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This volume appears as part of what might now be described as a small but
determined trickle of affect-critical readings in biblical studies. To date,
there have been a few edited collections, a good handful of articles, and
a few monographs devoted to engagements of the biblical text with affect
theory. Yet, for many in biblical studies, it may not be entirely clear what
all the fuss is about. What is the cause of those packed American Academy
of Religion sessions sponsored by the Religion, Affect, and Emotion unit?
Why have there been the excited conversations in receptions and hallways
during the Annual Meeting, to which Jennifer Koosed and Stephen Moore
refer (Koosed and Moore 2014b, 382)? Or, why have scholars from all over
the world descended upon Lancaster, Pennsylvania, where trickles have
been turned into streams at the Capacious Conference, a meeting focused
on a wide range of affect-inspired inquiries, hosted by Millersville University? Affect-critical readings continue to grow in biblical studies, fed by
the tributaries of other disciplines. Reading with Feeling seeks to provide
an entry point to those who want to test the waters: What is affect theory,
and how can it be used in biblical criticism?
Affect theory is a critically informed analysis of emotions and bodily
sensations, one that resists any neatly bifurcated analysis of emotions as
either interior states or as social-political conditions. Instead, affect theory
refuses both essentialism and the linguistic turn that dominated so much
of scholarship in the late twentieth century. Different disciplines bring different insights and emphases to affect theory, but religious studies has
proven a particularly rich arena for the exploration of affects. Religions are
not just sets of doctrine or theological tenets, intellectually affirmed. Religions move people in their bodies, sometimes alongside but sometimes
counter to rational thought. Bodies touch, feel, sense, come together, and
-1-
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move apart as affects circulate. Affect theory gives us the conceptual tools
to explore these movements, intensities, sensations.
Teresa Brennan (2004, 1) begins her book The Transmission of Affect
in this way: “Is there anyone who has not, at least once, walked into a
room and ‘felt the atmosphere’?” In many ways, that is an ideal place to
start: affects are tangible, palpable. They have shape, are transmissible, and
leave traces. Brennan notes that affects are “material, physiological things,”
often understood interchangeably with emotions (but not feelings).1 She
adds, “affects have an energetic dimension. This is why they can enhance
or deplete. They enhance when they are projected outward, when one is
relieved of them.… Frequently, affects deplete when they are introjected,
when one carries the affective burden of another” (6). Greg Seigworth and
Melissa Gregg explain these material, energetic things as “forces or intensities.” They elaborate: “affect is found in those intensities that pass body to
body (human, nonhuman, part-body and otherwise), in those resonances
that circulate about, between, and sometimes stick to bodies and worlds,
and in the very passages or variations between these intensities and resonances themselves” (Seigworth and Gregg 2010, 1). Kathleen Stewart
(2007, 3) further adds that affects are effectively viewed in the ordinary,
the everyday, as “a kind of contact zone where the overdeterminations of
circulations, events, conditions, technologies, and flows of power literally
take place.” They are the “things that happen,” the “stuff that seemingly
intimate lives are made of ” (2). Finally, Sara Ahmed (2004, 4) wishes to
draw our attention to how affects work to shape the surfaces of bodies
(individual and collective), drawing the inevitable political consequences
of such shaping to the fore.
These introductory snippets from representative voices in the field of
affect theory show how the scholarship that engages affect theory attempts
to articulate lived experience, as well as to appreciate how this experience
leaves traces in the world. So, for instance, when Ahmed studies affects
such as fear (2004) or happiness (2010a; 2010b), she painstakingly recounts
and reflects on the somatic responses to and public interventions in such
emotions. For example, fear lodges in the body and is felt through shud-

SB

1. Brennan distinguishes feelings from affects by defining feeling as a “unified
interpretation” of sensory information, i.e., “sensations that have found the right
match in words” (5). This distinction proves helpful in her charting of the movement
of affect. Different theorists configure the relationship between affect, feeling, and
emotion differently.
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ders and shivers. This fear opens up pathways that connect disparate times,
places, and objects, creating webs of associations. Such relationships, created by and sustained by fear, can have consequences in the social and
political world (Ahmed 2004). Happiness, on the other hand, is “sticky,” it
can be transmitted between subjects and objects for social effects, desired
by some but oppressive to others (Ahmed 2010a; 2010b). Ultimately, like
many, Ahmed understands emotion as emerging at the nexus of somatic,
social, and political forces. She is interested in recording the workings of
an affective archive (defined differently from Cvetkovich 2003; Ahmed
2004, 14), which she sees as a recounting of “how words for feeling, and
objects of feeling, circulate and generate effects: how they move, stick and
slide. We move, stick and slide with them” (2015, 15). As do the histories of
the term affect theory. There have been a number of trajectories proposed
to account for how affect theory came to be and to track its presence, such
as Brennan’s (2004, 4) three-way taxonomy for affect: ancient, Darwinian, and modern. However, the most common understanding posits a dual
trajectory, whose “watershed moment” came in 1995 with the publication
of two seminal essays: one by Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and Adam Frank
(1995) and the other by Brian Massumi (1995) (see Seigworth and Gregg
2010, 5; see also Kotrosits 2016, 7–11; Koosed and Moore 2014b, 383–85;
Schaefer 2015, 23–34). Sedgwick and Frank picked up and redeployed the
work of Silvan Tomkins, a psychobiologist who coined the term affect as it
relates to biological systems of stimulus-response. Massumi picked up and
redeployed the work of Gilles Deleuze, a French philosopher who (often in
conjunction with Félix Guattari) was steeped in poststructuralist thinking
but already resisting its focus on language alone.
For those interested in the biological or neurological bases of behavior,
the Tomkins path perceives affects as the biological system that underlies
emotion. These innate protocols are hardwired into our biology; when
triggered, they bring matters to our attention and prompt us to act. One
might see this clearly in Tomkins’s well-known work on shame, and in
Sedgwick and Frank’s (1995) foundational essay on the same. Despite what
may look like some kind of essentialism or biologism, Tomkins undermines the purported relationship between external stimulus and internal
response. For Tomkins, the subject receives a stimulus which triggers
neural firing, the density of which determines which affective system is
activated. While Tomkins might seem to be touting a biological determinism, as he continues to describe the process and the outcome, it becomes
clear that the simple on/off switch of the neuron does not result in any

4

Fiona C. Black and Jennifer L. Koosed

SB

L

Pr

es

s

predictable affective arousal; “neural firing is virtually never a direct
translation of some external event” into an internal state. In fact, in the
words of Sedgwick and Frank (1995, 10–11), “it already itself reflects the
complex, interleaving of endogenous and exogenous, perceptual, proprioceptive and interpretive—causes, effects, feedbacks, motives, long-term
states such as moods and theories, along with distinct transitory physical
or verbal events.” In other words, despite what at first glance appears to
be a thoroughgoing biologism in Tomkins’s work, he resists any notion of
one-to-one correspondences and a core self. Rather, firing neurons trigger arousals in different and irregular ways; identity is open, contingent,
and subject to change. The basis of behavioral psychology, the clear link
between stimulus and response, the clear distinction between external and
internal, is vitiated in Tomkins’s theory of affect. Affect theory therefore is
not determinative but provides a way to think about the role of the body,
particularly the role of drives that exceed cognition, in individual behavior
and social interactions.
Deleuze, on the other path, is certainly interested in bodies, but he
is not proposing anything as concrete as a theory of neurological systems. Affects for him are not primarily on/off switches, even those that
fire in unpredictable ways; rather, as he writes with Guattari (Deleuze
and Guattari 1987, 256), “affects are becomings.” Affects are what preexist all perception, cognition, and language; they preexist even the bodily
sensations that we experience as emotions. As Felicity Colman (2010,
11) summarizes, for Deleuze, affect is “a transitory thought or thing
that occurs prior to an idea or perception. Affect is the change, or variation, that occurs when bodies collide, or come into contact.” More than
Tomkins, Deleuze analyzes the ways in which affect moves through communities and culture, shaping history and memory, establishing systems
of knowledge and power (Colman 2010, 12). Perhaps, more comfortable
with an embodiment that does not actually probe the body, many affect
theorists are inclined to draw more on Deleuze than on Tomkins in their
work.2 However, as with everything in affect, any neat tracing of trajectories ultimately fails. Maia Kotrosits is particularly pointed in her critique
of the two-source hypothesis (2016, 7–9; more on Kotrosits’s understanding below), and Seigworth and Gregg (2010, 6–8) enumerate eight more
2. Donovan O. Schaefer (2010, 36–59), however, grounds his theory of affect and
religion in Tomkins’s understanding of bodily processes (what he calls “phenomenological affect theory”).
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approaches to affect. Tomkins and Deleuze could not be more divergent
in terms of training, research, and interest. This brief tracing of the two
trajectories they initiate illustrates how affect moves and sticks and slides
in unpredictable ways, making a fulsome mapping of its scholarly history
a challenge.
Many biblical scholars who use affect theory tend to follow the Deleuzian path, since it lends itself well to the facilitation of inquiry into the
bodily, cultural, and political markers of emotion and sensation. The entry
of affect-critical readings into the discipline has not, however, been entirely
comfortable. The challenge of bringing affect theory to biblical studies
moves beyond the typical conservatisms of our discipline. With its focus
on feelings, emotions, pre-cognition, bodily intensities, and movements,
affect theory seems the antithesis of what constitutes the matter and substance of “good critical biblical scholarship.” French philosophers are not
often invoked in discussions of the Documentary Hypothesis, in debates
about the united monarchy, or in readings of the Petrine epistles. Even
for biblical scholars generally open to theoretical engagements borrowed
from philosophy and literary theory, affect’s origins in psychology and its
apparent biologism are suspicious. Discussing resistance to Tomkins in
particular, Sedgwick and Frank (1995, 2) write: “You don’t have to be long
out of theory kindergarten to make mincemeat of, let’s say, a psychology
that depends on the separate existence of eight (only sometimes it’s nine)
distinct affects hardwired into the human biological system.” What is affect
theory, then, to biblical studies?
Just as a general history of affect theory is difficult to trace, so might
would-be plotters of affect theory in biblical studies find it slippery and
evasive. As Koosed and Moore (2014b, 387) note in their own introduction,
“affect theory does not yield a ‘method’ in the standard biblical-scholarly
sense of the term. There is not even a ‘single, generalizable theory of affect,’
as Seigworth and Gregg observe.” Theories of affect are as “diverse and singularly delineated as their own highly particular encounters with bodies,
affects, worlds.” Erin Runions’s article “From Disgust to Humor: Rahab’s
Queer Affect” (2008) is the first to bring affect theory into conversation
with a biblical passage. Her article explores disgust and humor as they play
off against each other in Joshua to destabilize colonial impulses, a pattern
Runions thinks is reflected in contemporary US politics. Kotrosits (2016,
3) names Runions as the first biblical scholar to engage affect theory but
also draws our attention to other important points in this history, such
as Virginia Burrus’s work on shame (2007), which has been formative,
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although not explicit in its use of affect theory, and Colleen Shantz’s contributions (e.g., 2009), which use cognitive science and emotion in readings
of New Testament texts. Kotrosits, in fact, offers a (corrective) lineage for
affect theory in biblical studies, one that traces the work of many women
scholars in the field as they talk to each other in coffee shops, attend each
other’s papers at conferences, and, of course, read each other’s work. Affect
compels our encounters; relationships shape our thinking; the personal
drives our passions.
In addition to articles and introductions, several monographs have
been published that explicitly use affect theory as their major theoretical
framework (Kotrosits and Taussig 2013; Kotrosits 2015; Moore 2014 and
2017). Other works have also engaged affect theory in a much broader
mode. The proceedings from the conference Sexual Disorientations,
Queer Temporalities, Affects, Theologies (Drew University, Transdisciplinary Theological Colloquium) contains essays on biblical studies,
theology, religion, and affect theory (Brintnall, Marchal, and Moore
2018). A second volume of essays from Drew, also the proceedings from
a colloquium in 2016 on Religion, Emotion, Sensation: Affect Theories
and Theologies has just appeared (Bray and Moore 2019). In addition, we
hasten to add, there is a small but active corner of the field that has been
working on feeling and sensation for some time. Some of these works
are informed by theories and methods that also feed into affect theory.
To cite our own scholarship, Fiona C. Black (1999; 2006; 2009) has been
writing about affective texts and interpretation with respect to enamored
readers of the Song of Songs in order to trace textual and interpretive
feeling. Koosed (2006) has explored bodily organs in Qoheleth, noting the
ways in which the skin of the texts themselves touch readers. For much
of his lengthy career, Francis Landy (1983; 2015) has written about emotion and sensation in connection with imagery and the poetic persona.
Leading up to his fascination with affect, Moore (1996; 2002) had been
messing about with what revolts and disgusts and attracts in New Testament texts and the Song of Songs in a queer-critical mode for quite some
time. There is also a lot of inquiry into emotion in biblical texts that is
not affect-theoretical, but nevertheless is contributing in interesting and
strong ways to our collective thinking about the subject (for example, the
Society of Biblical Literature/European Association of Biblical Studies
section on the Bible and Emotion; and Spencer 2017). Given this backstory, it is clear that affect-critical reading is not a sudden irruption ex
nihilo; one wonders instead if it is less of a new thing in biblical stud-
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ies than an intensity of interests in poetics, cultural-critical approaches,
reception, and queer readings, explored in a new critical vein.
Excitement about the explanatory power of affect is rapidly growing in religious studies; this excitement has infected a growing number
of biblical scholars who seek to read texts and understand histories with
attention to affect. Our volume is a collection of essays that include both
Hebrew Bible and New Testament texts and contexts; the authors engage a
variety of different affect theorists and provide multiple entry points into
this body of work. In this way, it is much like Affect Theory and the Bible
(Koosed and Moore 2014a) but extended and in conversation with more
recent works that have engaged affect. Ken Stone, for example, begins the
volume with an essay grounded in Schaefer’s (2015) innovative work on
affect theory, animality, and religion. Schaefer argues for the centrality
of bodies in any understanding or definition of religion. Religion is not
just about language—doctrine, sermon, text—but also about communities, objects, and other bodies. By focusing on bodily sensations, religion
becomes not something that separates and divides humans from other
animals, but something that binds all of our animal bodies together. Once
Stone establishes a shared affective economy between people and (especially) their companion species, he brings those insights to a reading of 2
Sam 12—the parable of the ewe lamb used by Nathan to confront David
over the Bathsheba-Uriah affair. Stone’s reading highlights the “circulation
of women and animals as sticky affective objects” and hence uncovers a
gendered power dynamic at work in the story and in how we read it.
The next three essays explore trauma as it manifests in the literature
of lament; affect theory and trauma theory enrich each other. Jennifer L.
Koosed’s essay addresses the way in which phrases from Lamentations
are found in Jewish prayers. Using Ann Cvetkovich’s (2003) assessment of
trauma, which cautions against a strictly medicalized understanding and
instead recognizes how trauma creates new genres and cultures, Koosed
argues that the Jewish prayer book is an “archive of feeling,” transmitting
and transforming the experience of war, loss, and exile. She considers Jewish prayer as an act of collective recovery, through the making of
community that transcends time and space as well as the bringing of the
physical, emotional, and intellectual together as the body prays. Fiona
C. Black and Amy C. Cottrill read select psalms of lament, with Black
stretching the limits of the genre to include psalms that struggle against
traditional classifications. Cottrill’s intention is to weigh the effectiveness
of affect theory for the psalms. In so doing, she focuses explicitly on the
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body, the one who inhabits the “I” of the individual lament. Affect moves
through bodies—in this way, it is not just about how someone feels but
it is also about the social and political consequences of those circulating affects. Cottrill’s political analysis is aided by Massumi’s (2017) affect
theory; Denise Riley (2005) and Sarah McNamer (2007; 2010) help her
turn theory into a method for reading texts. Thus armed, she explores the
“volatile, unstable, and multivalent experience” of praying Ps 109.
Black, with Cvetkovich (2012), asks about depression as a public feeling rather than an interior state and then integrates the lament psalms
into a history of depression, with fear, pain, and (lack of) happiness being
the three affects on which she chiefly focuses. Ahmed (2004; 2010a) and
Riley (2005) are incorporated along the way as Black analyzes how lament
psalms describe both physical and emotional wounds. These wounds are
localized in individual bodies, but the community body is also subject to
the pain of, and reflects, dislocation and colonialization. Affect theory
provides a way to chart pain’s movement (and all of the concomitant feelings that accompany it) in individual and communal bodies and assess the
ways in which this pain enters the political sphere.
Rhiannon Graybill shifts the volume from trauma to unhappiness
in her reading of the book of Jonah. Ahmed’s The Promise of Happiness
(2010b) provides Graybill her theoretical frame as she explores how
unhappiness circulates among bodies—human, animal, plant, object—in
the final chapter of Jonah. In this reading, Jonah emerges as a “melancholic
migrant” and an “affect alien”—one who refuses to feel the happiness he
should. As such, he troubles the affective politics of prophecy and challenges readers to do the same.
The three essays that address the New Testament all focus on the Pauline corpus. Joseph A. Marchal, Robert Paul Seesengood, and Jay Twomey
all note that the Pauline corpus is an affective bounty. Not only do Paul
and his imitators write letters laden with emotion, but also readers have a
variety of emotional responses to his person and to his texts. For example,
as Marchal notes, many readers of Paul feel disgusted by him. Even more,
Paul’s letters deploy the figure of disgust as part of his rhetorical strategy.
The works of Ahmed (2004), Eugenie Brinkema (2014), and Sianne Ngai
(2007) help Marchal take up disgust, how it both repulses and attracts, how
it sticks to certain bodies (especially those deemed sexually perverse or
ethnically-religiously deviant), how it creates and transgresses boundaries.
Seesengood, on the other hand, talks about love—the way in which
service is constructed in the Pauline letters as a labor of love and how
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emotions become an essential part of economic exchange. Not only is this
true for Paul, but it is enjoined on slaves as well. The labor of slaves is
coerced but so is their affective orientation—they should embrace the virtues of work, they should want to work, or at least make it seem as if they
do. Seesengood uses Ahmed (2010b) as well as current research on capitalism’s service economy to further illuminate the entanglement of work,
love, economics, obligation, and freedom in Paul’s world and in our own.
The volume ends by pursuing failure. Twomey examines the figure
of the failed Paul not just as a rhetorical strategy in his own letters but
also how this figure manifests in other arenas, especially in the graphic
novels of Steve Ross. Ahmed (2010b) and Cvetkovich (2012) prove again
rich resources for thinking through biblical and contemporary texts, as do
Lauren Berlant (2011) and Judith Halberstam (2011). Paul’s visions of the
end become sites of failure as he predicts an apocalypse that never comes;
followers of Paul fail to achieve the better lives they were promised; some
end their lives in meaningless suicides. In this, there is not just a critique
of a certain kind of Christian optimism, but also of a related US fantasy of
global power.
How are feelings represented in texts? How are the experiences of
the body (happiness, depression, pain, trauma, disgust, etc.) produced
by and made meaningful through culture? Affect is not just about individual and interior emotional states but always also about how emotion is
a socially produced sensation; affects circulate body to body, produced by
and producing certain political and cultural phenomena. As these essays
demonstrate, affect readings intersect with feminist and queer theory,
trauma theory, animal studies, cultural criticism, and reception history.
If you are looking for a hermeneutical method that can be employed as
a tool for extracting meaning on an inert (and even unsuspecting) text,
then affect theory will disappoint. If instead you are open to encounters that move, stick, and slide, probing the meanings that manifest in
the spaces between the words, tracing the circulation of power—in this
case, the power of biblical texts—then this is the volume for you. Indeed,
affect-theoretical readings lend themselves well in biblical studies to
highly nuanced, interdisciplinary interpretations and for good reason:
this is affect theory’s own heritage. Open the book, touch its pages, fold
them with your fingertips. Move your eyes across the words or let their
sounds shake the bones within your ears, vibrate its membrane stretched
tight. In any way you do it, read the essays we have assembled for you.
Read them with feeling.
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