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CATEGORY E - Theory, Rhetoric and Language 
(Students in the MA program should consult Section 4.4 of 
the Handbook when planning their courses.)

Affect Theory and Literary Criticism 

 
Course Description: 
In the last fifteen or twenty years theories of affect and emotion have come into focus in the 
humanities and sciences. Our seminar's primary avenue for approaching this terrain is the work of 
twentieth-century psychologist Silvan Tomkins whose four volume Affect Imagery 
Consciousness (1962-1992) elaborates an idiosyncratic, sophisticated affect theory that is informed by 
psychoanalysis and cybernetics. Eve Sedgwick's work offers a guide to approaching Tomkins's writing 
and bringing it into relation to diverse elements of contemporary criticism: queer theory, 
understandings of performativity, and the move between language and bodies as they offer 
complementary grounds for epistemology. This course will be especially concerned to build bridges 
between Tomkins and psychoanalytic writing, both in classical texts (by Freud) and in the object-
relations theory of Melanie Klein. 

Alongside explicitly theoretical works in philosophy, psychology, and literary theory we will read a 
handful of novels and short fiction: Mme de Lafayette's The Princesse de Cleves (1678), Laurence 
Sterne's A Sentimental Journey (1768), several stories by Franz Kafka (19-teens and --twenties), a 
chapter from Marcel Proust's In Search of Lost Time (1921), and Patricia Highsmith's The Talented Mr. 
Ripley (1955). We will assume that both the explicitly theoretical material and the fictional material are 
exploring and proposing affect theories. Our method, if we want to call it that, will be a kind of lay 
phenomenology that proceeds with this question in mind: What differences might it make to our critical 
reading skills to have one or more explicit theories of affect or emotion around? 

Course Requirements: 
Course grade will be based on seminar participation (10%), a short critical response (20%), a 
presentation AND report (30%), and a term paper (15-20 pages) (40%). 
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