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Feeling: a history, 1680s-1830s 

This seminar explores the literary, intellectual, and cultural history of feeling in the eighteenth century and 
Romantic period. Through readings arranged to take up three categories that were important to the understanding 
and analysis of feeling in the period (passion, sympathy, delirium, and melancholy), the seminar will provide a 
broad-based though necessarily impressionistic introduction to the discourse of emotion in a period characterized 
by the emergence (arguably) of modern philosophical conceptions of feeling, by a preoccupation with the sociable 
nature and social role of individual emotional demonstration and affective experience, and by literary experiments 
not only in the representation of sentiment, sensibility, and sympathy, but also in their generation. Centered on 
Britain and Ireland, with occasional reference to continental texts that were influential there, the seminar provides 
opportunities for reflection on the geographic reach and mobility of feeling in the period. It also attends to the close 
relationship between feeling and aesthetics, in the long eighteenth century and the present, and to the relationship 
between feeling and literary/ aesthetic form.  

The seminar has a guiding thesis, or set of assumptions, to the extent that it sees eighteenth-century and 
Romantic feeling as worldly and social rather than purely personal and expressive; beyond that, its orientations 
and conclusions will depend on the interests of its membership. Participants in the seminar may have interests in 
eighteenth-century and/ or Romantic studies, in affect theory, in aesthetics, or in an intellectual history interested in 
communality and transnational or global space. It’s my hope that the readings we’ll take up together will provide 
departure points, and some raw materials, for research projects in any of these areas, for the seminar and beyond. 

Texts: Shaftesbury, Letter Concerning Enthusiasm, in Characteristics; Hutcheson, from An Inquiry into the Original 
of our Ideas of Beauty and Virtue; Hume, from A Treatise of Human Nature; Smith, Theory of Moral Sentiments; 
Rousseau, Julie or the New Heloise and Second Discourse; Kant, Critique of Aesthetic Judgment; Wordsworth 
and Coleridge, Lyrical Ballads; Baillie, Introductory Discourse to Plays on the Passions; selected writings on 
delirium (Whytt, Sauvages, Cullen, Aiken, Prichard); Austen, Northanger Abbey; Keats, odes; Shelley, 
Frankenstein 

Members of the seminar will present selected secondary readings to the group, e.g., Altieri, Brennan, Collings, 
Ellison, Favret, Fisher, Goodman, Leask, Marshall, Massumi, Ngai, Nussbaum, Pfau, Pinch, Redding, Sedgwick, 
Simpson, Terada 

http://www.english.ubc.ca/grad/handbook09_section4.htm%234.4


 
 

Assignments: an essay (70%), a presentation on one of the secondary readings (20%), participation (10%) 
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