
Queering the History of Emotions 
A Survey in pre-1900 American Literature, Affect Studies, and Queer Historiography 

 
A Word dropped careless on a Page  

May stimulate an eye  
When folded in perpetual seam  

The Wrinkled Maker lie  
 

Infection in the sentence breeds  
We may inhale Despair  

At distances of Centuries  
From the Malaria – 

 
- Emily Dickinson 
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COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 
This course pairs a survey in pre-1900 American Literature with major movements in critical 
theory. In the last quarter of a century, two of the most transformative fields in the humanities 
and social sciences have been queer theory and affect studies. Influential across a wide array of 
disciplines and scholarship, these fields have changed the way contemporary scholars approach 
the relationship between politics, aesthetics, and everyday experience. More recently, a related 
field has gained traction called “the history of emotions.” This course frames our survey of pre-
1900 American literature with a focused introduction to each field of inquiry, emphasizing their 
co-evolution, as well as current methodologies animating each field today.  
 
To familiarize ourselves with current scholarly approaches to affect studies, we’ll begin by 
studying major works of literary criticism and theory next to 17th- through 19th- century texts 
known for the queer emotions they implant in readers (whether queer in their moment, or queer 
at a distance). Primary texts will include colonial captivity narratives, erotic protestant revival 
accounts, the Abraham Lincoln elegies penned by Walt Whitman, and experimental structures of 
feeling tested in the newspapers of Frederick Douglass, among others.  
 
Following this juxtaposition of primary material with contemporary affect theory, we’ll shift to 
an exploration of queer theory’s origins, framed through a history of emotions methodology. A 
large part of this segment will involve familiarizing ourselves with the legacy of Eve Kosofsky 
Sedgwick, to whom much is owed for uniting queer theory, affect studies, and 19th-century 
literary criticism at a formative moment. We’ll continue to cover an array of pre-1900 writers 
central to contemporary understandings of queer history, including Sarah Orne Jewett, Henry 
James, Charles Chesnutt, Ojibwe two-spirit warrior Ozaawindib, as well as influential historian 
of 19th-century literature F.O. Matthiessen.  


