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In their introduction to The Affect Theory Reader, Melissa Gregg and Gregory Seigworth navigate the tricky territory of defining a term that takes on at least as many valences as there are essays in their anthology.  Their task is even more precarious when we consider that specific, descriptive vocabulary, as such, is inadequate to the multiple becomings entailed in the theoretical concept of affect.  Nonetheless, Gregg and Seigworth’s “inventory of shimmers” places heavy emphasis on the interdependence between one’s capacity to affect and be affected and what Ben Anderson calls “impersonal intensities that do not belong to a subject or an object.”  From this perspective theories of affect involve some instruction in the art of being-capable: “a generative, pedagogic nudge aimed toward a body’s becoming an ever more worldly sensitive interface.”  Moreover, Gregg and Seigworth place this instructional imperative at the heart of affect theory’s politics as well, for “the political dimensions of affect generally proceed through…an ethico-aesthetics of a body’s capacity for becoming sensitive to the ‘manner’ of a world.”

The purpose of my paper will be to highlight the similarities between this contemporary politico-theoretical framework of affect and the eighteenth-century debate over the nature and function of “the passions.”  One of the many points of entry for bridging these two related but historically relegated concepts, I argue, lies in the political implications attendant to them.  For, in both cases, our capacity to witness affective intensity is pitted against conventional forms of power that pressure us limit how much of that capacity we are willing to admit.

A wonderful case in point can be found in the pages of Addison and Steele’s Spectator. While this text is known for its didactic bent, as a kind of “how to” manual for controlling unruly emotional impulses, I will provide evidence of places where an affective counter-current arises.  None, perhaps, better than an issue heavily influenced by a letter prompting Mr. Spectator to reconsider the value to be found in the “pleasing perplexities” of mourning.  He reflects, “I sat down with a Design to put you upon giving us Rules how to overcome such Griefs as these, but I should rather advise you to teach Men to be capable of them.”  Here we find one of many nudges away from the didactic and toward the pedagogic—pointing to the inherence of affect within experience.  I will suggest that such nudgings often come packaged in commentaries on the passions because what we now recognize as affect and what eighteenth-century readers would have known as passion are founded on a similar conceptual footing.  To solidify this connection, I will start with Johnson’s Dictionary definition of the noun form of affect—“affection; passion; sensation.”  A close reading of Johnson’s definition of the middle term will reveal how the eighteenth-century conceptualization of “passion” contains within it a theorization of what Brian Massumi has identified as an intermediary intensity between sensation and perception. 


