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CHAPTER 1

Lived Nation: Histories of Experience 
and Emotion in Understanding Nationalism

Ville Kivimäki, Sami Suodenjoki, and Tanja Vahtikari

Today’s NaTioNalisms aNd Their ChalleNge 
To hisToriaNs

Our book explores the nation as lived-through experiences and emotions: 
as objects, producers, and contextual frameworks of feelings, experiences, 
memories, and meanings. Our aim is to analyze the nation as an entangle-
ment of the personal, social, and collective, transcending one-way causali-
ties or top-down hierarchies. As an event or happening between people 
and social groups, the lived nation1 is inevitably a more multifaceted and 
“messier” phenomenon than nationalism treated only as an ideology or 
discourse. By taking the history of Finland in the nineteenth and twentieth 

1 With “lived nation,” we are drawing inspiration from the concept of lived religion that 
has a long history of its own in the study of religion; see, e.g., Sari Katajala-Peltomaa & Raisa 
Maria Toivo, Lived Religion and Gender in Late Medieval and Early Modern Europe (London: 
Routledge, 2021), 2–11.
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centuries as our empirical case, we want to develop ideas and methodolo-
gies to examine nations through the histories of experiences and emo-
tions, burgeoning fields in current historiography.2

Our focus on experiences and emotions in the study of nations is accen-
tuated by present-day politics around the globe. At the time of this writ-
ing, nationalism continues to persist and flourish in many different forms. 
It may appear in a statist form, sponsored by institutions and representa-
tives of the state, but it is also eagerly consumed and produced at the 
grassroots of people’s personal lives. In resurgent nationalist “revolts,” 
discourses that were only recently considered to be on the fringe have 
gone mainstream. Populist right-wing movements have been sparked 
from below through horizontal social networks not related to the state but 
opposing it. Their anti-immigration and anti-establishment rhetoric is 
more focused on national pride and cultural identities than on any clear 
political ideology. Although there are certainly important financers and 
nodes of power contributing to mobilizing the new populist revolutions, 
their function can hardly be explained by top-down, state-centered mod-
els of nationalism.3

Adding to the uncertainties of the time, it is rare for an introduction to 
a history book to be written in the midst of such historical events. The 
ongoing coronavirus pandemic has influenced the editing of our anthol-
ogy very concretely—but, more importantly, it is yet to be seen how the 
pandemic will influence trends in globalization and nationalism, for exam-
ple, the future development of nation-states vis-á-vis multinational entities 
such as the European Union. It is already evident that many responses to 

2 History of emotions is currently institutionalized in the Center for the History of 
Emotions at the Max Planck Institute for Human Development in Berlin, led by Prof. Ute 
Frevert, in the Queen Mary Centre for the History of the Emotions in London, and in the 
Society for the History of Emotions, which continues the work of the Australian Research 
Council Centre of Excellence for the History of Emotions. For the history of experiences, 
most authors of our book work at the Academy of Finland Centre of Excellence in the 
History of Experiences (HEX) at Tampere University.

3 See Marc F. Plattner, “Illiberal Democracy and the Struggle on the Right,” Journal of 
Democracy 30:1 (2019), 5–19; Tom Junes, “Polish Youth, Nationalism, and the Far Right,” 
ZOiS Spotlight 6/2020, https://en.zois-berlin.de/publications/zois-spotlight/polish- 
youth- nationalism-and-the-far-right/; Cas Mudde, The Far Right Today (Cambridge: 
Polity, 2019).
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the transnational pandemic have been “national” or “nationalist” in 
essence—both in public policies and in informal rhetoric and practices.4

In short, it is clear that nationalism today cannot be considered a relic 
of the past; in its various versions, it is setting the agenda for the future. To 
borrow sociologist Jon E. Fox’s terms, in the new “hot” populist national-
isms we are seeing “nationalism on steroids” and “fireworks nationalism.”5 
At the same time, the “cooler” and more latent versions of nationalism are 
doing equally well. Social psychologist Michael Billig famously employed 
the term “banal nationalism” to describe national feelings and identities 
routinely reproduced in people’s daily encounters with various national- 
symbolic artifacts. By living their lives inside the established nation-state 
structures and the nationally framed cultures, people are consuming 
nationalism on an everyday basis: for example, in buying food, watching 
sports, following weather forecasts, driving on a highway, and reading 
textbooks at school.6 It is important to remember that Billig’s idea is not 
to juxtapose banal nationalism with hot, more explicit nationalism—just 
the reverse. The embeddedness of nationalism in everyday lives can serve 
as a key to explaining the sudden outbursts of heated nationalism and, in 
the extreme, to understanding people’s apparent willingness to kill and die 
for their country. It is thus probable that the powerful emergence of hot 
nationalism today is linked to the continuities of banal, everyday national-
ism in its implicit forms.7

4 Florian Bieber, “Global Nationalism in Times of the COVID-19 Pandemic,” Nationalities 
Papers (2020), online publication doi: https://doi.org/10.1017/nps.2020.35, 1–13; 
J. Paul Goode, David R. Stroup & Elizaveta Gaufman, “Everyday Nationalism in Unsettled 
Times: In Search of Normality during Pandemic,” Nationalities Papers (2020), online pub-
lication doi: https://doi.org/10.1017/nps.2020.40; Ruolin Su, “Is Nationalism Rising in 
Times of the COVID-19 Pandemic? Individual Evidence from the United States,” Journal 
of Chinese Political Science (2020), online publication doi: https://doi.org/10.1007/
s11366-020-09696-2

5 Jon E. Fox, “The edges of the nation: a research agenda for uncovering the taken-for- 
granted foundations of everyday nationhood,” Nations and Nationalism 23:1 (2017), 26.

6 Michael Billig, Banal Nationalism (London: Sage, 1995), 11–13, 46–9. See also Tim 
Edensor, National Identity, Popular Culture and Everyday Life (New York: Berg Publishers, 
2002); Tim Edensor, “Automobility and national identity: representation, geography and 
driving practice,” Theory, Culture and Society 21:4–5 (2004), 101–20; Rhys Jones & Peter 
Merriman, “Hot, banal and everyday nationalism: Bilingual road signs in Wales,” Political 
Geography 28:3 (2009), 164–73; Michael Skey, “‘Mindless markers of the nation’: the rou-
tine flagging of nationhood across the visual environment,” Sociology 51:2 (2017), 274–89.

7 Billig (1995), 7–8.
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For a historian of nationalism, present-day politics together with vari-
ous social and cultural phenomena connected with national identity pro-
voke a number of questions. First of all, to what extent is nationalism 
an -ism in any ideologically coherent meaning of the word? Starting with 
the philosophical works of Hegel and Herder, the study of nationalism as 
an ideology has represented one of the main veins in intellectual history; 
but this does not mean that people have had a great national philosophy 
in mind when feeling strongly about their nation or identifying with it. 
Therefore, it is worth looking at earlier forms of nationalism and nation-
hood, like those of today, without an interpretative overemphasis on the 
role of nationalism as an educated ideology. It also warrants asking how 
nationalisms may have worked differently in the past compared to today.

If, and when, nationalism as an ideology-based political identity forms 
too narrow a perspective to explain nationhood, then it is important to 
search for locations and manifestations for the nation other than political 
programs and ideological tenets. National feelings, identities, and ways of 
thinking have also maintained their strength in those countries (e.g., in 
Scandinavia) where public nationalist rhetoric, for a long time, was rela-
tively temperate until the surge of right-wing populism in the 2000s. 
Nationalism has been embedded in welfare-state structures, and it has 
hibernated in informal spheres of culture and society other than the explic-
itly political one. Following the call for the study of everyday nationalism 
(see below), it seems useful to situate the lived nation in routine practices, 
experiences, human relations, and emotions—and to focus, for instance, 
on children and adolescents in order to understand transmission of and 
continuities in the forms of national belonging. Young people are targets 
for the renewal of the nation, but they also identify with the nation on 
their own terms, re-interpreting and occasionally challenging the designa-
tions imposed on them.8

The vigorous emergence and form of today’s nationalism are not easily 
aligned with the modernist narrative regarding the birth of nations and 
their development into nation-states. Instead of representing an evolu-
tionary period in a linear historical timeline—“an Age of Nations”—it 

8 Zsuzsa Millei, “Pedagogy of nation: A concept and method to research nationalism in 
young children’s institutional lives,” Childhood 26:1 (2019), 83–97; Josephine Hoegaerts, 
“Learning to love: Embodied practices of patriotism in the Belgian nineteenth-century class-
room (and beyond),” in Emotions and Everyday Nationalism in Modern European History, 
ed. by Andreas Stynen, Maarten Van Ginderachter & Xosé M.  Núňez Seixas (London: 
Routledge, 2020), 66–83.
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now seems plausible to see nationalism as a more episodic, wave-like phe-
nomenon that may appear in different forms at different times—and then 
retreat into the background.9 Although the nation-states and their power 
structures have certainly provided nationalism with institutional coher-
ence, nationalism seems to be a more complex phenomenon than top- 
down models would suggest. Political scientist Eric Kaufmann has 
proposed the use of complexity theory to understand these horizontal 
dynamics of “crowdsourced,” “viral” nationalism. According to Kaufmann, 
modernist theories of nationalism are too statist and elite-centered; 
instead, “national identity is like a forest, emerging from peer-to-peer 
flows and feedbacks more than via state direction, especially in our post- 
industrial, democratic age.”10 It may prove useful to test such perspectives 
on earlier nationalisms as well as on their distribution.

With the exception of works stemming mainly from Anthony D. Smith’s 
thinking,11 all the classical theories in the history of nationalism are linked 
to the modernist paradigm. With various emphases and explanations, 
Benedict Anderson, Ernest Gellner, Eric Hobsbawm, and Miroslav Hroch 
have all seen the birth of nationalism occurring within the frameworks of 
nineteenth-century modernization.12 As several chapters in our book illus-
trate, we by no means consider this body of scholarship irrelevant; yet, in 
line with the remarks above, it is worth asking whether our recent encoun-
ters with nationalism require having a fresh look at past nationalisms as 
well—and whether modernist theories of nationalism need revision. The 

9 John Hutchinson, “Hot and Banal Nationalism: The Nationalization of the ‘Masses’,” in 
The SAGE Handbook of Nations and Nationalism, ed. by Gerard Delanty & Krishan Kumar 
(London: SAGE, 2006), 299–300.

10 Eric Kaufmann, “Complexity and nationalism,” Nations and Nationalism 23:1 (2017), 
cit. 12.

11 See, e.g., Anthony D. Smith, Nationalism and Modernism: A Critical Survey of Recent 
Theories of Nations and Nationalism (London: Routledge, 1998); for an overview on debates 
and discussions, see Umut Özkirimli, Theories of Nationalism: A Critical Introduction, 3rd 
ed. (London: Palgrave, 2017 [2000]).

12 Most importantly, Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin 
and Spread of Nationalism, rev. ed. (London: Verso, 2006 [1983]); Ernerst Gellner, Nations 
and Nationalism (Oxford: Blackwell, 1983); Eric J. Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism 
since 1780: Programme, Myth, Reality, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2012 [1990]); Miroslav Hroch, Social Preconditions of National Revival in Europe 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985 [1968]). See also John Breuilly, “Modernism 
and writing the history of nationalism,” in Writing the History of Nationalism, ed. by Stefan 
Berger & Eric Storm (London: Bloomsbury, 2019), 61–82.
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re-evaluation of this history also feeds into current debates on present-day 
nationalisms.

New PersPeCTives iN NaTioNalism sTudies

Our suggestion for the historical analysis of nations, nationalisms, and 
national belonging in the past is to study “lived nations” as entangled 
histories of experiences and emotions. In order to overcome the dichot-
omy of top-down and bottom-up perspectives, we want to see “the 
nation” and “the national” as things that actually happen in people’s indi-
vidual and social lives.13 We see experiences and emotions as a mediating 
sphere where the different impulses (personal, social, cultural, and politi-
cal) mold into meanings, concepts, actions, and practices. This sphere is 
also dynamic and contested, marked by conflicting interests and the exer-
cise of power. But before coming to this, we will introduce those initiatives 
in nationalism studies that have been seminal and thought-provoking for 
our approach. These initiatives are centered around concepts of everyday 
nationalism, personal nationalism, and national indifference. Much of this 
new work has been done in disciplines other than history, although we are, 
of course, not the first historians to utilize these perspectives.14

Noting that research on national identifications has tended to focus on 
institutions and elites, historian Eric Hobsbawm once regretted that we 
know little about how ordinary people of the past experienced nationhood 
in their everyday lives.15 Three decades later, this regret has not become 
outdated, even though some historians, such as Maarten Van Ginderachter, 
have grasped the challenge. In his work on the everyday nationalism of 
workers in nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Belgium, Van 
Ginderachter sets the aim of tracing how ordinary people engaged with, 
enacted, ignored, and deflected the nation and nationalism in their every-
day relations. He adopts a “sustained focus on sources from, and not 
merely about, ordinary people” and focuses on, for example, the acciden-
tal encounters of rank-and-file workers with national tokens. This approach 

13 Cf. E.  P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (London: Gollancz, 
1963), 9.

14 For historians’ works, see Andreas Stynen, Maarten Van Ginderacter & Xosé M. Núñez 
Seixas, eds, Emotions and Everyday Nationalism in Modern European History (London: 
Routledge, 2020); Marnix Beyen & Maarten Van Ginderachter, Nationhood from Below: 
Europe in the Long Nineteenth Century (Houndmills: Palgrave, 2012).

15 Hobsbawm (2012 [1990]), 130.
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shares some key characteristics of our idea of studying the lived nation as 
it seeks to bring together nationalism studies and social history while con-
necting macro-level explanation to micro-level analysis and discourses to 
daily practices.16

In social sciences and human geography there already exists a solid tra-
dition of exploring everyday nationalism. While Michael Billig’s work on 
banal nationalism remains an important contribution to the scholarship—
and can be integrated into the idea of the lived nation—here we draw 
especially from more recent studies on everyday nationalism. These stud-
ies place the making of the nation within social interactions, practices, and 
mundane everyday encounters between people, spaces, and materialities, 
and look into the ways in which people, in a more interactive manner than 
through simply absorbing the nationalist content, take part in reproduc-
ing the nation.17

Moreover, in these recent studies, there is a more focused emphasis on 
the affective nature of nationalism. As cultural geographers Rhys Jones 
and Peter Merriman have recently pointed out, national forces and affects 
are relational and mobile, “for while they may be partially located, 
grounded or sited – taking hold of particular bodies, in particular places, 
at particular times – these forces and affects circulate between and are only 
partially apprehended by bodies inhabiting and moving through particular 
spaces and sites.”18 What can be drawn from this scholarship for the con-
cept of a lived nation is that the area of everyday nationalism is dynamic 
and process-like, and that there are many and varied ways in which to be 
affected, or not, by national forces. Instead of clear-cut categories and 
straightforward explanations, this is a juncture of multidirectional 
encounters.

Studies on everyday nationalism have most often focused on the pro-
duction and location of national “banalities,” that is on the nationalist 
framings of the everyday. As sociologist Jon E. Fox has noted,  it is impor-
tant to think about “how banal nationalism gets ‘in here’, in our unspo-
ken, unreflexive understandings of the (national) order of things?”19 

16 Maarten Van Ginderachter, The Everyday Nationalism of Workers: A Social History of 
Modern Belgium (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2019), 3–4, 6.

17 See, e.g., Jon E. Fox & Cynthia Miller-Idriss, “Everyday Nationhood,” Ethnicities 8:4 
(2008); Jones & Merriman (2009); Fox (2017); Peter Merriman & Rhys Jones, “Nations, 
materialities and affects,” Progress in Human Geography 41:5 (2017), 600–17.

18 Merriman & Jones (2017).
19 Fox (2017), 30.
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Approaching the same question of nationalism in everyday experiences 
from a different angle, social anthropologist Anthony P. Cohen has coined 
the term “personal nationalism” to aid in understanding the ways people 
use nationalism and nationhood to formulate their sense of self. Cohen’s 
idea has been to see members of a nation as active participants in personal-
izing nationalism, in attributing their own meanings to it:

the arguments for nationalism must be cogent within the experience and cir-
cumstances of the individuals who interpret it as being appropriate to them-
selves. Nationalism becomes at once a compelling means of both locating and 
depicting their selves. Through their ownership of their selves, they “own” the 
nation, or the manner of its representation, just as they “own” culture.20

Developing Cohen’s concept further, historian Raúl Moreno-Almendral 
has called for a study of “microhistorical acts of nation-making.” By read-
ing people’s personal accounts, it is possible to see how they experience, 
memorize, and customize nationhood and how they use the nation as “a 
meaningful way of framing and making sense of specific life experiences.” 
Nationalism serves the purpose of codifying personal experiences and 
memories in collective terms. A personal approach to nationhood does not 
necessarily mean the same as a biographical one; instead of scrutinizing a 
particular human life, the idea is to study how the nation shapes people’s 
mindsets and conceptual frameworks.21

Cohen is aware that there are great differences between nations in how 
much freedom they allow their members in interpreting nationalism for 
their personal use and to what extent the nation itself can be constructed 
through such personal narratives.22 In contrast to totalitarian and strictly 
hierarchical nation-states, Cohen’s concept was originally developed to 
help understand the attraction of cultural nationalism in liberal, modern- 
day Scotland. This is important to keep in mind, although there are argu-
ably also some spaces for personal nationalism in other, more restrictive 

20 Anthony P. Cohen, “Personal Nationalism: A Scottish View of Some Rites, Rights, and 
Wrongs,” American Ethnologist 23:4 (1996), cit. 808.

21 Raúl Moreno-Almendral, “Reconstructing the history of nationalist cognition and 
everyday nationhood from personal accounts,” Nations and Nationalism 24:3 (2018), 654, 
656–7, 664; for the usefulness of Cohen’s concept and for its differences to the studies on 
banal and everyday nationalism, see Jonathan Hearn, “National identity: banal, personal and 
embedded,” Nations and Nationalism 13:4 (2007), 657–74.

22 Cohen (1996), 803–4, 812.
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nations and nationalisms. Similarly, historians should stress as well that the 
idea and norms of the self vary in time and in culture. Consequently, there 
are historical and cultural differences to be considered in exploring peo-
ple’s uses of the nation for expressing and formulating their selfhood. 
With these caveats, personal nationalism becomes a relevant approach to 
be developed when studying the experiential and emotional aspects of 
nationhood. So far, historians have not applied it widely.23

Situating the national in grassroots practices, everyday experiences and 
personal feelings may result in seeing the nation everywhere. Nevertheless, 
not everything is national, and it is therefore important to consider the 
stumbles and limits of the nation. A shift of focus from the triumphs of 
popular nationalism to the moments when the nation loses its salience has 
given rise to studies that draw on the notion of national indifference. 
Many of these studies have examined national indifference in the context 
of the Habsburg Monarchy, but scholars working on other historical con-
texts have also increasingly adopted the term.24 According to historian 
Alexei Miller, national indifference has often been associated with a situa-
tion where a nationalist movement struggles to mobilize the masses or 
where two groups of nationalists are competing, while “ordinary people” 
are trying to stand apart from this confrontation. However, indifference 
can be a part of practically any situation involving national mobilization.25 
It can also take many forms, including “national agnosticism,” or absence 
of national loyalties, nationally ambivalent or opportunistic side- switching, 
or approval of bilingualism and cross-ethnic marriages.26

The notion of national indifference has its limits. First of all, if the 
sources used by a historian do not include explicit nationalist rhetoric, this 
does not necessarily imply national indifference but can also hint at “a 
banal nationalism that has retreated into the background.”27 Second, all 

23 For historians’ interest in Cohen’s concept see Stynen, Van Ginderachter & Núñez 
Seixas, “Introduction: Emotions and everyday nationalism in modern European history,” in 
Stynen, Van Ginderachter & Núñez Seixas (2020), 3–4, 6.

24 See Maarten Van Ginderachter & Jon Fox, “Introduction: National indifference and the 
history of nationalism in modern Europe,” in National Indifference and the History of 
Nationalism in Modern Europe, ed. by Maarten Van Ginderachter & Jon Fox (London: 
Routledge, 2019), 1; Alexei Miller, “‘National Indifference’ as a Political Strategy?” Kritika: 
Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History 20:1 (2019), 63–5.

25 Miller (2019), 63–4.
26 Tara Zahra, “Imagined Noncommunities: National Indifference as a Category of 

Analysis,” Slavic Review 69:1 (2010), 98.
27 Van Ginderachter & Fox (2019), 5.
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divergent grassroots reactions to the nationalist message do not necessarily 
imply disregard, rejection, or opportunistic appropriation of the nation. 
Some of these reactions can also be interpreted, for instance, within the 
framework of what historian Alf Lüdtke calls Eigensinn, that is, spontane-
ous self-will or willfulness. From this perspective, a certain reaction to 
trickle-down nationalism does not in itself explain national belonging or 
non-belonging but tells about subversive reappropriation or inversion of 
imposed values.28 Nevertheless, considering the questions of national 
indifference is fruitful for a study of lived nations. When and why, for 
instance, is the national framework relevant or irrelevant to people’s iden-
tities, thinking, and behavior? How do different experiences and emotions 
relate to national indifference, as in contrast to national belonging?

The NaTioN aNd The hisTory of exPerieNCes 
aNd emoTioNs

At this point it is necessary to specify what we mean by the concept of a 
lived nation. We are drawing here mainly from two traditions in historical 
scholarship—the history of experiences and the history of emotions—and 
aim to bring these two parallel research fields into a fruitful conversation 
in order to explain how nations are constructed through experiences and 
emotions, and vice versa.

As a starting point for the discussion it is useful to look at historian Joan 
W. Scott’s classic article “The Evidence of Experience” (1991), where she 
offers a poignant critique of the essentialist, unproblematized uses of 
experience in earlier historiography. According to Scott, historians should 
not use “authentic” experiences as evidence; instead, they should analyze 
how discourse and ideology produce knowledge of experience, in the first 
place, and thus also the subjective identity and reality of the person who 
experiences. “Experience is, in this approach, not the origin of our expla-
nation, but that which we want to explain,” Scott wrote.29 As one of the 
pioneers in introducing poststructuralist theory to history, Scott’s empha-
sis was solely on language; there was no space here for bodily and 

28 Van Ginderachter (2019), 105. For Eigensinn, see Alf Lüdtke, “Organisational Order or 
Eigensinn? Workers’ Privacy and Workers Politics in Imperial Germany,” in Rites of Power: 
Symbolism, Ritual, and Politics since the Middle Ages, ed. by Sean Wilentz (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985), 303–33.

29 Joan W. Scott, “The Evidence of Experience,” Critical Inquiry 17:4 (1991), cit. 797.
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non- discursive experiences—or the material world—which would nowa-
days be recognized as important historical phenomena to study.30 Yet 
Scott’s main point that experiences are not simply experienced, but that 
they are socially and culturally constructed, serves as a basic point of 
departure for our understanding of the history of experiences.

Until recently, the “history of experiences” has not really acquired a 
stable of its own in English-written historiography.31 In German scholar-
ship, however, Erfahrungsgeschichte boomed at the turn of the millen-
nium, especially in studies on war and society. In this case, the concept of 
experience has been seen as a possible answer to the challenge of a linguis-
tic or cultural turn. German Erfahrungsgeschichte can be called moderately 
constructivist in its stance toward language and discourse. Using Peter 
L. Berger’s and Thomas Luckmann’s sociology of knowledge, it has 
focused on those semantic systems of meaning that formulate people’s 
perceptions and pre-discursive experiences (Erlebnisse) into socially shared 
experiences (Erfahrungen). In longitudinal diachronic processes, experi-
ences pile up to form stocks of knowledge, which are transmitted between 
individuals, social groups, institutions, and even generations.32 
Furthermore, instead of being considered somehow authentic or free 
from socio-cultural influences, experiences are seen as “predisposed” 
(vorgeprägt) by the person’s language community; religious and  ideological 
standpoints; generation, class, and gender; political community and 

30 See, for example, Katie Barclay, “New Materialism and the New History of the 
Emotions,” Emotions: History, Culture, Society 1:1 (2017), 161–83; Derek Hillard, Heikki 
Lempa & Russell Spinney, eds, Feelings Materialized: Emotions, Bodies, and Things in 
Germany, 1500–1950 (New York: Berghahn, 2020); Rob Boddice & Mark Smith, Emotion, 
Sense, Experience (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020), 19–20.

31 For wider discussions on the concept of experience in historical scholarship, see Martin 
Jay, Songs of Experience: Modern American and European Variations on a Universal Theme 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006); and David Carr, Experience and History: 
Phenomenological Perspectives on the Historical World (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2014).

32 Peter L. Berger & Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in 
the Sociology of Knowledge (New York: Doubleday, 1966). For the impetus, theory and results 
of the German Erfahrugsgeschichte on war and society, see especially Nikolaus Buschmann & 
Horst Carl, eds, Die Erfahrung des Krieges: Erfahrungsgeschichtliche Perspektiven von der 
Französischen Revolution bis zum Zweiten Weltkrieg (Paderborn: Schöningh, 2001); and 
Georg Schild & Anton Schindling, eds, Kriegserfahrungen – Krieg und Gesellschaft in der 
Neuzeit: Neue Horizonte der Forschung (Paderborn: Schöningh, 2009).
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national belonging; as well as by several other background factors.33 
According to historian Reinhart Koselleck’s famous postulation, “experi-
ence is present past, whose events have been incorporated and can be 
remembered.”34

In this German research tradition, experience is not understood simply 
as a subjective consciousness of objective reality, but as a process in which 
events and perceptions are shaped into socially shareable meanings. 
Experiences are not only individual reflections: they form layers of collec-
tive and institutionalized knowledge. These layers act as structures that 
further predispose historical subjects to certain interpretations of their 
social reality. Still, experiencing is not only an act of reproducing earlier 
knowledge. Although the experiencing subject is a historically conditioned 
product of certain kinds of knowing, he or she is also a conscious producer 
of knowledge, in varying degrees capable of creative reorganization and 
recombination of cultural meanings in order to express experiences. In 
this form, a history of experiences should avoid the dangers of essentialism 
warned about above by Scott; yet it should also avoid reducing historical 
subjects to mere carriers of discursive meanings, as important as these 
cultural predispositions may well be for socially meaningful 
experiencing.35

We are not proposing to apply the German history of experiences as 
such to our own work, but to take from it three crucial notions. First of 
all, instead of locating experiences within individual minds, we see them as 
a strongly cultural, social, and societal phenomenon, bound to power rela-
tions, institutions, and systems of meaning. Second, instead of direct per-
ceptions and fixed entities, experiences are synchronically and diachronically 
constructed processes which blend into memories—and which are shaped 
by the person’s or social group’s earlier experiences and memories. Third, 

33 Reinhart Koselleck, “Der Einfluß der beiden Weltkriege auf das soziale Bewußtsein,” in 
Der Krieg des kleinen Mannes: Eine Militärgeschichte von unten, ed. by Wolfram Wette 
(München: Piper, 1992), esp. 324–32.

34 Reinhart Koselleck, Futures Past: On the Semantics of Historical Time, transl. by Keith 
Tribe (New York: Columbia University Press, 2004 [German original 1979]), cit. 259.

35 For this theoretical discussion in German, see especially Nikolaus Buschmann & Horst 
Carl, “Zugänge zur Erfahrungsgeschichte des Krieges: Forschung, Theorie, Fragestellung,” 
as well as Nikolaus Buschmann & Aribert Reimann, “Die Konstruktion historischer 
Erfahrung: Neue Wege zu einer Erfahrungsgeschichte des Krieges,” both in Buschmann & 
Carl (2001). See also Ville Kivimäki, Battled Nerves: Finnish Soldiers’ War Experience, 
Trauma, and Military Psychiatry, 1941–44 (PhD thesis: Åbo Akademi University, 
2013), 53–9.
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the study of experience is a study of a blurred mediating category, where 
cultural meanings, subjective identities, social relations, and societal struc-
tures shape individual perceptions into experiences proper. Analyzing this 
messy category is thus a matter for social and cultural history.

In international scholarship, the tradition of Erfahrungsgeschichte is less 
known—and in Germany, too, it has given way to new approaches over 
the past ten years. Nevertheless, many similar questions posed by the 
German history of experiences can be recognized in the booming field of 
contemporary history of emotions, albeit approached from a different 
angle and adding to it. Most works in the field, starting from the concept 
of “emotionology” developed by Peter and Carol Stearns (1985),36 have 
treated emotions as social and cultural phenomena and pointed to histori-
cally and culturally specific forms of emotional expression. Many of these 
studies have focused on the constitutive role of language. Anthropologist 
William Reddy drew attention to “emotives,” which are emotion words 
seen as speech acts or performative utterances that produce or change the 
emotion or feeling they describe. The importance of language was also key 
to historian Barbara Rosenwein’s influential notion of emotional commu-
nities, which she understands as social groups adhering to the same valua-
tions of emotions and emotional expression.37 Emotional communities, or 
“communities of experience” for that matter, are useful categories in striv-
ing to understand collective experiences, especially if, as is pointed out by 
historian Margrit Pernau, emotional communities are not grounded in 
fixed social communities. One should rather pay attention to “the perfor-
mative power of emotions and their potential ability to contribute to, or 
even trigger, the creation of communities in the long run, but also for 
communities which only exist for a short period of time.”38

With the communities of experience, we refer to people who have expe-
rienced the same things or events, who have communicated and negoti-
ated these experiences with each other, and who have thus given similar 
(although not necessarily identical) meanings to their experiences. It is 

36 Peter N.  Stearns and Carol Z.  Stearns, “Emotionology: Clarifying the History of 
Emotions and Emotional Standards,” American Historical Review 90:4 (1985), 813–36.

37 Barbara Rosenwein cited in Jan Plamper, “The History of Emotions: An Interview with 
William Reddy, Barbara Rosenwein, and Peter Stearns,” History and Theory 49:2 (2010), 
253; see also Barbara Rosenwein, Emotional Communities in the Early Middle Ages (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 2006), 2.

38 Margrit Pernau, “Feeling communities: introduction,” The Indian Economic and Social 
History Review 54:1 (2017), 10.
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important that the people themselves understand these experiences as for-
mative for their sense of identity and belonging. A nation is not, per se, a 
community of experience, as not all its members have ever experienced the 
same things and, even less, given them similar meanings. But nations have 
the capacity to “nationalize” personal and social experiences that are 
important to people’s identity, that is, to give these experiences nationally 
framed interpretations. For example, in times of war or some other major 
crisis or upheaval, people are inclined to experience through their parent 
large groups—and in such cases nations can be powerful instances of col-
lective meaning-making. Thus, momentarily at least, nations can act alike 
a community of experience, although not all the citizens share the same 
experience and its interpretation.39 Yet, normally, any nation is composed 
of a multitude of competing and overlapping communities of experience; 
some of them more closely related to the national community than others. 
It would be an important empirical question to study which communities 
of experience are given special status in shaping and defining the nation 
under different circumstances—for instance, war veterans come to mind—
and which communities of experience may be excluded, unrecognized, or 
pushed to the margins.

In recent years, researchers on the history of emotions have paid more 
attention to the relationship between emotions and the body, and to emo-
tions, spaces, and matter. Historian Monique Scheer, drawing on practice 
theory, has highlighted the importance of the bodily practices of “doing 
emotions.”40 To a similar end, historian Benno Gammerl uses the concept 
of “emotional spaces”: different spaces are linked to diverging emotional 
styles and practices, which depend on historically specific economic, cul-
tural, and political conditions. Where emotions take place, significantly 
influences how they are generated and expressed.41 Certain material and 
spatial realities enhance particular relationships of bodies to each other 

39 It is also possible that some past experiences—true or fictional—are delegated from gen-
eration to generation as “our” national experiences, without any direct link between the 
original event and its present-day “experiencer.” Whether communities of experience can be 
based on such indirect, transgenerational experiences—or whether such communities would 
merit a label of their own—is a matter for further investigation.

40 Monique Scheer, “Are Emotions a Kind of Practice (and Is That What Makes Them 
Have a History?): A Bourdieuian Approach to Understanding Emotion,” History and Theory 
51:2 (2012).

41 Benno Gammerl, “Emotional styles – concepts and challenges,” Rethinking History 16:2 
(2012), 164.
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and how they are entangled with particular emotions. In the framework of 
the study of the history of childhood and emotions, historians Karen 
Vallgårda, Kristine Alexander, and Stephanie Olsen have introduced the 
concept of an “emotional frontier” in order to address the multi- 
dimensional, and often competing, sites available to children in negotiat-
ing their emotional identity.42 In which spaces and how “patriotism” and 
other “national feelings” are produced, encountered, and renewed are 
important questions within the history of nationalism. Just as people do 
emotions and experiences, they do the nation in embodied practices. Like 
emotional communities, emotional spaces should not be considered in 
overly fixed terms: “a prescriptive space can become a refuge if and when 
nobody is looking.”43 Emotions, including those directed toward the 
nation, always emerge through people’s dynamic uses of space.44

The histories of experience and emotion represent two different, 
although in several aspects parallel, research traditions in history writing. 
It is noticeable how easily “experience” and “emotion” could be used 
interchangeably in most of the previous introduction. It is possible to see 
experience as a wider category than emotions, so that the former incorpo-
rates the latter but is not limited to it. Yet it can also be argued that any 
relevant experience entails an emotional component of some degree. 
Furthermore, not all emotions are necessarily experiences in the socially 
shared and discursively processed sense of the German Erfahrung. Time 
will tell whether the differences between these two scholarly branches 
merit a clearer demarcation; for now, in the chapters of the current book, 
we see the history of experiences and the history of emotions as fruitfully 
supplementing and contributing to each other, as well as to the concept of 
the lived nation.

We return now to defining remarks on the notion of the lived nation. 
Since the nineteenth century, nations and nation-states have been major 
contexts for collective and subjective experiences and emotions. We 

42 Karen Vallgårda, Kristine Alexander & Stephanie Olsen, “Emotions and the Global 
Politics of Childhood,” in Childhood, Youth and Emotions in Modern History: National, 
Colonial and Global Perspectives, ed. by Stephanie Olsen (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2015), 22–6.

43 Rob Boddice, The History of Emotions (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
2018), 171.

44 Andreas Reckwitz, “Affective spaces: a praxeological outlook,” Rethinking History 16:2 
(2012), 252–6; Margrit Pernau, “Space and Emotion: Building to Feel,” History Compass 
12:7 (2014), 546.
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perceive a lived nation as a series of encounters and negotiations between 
individuals, social groups, institutions, and explicitly nationalist advocates, 
as well as between bodies, spaces, and objects. This entanglement does not 
have clear boundaries, and it is not unambiguously a top-down or a bot-
tom-up process. The lived nation is equally about how nations form and 
renew contexts for experiencing and how they are constructed through 
experiences. Similarly, nations have been both objects and producers of 
emotions. In these processes, lived nations have been constructed as polit-
ical bodies—and one can see nation-states as institutionalized and layered 
experiences. These political bodies, in turn, create new experiences and 
emotions. Together with the emerging framework of the nation-states, the 
messiness of the above-mentioned encounters is shaped by other struc-
tures of experience (or emotion): economical frameworks, power struc-
tures, and material circumstances. Structures of experience are also cultural 
and ideological. As the Great Story of the Nation has been constructed as 
the master narrative of modern national history, people have been invited 
to integrate their own experiences and emotions into this collective script. 
In other words, nations have become important systems of meaning when 
consigning significance to one’s experiences and feelings.

What has so far been insufficiently integrated into the historiography of 
nationalism is the role that experiences and emotions play in people’s 
reproduction of the nation in their daily lives. People do not simply 
encounter and digest national representations; they have experiential and 
emotional agency in these encounters, which can be highly varied and is 
always situational. Clearly, not everyone had experienced and felt a sense 
of belonging to the nation in similar ways, or not everyone experienced 
and felt a sense of belonging to the nation at all. In addition, different 
groups within society had different experiences and emotions in similar 
national (material or imagined) spaces.45 People brought to their encoun-
ters with the nation their gender, social class, age, and their situated life 
histories. While we are interested in people’s varying positions in relation 
to the production and consumption of the nation, it is obvious that one 
should not lose sight of the question of power, and the resulting limits of 
people’s own agency. The collective scripts of the nation have also been 
narratives of exclusion and marginalization in relation to people’s 
experiences.

45 Pernau (2014), 542.

 V. KIVIMÄKI ET AL.



17

What is crucial for both the history of experiences and the history of 
emotions is to underline that experiences and emotions always happen in 
a historically specific time, place, space, and materiality. Even though they 
are formulated through culture and society at large, experiences and emo-
tions are situated and contextual—and they are thus hardly ever quite the 
same from one person or social group to another. Consequently, it is 
important to highlight how there exist several influential and affective 
national/nationalist discourses and practices within particular places at 
specific times.46 We will now proceed to frame our specific case of a lived 
nation: the study of Finland as the history of experiences and emotions.

The Case of fiNlaNd: CoNTexT aNd TimeliNe

Finland, in its wider transnational relations, serves as an excellent labora-
tory for scrutinizing the concept of the lived nation. As a case, Finland is 
as “exceptional” as any nation, but it is also a fruitful example within the 
European timeline of political mobilizations and crises due to its multifac-
eted complexity as revealed through “eastern,” “western,” and “north-
ern” versions of nationalism and nation-state histories. And as the present 
anthology demonstrates, Finnish history can offer useful cases via which to 
study the connections between gender and class in relation to the nation: 
how was the nation felt and experienced differently and how did the issues 
of gender and class shape the experience of the nation? Finland is also use-
ful for the analysis of, e.g., the development of a civic society hand-in-
hand with a national “awakening,” war experiences and the nation, and 
the emergence of “welfare state nationalism.” From a practical standpoint, 
Finnish archives contain many exceptional and even unique materials for 
the study of experiences and emotions, for instance, in the fields of the 
history of childhood and youth, history from below, the history of every-
day life, or memory studies. All of these approaches are utilized in 
our book.

To help to contextualize Finland as a case, it is necessary to give a brief 
chronological overview of the “national” history of Finland from roughly 
1800 to 2000. After being part of Sweden for centuries, Finland was 
annexed to the Russian Empire in 1809 as a result of the Napoleonic Wars 
and was afforded wide autonomy. In this new imperial framework, the 
national movement that strove for a national entity, united in language 

46 Jones & Merriman (2009), 172.
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and culture, gained ground in Finland in the mid-nineteenth century. As 
elsewhere, the development of nationalism into a mass phenomenon was 
based on civic associations, but crucially also on the rise of modern mass 
media, the role of which has been somewhat overlooked in Finnish histo-
ries of nation-building, despite being underlined in classic works on 
nationalism.47 The Finnish national movement known as Fennomania 
strove for strengthening the status of the Finnish language vis-à-vis 
Swedish and for elementary education for the masses. At the same time, 
the rise of the global market economy increasingly affected Finland, espe-
cially its industries, forestry, and agriculture. These processes led to 
restructuring in the economy, population, and social divisions, including 
strengthening the position of landowning farmers as the backbone of the 
nation in the nationalistic societal imagination.48

The preservation and production of cultural heritage became a key part 
of the nation-building process occurring around Europe during the nine-
teenth century.49 In Finland, the ideas of romantic nationalism inspired 
the work of the Finnish Literature Society, which, ever since its establish-
ment in 1831, had specialized in the collection of folklore and oral history. 
Based on similar premises, the Society of Swedish Literature in Finland 
became active at the end of the century in preserving the Finland-Swedish 
and Scandinavian heritage, thus carrying on a nationalistic tradition of its 
own.50 The activity of these two institutions has continued until the pres-
ent day as part of the changing objectives of national heritage work. The 
archives of the Finnish Literature Society contain vast multitudes of remi-
niscences, diaries, and other materials. These documents, while addressing 
various aspects of people’s daily life, may also be understood as “national 
work” that people themselves do: that is writing, in very concrete terms, 
one’s own story into the national narrative. Therefore, the archives of the 

47 See Heikki Kokko, Kuviteltu minuus: Ihmiskäsityksen murros suomenkielisen kansanosan 
kulttuurissa 1800-luvun puolivälissä (Tampere: Tampere University, 2016), 438; Hannu 
Nieminen, Kansa seisoi loitompana: Kansallisen julkisuuden rakentuminen Suomessa 
1809–1917 (Tampere: Vastapaino, 2006).

48 See Risto Alapuro, State and Revolution in Finland (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1988), 85–8.

49 See, for example, Astrid Swenson, The Rise of Heritage: Preserving the Past in France, 
Germany and England, 1789–1914 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013).

50 Kati Mikkola, Pia Olsson & Eija Stark, “Minority Cultures and the Making of Cultural 
Heritage Archives in Finland,” Ethnologia Europaea 49:1 (2019), https://doi.
org/10.16995/ee.818
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Society provide an extraordinary repository of the “lived nation,” that has 
been utilized in several chapters of this book.

The Finnish nationalist movement developed in an imperial context like 
the nationalist movements in many other European regions.51 For a long 
time, Finnish nationalists avoided confrontation with the imperial power 
and it was not until the end of the nineteenth century when the Russian 
government’s integration policies caused a radicalization of Finnish 
nationalism. Around the same time, the socialist labor movement emerged 
as a mass phenomenon, developing after the Russian Revolution of 1905 
into a formidable political force in Finland. The changing balance between 
the two civic religions, nationalism and socialism, or a redefinition of their 
mutual relation, characterized the Finnish case in the twentieth century. 
The success of socialists owed a great deal to their ability to introduce a 
new idea of the nation that underlined the extension of civil rights.52

Finland seceded from Russia to become an independent state in 
December 1917, as a consequence of World War I and the Bolshevik 
Revolution. However, the struggle as to who was to govern the emerging 
state led to a bloody Finnish Civil War between the bourgeois Whites and 
the socialist Reds in 1918. The war left the country deeply divided, as the 
White winners and the defeated Reds held on to their own public spheres 
and cultural institutions.53 The early years of independence also witnessed 
a tense relationship between Finland and Soviet Russia, and Russophobia 
featured as a key element of nationalist discourses. In short, Finland is a 
good example of the challenges faced by the new nation-states that were 
formed as multiethnic empires collapsed during and after World War I.

The interwar period witnessed a high tide of “hot nationalism” and far- 
right movements in Finland. Recent scholarship has shed new light on the 
threat posed by these movements to democratic government.54 However, 
Finnish historiography has also long underlined so-called national 

51 See Stefan Berger & Alexei Miller, eds, Nationalizing Empires (Budapest: Central 
European University Press, 2014).

52 Pertti Haapala, “The Expected and Non-expected Roots of Chaos: Preconditions of the 
Finnish Civil War,” in The Finnish Civil War 1918: History, Memory, Legacy, ed. by Tuomas 
Tepora & Aapo Roselius (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 29–31. See also Alapuro (1988).

53 For an overview, see Tuomas Tepora & Aapo Roselius, eds, The Finnish Civil War 1918: 
History, Memory, Legacy (Leiden: Brill, 2014).

54 Oula Silvennoinen, Marko Tikka & Aapo Roselius, Suomalaiset fasistit: Mustan sarastuk-
sen airuet (Helsinki: WSOY, 2016).
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unification as a characteristic of this period.55 This notion of unification 
has tended to neglect the exclusion of some segments of the population, 
such as communists, from the nation by the dominant political groups. In 
the grand story of a homogenous nation there has also been little space for 
the Sámi and Roma people of Finland. While these ethnic minorities were 
of some interest to folklore collectors, their histories in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries were often marked by stigmatization and maltreat-
ment, including the assimilation of Sámi children by means of separating 
them from their parents and preventing them from using their native 
tongue at school.56

As in other European regions, the nation-building process and national 
identity in Finland were shaped by transnational flows and movements of 
people in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Russia, and especially St 
Petersburg, drew tens of thousands of people from the Grand Duchy of 
Finland to work as factory workers, craftsmen, and civil servants in the 
nineteenth century.57 The Finns were also a part of the great European 
wave of emigration to America, for over 350,000 Finns migrated to North 
America between 1870 and the early 1920s.58 After World War II, Sweden 
featured as a main destination for Finnish emigration. The Finnish emi-
grant communities formed their own associations, cultural institutions, 
and media, through which they also maintained connections to the home 
country and shaped the character of Finnish nationalism. This “long- 
distance nationalism,” as coined by Benedict Anderson, is one of the spa-
tial aspects that has recently received growing attention in the history of 
nationalism.59 Equally important are the experiences of uprootedness or 
assimilation among immigrants at various moments. Finland was affected, 

55 See Jenni Karimäki, “Tulevaisuuden lähtökohdista kansanvallan kolmiliittoon: 
Kansallinen Edistyspuolue ja kansallisen eheytymisen politiikka 1919–1939,” (PhD diss., 
University of Turku, 2016), 25–6.

56 Mikkola, Olsson & Stark (2019); Veli-Pekka Lehtola, “Sámi Histories, Colonialism, and 
Finland,” Arctic Anthropology 52:2 (2015), 22–36; Miika Tervonen, “The Nation and Its 
Outsiders: The ‘Gypsy Question’ and Peasant Nationalism in Finland, c. 1863–1900,” in 
Nationhood from Below: Europe in the Long Nineteenth Century, ed. by Maarten Van 
Ginderachter & Marnix Beyen (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2012), 139–61.

57 See Max Engman, “Migration from Finland to Russia during the Nineteenth Century,” 
Scandinavian Journal of History 3 (1978), 155–77.

58 See Auvo Kostiainen, ed., Finns in the United States: A History of Settlement, Dissent, and 
Integration (East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 2014).

59 See Eric Storm, “The spatial turn and the history of nationalism: Nationalism between 
regionalism and transnational approaches,” in Berger & Storm (2019), 228–9.
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for example, by a wave of migrants from the former regions of the Russian 
empire after the Bolshevik Revolution, and a similar wave took place after 
the collapse of the Soviet Union in the 1990s. In the interwar years, these 
migrants encountered hot versions of nationalism, which shaped their 
experiences of the Finnish society.

The tense relationship between Finland and the Soviet Union escalated 
into a war in 1939, as a consequence of which Finland lost part of the 
Finnish Karelian region to the Soviet Union. In hopes of regaining these 
territories, Finland joined Germany in the onslaught against the Soviet 
Union of June 1941 and then withdrew from the war under a separate 
peace agreement in the fall of 1944. Finland eventually remained one of 
the few nations not occupied during World War II, but the wartime sacri-
fices, the severe peace terms, and the need to resettle hundreds of thou-
sands of Finnish Karelian refugees after the war had ended became major 
markers of the national experience.60 The postwar period also witnessed a 
political shift, as the communist movement that had been illegal since 
1930 re-entered open political life. Moreover, until the 1980s, the influ-
ence of the Soviet Union on Finnish politics was significant, even if Finland 
did not follow the path of central and eastern European people’s 
democracies.

All in all, the years following World War II saw a cooling of the aggres-
sive vigor and pathos of Finland’s prewar nationalism. At the same time—
and partly also reflecting the “shared” war experience—earlier lines of 
demarcation and exclusion between the “core” nation and its political 
non-communities were crossed and even erased. This made space for 
national integration—and also for the pacified, moderated, relatively 
inclusive versions of Nordic social-state nationalism. One of the main 
characteristics of this development has been an emphasis on gender equal-
ity, education, and citizenship.61 After the mid-twentieth century, the 
development of the welfare state was a defining feature in Finland, and the 
Nordic welfare model became a master narrative of national history. Yet 
this story has had its outsiders and victims as well, just as the welfare poli-
cies have had their own shortcomings.

60 For an overview, see Tiina Kinnunen & Ville Kivimäki, eds, Finland in World War II: 
History, Memory, Interpretations (Leiden: Brill, 2012).

61 For a Nordic historical overview, see Mette Buchardt, Pirjo Markkola & Heli Valtonen, 
“Introduction. Education and the making of the Nordic welfare states,” in Education, State 
and Citizenship, ed. by Mette Buchardt, Pirjo Markkola & Heli Valtonen (Helsinki: 
University of Helsinki, 2013), 7–30.
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The welfare-state development in Finland was enabled by postwar eco-
nomic growth, which, in turn, was boosted by bilateral trade with the 
Soviet Union. When the Soviet bloc collapsed at the turn of the 1980s and 
1990s, Finland witnessed a deep economic recession, a new rise of nation-
alist currents and a “neo-patriotic” re-evaluation of the past wartime his-
tory of 1939–45. From the early-2000s onwards, right-wing nationalist 
populism has also been a growing phenomenon in Finnish politics. At the 
same time, the national identity and rhetoric have been shaped by Finland’s 
integration into the European Union and a new phase in economic global-
ization.62 Finnish politicians and experts, like their counterparts in many 
other countries, have typically treated global competitiveness as a national 
challenge and modified the existing welfare-state institutions to fit the 
needs of a “competition state.”63

With regard to nationalism and nationhood, the case of Finland has 
been (and continues to be) explained through strong modernist and state- 
centered paradigms in historiography. There are features that make Finland 
a compelling case for the classic explanations of nationalism: the close con-
nection between the emerging state institutions and the civic society in the 
development of Finnish nationalism; the educated elites’ role in the top- 
down dissemination of national consciousness; and the process of rapid 
industrialization that went hand in hand with the creation of the public 
sphere and national mobilization. But Finland is an equally compelling 
case for the study of the lived nation. What our approach adds to the 
research discussion is the production and reproduction of the nation in 
experiences and emotions, which in turn are culturally, socially, spatially, 
and thus also nationally constructed. Consequently, instead of a clearly 
top-down or bottom-up perspective, we aim to focus on that reciprocal, 
two-directional dynamic of production between the nation and experi-
ences. Finland is our case study in this enterprise, yet our approach and 
results are in no way limited to one Nordic country.

62 Jari Ojala, Jari Eloranta & Jukka Jalava, eds, The Road to Prosperity: An Economic History 
of Finland (Helsinki: SKS, 2006).

63 Pauli Kettunen, “The transnational construction of national challenges: the ambiguous 
Nordic model of welfare and competitiveness,” in Beyond Welfare State Models: Transnational 
Historical Perspectives on Social Policy, ed. by Pauli Kettunen and Klaus Petersen (Cheltenham: 
Edward Elgar, 2011), 16–9.
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CurreNT volume

Our book starts with a historical self-reflection. Historians have played an 
important role in different nation-building processes, from the early 
nationalism that constructed a shared past for the new nation to the recent 
forms of national identity work. Pertti Haapala examines Finnish histori-
ography from the latter part of the nineteenth century till the turn of the 
millennium. Haapala focuses on history as a script that is used to give 
meaning to individual and collective experiences, to frame them with 
regard to the nation and to integrate present experiences into a national- 
historical timeline. It is also evident that in the vein of new social and 
cultural histories from the 1960s onwards, Finnish historians have worked 
to incorporate new experiences and social groups into the national narra-
tive, thus redefining the nation. From this perspective, history-writing is 
not simply an academic matter but a crucial medium between experiences 
and the nation. Haapala’s chapter can also be read as an introduction to 
the key issues and turning points in the Finnish national narrative of the 
past 200  years—and it thus helps to contextualize other chapters in 
the book.

Part I of the book, “Feeling and Conceptualizing the Nation,” focuses 
on the formative period of Finnish nationalism in the nineteenth century. 
The section starts with Jani Marjanen’s chapter, which explores the use of 
the concept “national sentiment” in Finnish- and Swedish-language news-
papers during the course of the nineteenth century. Through qualitative 
and quantitative analysis of digitized newspapers, Marjanen shows that the 
term “national sentiment” was at the intersection of two nineteenth- 
century developments: the breakthrough of a national perspective in 
understanding society and a change in the language relating to emotions 
and feelings. By shedding light on what kind of emotions were really in 
question when authors talked about national sentiment in the press, the 
chapter taps into larger questions of how talking about emotions and 
emotions themselves relate to each other.

The emotional language of nationalism is also under examination in 
Reetta Eiranen’s chapter, which delves into the romantic correspondence 
of a Finnish nationalist couple in the mid-nineteenth century. By drawing 
on the notion of personal nationalism, Eiranen analyzes how nationalism 
was incorporated into the self-narrations of the letters and identifies emo-
tions and gender as central elements in the construction of the national 
experience. In the correspondence under examination, nationally 
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interpreted male and female ideals formed a basis for the emotional rela-
tionship. Interestingly, these ideals were partly contradictory to the stereo-
types: the man cast himself as a selfless but emotional national hero, 
whereas the woman, used to mediating her personal nationalism through 
men, had to exercise stronger emotional control in order to adapt to the 
man’s feelings.

Heikki Kokko’s chapter addresses the construction of the national expe-
rience on a personal level by shifting the focus from the protagonists of the 
national movement to a target of their exhortation. Kokko combines 
Benedict Anderson’s idea of imagined communities and Reinhart 
Koselleck’s notion of modern temporality in order to explore the case of 
the self-educated peasant Johan Hänninen in mid-nineteenth century 
Finland. Hänninen was one of the hundreds of ordinary people who 
engaged in the public sphere as writers of readers’ letters to the emergent 
Finnish-language press and whose writings can be traced with the aid of 
new digital tools. Analyzing Hänninen’s writings, Kokko demonstrates 
the appearance of the term “nation” in Hänninen’s vocabulary and its 
links with a new conception of time, one that was associated with modern-
ization that affected Hänninen’s life in multiple ways. While Kokko does 
not use the concept of personal nationalism, his notion of the first-hand 
experience of the nation addresses the same questions about how and why 
ordinary people adopt and personalize the idea of the nation. Thus, while 
the chapter shows that the spread of nationalism was partly a trickle-down 
process, it also indicates the limits of top-down interpretations in elucidat-
ing grassroots nationhood.

Part II of the book, “Nation of Encounters and Conflicts,” is marked 
by the events of 1917–18, when the Russian revolutions and Finnish inde-
pendence were followed by a traumatic civil war. The optimism and inte-
grative elements of the early Finnish nationalism were crushed when the 
imagined nation was split by political and class-based divisions. Marko 
Tikka and Sami Suodenjoki take a novel perspective on this history by 
studying the Finnish music culture at the end of the 1920s and the prac-
tices of producing and distributing music records for a politically divided 
audience. Finnish “gramophone fever” was a transnational phenomenon, 
which was linked to the American music business and to the Finnish- 
American immigrant community. Taking Barbara Rosenwein’s concept of 
emotional communities as their inspiration, Tikka and Suodenjoki recog-
nize two communities of experience, a bourgeois and a socialist one, which 
consumed different kinds of music and occasionally came into conflict 
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over musical pieces. Interestingly, though, the American record industry 
also helped to construct a shared idea of what “Finnish music” sounded like.

The interwar era in Finland was a period of hot nationalism, which was 
directed against the Soviet Union and the perceived outsiders among the 
Finnish people. At the same time, the newly independent state started to 
implement policies which aimed at reinstituting national unity. Probably 
the most important of these policies was the introduction of universal 
compulsory education in 1921. Mervi Kaarninen looks at the post-Civil 
War Finnish society through the eyes of those “Red” children who had 
witnessed the bloody Battle of Tampere in the spring of 1918 and whose 
fathers and sometimes mothers had served in the defeated Red Guards. 
The children’s experiences were characterized by the presence of violence, 
loss, scarcity, and humiliation. In contrast to these experiences, the school 
curriculum emphasized the “White” interpretation of the Civil War and 
the nationalist-religious values of the new nation-state. Kaarninen uses 
Karen Vallgårda’s, Kristine Alexander’s, and Stephanie Olsen’s idea of 
“emotional frontiers” to study how children (and their teachers) navigated 
between dissonant experiences and expectations in these conflicting 
circumstances.

In a relatively poor agrarian country, the main “social policy” until the 
1950s was to distribute land to the landless. In the post-1918 situation, 
turning former tenant farmers into smallholders was meant to help de- 
radicalize the rural poor—but the Social Democrats also decided to sup-
port smallholding as their policy of choice. Pirjo Markkola and Ann-Catrin 
Östman analyze the ideology and norms of Finnish “agrarianism” in the 
1920s and 1930s, and how they constructed smallholder citizenship. 
Instead of focusing solely on normative materials, Markkola and Östman 
discuss the actual encounters between the farmers and the different pro-
moters of small-scale agriculture. Owning one’s land was a matter of pro-
gressive self-development and the practicing of proper Finnishness; it was 
linked to national family and gender ideals. The nation of smallholders 
also contained a language issue as the Swedish-speaking minority on the 
western and southern coasts of Finland developed the idea of “Swedish 
soil” to support their existence and identity.

It is often easier to recognize the outlines and relevance of nationalism 
if one looks at it from the borders. In Part III, “Experiential Edges of the 
Nation,” the Finnish nation-state and national belonging are observed 
from three perspectives that are outside the mainstream. Hanna Lindberg 
explores the role of nationalism and language among a double minority, 
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the Finland-Swedish deaf in the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
tury. By examining their published letters, Lindberg shows how deaf per-
sons belonging to the Swedish minority created their own “imagined 
community” in Finland. Although the deaf community in many cases 
defined itself as standing on the sidelines of national conflicts, nationalism 
was incorporated in the community’s everyday practices and spaces. 
Lindberg also indicates the role of sign language in uniting the deaf who 
belonged to different linguistic groups in Finland.

In the first half of the twentieth century, tuberculosis was the most 
lethal illness among the Finnish population, a “national disease.” 
Consequently, the fight against tuberculosis was considered a mission of 
the highest national importance. The building of a nationwide network of 
sanatoria was a huge societal effort. Heini Hakosalo studies the reminis-
cences of those Finns who were treated in these public institutions. Many 
experiences were ambiguous: patients felt grateful for being taken care of 
and receiving modern medication, yet there were also shortcomings and 
failures in treatment. The patients connected their individual experiences 
to the collective narrative through three nationally framed discourses: the 
stories of progress, stories of war, and stories of belonging. In so doing, 
they wove their personal hardship and recovery into the history of the 
nation, thus gaining a sense of purpose from their difficult experiences.

Seija Jalagin makes an important contribution to our discussion con-
cerning the lived nation from a refugee perspective. The focus of her chap-
ter is on East Karelian refugees, who first, following an unsuccessful 
uprising in Russian Karelia against the Bolsheviks in 1921–22, escaped to 
Finland, and then, after World War II, fled to Sweden, fearing that they 
would be taken back to the Soviet Union. These East Karelians were refu-
gees twice, in that they were “a minority of a minority,” and their experi-
encing of the nation involved living in three countries. Jalagin points out 
that the refugees’ sense of Finnishness can be seen as evidence of flexible 
nationalism: while over the years the nation-state transformed itself from a 
controlling to a more ambivalent element in refugees’ lives, it nevertheless 
maintained its importance. Based on written and oral history narratives, as 
well as on archival material, the chapter makes a compelling case for the 
transgenerational nature of experiences.

Part IV of the book, “Nation Embodied and Materialized,” focuses on 
spatial, material, bodily, and sensory aspects of emotions and experiences 
when analyzing historical manifestations of everyday nationalism. In addi-
tion, the chapters in Part IV show the interconnectedness of individual 
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and collective experiences. By exploring Finnish war-related dreams dur-
ing and after World War II, Ville Kivimäki’s chapter focuses on one of the 
most intimate spaces and spheres of the lived nation: people’s bedrooms. 
Kivimäki illustrates the rich methodological potential of narrated dreams 
as source material for historical research beyond Freudian theory, provid-
ing a way to analyze nations as embodied lived-through experiences, in 
this case the intertwined experiences of the nation and violence. Kivimäki’s 
chapter draws inspiration from Anthony P. Cohen’s concept of personal 
nationalism but ends up arguing the reverse. The Finnish war dreams, and 
how they were later reminisced about, provides an example of how the 
nation entered people’s lives as a collective context of war and postwar 
periods. Rather than being invited and “personalized” by people into their 
lives, the nation invaded the dreaming subjects’ nightlife by violent force.

Children and childhood have a special place in adults’ national(ist) 
imagination. Key to national pedagogy has been the education of chil-
dren—intellectually and emotionally—to become future citizens. But chil-
dren, even though they still rarely appear as subjects in historical studies 
focusing on nation-building, also were participants in the negotiation of 
different ideas, practices, and emotions with respect to the national com-
munity. Building on early childhood educationalist Zsuzsa Millei’s con-
cept of a “pedagogy of nation,” which highlights the complexity of the 
reproduction of the nation in children’s everyday life, Antti Malinen’s and 
Tanja Vahtikari’s chapter focuses on emotional co-creation, by adults and 
children, of the nation in everyday (school) practices in the immediate 
postwar period. This co-creation, explored by Malinen and Vahtikari via 
both adult- and children-authored sources, is shown to have been an 
inherently embodied and spatial experience: the nation became felt in 
postwar children’s lives, among other things, through taking excursions 
and drawing. Both these practices were understood as means of expanding 
children’s emotional competences in and for the postwar world, as it 
aspired to peace and democratic values.

Spaces of national memory and heritage figure prominently within the 
scholarship dealing with the history of nationalism. Spaces of memory are 
also central to the debates around uses of urban space in capital cities. 
Tuomas Tepora contributes to these discussions with the concept of the 
“emotional figure,” which he defines as “a symbol and a container of con-
tradictory public emotions.” Tepora’s chapter addresses the changing 
images of C. G. E. Mannerheim (1867–1951), the Marshal of Finland, 
and, in particular, the debate concerning the construction of the Museum 
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of Contemporary Art next to the statue of Mannerheim in Helsinki. 
Tepora shows how both sides in the debate used Mannerheim images as 
emotional figures: for those opposing the building of a new museum—
and defending the conservative Mannerheim image—the emotional figure 
remained static, whereas those in favor of the museum construction 
recoded the emotional figure to reflect their liberal and cosmopolitan per-
spectives. The changing Mannerheim images were reflective of the wider 
social and political changes and experiences in Finnish society being 
undergone in the early-1990s, related to economic recession, the collapse 
of the Soviet Union, and joining the European Union.

Our book concludes with Josephine Hoegaerts’s and Stephanie Olsen’s 
afterword on future prospects for histories of experience and emotions in 
studying nations. These perspectives are not limited to any single country 
or context but can be applied widely in analyzing those aspects of national-
ism and national belonging that have usually remained invisible in research. 
Taking the histories of disability and children as their examples, Hoegaerts 
and Olsen point out new ways to consider experiences and emotions in 
relation to the nation—and the relevance of finding new kinds of sources 
and methods to write these histories. As the editors of this volume, we 
hope that Lived Nation as the History of Experiences and Emotions in 
Finland, 1800–2000 serves to expand our understanding of how nations 
are experienced and felt—and how these experiences and emotions are a 
crucial part of making the nation, in history as well as today.
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