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“A History of What Passes in a Man’s Own Mind”: Novels and Psychology 

 
Course Description: 
By the end of the eighteenth century, the modern Western conception of human psychology had taken 
on many of the features that we often take for granted as natural and universal. Understandings of the 
human mind and its operations begin to feature ideas such as: the notion of a private imaginative life 
that is unique to each individual, the belief that sympathy and empathy are essential to social 
connection, models of psychic development and language acquisition that emphasize sensory 
experience, theories of madness as disorders caused by aberrant language comprehension or traumatic 
memory, and the possibility that consciousness is only part of a vast psychic field that is mostly 
unconscious. And of course sexuality is mixed up in all of these topics. During roughly the same period, 
the modern novel took shape as a literary genre and one of its most important features is its 
commitment to representing emerging ideas about psychology (and also sexuality). Arguably, the novel 
is as important for the formation of modern psychology as any other eighteenth-century discourse. We 
will investigate that thesis through a series of readings in eighteenth-century and more recent analyses 
of psychology, including excerpts from the work of John Locke, Adam Smith, Edmund Burke, Mary 
Wollstonecraft, Sigmund Freud, Michel Foucault, and Terry Castle. We will pair these readings with 
eighteenth-century novels, including Pamela by Samuel Richardson, Tristram Shandy by Laurence 
Sterne, The Romance of the Forest by Ann Radcliffe, Caleb Williams by William Godwin, and Emma by 
Jane Austen. 


