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2014 Winter Session (2014-2015 Academic Year) 
ENGL 530A: Studies in the Romantic Period (3 credits) 
 
Instructor: Alexander Dick 
Section: 001 
Term: 1 

CATEGORY B - Literature in English from 1700 to 1900 
(Students in the MA program should consult Section 4.4 of 
the Handbook when planning their courses.

Romantic Things 

 
Course Description: 
Things are now the most popular and important topics in literary and philosophical studies today. As 
developed initially by the anthropologist Arjun Appardurai and critic Bill Brown, and based in part on 
the philosophies of Karl Marx and Martin Heidegger, the first wave of 'thing theory' explored the ways 
that things--the material 'stuff' or quotidian life--disturb standard notions of and distinctions between 
subject and object, human and non-human, individual and society, in impressive and generative ways. 
'Things speak,' Marx famously said. And while there seems to be as Defoe's Roxana suggests, 'a sense 
of things,' things are often, as Adorno warned, 'implacable,' utterly resistant to interpretation. More 
recently, scholars have also been adapting and intensifying thing theory into challenging new forms of 
historical and philosophical inquiry such as various new materialisms and realisms and "object-oriented" 
ontologies (OOO). 

Our aim in this course will be to review some of the major statements of these various materialist 
theories and consider their effectiveness and appropriateness as tools for literary analysis. This course 
is not simply an attempt to apply thing theory to critical practice but rather to test the limits of these 
theoretical approaches by reading them with or athwart the protocols of literary analysis. To give our 
discussions a focus, we will orient them around the work of three canonical Romantic authors--
Wordsworth, Austen, and Shelley--assess the aesthetic, historical, and political criticisms that new 
materialist scholars have developed around them, and think of ways to engage with this on-going 
critical work. The Romantics were obsessed with how and why we know things, especially those things 
that seemed increasingly different from and yet strangely like people, sometimes because these 
"things" were people as in the popular "it-narratives" or in the literatures of slavery and abolition. Our 
focus in the course will be on the way experiments with literary form and genre intersect with 
questions of exactly what kind of "thing" literature is: novel, poem, book, text, writing, speech, gift, 
commodity. Reassessing Romanticism through thing theory will allow us to examine anew topics of 
long-standing theoretical and historical interest: class, gender, travel and empire, slavery and disability, 
writing and authorship, animals and environments. 

Evaluation for the course will be based primarily on short presentations and reports on course readings. 
At the end of the course, students will present a conference paper using the theories and ideas 
developed throughout. 

 

http://www.english.ubc.ca/courses/winter2014/handbook_section4.htm#4.1
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Required texts: (subject to change): 

 Poetry by Wordsworth and Shelley (most or all available online) 
 Austen, Mansfield Park 
 Latour, We Have Never Been Modern; (1991); Bogost, Alien Phenomenology; Coole and 

Frost, ed. The New Materialisms: Ontology, Agency, and Politics; 
Morton, Hyperobjects (2012); Byrne, Jane Austen: A Life in Small Things. 

 Other Criticism (available via the web or in class): selections from Marx, Heidegger, Adorno, 
Foucault, Baudrillard; Appardurai, ed. The Social Life of Things(1986); Bennet, Vital Matter; 
Brown, ed. Things (2004); Blackwell, ed. The Secret Life of Things (2008); Peer, 
ed. Romanticism and the Object (2009); Park,The Self and It: Novel Objects in the 
Eighteenth Century (2010); Lamb, The Things Things Say (2011); Jacobus, Romantic 
Things (2012); Lupton, Knowing Books (2012); Gikandi, Slavery and Enlightenment (2012) 

 

 


