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Potkay frames his study as a return to joy in the wake of a certain loss of joy in the postmodern 
world. Joy, he rightly argues, is a term invoked less often, one that since World War II has been 
relegated to capitalist, consumerist, and nationalist propaganda: we’re more likely to encounter joy in 
advertising for Coke or dishwashing liquid than we are in our intimate experiences with “the planet, 
its ecosystems, [and] its myriad sentient creatures” (227). We need a joy “on the road to nowhere” 
that forces us to live in the present moment and to combat what Fredric Jameson calls “the waning 
of affect” that characterizes postmodernism. To do so, Potkay tells “the story of joy,” and in this 
response paper I’d like contextualize that story within the so-called “affective turn” in the 
humanities and social sciences. This paper, then, is part elucidation of what I take to be some of the 
more interesting and important aspects of Potkay’s book with regard to affect theory, and part 
reflection on the implications of those aspects for reading Romantic-era texts. 
 
The Story of Joy emerges from “the affective turn” in the humanities, a term coined by Patricia Clough 
in 2000 that refers to a renewed emphasis on affect and emotion in academic scholarship. The 
affective turn is not a concerted movement, but, broadly, affect theory has taken two general 
trajectories that are relevant to Potkay’s methodology. The first reflects recent interest in the writings 
of American psychologist Silvan Tomkins, who argued for nine “primary affects” rooted in biology. 
Tomkins’s work has inspired a range of studies on the physiological basis of affect (e.g., Sedgwick 
and Clough), and Potkay gestures toward this kind of approach in his discussion of “sensation” and 
“erotic joi.” As he demonstrates his readings of Coleridge and Wordsworth (I’m thinking here 
especially of “Tintern Abbey,” with its emphasis on “sense” and “sensations sweet”), we can feel joy 
as a corporeal experience. However, Potkay tends toward a less corporeal and more intellectual, 
psychological vision of joy. In the Aquinian and Spinozan traditions on which he mostly relies, joy 
and sorrow are the “master” affects (or passions) to which all other affects, emotion, and passions 
lead. The second trajectory in affect theory, related to this intellectual tradition, revolves around 
renewed interest in philosopher Baruch Spinoza, whose influential Ethics (1677) is an important text 
for scholars of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century literature and affect theory alike. Spinoza argued 
that the “primary affects” of joy, desire, and sorrow—from which all passions and emotions 
derived—were “confused ideas” rooted in both the mind and body, a concept thinkers such as 
Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari have revisited and revised. In his focus on “otherworldly joy,” 
“ethical joy,” and “aesthetic joy,” Potkay privileges the “mind” half of Spinoza’s theory: “Joy,” he 
writes, “is the experience or apprehension of union or fulfillment, of desire laid at least temporarily 
to rest” (10); “Joy is always, to a certain degree, an aftertaste of pre-linguistic totality, before space or 
time or the categories of thought” (17). Following leading affect theorists, Potkay approaches joy as 
“a kind of thought that lies outside of language” (vii), one that requires language and narrative—that 
is, a story—to be made accessible. 
 
Importantly, Potkay privileges “passion” as the more “technical term” to describe joy, (given its 
usage in Enlightenment philosophy) instead of “affect,” the term used by Spinoza and the one that I 
am more inclined to use. As it appears in recent humanities scholarship, “affect” is neither a solely 
biological phenomenon nor a solely ideological one. Its utility for many theorists lies in its open-
endedness: “affect” names that which precedes conscious feeling, the autonomic responses to 
sensory experience that subsequently register as conscious “emotions.” Brian Massumi, for example, 
offers a definition of affect as a form of non-conscious “intensity” that is later “qualified” by the 



mind as emotion. This seems very much to be how Potkay thinks of joy: he argues that joy is a pre-
conscious affect that requires a “story” to be made accessible as passion or emotion. This story 
typically follows a narrative expression of movement!desire!union (15-6), and, as Potkay makes 
clear, this story is fundamental to how we make sense of the world. He thus distinguishes joy from 
“happiness,” which is an ethical ideal (20); from “ecstasy,” which constitutes a complete annihilation 
of self (20); and from “love,” which he argues is eros, for the most part, or joy linked to an external 
cause (14). Moreover, he elevates joy from other affects in its tendency to transcend the physical; 
unlike other affects, where physiological response is a central component, joy is much more a state 
of mind (cognitive), a psychological and spiritual experience not always tethered to the human body. 
For example, he distinguishes “passions” (joy, sorrow, love, hate, fear, hope) from “sensations” 
(feelings) and “moods” (anxiety, depression) (7). These are important distinctions, but I think 
Potkay’s characterization of joy as passion rather than affect doesn’t always quite work. Joy, it seems 
to me, is a complex affective state: as a state outside (or prior to) language and thought, joy is 
“affect”; as a narrativized expression of that state, joy is “emotion”; as a philosophical term with 
evolving socio-historical contexts, joy is “passion.” Joy is the very embodiment of what modern 
theorists call “affect,” and Potkay’s book demonstrates, I think, how affect is most accessible 
through literature and art; the realm of the aesthetic is the means by which we shape and process 
emotion. 
 
The story of joy, then, as Potkay masterfully demonstrates, is a story of how joy has been expressed 
through literature and religion and how the term itself has evolved dialectically between body and 
mind. Potkay thus challenges a “secularization thesis” that “links modernity with progressive 
secularization” by showing how modernity evolves in dialectical exchange with religion and 
secularization as seen through the story of joy (x). In what I take to be the best section of the book 
(chapters 4-7), Potkay shows how Romantic poets such as Wordsworth bring joy “down from the 
heavens” to the material, social, political world, in a development of the work of Shaftesbury and 
Godwin, before joy re-ascends once more to heaven in the Victorian period, “leaving behind a holy 
melancholy in its stead” (130). Thus, despite the transcendent impulses of joy, Potkay challenges 
what is often a dominant reading of Romanticism as a movement founded on transcendence, on an 
escapist poetics that eschews sociality and politics in favor of the so-called Romantic Ideology. The 
story of joy shows otherwise. 
 
I do wish Potkay had done more with Wordsworth here: he argues that “Wordsworth’s joy is and 
was perceived as ecological, egalitarian, and ultimately utopian” (122), but he does not pursue the 
deeply ecological valences of Wordsworth’s theory of affect in any kind of sustained way, brining up 
“Green Romanticism” only briefly in the book’s conclusion. In the seven years since The Story of Joy, 
there has been much work done on Wordsworth, ecology, and science that has, I think, bolstered 
Potkay’s claims, and I think there’s still much work to be done to investigate the role of affect and 
emotion in Wordsworthian Romanticism. Of course, Coleridge is a more central figure to the book, 
but I would have liked to see an expanded reading of “Tintern Abbey” and The Prelude, two poems 
that are as much about love as joy (one recalls the subtitle to book eight of The Prelude: “Love of 
Nature Leading to Love of Mankind”). 
 
My broad critique of Potkay is that he (over)emphasizes joy at the expense of love, which often 
plays a more central role in the Romantic-era poetry he analyzes. For example, a concordance search 
of Wordsworth’s complete works shows 820 instances of the word “love” as opposed to 354 
instances of “joy.” Repetition, of course, is not sufficient evidence in and of itself, but it does point 



to what I see as a curious omission in Potkay’s readings: what of love? He briefly suggests the 
important link between love and joy in the book’s preface—both serve “as a linchpin between 
emotion and ethics” (viii)—but he pays little attention to love in his readings of Romantic-era 
poetry. Blake, for instance, writes that “Each joy is a Love” (what does this mean?); Wordsworth 
asserts the primacy of “intellectual love” at the end of The Prelude; Coleridge defines love as “a desire 
of the whole being to be united to some thing, or some being, felt necessary to its completeness” 
(the role of love in Coleridge’s Ode seems especially important). Moreover, Percy Shelley certainly 
privileges love above joy in Prometheus Unbound (and in much of his writings). Potkay’s analysis of 
Shelley reveals the poet’s deep debts to Christian notions of joy and forgiveness (181-5), but love, it 
seems to me, is the central concept for Shelley’s politics and poetics. 
 
I’m emphasizing my critique here not to “poke a hole” in Potkay’s argument (this is, after all, a book 
about joy, not love, and the book is amazingly focused), but rather to assert my own position—that 
love in Romanticism is an understudies concept, often taking a back seat to joy or nature or 
imagination—and to pose some questions that we might pursue during the workshop. What is the 
relationship between love and joy? and, we might add, happiness, ecstasy, compassion, etc.? What 
changes—and does it matter—if we characterize joy as affect, passion, or emotion? How can 
Potkay’s book help us to rethink the role of emotion and feeling in eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century literature, especially in the traditional trajectory of moving from an Age of Reason to an Age 
of Feeling? 
 
Ultimately, Potkay makes a strong and very worthwhile case for the importance of returning to joy, 
ethics, and affect in the twenty-first century. I’m especially drawn to his call for the necessity of joy 
in the postmodern age, and how we can recover that joy through literature and art. The Story of Joy 
opens up promising possibilities for my own research on love and affect in Romantic poetry; my 
teaching of British literature in both surveys and advanced seminars; and my own experiences in a 
postmodern, consumer-capitalist society. 
 


