themes themselves that Gross raises are not new.  We are 
able to recognize, for instance, the idiocy of the nostalgic, as well as his 
uneducated condition, and his non-urban origins.  Neither is the 
association between nostalgia and crime itself new.  Karl Jaspers in his 
inaugural dissertation at Heidelberg on ‘Nostalgia and Crime’ – first 
published, by the by, under the editorship of Hans Gross in his 
aforementioned journal, Archiv für Kriminalanthropologie und 

                                                 
124   Ibid., p. 78.  Translation slightly modified.  See the second edition of Dr. Hans 
Gross, Kriminal-Psychologie (Leipzig: Verlag von F. C. W. Vogel, 1905), pp. 91-3. 
125   Morrison, op. cit., p. 116. 
126   Including, of course, physical features for the measurement of which all manner 
of anthropometric instruments otherwise reserved for the colonies were brought out, 
for the criminal, too, was another species altogether.   See, e.g., ibid., p. 125: 
“Lombroso conducted thousands of post-mortem examinations and anthropometric 
studies of prison inmates.” 
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Kriminalistik, in 1909 – reports that: “Zum erstenmale wird das 
Heimweh als mitwirkend bei Verbrechen in Kleins Annalen 1795 
erwähnt.  ‘Die meisten Brandstiftungen rühren von Mädchen her, 
welche aus dem väterlichen Hause in fremde Dienste gegeben werden.,’” 
and records many other such cases.127  The German-speaking 
bourgeoisie in particular seems to have been having a tough time with 
nostalgic servant girls (the subjects also of Jaspers’ study) from the 
countryside for a century before Gross’s text appears, and the problem 
continues into the 20th century.  Thus, for example, in the 1930s, Dr. 
Ernst Kretschmer, too, records such cases and tells us that the 
“nostalgia-reaction in the form of arson and child-murder is a typical 
syndrome in maidservants between the ages of fourteen and seventeen.  
The girls who exhibit it are usually infantile and weakly, with retarded 
pubescence,” and his analysis is that their nostalgia “is manifestly due 
to incomplete solution of the psychic attachment to the parents which 
we mentioned in connexion with inhibitions affecting the development of 
the sexual impulse.  In this lamb-like, timid, and autistic way, such 
girls often exhibit schizoid features…”128  (Indeed, in general most of the 
criminological literature on nostalgia exists in German.) 

But even though a rarified discourse had in fact existed for a 
hundred years when Gross wrote the above passage at the end of the 
19th century, the latter represents a remarkably dense, crystallic 
figuration: for “Nostalgia should be kept in mind where no proper 
motive for violence is to be found.”  Manifestly the nostalgic subject has 
here become a species of homo criminalis.  What can explain, or at the 
very least, what enables this figuration?  I would suggest that far from 
being a mystery, this appearance of the nostalgic as a token of homo 
criminalis is utterly predictable – indeed, that there was if not a logical, 
than at least a certain discursive necessity that such a figuration take 
place, and (as Foucault might have said) if the phenomenologically 
astute Professor Gross had not articulated it, someone else would 
surely have done so. 

The key to this necessity lies in a crucial feature of the ontology of 
homo criminalis.  As we saw earlier, for the positive criminologist, homo 

                                                 
127   This is on page 23 of Karl Jaspers, ‘Heimweh und Verbrechen’, in Gesammelte 
Schriften zur Psychopathologie (Berlin: Springer-Verlag, 1963), pp. 1-84 [originally 
published as an Inaugural-Dissertation, Heidelberg (Leipzig: F. C. W. Vogel, 1909)].  
See the rest of Jaspers’ introductory section on the history of the forensic literature on 
nostalgia, ‘Entwicklung der forensischen Auffassung’, pp. 22-30.  Also consult 
Elisabeth Bronfen’s chapter, ‘Turnings of Nostalgia: Sigmund Freud, Karl Jaspers, 
Pierre Janet’, in her book, The Knotted Subject: Hysteria and Its Discontents (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1998), pp. 243-89.  Unfortunately, Bronfen spends her 
entire section on Jaspers’ text psychoanalyzing the nostalgic country girls whose 
criminal cases Jaspers analyses without considering at all the historical figuration of 
nostalgia and the nostalgic subject. 
128 Ernst Kretschmer, A Text-Book of Medical Psychology (London: Oxford University 
Press, 1934), p. 187. 
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criminalis was sui generis, as was the knowledge of his nature.  
Whereas homo penalis had been the subject of a general anthropology, 
homo criminalis was the subject of a specifically criminal anthropology 
(of which Gross’s criminal psychology was a kind) – for homo criminalis 
was a separate species.  What was, however, the nature of this species?  
How did its ontology, for instance, relate to the ontology of Man?  The 
nature of this relation came to the father of criminology, Cesare 
Lombroso, in the early 1860s in an epiphanic moment of truly mystical 
proportions. 

Lombroso had taken upon himself the examination (including 
post-mortem) of criminals in Italian prisons in order to get away from 
“abstract judicial methods of studying crime”, and instead apply “the 
experimental method to a study of differences between lunatics, 
criminals and normal individuals.” 129  One criminal that he had had 
the opportunity to study was a notorious brigand by the name of Vilella.  
Lombroso had observed that Vilella was “a man of extraordinary agility, 
cynicism and exceptional braggadocio.”  It was not, however, in Vilella’s 
life, but in his death – when “Lombroso was appointed to make the 
post-mortem examination, and on opening the skull… found on the 
interior of the lower back part a distinct depression” – that the vision of 
the nature of homo criminalis came to him: 
 

This was not merely an idea, but a revelation.  At the sight of that skull, 
I seemed to see all of a sudden, lighted up as a vast plain under a flaming sky, 
the problem of the nature of the criminal – an atavistic being who reproduces 
in his person the ferocious instincts of primitive humanity and the inferior 
animals.  Thus were explained anatomically the enormous jaws, high cheek-
bones, prominent superciliary arches, solitary lines in the palms, extreme size 
of the orbits, handle-shaped or sessile ears found in criminals, savages and 
apes, insensibility to pain, extremely acute sight, tattooing, excessive idleness, 
love of orgies, and the irresistible craving for evil for its own sake, the desire 
not only to extinguish life in the victim, but to mutilate the corpse, tear its 
flesh [two operations which Lombroso has himself, of course, just performed on 
Vilella, but no matter], and drink its blood.130 
 

 Let us not forget that Lombroso is formulating his theory in the 
immediate aftermath of the publication of Charles Darwin’s The Origins 
of Species (1859).  Indeed, Morrison tells us that his contemporaries in 
fact read Lombroso “as applying the biological ideas of the immediate 
post-Darwin era to the study of the criminal; specifically applying the 
concept of atavism and the principles of evolution to depict criminals as 
biological ‘throwbacks’ to a primitive, or ‘atavistic’, stage of 

                                                 
129 Page 248 of Marvin E. Wolfgang, ‘Cesare Lombroso (1835-1909)’, in Mannheim, op. 
cit., pp. 232-91. 
130 Cesare Lombroso, ‘Introduction’ to Gina Lombroso-Ferrero, Criminal Man According 
to the Classification of Cesare Lombroso (New Jersey: Patterson Smith, 1972 [1911]), 
pp. xiv-xv, cited in Wolfgang, op. cit., p. 248. 
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evolution.”131  And Lombroso was not alone in understanding the 
criminal in this way.  Ferri heartily concurred with his master (he had 
studied under Lombroso), regarding the criminal as “naturally a savage, 
and socially an abnormal.”132  Another pioneer of criminology, Raffaele 
Garofalo (1852-1934), also thought that “criminals have ‘regressive 
characteristics’ indicating a ‘lower degree of advancement,’” and 
following this line of thinking to its logical conclusion, recommended 
that “the solution to this evolutionary problem [i.e., the criminal] is 
elimination”: 
 

In this way, the social power will effect an artificial selection similar to 
that which nature effects by the death of individuals inassimilable to the 
particular conditions of the environment in which they are born or to which 
they have been removed.  Herein the state will be simply following the example 
of nature.133 

 
 Beyond the pioneers, however, and in general, Pasquino tells us 
that “the new legal theory” regarded “the criminal as an excrement of 
the social body, at once a residue of archaic stages in the evolution of 
the species and a waste-product of social organization.”134 
 
 
Civilization, the Savage and the Logic of the Discourse of Nostalgia 
  

The appearance of the nostalgic subject as a species of homo 
criminalis in Gross’s texts now becomes clearer.  Recall Widal’s 1879 
formula for the nostalgic subject: “Bien plus, la nostalgie est en raison 
inverse de la civilisation et en raison directe de l’àpreté du pays regretté.  
Les peuplades simples, primitives, sauvages même, sont les plus 
sujettes au mal du pays.”  Recall, too, Papillon’s observation in his 1874 
essay on nostalgia that it is “[s]avages, men living under the rudest 
forms of civilization”, who are most prone to nostalgia (“What an 
argument to oppose to our international and humanitarian 
philosophers!,” he had exclaimed).  Earlier still, the French doctor, 
Jean-Louis-Marie Alibert (1768-1837), had remarked in 1825 that “the 
uncivilized” are particularly susceptible to the passion of nostalgia.135  
But there is no point in multiplying examples – the homology between 

                                                 
131 Morrison, op. cit., p. 124. 
132 Enrico Ferri, ‘La scuola criminale positiva’ lecture at the University of Naples, 1885, 
cited in Pasquino, op. cit., p. 238; no further publication details or page number given.  
Also, see Sellin, op. cit., pp. 364-5. 
133 Raffaele Garofalo, translated by R. Millar, Criminology (New Jersey: Patterson 
Smith, 1968 [1914]), pp. 219-20, cited in Morrison, op. cit., p. 126. 
134 Pasquino, op. cit., p. 238. 
135 J.-L. Alibert, Physiologie des Passions ou Nouvelle Doctrine des Sentimens Moraux, 2 
vols. (Bruxelles: P. J. De Mat, 1825), cited in Widal, op. cit., pp. 360-1; no page 
number given for original. 
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the affect or disposition of nostalgia and the state of the savage was an 
established fact.136 
 The state of the savage is, I believe, the register most critical for 
understanding the appearance of the nostalgic as a species of homo 
criminalis; the savage is the mediating term (a tacit, spectral one in 
Gross’s text) that allows for this figuration.  There are, however, 
homologies on other, more derivative registers as well.  Thus, just as it 
is observed through the (post-Enlightenment) centuries that the 
nostalgic has a moronic, cretin-like intelligence, so too “it is argued by 
positivist psychologists that there is a direct link between low 
intelligence and crime.”137  Then there is the shared proclivity to mental 
illness: just as a range of criminologists comment upon the prevalence 
of psychopathology amongst criminals, so too, for example, a mid-20th 
century student of nostalgia observes that: “The author has seen many 
cases of nostalgia in psychotic patients and is of the opinion that the 
greatest incidence of [this disease] occurs among those classified under 
the affective group of psychoses.”138  (And his next sentence provides yet 
another example of our previous point: “He also has observed it among 
feeble-minded patients, especially imbeciles and morons.”)  Hans Gross’ 
remarks quoted above allow us to comment on another homology, 
which appears to be new with him.  For just as he observes that the 
authentic nostalgic has no insight into his state and acts without a 
motive that is accessible to his consciousness (recalling the comments 
noted above that Lieutenants Wittson, Harris and Hunt were to make in 
the 1940s regarding “cryptic” nostalgia, though with them the lack of 
self-insight of the nostalgic is less a question of the latter’s ontology 
than of the pathology of a particular form of nostalgia that Lt. Wittson 
has unearthed), so too the criminal manifests the “impulsiveness” and 
the “instantaneousness” of an animal-like being.139  There is also the 
homology of a certain kind of addiction to intensities, to the most 
extreme kinds of violence, which service for these beings as “the noisiest 
and most exciting pleasures.” 
 There is, then, a definite homology between – and, perhaps, even 
a certain substitutability of – the nostalgic and the criminal subjects in 
                                                 
136 It is interesting that most of the examples one is able to cite in this regard are 
French.  Indeed, Jaspers comments that the French Heimwehliteratur is characterized 
by its ethnographic viewpoint (under which he includes such topics as “Bedeutung des 
Klimas, die körperlichen Erscheinungen, die Rolle der Nostalgie beim Militär”), and 
one cannot find there a single case of forensic literature on nostalgia, for which one 
has to turn to the German writings on the subject.  I am not at present in a position to 
comment on this state of affairs.  Jaspers, op. cit., pp. 2-3. 
137 Morrison, op. cit., p. 139.  Neither is Morrison referring here to the views of merely 
19th-century criminologists; the writers he surveys and who hold this opinion come 
right up to the end of the 20th.  For a survey of a number of writers who find “that 
individuals of low intelligence are the ones most susceptible” to nostalgia, also see 
McCann, op. cit., p. 172. 
138 Morrison, op. cit., esp. pp. 155-63, and McCann, op. cit., p. 172. 
139 Lombroso, op. cit., pp. xiv-xvi, cited in Wolfgang, op. cit., pp. 248-9. 
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this discursive space, a homology that is generated by the evolutionist 
or developmentalist logic that organizes the space. 
 Nor is this organizing trope particular to specifically criminal 
psychology.  We find it at work in the psychological and psychiatric 
literature on nostalgia in general (in which the vanishing of this 
supposedly “nineteenth-century” disease seems to be forever 
deferred)140.  The trope of development displays, however, a remarkable 
flexibility, and may be found articulated, or – if one is allowed such a 
metaphor – graphed on a variety of axes.  Perhaps the oldest, or 
foundational, articulation is on the axis of civilization.  On this axis, we 
continue to find the nostalgic subject on the lowest co-ordinates, 
tending towards zero-point, or what mathematicians call the ‘origin’.141  
Thus, in 1933, at a meeting of the American Psychological Association, 
a psychologist presents a paper on the ‘Theory of Nostalgic and Egoic 
Sentiments’ in which he observes that nostalgia “is commonly noted in 
primitive peoples” and that “[b]ehaviour of typically nostalgic character 
is observed in animals, as in the dog; and this suggests the 
phenomenon is primitive.”142 
 We have already cited a number of instances of the valuation of 
nostalgia on the axis of urbanity, where the nostalgic is to be found at 
the lower, rural point of the axis (tending, again, towards the zero-point 
of the bush of the savage).  Another variant appears within the city 
itself, articulated on the axis of class.  Here, in a joint-publication of 
1965, two psychologists find that “[m]iddle-class individuals… are less 
likely to be nostalgia victims than… lower-class individuals.”143 
 We have already seen some references to the position of the 
nostalgic on the axis of personality development – “infantile”, “weakly”, 
“retarded pubescence”, etc.  Nineteenth-century writers had already 
remarked on this in a temperamental idiom; for instance, Widal in 1879 
says that “les gens nerveaux, sensibles, au caractère doux, timide ou 
morose, sont les plus sujets à cette affection.”144  In their own idiom, 
20th-century psychologists say that the nostalgic subject is 

                                                 
140 See, e.g., the casual inclusion of an entry on ‘nostalgia’ in Robert Jean Campbell, 
M. D., Psychiatric Dictionary (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), p. 488; also 
see the discussion in Harold I. Kaplan, M. D., and Benjamin J. Sadock, M. D., 
Comprehensive Textbook of Psychiatry/IV (Baltimore: Williams & Wilkins, 1985), p. 
253. 
141  For the logic of the discourse of ‘civilization’, see the entry by Nauman Naqvi, 
‘Civilization’, International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, 2nd Edition (New York: 
Macmillan, forthcoming) 
142   Beardsley Ruml’, ‘Theory of Nostalgic and Egoic Sentiments’, abstract of the paper 
in The Psychological Bulletin, Vol. XXX (1933), pp. 656-7. 
143   Page 55 of M. Mike Nawas and Jerome J. Platt, ‘A Future-Oriented Theory of 
Nostalgia’, Journal of Individual Psychology, Vol. 21 (1965), pp. 51-57. 
144  Widal, op. cit., p. 358. 
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characterized by “self-consciousness”, “feelings of inferiority”, 
“emotional instability and certain other neurotic traits.”145 
 The articulation on the axis of personality development in the 
dialect of psychoanalysis is structurally not dissimilar.  Typically, the 
nostalgic subject is interpreted as being arrested at “the oral stage” of 
his or her development.  Thus, Dr. Editha Sterba says in 1940 that 
nostalgia indicates an “oral fixation to the mother’s breast”, and Dr. 
Jack Kleiner says in 1970 that vis-à-vis nostalgia, which is “a wish to 
return to an idealized past”, his analysis shows “the importance of pre-
genital, predominantly oral factors”, “the nostalgic regresses to wishes 
for reunification with the pre-oedipal mother.”146  One post-WWII 
analyst would graph the nostalgic subject even beyond the zero-point, 
in negative space: Dr. Nandor Fodor’s analysis is that nostalgia is 
indicative of “a fetal tendency”, it is the “fascination of pre-natal return”, 
and that “the victim of nostalgia is a mentally regressive compulsive 
neurotic.”147 
 (Admittedly, not all psychoanalytic interpretations of nostalgia 
can necessarily be read as articulations of a variant of the 
developmentalist trope.  There are other forms of pathologizing 
articulation as well.  Thus, a 1936 German psychoanalytic piece on the 
forensic aspect of nostalgia finds that the “real cause” of nostalgia is 
“incestuous libidinal fixation as in the Oedipus complex”, and a French 
study from 1968 “observes that patients with strong nostalgic 
tendencies show a particular libidinal organization characterized by: 
intense narcissistic trends, pronounced anal sadism, significant 
repression, marked homosexual trends in women, and a prominent 
feeling of repulsion for the female genitals in men.”148) 
 On the axis of temporal orientation, where the future is to be 
found on the higher co-ordinates, the same writers who found the 
middle-class individual to be relatively immune to nostalgia as 
compared to the lower-class, give as the explanation for this state of 
affairs the fact that “middle-class individuals who emphasize futurity in 
                                                 
145   W. H. McCann, ‘Nostalgia: A Descriptive Study’, Journal of Genetic Psychology, 
Vol. 62 (1943), pp. 97-104, cited in Martin, op. cit., p. 96, for the first two character 
traits, and page 201 of Annelies Argelander Rose, ‘A Study of Homesickness in College 
Freshmen’, The Journal of Social Psychology, Vol. 26 (1947), pp. 185-202, for the third 
quote. 
146 Page 707 of Editha Sterba, Ph. D., ‘Homesickness and the Mother’s Breast’, 
Psychiatric Quarterly, Vol. 1, No. 4 (Oct. 1940), pp. 701-7, and page 29 of Jack Kleiner, 
M. D., ‘On Nostalgia’, Bulletin of the Philadelphia Association for Psychoanalysis, Vol. 
20, No. 1 (March, 1970), pp. 11-29. 
147 Nandor Fodor, LL. D., ‘Varieties of Nostalgia’, The Psychoanalytic Review, Vol. 37, 
No. 1 (January 1950, pp. 25-38.  See pages 37, 29, 25, respectively. 
148 Wilhelm Nicolini, ‘Verbrechen aus Heimweh und ihre psychoanalytische 
Erklärung’, Imago: Zeitschrift für Psychoanalytische Psychologie, Vol. XXII, No. 1 
(1936), pp. 91-120, cited in Martin, op. cit., p. 97, and D. Geahchan, ‘Deuil et 
nostalgie’, Revue francaise de Psychanalyse, Vol. 32 (1968), pp. 39-65, both cited in 
Werman, op. cit., p.p. 391-2. 
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their time perspectives, or others who are characterized as optimistic, 
goal-oriented and planful are not likely to fall victims to nostalgia.”  
Thus, what the nostalgic needs from the psychologist is for the latter “to 
help him structure for himself some goals, and realistic plans for their 
attainment” (and thus, presumably, move up the class – not to mention 
the civilizational, or even, perhaps, the biological – ladder).149 
 At times, indeed, nostalgia appears to hold up the movement on 
this temporal axis not just of the nostalgic himself, but the movement of 
history itself.  He is a danger to the very march of progress and 
modernity.  For whereas the “cosmopolitan” (who is also, of course, the 
modern) subject “has manifold interests, and finds profitable objects 
and kindred spirits in a variety of situations” and “may be found in the 
commercial, speculative, daring, progressive, macroscopic interests of 
the world”, the nostalgic is “provincial, plodding and timid.  He is the 
world’s hod-carrier.  His interests are identified with the conservative 
and microscopic affairs of society.”150 

Another psychologist who both believes that “[n]ostalgic 
sentiments… tend to promote conservatism in all forms” and regards 
nostalgia as a “primitive” sentiment, mobilizes further variants of the 
developmentalist trope when he affirms, “Aesthetic sentiments are in 
large part nostalgic, as is the romantic attitude generally”, and that: 
“The large part played by nostalgic sentiments in religious experience is 
evident.”151  To read these views as articulations of the developmentalist 
trope, we need only recall (somewhat randomly, for other sources could 
be cited for the following ideas, and despite the contradictions between 
different articulations), on the one hand, Kierkegaard’s schema in which 
the aesthetic is the lowest of a three-tier hierarchy of moral 
development, and on the other, Comte’s law of three stages, whereby 
human history moves – ever higher on the temporal axis, into the future 
– from the theological or religious to the metaphysical to the 
scientific.152  
 

Nostalgia in other Disciplinary Discourses: The Adolescent and the 
Immigrant 

 
I had indicated in the introduction to this paper that the early 

20th century saw the rise of yet another discourse on nostalgia, having 
                                                 
149 Nawas and Platt, op. cit., p. 55. 
150 Kline, op. cit., pp. 80-1.  Ruml, too, observes that “[n]ostalgic sentiments… tend to 
promote conservatism in all forms”, op. cit., p. 656. 
151 Ruml, op. cit., p. 656. 
152 See Søren Kierkegaard, Either/Or, translated by Howard V. Hong and Edna H. 
Hong (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1987), and Auguste Comte, ‘Social 
Dynamics, or Theory of the Natural Progress of Human Society’, in Gertrud Lenzer 
(ed.), Auguste Comte and Positivism: The Essential Writings (New York: Harper & Row, 
1975), pp. 279-97. 
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to do with the mental hygiene and discipline of children, in particular 
adolescents, and that this discourse focused in the ’30s and ’40s on the 
problematique of nostalgic college and university students, especially 
freshmen. We have had some intimation of the discourse on the former 
in Gross’s remark, for instance, that “children mainly (in particular 
during the period of puberty), and idiotic and weak persons, suffer 
much from nostalgia.” This discourse, too, like the military-medical and 
criminological ones, had disciplinary concerns.  For instance, one 
authoritative source on adolescent psychology from the 1930s, observes 
that nostalgia “may be aggravated by delayed weaning” and that 

 
When one receives frequent reports of rebellious, uncooperative conduct 

in a youth who is otherwise mature and promising, one may suspect delayed 
weaning; the father may be seeking to retain his dominance, and the boy may 
be rebelling against him.  The mother may still be petting and aiding the boy to 
get what he wants as she has unfortunately done since he was a child.  Where 
such is the case, the boy, who should now be rather a young man, is likely to 
rebel not only against his own father but against anyone who seeks to control 
him, against any one in an official capacity, be it teacher or professor or dean 
or traffic policeman.153 
 

 The writer of this passage has read Hans Gross (whom he cites), 
and in a chapter on ‘Faults, Misdemeanours and Delinquency’ has a 
section on ‘Nostalgic Offences’, where he laments that “[b]ecause the 
study of nostalgia has been so thoroughly neglected for many years, 
scarcely anything is known of the place that [it] may have in the 
production of misdemeanours in contemporary adolescence.”154  I shall 
not, however, for reasons of both space and economy (this discourse 
repeats many of the themes we have already explored), engage this 
moment in the career of Western representations of nostalgia and the 
nostalgic subject.155 
 Neither shall I explore at any length here another discourse that I 
pointed out in the introduction, that on the nostalgic immigrant.  The 
medical historians, Jean Starobinski and George Rosen, both indicate 
that in the post-World War II period, immigrants became an important 
focus of the discourse on nostalgia (although neither of them highlights 
the disciplinary dimension of this discourse).  Rosen concludes his 
essay by remarking that after having “receded” from the historical stage 
at the end of the American civil war, “in our time [Rosen composed this 
essay in the early 1970s] the phenomena [sic] of nostalgia reappeared… 
to testify once again to man’s inhumanity to man.”156  By the latter, 
                                                 
153   Edmund S. Conklin, Principles of Adolescent Psychology (New York: Henry Holt 
and Company, 1935), p. 286. 
154   Ibid., p. 369. 
155   See, however, the bibliographies of McCann, ‘Nostalgia: A Review’, op. cit., and  of 
Nawas and Platt, op. cit., as well as Argelander Rose, op. cit., for a sense of the history 
and volume of this literature. 
156   Rosen, op. cit., p. 48. 



CIRSDIG – Working Paper n. 23 

 

 44 

Rosen means, as he writes at the beginning of the essay, “the 
psychological disabilities manifested by refugees, displaced persons, 
prisoners of war, and survivors of concentration camps”, which “a 
number of investigators recognized… were in fact very similar to those 
which physicians in the 18th and 19th centuries had categorized as 
nostalgia.”157  I believe that the evidence I have presented in the course 
of this paper gives the lie to Rosen’s date for nostalgia’s (however 
temporary) exit from the historical stage, but I agree with the general 
point about the groups on whom the discourse on nostalgia comes to 
focus. 158 
 For his part, Starobinski observes that in the post-WWII period, 
“[w]e no longer speak of disease but of reaction”, that is, of “depressive 
reactions of social maladjustment”, and also “we no longer underline 
the desire to return but, on the contrary, the failure of adaptation”, that 
is, “the lack of adaptation to the new society which the individual must 
live in.”159  I find these comments of Starobinski both suggestive and 
true.  Suggestive because of the normalizing – and thus disciplinary – 
evocations of the terms, “maladjustment” and “adaptation”.  True 
because of the character of the literature on nostalgia amongst 
immigrants.  A 1938 British study, for instance, on nostalgia among 
immigrant domestic servants in London asserts that “the nostalgic 
reaction may lead to certifiable mental disorders”, and though it shows 
a more sympathetic attitude towards the nostalgic subjects it studies 
than some of the examples we have seen, nevertheless, the study 
ponders such questions as whether or not “Great Britain” should follow 
the lead of America, e.g., which “applies very stringent tests, demanding 
medical certificates, employing measurements of intelligence…, and 
even fining shipping companies which make inadequate inquiries about 
immigrants to America” in order to ensure “high-grade immigrants.”160  
The study also says, “The prognosis is fairly good.  About two-thirds of 
the cases recover or are repatriated within twelve months of hospital 
treatment.”161  To understand the gravity of this statement, the reader 
must know that the study is referring in large part to “Austrian and 
German domestic servants working in London”, and that the researcher 
found among his case-studies that “[i]nformation regarding family 

                                                 
157   Ibid., p. 29. 
158   Rosen’s judgment in this instance has perhaps been clouded by the progressivist 
vision he has of science and of history in general.  See Edward T. Morman’s essay on 
Rosen’s life and work, ‘George Rosen and the History of Mental Illness’, in Mark S. 
Micale and Roy Porter (eds.), Discovering the History of Psychiatry (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1994), pp. 95-111, esp. p. 101 for the biographer’s remarks on 
Rosen’s progressivism and how it manifests itself in his reading of the history of 
nostalgia. 
159   Starobinski, op. cit., p. 101. 
160   Pages 801 and 819, respectively, of Isaac Frost, ‘Home-Sickness and Immigrant 
Psychoses’, Journal of Mental Science, Vol. 84 (1938), pp. 801-47. 
161   Ibid., p. 824. 
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history was difficult to obtain” because the “new sterilization laws in 
Germany would, of course, deter many from giving frank reports.”162 
 Another instance of the nature of the discourse on nostalgia 
among immigrants (which is, nevertheless, far less dramatic than the 
last example) is a 1958 French study of mental disorders among 
immigrants, which makes clear in the first paragraph of its introduction 
that it is concerned with “la réglementation et la surveillance 
administrative et médico-sociale des mouvements migratoires”, and that 
it speaks to “des démographes, des administrateurs, des législateurs, et 
aussi des psychiatres.”163 

Given the nature of this discourse, perhaps there is something 
more to the “typical kind of anxiety” that “[n]early all emigrants pass 
through” – “the fear of starvation, which is just as strong with those 
who are financially secure as with those who have nothing at all and 
which is, generally speaking, quite without foundation in civilized 
countries” – that one 1940 American study attributes to the nostalgic’s 
“oral fixation to the mother’s breast.”164  

 
 

Conclusions 

 
Of course, in the genealogy that I have reconstructed above, the 

sense in which ‘nostalgia’ is used is, for the most part, merely the banal 
one of ‘home-sickness’.  This signification is largely marginal to the use 
of ‘nostalgia’ as a critical category in the human and social sciences 
today (although there are also obvious moments of overlap).  I have at 
certain points deliberately sought to suppress this ‘banal’ reference 
when a full citation would have made it obvious, and have taken pains 
to leave the intended meaning of ‘nostalgia’ in particular instances 
obscure, except when that meaning came closest to the meanings of 
nostalgia in the critique of nostalgia today, and thus served my 
rhetorical purpose.  I have done this because I believe that the 
difference in signification notwithstanding, this genealogy is not 
irrelevant to answering the question I asked at the beginning of this 
paper, namely, how did ‘nostalgia’ come to enjoy its present status as a 
serious term in our critical vocabulary?  Variation in the specific 
signification would appear to be less important in answering this 
question then the discursive status of the term, and its relations or 
associations with other relevant terms at that level, in particular those 
of progress and the modern. 

                                                 
162   Ibid., pp. 801 and 804, respectively. 
163 Yves Champion, Migration et Maladie Mentale (Paris: Librairie Arnette, 1958), p. 3.  
For the writer’s survey of the literature, and views on the mental illness of “la 
nostalgie”, see pp. 76-88. 
164 Sterba, op. cit., p. 707. 
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Needless to say, I am not condemning the critique of ‘nostalgia’ 
tout court.  There can be little doubt that manipulative glorifications of 
the past that serve highly oppressive political projects abound.  My 
contention, however, is that the term ‘nostalgia’ does not necessarily do 
any analytical work for us with respect to understanding such projects.  
In fact, its availability as a serious critical category can sometimes 
positively hinder the work of analysis, lead to lapses of judgment.  An 
example of such a lapse of judgment occurs in Renato Rosaldo’s critique 
of imperialist nostalgia.  In this otherwise fine article, when Rosaldo 
briefly turns to the origins of the term in the 17th century, he says, “The 
term described, for example, a pathological homesickness among Swiss 
mercenaries who were fighting far from their home land,” and then 
parenthetically remarks, “Even in its origins, the term appears to have 
been associated with processes of domination.”165  Such is the ‘critical’ 
force of the word ‘nostalgia’ that an otherwise sensitive critic like 
Rosaldo seemingly fails to judge, indeed, appears to reverse the power-
relations here, turning the victim into the oppressor. 

To cite another example – an instance that is in much more 
obvious continuity with the nosological history of the term – one author 
contends that “the nostalgic metaphor was the leading motif of both 
classical sociology and the Frankfurt School, especially in the cultural 
critique of Theodor Adorno.  Nostalgia is historically speaking the 
primary disease of ‘melancholic scholars’.”166  Not only does this suggest 
an extraordinarily impoverished reading of the work of the Frankfurt 
school – in which ‘nostalgia’ becomes “the leading motif” of a rich and 
complex body of work that, in some respects, inaugurated the 
historical-cultural critique of modernity – but also that the availability 
of easy and superficial critical categories such as ‘nostalgia’ make 
possible, or contribute to such impoverishment (in this case, of course, 
‘nostalgia’ is further combined with that other nosological category, 
‘melancholia’). 

I am not a student of European history, still less one of military, 
medical, or criminological history.  I am a student of South Asian 
history, and at a more general level, of postcoloniality.  This project was 
born out of my bewilderment by such usage, by the remarkable 
consensus that ‘nostalgia’ constitutes a useful critical category, a 
consensus that often emerged in discussions having to do with 
postcolonial historiography.167  To understand this consensus, I decided 
to look at how ‘nostalgia' had been written in the European archive.  It 
is now my contention that it is precisely the nosological history and the 

                                                 
165 Rosaldo, op. cit., pp. 108-9. 
166 Bryan S. Turner, Orientalism, Postmodernism and Globalism (London: Routledge, 
1994), p. 117; italics added 
167 See, e.g., Dipesh Chakrabarty’s beleaguered defense of his work against the charge 
of nostalgia in his recent book, Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and 
Historical Difference (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), p. 182. 
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disciplinary genealogy, or genealogies, that I have traced which enable 
this consensus, and enable what I called at the beginning of this paper 
the “diagnostic certainty” that ‘nostalgia’ assumes in the mouth of the 
scholar.  It is my contention that it is precisely this genealogy that 
enables the humanist or social scientist of today to believe that the 
moment s/he has categorized something as ‘nostalgia’, or some 
orientation, outlook or, indeed, someone as ‘nostalgic’, half (if not all) 
his critical work is done, half the battle against her opponent won. 

Even more crucially, however, the danger that the use of 
‘nostalgia’ as a critical category is vulnerable to is that of sharing with 
some of the sources I have used a profound contempt, distinctly 
modern, for intense forms of relations with the past, especially when 
that past is of a personal, local or provincial character – as is the case 
with homesickness.  What we are in danger of in using ‘nostalgia’ as a 
serious critical term is that of succumbing to the arrogance of a 
cosmopolitan, forward-looking modernity that regards those who look to 
their vanishing local pasts – repositories of that mysterious form of 
freedom that Hofer called “native liberty” (the deprivation of which 
generations of commentators regarded as key to the etiology of 
nostalgia) – with fondness and longing as inadequately modern 
subjects, if not inferior and savage beings.  Indeed, the denunciation of 
the nostalgic subject in the name of a progressive politics is sometimes 
not unlike Dr. Calhoun’s prescription above that the nostalgic “patient 
be laughed out of [his nostalgia] by his comrades, or reasoned out of it 
by appeals to his manhood.”  It bespeaks of the same overbearing, 
masculinist modernity. 

In an extraordinary recent essay, the political theorist, Sheldon 
Wolin, has observed that 
 

In a culture that measures life by notions such as progress, 
development, innovation, and modernization, loss tends to be an experience we 
are advised to “get past.”  Loss belongs to history, while politics and life are 
about what is still to be done.  But maybe loss is related to power and 
powerlessness and hence has a claim upon [political] theory…168 

 
Wolin goes on to suggest that in a culture that on the one hand 

produces enormous loss, and on the other, demands that one forget 
this loss, invocation – which “may be said to imply memory and to 
enjoin recovery” 169– may be the appropriate vocation of his profession.  
I would not only concur, but say that Wolin’s recommendation is widely 
relevant, not just limited to his profession, and that the pathological 

                                                 
168 Page 3 of Sheldon Wolin, ‘Political Theory: From Vocation to Invocation’, in Frank 
and Tambornino (eds.), op. cit., pp. 3-22.  For various explorations of the theme of loss 
along these lines see the anthology edited by David L. Eng and David Kazanjian,  
Loss: the politics of mourning (Berkeley : University of California Press, 2003). 
169 Ibid., p. 5. 
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affect or disposition of nostalgia is the appropriate one for such an 
invocational epistemological practice. 

At a certain level, the genealogy that I have provided for the 
critique of nostalgia is utterly predictable.  How else could nostalgia and 
the nostalgic subject have been represented in a time of Enlightenment 
and progress?  What is surprising is rather that one should today – 
when a world, unparalleled in history for the sheer measure of human 
suffering, is governed and perpetuated in the name of progress, in the 
name of the future – have to remind critically thinking people that 
‘nostalgia’ cannot service as a critical category.  Temporal orientation in 
general – whether on the negative register of ‘nostalgic’, or the positive 
register of ‘progressive’ or ‘forward-looking’ – tells us nothing about the 
ethical and political texture of a way of thinking.  Far from servicing as 
critical categories, they only serve to obfuscate our judgment.  Indeed, it 
is more likely that nostalgia, which bears witness to the losses and 
torments of modernity – even as it refuses to reconcile itself to 
modernity as an historical fait accompli – may today have a greater 
claim upon us. 

Who would deny the nostalgic that and in the name of what? 
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Appendix 

 

A statistical ‘begriffsgeschichte’ of ‘nostalgia’ as a critical category 

 
The availability of certain databases of professional journals in a variety 

of disciplines now allows us to carry out rapid diachronic surveys of the 
textual topography of the geisteswissenschaften from the end of the nineteenth 
century to the present.  JSTOR, for example, is able to survey and report not 
only the occurrence of a particular term in the titles of articles appearing in a 
number of journal series over this period, but can also be asked to do full-text 
searches for that term.  This opens up new possibilities for ‘begriffsgeschichte’ 
(albeit limited to the time-period and the journals that have been databased). 

For ‘nostalgia’, I have used JSTOR to diachronically plot the frequency 
of the word’s occurrence in a select sample of professional journals in the 
fields of anthropology, history, literary criticism, philosophy, political science, 
and sociology.  For each of these disciplines, I have provided two graphs.  The 
first plots the number of articles in which the word appears in a given year.  
However, since a single use in an article does not necessarily indicate much, I 
have also graphed the frequency of usage of the word in individual articles.  
The latter is a more convincing measure of the seriousness with which a word 
is used, i.e., its significance as a conceptual category for an author.  In this 
second set of graphs, I have set the lower threshold at ‘two’, that is, I have only 
plotted those cases in which the word occurs two or more times in a given 
article (except for literary criticism, where, given the extraordinary currency of 
the word, I have raised the threshold to a minimum of three uses). 

Taken together, these frequencies are a good index of the evolution of 
the analyticity of ‘nostalgia’ in the selected geisteswissenschaften.  By 
‘analyticity’ here, I mean the analytical purchase the category enjoys in a 
particular field, or discipline at a particular moment in the history of that 
discipline.  In this regard, it is the second set of graphs (the ones which 
diachronically register the number of matches for ‘nostalgia’ in individual 
journal articles) that is the stronger index of the analytical purchase, or 
analyticity accorded the term, especially if it appears in clusters in a particular 
period.  Such a representation helps us gain some distance from our critical 
vocabulary, and mark its historicity, so that we may then be able to evaluate 
its specifically historical conditions of emergence, or currency. 

Notice, that the argument is not necessarily about the zeitgeist, except 
the ‘zeitgeist’ of a particular discipline.  As I said in the introduction, I am only 
interested in ‘nostalgia’ when it appears in the mouth of the scholar.  Put in 
another way, we are analyzing ‘nostalgia’ at the level of ‘episteme’, and not in 
its doxic form.  Any claim about the zeitgeist would also be belied by the 
evidence I will present below, for the analyticity of ‘nostalgia’ varies quite 
dramatically across the disciplines, at least as evidenced by the topography of 
their textual surface. 

Note that the graphs should be read more with a view to the clustering 
of dots (where each dot indicates an article) in a particular period, rather than 
for the linear trend indicated by the lines connecting dots (which, however, is 
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not irrelevant either).  Thus, even if a number of dots in a cluster are 
separated by large distances between them on the vertical axis, this is less 
important than the fact that they are all close to each other on the horizontal 
axis.  This is because clustering on the horizontal axis indicates their 
proximity in time, and thus their currency at a particular historical moment, 
even if their variation on the vertical axis indicates that the number of usages 
has varied from year to year during the same period.  I mention this because 
the horizontal clustering is sometimes visually occluded by the variation on 
the vertical axis, especially when the graph is plotted on a relatively large 
scale. 

The graphs present some interesting disciplinary landscapes.170  In 
anthropology, we see some clustering begin circa 1975, and the period in 
which the greatest number of articles mention, or use ‘nostalgia’ is between c. 
1985 to c. 1997.171  Interestingly, the second graph confirms this periodicity 
for the use of ‘nostalgia’ in anthropology, showing that the greatest number of 
matches for individual articles all occur in the period between c. 1987 and c. 
1992 (with three articles using the word as many as four, eight and nine 
times, respectively).  Thus, ‘nostalgia’ appears to have enjoyed its greatest 
analyticity in anthropology in the decade, 1985 to 1995. 

In history, even though the first graph shows that ‘nostalgia’ is used 
more often in terms of the sheer numbers of articles, the average analyticity of 
‘nostalgia’ is clearly lower than in anthropology, since the second graph shows 
us that it is barely ever used more than twice in any individual article. 172  
Even so, the two graphs together show that the period in which ‘nostalgia’ 
reaches the peak of whatever analyticity the category has been accorded in the 
discipline of history, seems to occur in the early 1980s, with one article using 
the word as many as ten times.  

It is dramatically obvious that literary criticism is where ‘nostalgia’ has 
had by far the greatest analytical purchase.173  The word appears repeatedly 
on the literary critical landscape from the mid-1950s, but it appears to be 

                                                 
170   I am aware that the results presented below are not conclusive, given the varying 
character of perspective and lexicon across journals within a particular discipline.  For 
instance, it is my hunch that we would see greater employment of the word as a 
critical category in a survey of certain self-styled avant-garde journals.  At best then, 
given the journals selected, the results below represent the analytical purchase the 
word, ‘nostalgia’, enjoys in the mainstream of the respective disciplines. 
171   The journals surveyed were: Biennial Review of Anthropology (1959-1971), and its 
sequel, Annual Review of Anthroplogy (1972-1995); Current Anthropology (1959-1999) 
and  Yearbook of Anthropology (1955); Man (1901-1994) and Journal of the Royal 
Anthropological Institute (1995); Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute of Great 
Britain and Ireland (1907-1965) and Journal of the Anthropological Institute of Great 
Britain and Ireland (1872-1906). 
172   The journals surveyed in this category were: American Historical Review (1895-
1995); Mississippi Valley Historical Review (1914-1964) and Journal of American 
History (1964-1995); Journal of Modern History (1929-1999); William and Mary 
Quarterly (1892-1995). 
173   The journals surveyed were: American Literature (1929-1995); ELH (1934-1994); 
Modern Language Notes (1886-1961) and MLN (1962-1994); Representations (1983-
1996). 
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since exactly 1980 that the word has enjoyed remarkable analytical prestige in 
the discipline.174 

By contrast, ‘nostalgia’ appears to have no analyticity to speak of in the 
disciplines of philosophy and sociology.175  There is no periodic clustering of 
usage, and the frequency of usage within individual articles is uniformly 
negligible.  The analyticity of the category in political science is also relatively 
quite low: there is no clustering, and although there are a couple of articles in 
which the word is used four times each, one in ’67 and one in ’92, that 
remains the highest number.176 

An additional graph plots the number of articles with the word, 
‘nostalgia’, used in their titles.  For this, no disciplinary parameters were set, 
and the graph represents results from the entire database, JSTOR.  Notice 
that nine out of the ten articles reported by JSTOR appear between 1981 and 
1995, reconfirming our peridiocity.  Also, seven of these ten articles are of a 
literary critical nature, reconfirming our assessment of its high disciplinary 
analyticity there. 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
174   Please note that the graphs are not constructed to the same scale. The differences 
between literary criticism and other disciplines become even more accentuated if the 
scale is attended to.  In no other discipline does JSTOR report the volume of matches 
for ‘nostalgia’ that it does in literary criticism, and for both our measures, i.e. the 
number of articles in which the word is used, as well as the frequency with which the 
word is used in individual articles. 
175  The journals surveyed for the two disciplines were, respectively: (i) Journal of 
Philosophy, Psychology and Scientific Methods (1904-1920) and Journal of Philosophy 
(1921-1995); Mind (1876-1993); Philosophical Review (1892-1997); Philosophy and 
Phenomenological Research (1940-1995).  (ii) American Journal of Sociology (1895-
2000); American Sociological Review (1936-1995); Public Opinion Quarterly (1937-
1995);  Sociometry (1937-1977), Social Psychology (1978), and Social Psychology 
Quarterly (1979-1995). 
176 The journals surveyed in political science were: Midwest Journal of Political Science 
(1957-1972) and American Journal of Political Science (1973-1999); American Political 
Science Review (1906-1997); Political Science Quarterly (1886-1996); Proceedings of the 
American Political Science Association (1904-1913). 
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