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At any moment hundreds, perhaps thousands of stimuli impinge upon the human 

body and the body responds by infolding them all at once and registering them as 

an intensity. Affect is this intensity.

—  Eric Shouse, “Feeling, Emotion, Affect”1

Scholars in a range of disciplines have turned of late to the study of affect as a 

way to better understand human agency. But “what are affects good for?,” asks 

sociologist Patricia Clough in a recent meditation on the future of affect stud-

ies.2 The question might be well put by the literary critic, reconceived along 

these lines: “how might affect theory help our understanding of literature, par-

ticularly the literature of sensibility in the eighteenth century?” I take up this 

question here on a number of fronts, noting similarities in the preoccupations 

of affect theorists and writers of the Age of Sensibility, as I consider the useful-

ness of affect theory for the literary critic and the consequences of adopting the 

underlying assumptions of affect studies as a guide for critical practice. My 

hope is that affect theory might help us better grasp what’s at stake in texts that 

focus attention on the tremulations of affected bodies. But my investigation 

raises questions about the potential limits both to the explanatory power and 

the political efficacy of recent theories of affect. For as readers of cultural arti-

facts or of social practices, we are beckoned to articulate a more complete phe-

nomenology of the aesthetic and of lived experience, but I’m concerned that 

such a focus may vacate potentials for political agency beyond mere celebra-

tion of immediate (unmediated) affective engagement, and so in the end rein-

force rather than interrogate a metaphysics of presence that both the writer of 

sensibility 200 years ago and the affect theorist now would seem to embrace.

Before considering the relevance of affect theory to eighteenth-  century stud-

ies, first a few general observations about the relation of the methods of affect 

studies to literary analysis. In recent investigations, social scientists have been 
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able to observe bodies in motion—  walking in public space, writhing in the 

dance hall—  and to measure in a lab things like the connection between facial 

expression and the experience of fear or surprise, or the physiological response 

of children to an emotionally engaging film.3 For those of us who study human 

activity in earlier periods, though, all we have are representations of the quick-

enings of affect, the only traces left of long dead people. (And for disciplines 

such as literary studies and art history, such representations are what we’re in-

terested in primarily, anyway.) Even if we could determine the responses of 

actual readers or viewers of works of art, would we want to? Ruth Leys points 

out that a certain strain of affect theory privileges as the measure of a work’s 

success the quality of a reader’s affective response to it, rather than the quality 

of craftsmanship—  and so commits the “affective fallacy” that literary critics 

since W. K. Wimsatt, Jr., and M. C. Beardsley have sought to avoid.4 It’s as if the 

degree of autonomic arousal in the reader is sole measure of merit, which 

makes sense if “intensities” of experience of the kind celebrated in the epigraph 

above is what seems most important.

I find it hard to respond to such moves without a reflex of aversion, to a 

rhetoric that would seem to obliterate the grounds for shared interpretation 

and reduce the category of the aesthetic to its lowest denominator, less common 

than idiosyncratic: the fleeting perceptions of the individual. But I wonder in-

creasingly whether factoring in affective response might be a way to bring back 

into literary criticism the felt pleasure of the text, which draws readers to litera-

ture in the first place—  and is certainly what community members in extension 

courses want to talk about, before the instructor lets them know this is seen as 

out of bounds, as naïve and unsophisticated, and probably politically suspect, 

in that they want to leap from their own particular response to a universalizing 

account of what “the Reader” feels. It’s not much to base a literary analysis on, 

not when the object of study since the New Critics has been the text itself—  its 

structures and meanings—  and more recently that text in dialogue with its con-

texts, its replication of or resistance to ideological forces as revealed in the crit-

ic’s laying bare of the text’s discursive coding. But what if we came to these 

texts with an attitude of openness to their promise of affective connection- 

 making? Rather than be driven in our critical practice by a stance of suspicion 

that entails a narrowing of horizons, in that it scans for signs of complicity, re-

pression, false consciousness, and so always knows in advance what it will 

find, what if we came to these texts on their own terms, in a way? Perhaps we 

might then live up to the spirit of Eve Sedgwick’s call for a “reparative” mode 

of critique that could move us past the habit of “paranoid reading” she sees as 

endemic to academic culture. Rather than searching to uncover what is lurking 

beneath—  or call for action beyond—  the text, we might instead focus on the be-

side, on those interstices between being and action, feeling and judgment when 

the relational positioning of bodies and recognition of their interdependence is 

all that matters.5 Could we read, for instance, scenes of teary-  eyed reconcilia-
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tion in the sentimental novel in a straight-  up fashion, as opening a space for 

authentic, potentially revolutionary new assemblages of the kind envisioned by 

Gilles Deleuze,6 rather than as always already co-  opted by the power dynamics 

that determine social relations? I’ll come back to this question, and this case 

study of the sentimental, to see whether conceptualizations of affect inspired by 

Sedgwick’s thinking could move us beyond statements of desire for a healthier 

critical practice that are more than merely aspirational.

* * *

So how to assess the relevance of affect theory to study of the eighteenth cen-

tury? I would argue in the first instance for the necessity of eighteenth-  century 

studies to affect studies now, especially given the rather blinkered concern with 

the present that tends to mark the field. Though we can say an interest in affect 

has characterized studies of contemporary culture over the last fifteen years or 

so, in eighteenth-  century studies thinking about the cultural significance of the 

triad passion / feeling / emotion has been ongoing for decades, as the object of 

study demanded attention to these phenomena from the start, given that from 

mid-  century onwards polite society throughout Europe and the Anglo-  Atlantic 

world was preoccupied with feeling. The terms sentiment, sentimental, and sen-

sibility pervade all genres of writing—  from works of imaginative literature to 

the more prosaic, such as the personal diary, the periodical essay, the philo-

sophical treatise, the political speech. It’s important to note that the intellectual 

milieu of the Enlightenment has specific relevance for affect theory since 

Deleuze (and the many he has influenced) relies heavily on Baruch Spinoza, 

the early modern thinker whose work informs contemporary understandings 

of affect and who continues to be a foundational figure.7 And orienting our 

thinking about affect in the period that saw the emergence of modernity can 

reveal much not just on account of Spinoza, but because of the contexts in 

which he was embedded. 

First, a notion of “the passions” rather than of “emotions” was still domi-

nant in the picture of what it means to be human;8 this entailed in the first in-

stance a conception of being acted upon rather than operating actively when it 

comes to the drivers of motive and behavior. Such a model of embodied being 

complicates the picture of the individual as autonomous and self-  determining 

that has long been seen as a legacy of the Enlightenment. I would note more 

generally that tracing the connections of recent affect theory to this earlier pe-

riod is productive due to the empiricist thinking that from the mid-  seventeenth 

century gave rise to new interest in the physiological bases of perception, the 

mechanics of cognition, the workings of consciousness. The raw data of experi-

ence in all forms was taken as fit object of study when accounting for human 

subjectivity. Keeping in mind the spirit of such inquiry at the microlevels of 

perception offers us, perhaps, a way to heed Sedgwick’s suggestion that we 

pay more attention to the texture of felt experience, to factor in the significance 
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of what is often left out in theories of rational action or in the deterministic ac-

counts of Karl Marx and Michel Foucault: those shimmerings of feeling sparked 

by the volatile, always modulating nature of being-  in-  the-  world.9

The model that emerged from the empiricist project promoted by John 

Locke, David Hume, and others is, of course, that all knowledge is founded in 

corporeal stimulus, originating from sense impressions transported by the 

nerves to the brain, and assembled into ideas that in turn come to generate the 

systems of belief and sense of personal identity we hold over time. It’s remark-

able how this way of thinking quickly came to govern how people—  at least 

those in the republic of letters—  thought about themselves and their relation to 

their environment, and how this pervades thinking about body and non-  body, 

inside and outside, self and other. (So influential was this model of sensation 

psychology that G. J. Barker-  Benfield has termed it “a new psychoperceptual 

paradigm.”10) As testimony we have the notebooks of a young Anthony Ashley 

Cooper, third Earl of Shaftesbury, famous in intellectual history as founder of 

the “moral sense” school in British philosophy. Reflecting on his life so far, 

Shaftesbury provides a compelling account of the vagaries of embodied subjec-

tivity, upbraiding himself as follows: 

Thou hast engag’d, still sallyed out, & liv’d abroad, still prostituted thy self & 

committed thy Mind to Chance & the next comer, so as to be Treated at pleasure 

by every-  one, to receive impressions from every thing and Machine-  like to be 

mov’d & wrought upon, wound up, & governed exteriorly, as if there were noth-

ing that rul’d within, or had the least control.11

What’s striking about this passage is, first, how clearly what he’s describing are 

the workings of affect, with its core quality of being acted upon, and its power 

to connect body and mind to an external environment that shapes the perceiv-

ing subject. Second, the intensities described here are not cause for celebration, 

but generate a kind of existential disorientation that results from a feeling of 

lack of control over self. Like many of his contemporaries, Shaftesbury betrays 

anxiety about materialism, the doctrine that we are no more than the sum of 

the physiological processes of the feeling body. Shaftesbury’s use of the de-

scriptor “Machine-  like” is telling, and anticipates the central trope of Julien Of-

fray de La Mettrie’s 1748 treatise L’homme machine, perhaps the most radical—  and 

certainly most notorious—  empiricist manifesto, one whose bleak picture of a 

self determined wholly by mechanical operations forms a marked contrast to 

the celebratory tenor of some postmodernist explorations of the intersections 

of biology and technology. 

One of the more influential current affect theorists, Sarah Ahmed, tracks a 

key notion concerning the transmission of affect—  that it can spread like a 

 disease—  through the work of psychologist Silvan Tomkins, all the way back to 

Hume. In his Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals (1751), Hume contends 
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that in the presence of affected bodies, “others enter into the same Humour, 

and catch the Sentiment, by a Contagion or natural Sympathy.”12 Hume may be 

building here a case for a moral sense hardwired into the human makeup, but 

we are left with a picture of the self as permeable and easily influenced by the 

affective intensities that move through it. Then as now anxieties circulated 

about the matter of life: what matters if all is only matter? To counter the deter-

ministic drift of seventeenth-  century mechanism, vitalist thinkers in the eigh-

teenth century and into the Romantic period posit a ghost at work in the 

machine.13 More recent neo-  vitalists share a belief in the more-  than-  matter im-

manence of the stuff of life. In the model of “transcendental empiricism” pro-

posed by Deleuze, for instance, subject-  object relations escape the mechanistic 

in the realm of the virtual, as phenomena combine into assemblages that avoid 

the tyranny of stasis in their always-  present promise of becoming.14

* * *

So we can see the relevance to the underpinnings of affect theory of thinking in 

the period that saw the emergence of modernity. But what use could such the-

ory be to the literary critic, one concerned to investigate the aesthetic features 

and political implications of the literature of sensibility in the eighteenth cen-

tury? Affect theorists now and writers immersed in the culture of sensibility 

then share a preoccupation with the workings of affect, with a quality of expe-

rience that is intense yet registers below the threshold of cognition. Affect theo-

rists have developed a sophisticated vocabulary for accounting for the 

contingent, perplexing nature of embodied being. This project offers a promis-

ing interpretive frame for reading the scenes of affective excess that populate 

literary and visual works in the eighteenth century, when across Europe there 

comes to dominate a sentimental representational mode that assumes that 

heightened affect is significant in itself.15 Works governed by this mode take as 

their main interest moments of high pathos, moments that punctuate fictional 

and non-  fictional narratives alike and often provide the subject matter of paint-

ings or of illustrations of novels and histories.16 They share an interest in por-

traying bodies in the grip of passions with an insistence as if getting at an 

underlying truth about the human condition revealed in extremis. These works 

deploy a grammar of bodies positioned in space, triangulated in a relation of 

interdependence typically determined by an imbalance of power, with an ob-

server sitting in judgment while wild-  eyed supplicants kneel, or watching 

from the comfort of distance while victims of cruel fate stand paralyzed in a 

state of distress or lie prostrate in a swoon. Development of this iconography 

owes much to the French painter Charles Le Brun, who in the previous century 

painted heroic tableaux of bodies frozen in attitudes of overwhelmed pathos, 

and who in his influential lectures identified a number of passions universal to 

the human form manifested in fixed facial expressions.17

It is telling to note that the project of identifying a set of basic emotions man-



286 THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY

ifested on the body has been revived by psychologists influential on current 

theories of affect, especially Silvan Tomkins and Paul Ekman.18 Other theorists, 

inspired by Deleuzean “non-  representational” thinking, seek to account for 

phenomena that cannot be captured in or contained by language, by media-

tion, often asserting a truth of the body that precedes self-  reflection, an authen-

ticity that resists the fall into discourse.19 These lines of thought may perhaps 

have the explanatory force to move us beyond the social constructionist para-

digm that has governed humanities and social sciences research over the past 

few decades. But even if we don’t right now pursue the broader implications of 

this re-  visioning, it can at least provide a framework for investigating the pre-

occupation with affective intensities in early modern cultural productions. An 

important insight concerns the operations of affect, characterized less by the 

interplay of discrete subjectivities than by the modulations of a “field of forces.” 

Hence the claim by Brian Massumi and others that affect is autonomous (even 

“pre-  personal”) and that such modulations can be analyzed in a dynamic sys-

tem that includes affectual relations among human, animal, and even inorganic 

actants.

We might use such intuitions to better account for depictions of human be-

havior in the eighteenth century, when writers and artists are engaged in a 

shared project of sentimental representation that is remarkably widespread in 

terms of geography and genre and consistent in terms of formal element. They 

draw on a common storehouse of techniques to body forth portrayals of imme-

diate hot passion in the cold media available to them: black ink, wet oils, hard 

stylus. It’s as if collectively they are trying to grab hold of a truth about connec-

tions forged among feeling bodies that is always elusive, because diffuse, in-

choate, always-  becoming, more the circulation of affective forces than 

something that can be attributed to individual agency or even articulated in 

words (this is the “non-  representational” quality of affect in action). Narratives 

of sensibility, of the sensible body, are driven by an overarching imperative: to 

get at something profound but not quite reachable—  hence the need to repeat, 

to rehearse as if obsessively, and without resolution, scenes of affective agita-

tion. David Marshall has rightly called these moments of excess the “primal 

scene” of sentimental fiction.20

Such moments of affective agitation focus in on the face-  to-  face encounter 

with alterity, when there is clearly much at stake, so much so that the conditions 

of possibility exceed those of the everyday, and generate a dramatic situation 

that breaks free from the tethers of a standard representational mode. Yet the 

scene remains embedded in a narrative context, in which the roles of the various 

figures in relation to one another are clear. My specific interest is in such mo-

ments represented in literary fiction, when the onward push of plotting slows 

down, and description becomes thick and preoccupied with capturing the ges-

tures and tremulations of the affected body. A metaphysics of transcendence is 
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in play as individuals are left “beside themselves,” are “transported” as they 

undergo a surfeit of emotion, whether of pity when confronted by a scene of 

virtue in distress, or, participating in a scene of reconciliation, of the joy that 

comes with the withdrawal of pain and the reassertion of communal harmony. 

In this space of the beside, there is a queering of normative convention that 

holds out the promise for new arrangements of the psychic and the social.

To mention one of many novels governed by this mode, Henry Mackenzie’s 

The Man of Feeling (1771) is punctuated by episodes during which the protago-

nist and his interlocutors, struck dumb by an overload of sensory input, consis-

tently “fix” one another in an exchange of penetrating gazes that would seem 

to pierce through the isolation of the self to give those present access to a fuller 

state of being. When, for example, Harley and his servant Edwards return to 

the man’s humble cottage, they discover that Harley’s beloved Miss Walton has 

brought the man’s grandchildren new clothes. In response to this act of gener-

osity, they enact together a tableau vivant of sentimental communion: 

The boy heard his grandfather’s voice, and, with that silent joy which his present 

finery inspired, ran to the door to meet him: putting one hand in his, with the 

other pointing to his sister, “See, said he, what Miss Walton has brought us?”——

Edwards gazed on them. Harley fixed his eyes on Miss Walton; hers were turned 

to the ground;—  in Edwards’ was a beamy moisture.—  He folded his hands 

 together——  “I cannot speak, young lady, said he, to thank you.” Neither could 

Harley.21

I have written elsewhere of such moments, arguing that they share a represen-

tational mode that connects amatory, sentimental, and gothic fiction across a 

period of over a hundred years in the emergence of the early novel.22 But my 

reading of such scenes occurred before the coalescence of affect theory into 

lines of thought or affect studies into a set of methods coherent enough to con-

sider, and I wonder how useful it might be to consider such moments through 

the lens of current accounts of the circulation of affect. Perhaps affect theory 

can provide a frame of reference for grasping what’s at stake in these contin-

gent encounters between self and other, which hinge on a realization that the 

affected self is part of a larger whole, and seem to offer a kind of therapeutic 

corrective to the alienation of modern life. Sentimental encounters promise a 

breaking through of the categories of difference that keep us apart—  an effacing 

of socioeconomic, generational, gendered, racial, even species difference. It’s as 

if in moments of suspension, when bodies are impinging on one another, af-

fecting and affected, but between states, in an in-  between-  ness that affect theo-

rists have sought to highlight, in a not-  yet state of potential for change, there is 

a space for neutrality in which power imbalances might be cancelled out, and 

affective assemblages created that offer newly born communities primed to act, 
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resistant to dualistic thinking, of the reign of me versus you, of us versus 

them.23 This seems to be the implicit promise of the sentimental encounter, 

which at least for a time holds out a way to overcome the inequities that mark 

the material relation of the (often bourgeois male) subject and the typical inter-

locutor: the fallen woman, the rural poor, the suffering slave. It’s not that these 

novelists and artists were reading Spinoza, and certainly not Deleuze and Félix 

Guattari’s Spinoza-  inspired vision of the revolutionary potential of planar rela-

tions. But recent accounts of the immanent power of affective intensities do 

wield some explanatory power when it comes to trying to figure out the mental-

ité of a society that had an apparently insatiable appetite for scenes of affective 

excess, rehearsed over and over again—  to the point that to an outsider, it can 

all seem too much, both the emotional charge and the repetition of what can 

quickly seem formulaic and hackneyed, when pathos turns to bathos and the 

possibility of satire slips in.

Works governed by the sentimental mode and writings of contemporary 

affect theorists focus on the energies in play in interpersonal encounters, mov-

ing past interest in mere sociability to celebrate the power of raw affectual 

states to be transformational in themselves. Such encounters produce, in the 

eighteenth-  century idiom, a commingling of feeling souls in moments of 

“transport” or, in current parlance, “intensities” of “flows” that circulate among 

animate and inanimate phenomena, and promise a state of “rapture” (as 

Charles Altieri puts it in his recent articulation of an aesthetics of the affects).24 

Implied in all of this is that some emancipatory potential resides in the stimula-

tion of the sensory-  perceptual apparatus, in the collision of bodies in time and 

space, in the merging and unmerging of identities. What this potential might 

be cannot be articulated clearly, though, neither by affect theorists nor by writ-

ers of sensibility—  for it’s an article of faith in both camps that these limited in-

tensities generate a profound knowing and fullness of being that’s ineffable, 

and hence resistant to reasoned analysis. (As Eric Shouse puts it in his recent 

account of the operations of affect, “The body has a grammar of its own that 

cannot be fully captured in language”; as Mackenzie describes the response of 

his Man of Feeling to the scene of tearful reunion presented above, “There were 

a thousand sentiments;—  but they gushed so impetuously on his heart, that he 

could not utter a syllable.”25) So in both cases we are left with rhapsodic affir-

mations of the potential of charged encounters to somehow act as cure-  all, to 

heal the wounds of alienation in a society riven then as now by inequity. Per-

haps because the promise of affect is always a matter of potential, of the virtual, 

of connections made on an infinite set of possible planes of relation, where to 

go with assemblages once forged remains beyond thinking. The annihilation of 

self offered by the Burkean sublime—  in the liminal-  state encounter with the 

Godhead—  finds its analogue in the always-  becoming of Deleuzean transcenden-

tal empiricism: “The self is only a threshold, a door, a becoming between two 

multiplicities.”26
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* * *

It may seem a bit of a stretch to read affect theory through the Age of Sensibil-

ity, but as the metaphysics that underwrites current affect theory comes clearer 

into view, it has struck me that scholarship informed by such thinking may be 

doomed to suffer the same fate as the sentimentalist turn of mind in this shar-

ing of a largely unexamined faith in the salutary effects of heightened affect. To 

take scenes of affective excess at face value—  to read them not just as represent-

ing a more complex picture of the material embeddedness of the human, but as 

holding out a credible promise of reconciliation if not redemption—  would be 

to counter the critique offered by the symptomatic reading. The effect would be 

to vacate the results of investigations carried out over the past three decades by 

scholars of eighteenth-  century British and nineteenth-  century American cul-

ture that reveal the exploitative dynamics at work in the countless scenes of 

sentimental excess that punctuate novels and plays when, after the moment of 

communion, there seems on offer little lasting relief of the suffering on display 

nor interrogation of the material causes of that suffering.27 There may soon ap-

pear on the horizon a way out of the current impasse, where a desire for repair 

militates against a habit of paranoid reading. Regardless of outcome, though, it 

will continue to be important for the literary critic or the social scientist to re-

member that at root the (inter)personal is political, and that we forget this at 

our peril. 

At the moment, it seems as if bare acknowledgement of materiality has sup-

planted cultural materialist method, as teasings-out of an ontology of feeling 

replace critiques of base and superstructure. So how might the turn to affect as 

master category be problematic, when celebration of intensities can feel so 

good? In a recent book Pieter Vermeulen gets to the heart of the matter, taking 

to task the “versions of cultural and social theory that tend to reify affect as the 

material substrate of human behavior”—  and in so doing valorize the pre-

personal over the individual. He observes that

the main problem with [a] strict separation between affect and consciousness is 

that it allows invocations of affect to claim a privileged access to the material de-

terminants of culture, and to immunize themselves from critique. Such rigorously 

undialectical mobilizations of affect underwrite an uncritical posthumanism that 

fails to account for the ineluctability of consciousness, cognition, intention, and 

narrative in the understanding of contemporary life.28 

Vermeulen here grasps a fundamental weakness. We now have highly theo-

rized accounts of affect that are hobbled by an inarticulacy that would seem 

required of the object of study: phenomena that resist capture in discourse. 

And underlying it all is the kind of self-  licensing politics of virtue that drives 

any revolutionary method, even one that celebrates the ineffable as a cultural 
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and social good. Vermeulen is interested in the literature that represents con-

temporary life, but it may help to take the long view here on the history of 

conceptualizing affective agency. One fact then becomes clear: that much re-

cent work on affect falls prey to the same problem as the sentimental idealism 

that gripped an earlier time, in that aspiration stands in place of evidence, and 

little is offered beyond hopeful assertions that affective events have the poten-

tial to produce a more holistic union among all constituents, including human, 

animal, even inorganic actants.

Instructive on this point is Clive Barnett, one of the few scholars versed in 

the theory who has written from a stance of what might be called sympathetic 

skepticism. Focusing on the influential work of political theorist William Con-

nolly and human geographer Nigel Thrift, Barnett challenges the assumption 

that the circulation of affect powers positive change. Barnett identifies what he 

calls a “normative blind-  spot” to such thinking, since there’s not necessarily a 

progressive valence to heightened affect per se.29 As the last century has shown, 

charging up the emotions of a volatile body politic can be a strategy deployed 

by fascists to great effect.30 Another case in point to my mind is the widespread 

faith during the eighteenth century in the beneficial nature of sentimental feel-

ing, which rests on similar assumptions about the cultural politics of emotion. 

As George Boulukos has recently observed, it’s not right to assume that, for 

instance, “sentimental attention to the suffering of slaves” would necessarily 

lead to the political action required for abolition. Indeed, he notes, “Sentiment, 

on close inspection, turns out to be a cultural form without a predetermined 

content.”31 It could be argued that North American culture at large now, with 

its ethos of confession and therapy, has entered an Age of Sensibility redux, in 

which reflexive instinct is valorized not just as the basis for a fuller ontology, 

for fleshing out what Hume termed a “science of human nature,” but as a basis 

for a universal ethics as well.

Affect theorists often focus in on “the event,” a particular juncture in time 

and space when the perceiving agent is affected by external forces and a win-

dow of potentiality opens on a new way of being—  we see this focus in recent 

work by sociologists, political theorists, geographers, and others.32 Underwrit-

ing all of this is a phenomenology of becoming, most influentially Spinoza’s 

account of the joy that comes with the recognition that one’s sense of individu-

ality is a fiction, an incomplete account of what it is to be fully human. For 

Spinoza only in giving oneself up to the immanent power of the energies that 

can circulate among subjects and subjects, subjects and objects, even objects 

and objects, can the human reach its potential for self-  realization. Deleuze, 

often working with Guattari, built on these insights in his call in the aftermath 

of the upheavals of the 1960s to harness a spirit of “nomad” thinking to counter 

the repressive apparatus of “State” thinking exemplified in the law-  enforcing 

ethos of traditional philosophy.33 Later affect theorists have this emancipatory 

warrant implicitly in hand as they offer the prospect of new assemblages 
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emerging out of the flux of contingency and difference as a means to break free 

of the bounds that hold us back. The challenge for the cultural critic now would 

seem to be to move beyond mere acceptance of this promise of becoming and 

to articulate a plan, or perhaps a framework, or even just a bare rationale that 

could underwrite progressive action.

Perhaps the most politically self-  reflexive and attractive recent attempt to 

factor in more fully the affective charge of both human and non-  human is the 

“vital materialism” of Jane Bennett. But even while she articulates an explicit 

political stance—  what she calls a “green materialist” ecophilosophy that seeks 

to make the world a better place—  Bennett can offer no pragmatic method by 

which her revisionist worldview can be implemented on the ground. (She cites 

Bruno Latour’s rather cryptic call that we convene “a parliament of things,” but 

concludes that this is “an idea that is as provocative as it is elusive”: an apt ap-

praisal for much recent neo-  vitalist rumination.34) Perhaps there will always be 

this limit—  whether to what has come to be called the “new materialism” or to 

the paradigm of “thinking matter” in the eighteenth century: understanding the 

thingness of people and our potential to be affected by and to affect other im-

pinging bodies at the molecular level may not in itself lead to much beyond an 

awareness of interrelatedness, an awareness of cold matter enlivened by ener-

gies which in themselves cannot produce a progressive political program.35

What’s yet to become clear, finally, is whether in its privileging of sensitive 

embodiment as a good in itself, affect theory—  much like the sentimental frame 

of mind—  can have much to say about how to effect positive change in the 

world. Since in some quarters an ontology of feeling that celebrates the posthu-

man would seem to displace the desire for an articulated ideological critique, 

can any of this be of use to a politically inflected criticism? Or, as with the ideals 

of the Age of Sensibility that came before, might the underlying assumptions of 

current theory be at best hopeful, and at worst naïve, perhaps at root no less 

conservative than progressive—  and in the end prone to ridicule? These are the 

broader questions that still need to be answered as we grope  toward under-

standing how celebrating the intensities of the affected body could ground a 

practical ethics of critique. Acknowledging fully both the influence of affect on 

cognition and the power of affective bonds to form resistant communities has 

the potential to move us past the traditional mind/body split in Western think-

ing and truly offer a way forward, one marked by a more nuanced critique, in-

creased psychosocial health, and effective political agency. But it’s not yet clear 

whether in the end this might all be just wishful thinking, based on a fuzzy if 

energetic neo-  vitalism that merely inverts the traditional hierarchy of values— 

 so that all we’re left with is a reversal of René Descartes’s cogito, along the lines: 

“I feel, therefore I am.” What is more clear, I hope, is that reading current affect 

theories through the visions of impassioned bodies alive in early modern cul-

ture affords a comparatist perspective on the history of emotions that is both 

productive and timely.
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