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Affective Transformations: An Introduction
BerndBösel

Evenaffectshavetheirhistory.Thereisnotjustahistoryofevents,orof
people,orofthings,butalsooneofaffects,feelings,emotions,moods,and
sentiments.Thequestionofhowtoaddressaffectivestatesisinseperably
linkedtothegenealogyoftheirconceptualizationsandoperationalizations
(Dixon2003;Bösel2018).TheAustrianphilosopherGüntherAnders
understoodasmuchinthemiddleofthe20thcenturyandconsequently
demandedthathistoriansshouldtendtotheseuntoldstories(1956,271).
Hecoinedtheterm“plasticityoffeelings”(Anders,in:Müller2016,101)to
addressthischangeability,andbeingoneoftheforemostphilosophersof
mediaandtechnologyofhisgeneration,hehadasharpenedawareness
ofhowtechnologiesmodifythewayspopulationsfeel,imagine,andthink.
Halfacenturylater,thehistoryofemotionshasbecomeaburgeoning
branchofhistoricalscholarship(Plamper2015),butduetodiscursive
andinstitutionalseparations,thesepursuitshavelargelyignoredthe
contributionsofmediascholarswhohavewrittenextensivelyaboutthe
psychological and sociological impacts of media innovations—and it goes 
withoutsayingthattheseimpactsincludethetransformationsofaffects,
or,touseaphrasethathasbecomepersistentinthelastdecades,of
“structuresoffeeling”(Williams1977).

Withtheadventofthe“affectiveturn”(Clough2007)sincethemid-1990s,
purportedlypsychologicalconceptslikefeelings,emotions,oraffects
receivedarenewedandbroadenedacknowledgment(somesayonce 
again)asfoundationalentitiesforquestionsinaesthetics,culturalstudies,
epistemology,andevenontology.Afterseveraldecadesofthehumanities
beingpreoccupiedwithlanguageandstructure,thisnewturntoaffect
gained so much attention and yielded such an enormous output that 
even the idea of giving a full account of the relevant contributions soon 
becameobsolete.Butsincethe2010s,anothertransformationsetin.The
emancipatorypotentialofaffectstudiesandofaffectsingeneralhasbeen
calledintoquestion.Somehavearguedthataffectscholarshiphasbeen
seriouslyflawed(Leys2017),whileotherspointoutthatwearenowwithin
aneraofdigitalizationthatseemsmuchmoretoproducedivisiveaffects
andcreatesadnessthantheaffectsofjoyorhopethatwerepromisedby
cyberutopians(Lovink2019).Thefascinationwithallthingsaffectivehas,in
consequence,lostitsformerinnocenceandeuphoria.Scholarshiponaffect
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nowhastoprovethatitcancopewiththereturnoftheaffectiverealthat
technology,economy,andpoliticsentail.

Twoseeminglycontradictorydevelopmentsserveasstartingpointsfor
thisvolume.First,currenttechnologicalinnovationssuchasaffective
computing,moodtracking,sentimentanalysis,andsocialroboticsallshare
afocusontherecognitionandmodulationofhumanaffectivity.Mech-
anismslikeindividualaffectregulationoremotionmanagementarebeing
increasingly transferred onto personal digital devices. These algorithm-
basedtechnologiescollectandprocessaffectivedataandnudgeusers
intonormalizedbehaviorandpatternsoffeeling.Affectgetsmeasured,
calculated,controlled(AngererandBösel2016).

Second,recentdevelopmentsinpolitics,socialmediausageandright-wing
journalismhavecontributedtoaconspicuousriseinonlinehatespeech,
cybermobbing,publicshaming,“felttruths,”andresentfulpopulism.In
averyspecificway,politicsandpowerhavebecomeaffective.Inlightof
theriseofneo-nationalism,religiousandconspiratorialfanaticism,and
presidentiallydecreedpatriotism,thequestionofwhata“politicsofaffect”
(Massumi2015)does,canorshouldmeanattainsanunparalleledurgency.
Affectgetsmobilized,fomented,unleashed.

Wethuswitness,ontheonehand,theemergenceofwhatweproposeto
call“affectivemedia,”understoodastechnologiesandapplicationsthat
rationalizeaffectsbyprocessingthemalgorithmically.Ontheotherhand,
weobservethatsocialmediaaffectsbecomeirrationalandseemtohave
disruptiveeffectsonthepoliticalandsocialordersofWesterndemocracies
andthewholeglobe.Thesetwodeeplydivergentaffectivetransformations
deserve a more comprehensive delineation.

Transformation 1: The Becoming-Rational  
of Affect

Inthelasttwodecades,effortstodevelopwhatisnowvariouslycalled
“artificialemotionalintelligence”(Yonck2017)or“emotionalAI”(McStay
2018)havecomeafarwayfromthetypical20thcenturyviewthataffects
and emotions pertain to the irrational side of human beings and are thus 
non-computable.WhenRosalindPicard(2010)recallshowherpioneering
workonaffectivecomputingwasridiculedinthemid-1990s—evenin
such a technologically progressive milieu as the Massachusetts Institute 
ofTechnology—itisdifficultnottoacknowledgetheimmenselychanged
situation,evenifonecanstillbeskepticalaboutthepotentialbenefitsof
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herandherpeers’project.Ifthe“rationalityofemotion”(deSousa1987),
toalludetoabooktitlethatprecededtheonsetofcomputationalwork
onhumanemotionalitybyadecade,neededfurtherandmorepractically
orientedproof,Picardandalltheresearchersfollowingherleadinthisnow
burgeoning discipline seem to have driven the point home.

Withthedawningofan“ageofaffectivecomputing”(Tuschling2014),i.e.,
theimplementationofcomputer-basedautomationofaffectdetectionand
regulation,anabsolutelyvitalpartofhumanlifebeginstobeorganized
bysomethingthatisnotjustanewtechnology,butadisruptivelynewdis-
positive.Affectsandemotionsweretraditionallysomethingthathumans
havehadtodealwithontheirowntoalargeextent.Anyhelptheymight
haveenjoyedinthisregardwasprovidedeither:byprivategroupsof
friendsandrelatives;withinconfessionallybasedorphilosophically
inclinedcommunities,wherespiritualadvisorsprovidedsomehelpand
guidance;bythenewlyemergingsectorofso-calledpsy-disciplines(Rose
1996)thatconsistsofhighlytrained,secularprofessionalsthatofferhelp
regardlessofconfessionalquestions(anewdevelopmentinthe20th
century);or,asamoreremotelyeffectivefield,byartistswhocateredto
emotionalneedsthroughtheirworksandperformances,which,duetothe
distributionofhomemedia,couldincreasinglybeadoptedforindividual
“moodmanagement”strategies(Zillmann1988).Butanautomatedand
strictlypersonalizedregistrationofaffectivedataviadigitaldevicesis
somethingthatneitherprivate,norprofessional,norartisticemotionregu-
lationcouldeverhaveprovided.Wearethereforewitnessingamajortrans-
formationinregardtohowhumans’emotionallivesareorganized.

Itwasonlyinthelate2010sthatthisdevelopmentstartedtoreceive
significantacademicattention.AndrewMcStay,inhisnoteworthybook
Emotional AI,bringsforwardthepropositionthat“weincreasingly‘live
with’technologiesthatfeeland…aresensitivetohumanlifeinways
hithertonotseen”(2018,3),butalsocautionsthat“emotionallifeisbeing
definedinbiomedicaltermsthatsuittechnology,industrialcategorisation,
rankingsystems,commercialculture,surveillanceandpoliticalinterests
inhappiness”(186).Heintroducestheterm“empathicmedia”withregard
toemergentmediatechnologiesthatcan“senseanddiscernwhatis
significantforpeople,categorisebehaviourintonamedemotions,acton
emotionalstates,andmakeuseofpeople’sintentionsandexpressions”
(2).Understoodinthissense,empathicmediaencompassnotonlysmart-
phones,wearablesandotherpersonaltrackingdevices,butalsolarge-
scalesentimentanalysisaswellas“empathiccities”liketheSmartDubai
initiative,whichinitsefforttodigitizeallofDubai’spublicservicesalso
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aimstomeasurehappiness(155–160).McStay’sEmotional AI is notable not 
onlyforbeing,asfaraswecansee,thefirstmonographassessingthe
variousfieldsofresearchpertainingtotheautomatedcomputationof
humanaffects,butalsoforthemanyinterviewstheauthorconductedwith
developers,CEOsandotherindividualsintheempathicmediacommunity,
thusprovidinghisreaderswithmanyinsightsintothevisionsandalsopos-
siblenightmaresthatthesenewtechnologiesentail.

Many of these developments have been incorporated into the big picture 
ShoshanaZuboffdrawsinheralarmistnarrativeconcerningThe Age of 
Surveillance Capitalism(2019).Overthecourseofherextensiveretellingof
howfirstGoogle,thenFacebookandMicrosoft,discoveredthatso-called
dataexhaustcanbeusedtoanalyzeandevenpredictindividualusers’
behavior,shedirectlyaddresseshowthecaptureofaffectsandemotions
hasbecomeoneofthemajordatasupplyroutesthattheseandother
companiescapitalizeon.“Thesesupplyoperationsareaimedatyourper-
sonality,moods,andemotions,yourliesandvulnerabilities”(Zuboff2019,
199).AndinrelationtopersonaldigitalassistantslikeMicrosoft’sCortana,
she points out that 

[t]hisisanewfrontierofbehavioralsurpluswherethedarkdatacon-
tinentofyourinnerlife—yourintentionsandmotives,meaningsand
needs,preferencesanddesires,moodsandemotions,personality
anddisposition,truthtellingordeceit—issummonedintothelightfor
others’profit.(254)

ShealsoretellshowtheemotionanalyticscompanyAffectiva,co-founded
byRosalindPicard,shiftedwithinjustafewyearsfromitsorientation
towardsmedicalandtherapeuticapplicationstomarketresearchandthus
capitalistgoalsexclusively(287).

First,affectshadbecomecomputable(atleasttoacertainextent);now,
theyhadbecomecalculableandvaluableinstrictlymonetaryandfinancial
terms,contributingtotheemergenceofthe“psycho-computational
complex”(Stark2018,206)thatthreatenstoseriouslyunderminetheway
democraciesoperate.TheelectionofTrumpandtheBrexitvoteproved
towhatextentthecalculationofconstituents’affectscanbe,andactually
are,instrumentalizedfortheadvancementofauthoritarianandpopulist
policies.
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Transformation 2: The Becoming-Irrational  
of Affect

The global implementation of social media fell in the very same period that 
sawthedevelopmentofwhatisnowcalled“emotionalAI.”Socialmedia
promisedparticipationatalow-thresholdlevelandforabrieftimewere
being championed for enabling political engagement beyond going to vote 
inelectionseveryfewyears.Theywereeveninterpretedasthenecessary
conditionfortheArabSpringuprisingandthusaffordingespeciallyyoung
peoplewithawelcomemeansofcommunicatingthatequaledthecreation
ofanewpublicsphere,theso-called“affectivepublics”(Papacharissi2015).

Thenarrativethatsocialmediafirstandforemosthelpsuppressedgroups
intheiremancipatorystrugglesagainststatepowerhas,however,since
beencounteredbythefactthattheverygovernmentsthatwereunder
attackquicklyincorporatedsocialmediaintotheircounterinsurgency
strategies(HowardandHussain2013).SincetheaftermathoftheArab
Springuprisings,obtainingfullcontrolovertheinternethasbeenaprimary
goalforilliberalgovernmentsaroundtheworld,withthePeople’sRepublic
ofChinabeingthemoststrikingexampleofhoweffectivelyonlinetraffic
canbemonitoredbyresourcefulstateagencies.Duetothe“GreatFirewall,”
Chinesecitizenshavebeenforcedtouseonlygovernmentallycontrolled—
andthusthoroughlycensored—socialmedia(Griffiths2019),andother
authoritariancountriesarenowfollowingChina’slead.

Buttheproblemwithsocialandonlinemediatechnologiesisnotjust
oneoftop-downsuppressionversusbottom-upinsurgencies.What
techno-utopianapproachesfailedtoacknowledgeforquitesometime
istheextenttowhichfarrightmovementsandpartieshaveadopted
onlineguerillatacticsintheirfightagainstwhatevertheydefineas
hegemonicpowers,beitmainstreammedia,progressivepoliticians,
activists,artists,feminists,publicintellectuals,refugeesandmigrants,or
otherminoritiesandmarginalizedgroups.Itwasonlyaftertheelection
ofTrumpandtheBrexitvotethatmainstreamcommentatorsinWestern
democraciesstartedtounderstandhowmuchthesurprisevictoriesof
sociallyregressiveandmisleadingcampaignsweresupportedbyfar-right
movements that operated on a technologically and medially sophisticated 
level.1Withinjustafewyears,web-basedhumanitariancauseshadbeen

1 IntheeditedvolumeDigital Cultures and the Politics of Emotion(Karatzogianniand
Kuntsman2012),whichpioneeredtheintersectionofthehithertolargelyseparate
discoursesofaffectstudiesanddigitalmediastudies,hardlyanymentionofonline
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sweptawaybythe“nowunstoppableforceofpublichumiliationasviral
entertainment,”asAngelaNagle(2017,5)summarizedthedevelopment
ofthe“onlineculturewars”ofthe2010sinhercontroversialessayKill All 
Normies. 

Onlineextremismhassincebeenincreasinglyinvestigatedandunder-
stoodasoneofthemostpressingdangersfordemocracy(Ebner2020).All
theextremistgroupsthatusesocialmediaforthesolicitationandrad-
icalizationoftheirmembersseemtofollowatribalistlogic,regardlessof
whethertheyhaveanIslamist,anti-Islamic,antisemitic,fascist,masculinist,
nationalist,orracistagenda(or,asisoftenthecase,amixtureofthese
positions).Themostpressingquestionfromastrictlymediatheoretical
perspectiveis:Towhatextentisthisradicalizationandintensificationof
extremistpositionsasideeffectoftheoperationallogicofsocialmedia?In
an opinion piece for The New York TimesinMarch2018,ZeynepTufekcicalled
outYouTube’spresumedalgorithmicbiastowardextremistcontent.Inits
constant quest for capturing the attention of ever more users for an ever 
longeramountoftime,YouTube’salgorithmseemstopresentevermore
“inflammatorycontent”andthus,whetherwillinglyornot,workstothe
effectofbeing“oneofthemostpowerfulradicalizinginstrumentsofthe
21stcentury”(Tufekci2018).Eventhoughthisproblemhasyettobeunder-
stoodmoredeeply—ataskthatisaggravatedby(notjust)Google’ssecrecy
concerningitsalgorithms—thisextremophiletendencyofplatformcap-
italisms’algorithmiclogiccertainlycontributestotheubiquitousaffective
intensificationandthegeneralbecominguncontrollableofaffect.

BernardStiegleroncewarnedofwhathecalled“uncontrollablesocietiesof
disaffectedindividuals”([2006]2013a),butsincethiswasbeforetheadvent
ofextremophilesocialmedia,Stieglerattributedthistothedestructive
effectsof20thcenturymassmedia.Totakeintoaccountthedisruptive
effectsthenewplatformshavehad,oneshouldprobablyratherspeakof
“misaffectedindividuals”andthusreplacetheterm“disaffection”withits

hate,cyberbullying,orotherabusivebehavioristobefound—withthenotable
exceptionofananalysisofhowsocialmediawerebeingusedduringtheBulgarian
2009parliamentaryelectioncampaignbytherespectivecandidates.Inthisarticle,
JuliaRoneconcludesthatsocialmedia“turnouttobeahavenfornationalists,
whootherwisedonothaveaccesstomajormediaoutlets”(2012,220)andasksthe
rhetoricalquestion:“Canwereallycontinueproclaimingthedemocratizingpotential
ofsocialmediainsuchacase?”(219).Itseemsthatherunderstandingoftheaffective
dynamicsofanEasternEuropeancountryenabledRonetoacknowledgemuch
earlierthanmostofherWesterncolleaguesthatinsteadofanintrinsicallydemocra-
tizingtendency,socialmediahavethepotentialtoinflameandexacerbatealready
existingsentimentsandaffects.
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connotationofno-futureboredom,discontentmentandageneralfeelingof
ennui,with“misaffection,”aratherunusualwordthatneverthelessseems
capableofexpressingaratherstrongaffectthatisinsomewaymisguided,
inappropriate,orevenseverelydestructive.AsStiegler(2013a,7f.)intended
todrawaconnectionbetween“disaffection”andthequestionofethics—
insofarasthedisaffectedindividualsfeelliketheyhavelosttheirplace,
theirmilieu,ortheirethosintheoriginalsenseofthatancientGreekterm,
andthusanybasisforanethicstoholdonto—”misaffection”promisesto
conveymuchmoreclearlytheaffectivemisguidednessthatinformsallthe
anomic,resentful,andviolentbehaviorthatincreasedinsuchafrightening
fashioninthepastfewyears.

Whilepointingouttherolesocialandalgorithmicallycontrolledmedia
playedinthisdevelopmentofaffectbecomingirrationalanduncon-
trollable,athoroughanalysisshouldofcoursebecautiousofthepitfalls
oftechnodeterministreduction.Political,economic,psychologicaland
environmental conditions and developments all have massively contrib-
utedtotheacerbationsofdiscontentedness(fortheUS-Americancon-
text,seeHochschild2016).Nevertheless,nottotakeintoaccountmedia
technologiesandtheiroperationallogicwouldbehistoricallynaïve.
Technologiesarenotjustpassiveinstrumentsthatcanbeusedinthisor
thatfashion,withthisorthatintent;theyratherhaveaffordancesoftheir
own,andreshapeandformattheprocessofpsychicandcollectiveindivid-
uation,asGilbertSimondon(2017)putit—andhisclearviewofhowpsychic,
collective,and technical individuation processes are constantly entangled 
andinfluenceeachothermakesSimondon’sphilosophyandpsychology
particularlyfruitfulintheearly21stcentury.

Ithasnowbecomeabundantlyclearthatsocialmediaplatformsare
drivenbyalgorithmsthatfavoremotionallyengagingmessages,images
andvideos,andthuscontributetothespreadofwhatissometimes
called“affectivecontagion”(Sampson2012,55–60),the“shitstorm”being
perhapsthemostprominentexampleofthiscollectiveimitativebehavior
(Stegbauer2018).But,whilethelogicofplatformcapitalismcertainly
operatesasapositivereinforcementapparatusfortheseaffectiveout-
bursts,theconnotationofacontagionasaseeminglynaturalforcethat
spreadslikeavirusdistractsusfromthefactthatmany,ifnotmost,
oftheseeventsarecarefullyplannedandorchestratedbyextremist
onlineactivistswhoareengagingintheirrespective“emowars,”touse
anexposinglystraightforwardtermthatwascoinedbytheIdentitarian
movement(StegemannandMusyal2020,97).Ourunderstandingofhow
thecumulativeeffectsofvastsociologicaltransformationsandrapid
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technologicalchangeshavemadepossibleacollectiveaffectiveupheaval,
whichinitsintensityseemsentirelyirrational,isasyetinsufficienteven
ifcontemporaryacademiceffortsdotheirbesttomakesenseofthese
developments.

Affective Media: A Lesson in  
Digital Pharmacology

Bothtransformations,thebecoming-rationalofaffectanditsbecoming-
irrational,aremadepossiblebythedigitalizationofthelife-world.In
fact,thecommonalityoftheirtrajectoriesissoconspicuousthatwecan
posethequestionofwhether,insteadofbeingtwodistinctanddivergent
developments,theyarenotratherasingleonewithparadoxicaleffects.
Thatnewmediatechnologiesbringaboutcompletelydivergenteffects
atthesametimeiscertainlynotanewthoughtformediatheorists.This
ambivalenceisalreadydeeplyingrainedintheearlytheoryofwriting,
as it has been established via Plato’s critique of its supposedly negative 
effectsonphilosophicaldiscourse.Beingsimultaneouslyaremedyagainst
forgettingandapoisonformemory,writing’sstatusasapharmakon in 
theancientGreekdoublemeaningofthetermwasbroughttothefore
byJacquesDerrida’s([1972]1981)eruditereadingofPlato’sPhaedrus,
whichinturninspiredBernardStieglerfourdecadeslatertoextendthis
fundamental“pharmacological”ambivalencetotechnologiesingeneral.For
Stiegler,pharmacologymeans“adiscourseonthepharmakon understood 
inthesamegestureinitscurativeandtoxicdimensions”(2013b,4).With
digitalizationbeingthemostrecentpervasivetechnologicalchange,hecon-
sequentlydemandsthat“digitalpharmacology”becomesaprimaryfieldof
academicresearchandthought(Stiegler2016,296).

Nowwhatcanthismeanexactlyforthequestionofaffectivetransfor-
mation(s)?Bothsidesofthistransformation,thebecoming-rationaland
thebecoming-irrationalofaffectthroughdigitalmediatechnologies,can
beanalyzedasmanifestingtheirrespectivepharmacologicalambivalence.
Whilethedevelopersofaffectivecomputingseetheirinnovationsas
a remedy for technological alienation and as a therapeutic tool for 
peoplewhopurportedlylackinempathyorsufferfromalexithymia,the
implementationoftheirstandardmethodsofaffectdetectionandregu-
lationwillinadvertentlyincreasethedependenceonthesetechnologies
andprobablyevendiminishunmediated“emotionalgranularity”(Feldman
Barrett2017,3),i.e.,thecapabilitytodistinguishbetweendifferentaffective
statesandtoactcorrespondinglyandresponsibly.Ontheotherside,



Affective Transformations 15

the spread of online hate and resentment via social media is a serious 
social pathology that threatens the very basis of social cohesion—but this 
cohesionisnowunthinkablewithouttheproperfunctioningofthemeans
oftelecommunicationthatworksasaremedyforisolationandloneliness.

Affectivemedia—thatis,mediawhichdonotjuststoreandbroadcast,
butalsoprocessaffects—operatebothonindividualandsociallevels.
Approachingthempharmacologicallymeanstodescribetheirremedial
aswellastheirtoxicsides.Onlybyproducingknowledgeaboutallofthe
ambivalenteffectswillitbepossibletodevelopwhatwemightcallapro-
gressivepoliticsofaffectivemedia.Suchapoliticswouldhavetoinclude
therapeutics capable of countering the social pathologies that are already 
knownaswellasthosethatawaittheirfulldescriptionorwillemergein
thefuture.Suchapoliticswillalsohavetoaddresssomefundamental
questions,suchas:Whatdowereallyexpectfromaffectivemedia?What
commongoodcanweenvisionwhenweacknowledgethattheywill
increasingly become a part of our media environment and constitute a 
technologicallyenhanced“ecologyofaffect”(Angerer2017)?Andhowcan
wemakesurethatwewouldevenrecognizethataffectivemediaactually
improveoursocialandpsychologicalconditions—or,viceversa,failtodo
so?

Thecontributionsinthisvolumeaddresstheseandfurtherquestions.By
assemblingscholarsfromdifferentfieldsofresearch,wewanttoexamine
theapparentparadoxicalityofaffectivemedia.Whenthewayswedealwith
ouraffectivitybecomeunsettledinsuchadramaticfashion,weobviously
havetorethinkourethical,aesthetical,politicalandlegalregimesofaffect
organization.Thisisnotjustapurelyacademictask,butratheranissueof
responsibility.
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Affect: On the Turn

Paul Stenner

For some influential advocates of the “affective 
turn,” the concept of affect stands for a 
spontaneous, collective, subjective and progressive 
becoming-other that promises “new possibilities” 
that are never quite articulated. This perspective 
has great potential, but risks lapsing into a naïve 
celebration of affect that is ill-equipped to grasp 
the negative aspects and uses of experiences 
of becoming (i.e., liminal experience). A liminal 
occasion is an occasion of passage between 
categories during which, for whatever reason, the 
forms of process associated with modes of being 
are subject to metamorphosis. A focus on liminality, 
it will be argued, has two chief advantages. First, 
it allows us to focus on the affectivity that comes 
into play when we, or our circumstances, are in 
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the process of transformation. This highlights the 
fact that many of the positive, exciting, desirable 
features attributed to “affect” are characteristics 
of liminal occasions, but also that these occasions 
can have a darker side. A second advantage is that it 
encourages us to recognize the long history through 
which different “technologies” have emerged to 
manage, generate and communicate the liminal 
affectivity typical of liminal occasions. The oldest 
of these “liminal affective technologies” is ritual, 
which dates back to prehistoric times. Without 
denying the distinctiveness of the present moment, 
in which affectivity is routinely summoned and 
manipulated by a host of new technological means, 
this argument opens up new ways of locating our 
present within a broader genealogy.

Introduction: Turn, Turn, Turn Again
Incallingthiscontribution“affectontheturn”myintentionistoharmonize
withthetitleoftheAffective Transformations conference held in Potsdam 
inNovember2017,andalsowithoneofitsrecurrentthemes:thatthe
affectiveturnmayhaveturnedalittlesour.IoriginallycomefromSomerset
inthesouthwestofEngland,andtherewedescribefoodstuffsasbeing
“ontheturn”whentheyareatthepointofgoingrancidorrotten:milk,
perhaps,oranapple.Inthiscontext,being“ontheturn”isnotnecessarily
abadthing.Milkhasto“turn”ifitistobecomeanicecheddarcheese,and
apples must be on the turn if they are to become the good scrumpy cider 
thatSomersetisalsofamedfor.

So,inwhatsensemightthe“turntoaffect”be“ontheturn”?Andmight
itturnintosomethingrathernice?Asmanydelegatesdiscussedatthe
conference,toomuchliteraturewithintheaffectiveturntakesanoverly
celebratorystanceonaffect(forcritiques,seeHemmings2005,Greco
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andStenner2008,andLeys2011).Affecthascometosignifyspontaneity,
collectivity,avante-gardism,andprogress.Thisstancecanseemalittle
naïvewhenitmissessomeoftheveryproblematicandevenexploitative
waysinwhichaffectivityistechnicallysummonedandmanipulatedinthe
infotainmentcircuitsofourdigitalizedepochofglobalcapital(Angerer,
Bösel,andOtt2014;Angerer2017).Inresponsetothisnaivety,thefirst
partofmypaperwillconductacritiqueoftheconceptofaffectupon
whichtheaffectiveturnappearstoturn.Iwillthenproposethatsome
oftheseweaknessescanbeclarifiedandaddressedbycraftingacon-
ceptofliminalitythatenablesustoattendtothewaysinwhichliminal
experienceismanaged,summonedandnavigatedbymeansofliminal 
affective technologies.Putcrudely,thenotionofliminality,atleastinthe
anthropologicalsensegiventoitbyArnoldvanGennep(1909),concerns
humanbeingswhentheyare“ontheturn”(i.e.,whentheyaregoing
throughthepassageofbecoming-other),andliminalaffectivetechnologies
are the cultural means of facilitating and overseeing such sensitive 
occasionsofbecoming.Infact,evencidermayserveasacomponentin
aliminalaffectivetechnologyifitcontributestothestirringofemotions
associatedwithsomesortofbecoming(adrunkenriteofpassageintowhat
passesasadulthoodinsomequartersofSomerset,forinstance).

Summary Critique of the Affective Turn
Iwillbeginthecriticalpartofmycontributionwithaquickaccountof
myresearchinterestsandbackground.IcompletedaPhDinthefieldof
socialpsychologyattheUniversityofReading,UK,focusingonthesocial
dimensionsofexperiencesofjealousy(Stenner1992).Throughthatwork
Ibecamefamiliarwithpsychologicalliteratureontheemotions,butIwas
alsoinfluencedbycontributionstothestudyofemotionsfromsociology,
anthropologyandhistory,post-structuralistssuchasMichelFoucault,
GillesDeleuze,HélèneCixousandMichelSerres,andbytherecentriseof
interest in social constructionism across the social sciences. The theo-
retical questions raised by post-structuralism and social constructionism 
excitedmeenormously,anditwasperhapsthisexcitementthattrans-
formedmeintosomebodywhowantedtobeanacademicsocialscientist.
Thiswasaboutmorethanjustmeasanindividual.Iwasfortunate
enoughtohaveRexStaintonRogersandChristieDaviesassupervisors,
alongwithagroupoflike-mindedPhDstudents,andRomHarréasan
externalexaminer.HarréhadeditedaninfluentialvolumecalledThe Social 
Construction of Emotions(1986).Theoretically,thiswasachallengetothe
so-calledessentialismandpositivismassociatedwiththepsychological
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andbiologicalliteratureonemotion,whichtendedtoreifyemotionsas
naturalisticmechanismstobeapproachedsolelybyexperiment.Itseemed
to me that the positivistic approach tended to ignore much of the com-
plexityandculturalnuanceatplayinemotionalexperience,includingthe
historicalandgeographicalvarietyidentifiedbyanthropologists,historians,
andsociologists.Methodologically,thisinterestmeantaturntotextor
discourseastheprimarymeansthroughwhichthemeaningofemotional
experiencegetsconstructedinreal-timeinteractionsandotherformsof
communication.Inlinewiththis“turntotext,”Istudiedthevariousdif-
ferentaccountsofjealousythatareconstructedineverydaydiscourse,
andinthemorespecializeddiscoursesofwriters,scientists,lawyers,
healthprofessionals,andothers(seeStenner1993;Curt1994;Stennerand
StaintonRogers1998).

Imentionthis“turntotext”or“discursiveturn”becausetheaffective
turnthatismysubjecttodaywasverymuchaturnagainstthediscursive
turn.ThefirstusethatIhavefoundofthephrase“affectiveturn”was
atafeministconferenceorganizedin2001byAnuKoivunun.Koivunun
usedittorefertoagrowthofinterestinaffects,emotionsandembodied
experiencesacrossthesocialsciencesandhumanities.Thisbodyofwork
makesnocleardistinctionbetweenaffectandemotion,andcanactually
beconsideredpartofthediscursiveturn.ForthisreasonIreservethe
phrase“affectiveturn”foramorespecificintellectualmovement.The
phrasemadeitsfirstappearanceinthetitleofabookwithPatriciaClough
andJeanHalley’seditedvolumeThe Affective Turn,publishedin2007.Here,
theconceptofaffectatplayinthephrase“affectiveturn”issharplydis-
tinguishedfromemotion.CloughandHalleycontributedtoanavant-garde
movementthatusesaconceptofaffecttoturnagainstthediscursiveturn.
Affect,intheirsense,isstrictlyseparatedfromdiscursivepracticesandis
definedasbeinginprincipleinaccessibletodiscursivearticulation.Itisan
autonomousandpre-personalforceorcapacitythatexistsoutsideofany
consciousness.Thestartingpointforthisaffectiveturnistheideathatthe
discursiveturnwasakindofdiscursiveimperialismthatneglectedavast
andvitalterritoryofaffectivedynamicsandforces.Ifforadvocatesofthe
discursiveturn,discoursesymbolizesaprincipleofprogressivefreedom
fromnaturalisticessentialism,thenforadvocatesoftheaffectiveturnit
symbolizesacertainentrapmentwithinaspider’swebofofficialmeaning.
Theaimisstillliberationfromthestricturesofestablishedstructure,but
nowprogressivefreedomissoughtthroughstoppingourtalkingheads
frommakingtheirdiscursivesense.
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By2007,theaffectiveturnwasalreadyatorrentofscholarlyactivity,but
thistorrentwasfedbytributariesthatbeganflowingmorethantenyears
before.Duringthe1990sIwasteachinganundergraduatepsychology
course entitled Affect and the Social,firstattheUniversityofEastLondon
andthenatUniversityCollegeLondon.ThismeantthatIkeptquitea
close eye on developments in the literature. I noticed three separate 
developmentsthatwouldsoonflowtogetherintotheaffectiveturn.Iwill
simplifybynotingthreepublicationsthatappearedin1995,eachofwhich
challenged the constructionist focus on discourse and proposed a concept 
ofaffectthatpromisedthehopeofchangeandprogressivefreedom(fora
moredetailedaccount,seeStenner2017a).Eachworkswithadifferentcon-
ceptofaffect,drawnfromare-engagementwithclassicpsychologyonthe
part of humanities scholars.

ThefirstwasBrianMassumi’sarticle,The Autonomy of Affect(1995),which
drewheavilyuponDeleuze’sreadingsofBergsonandSpinoza.Massumi
announcesthewishtopartcompanywiththelinguisticmodeloftheory,
proposinganaccountofaffectasanautonomouspureintensity.Since
inthisaccountaffectisavirtualforcethatbydefinitionescapesany
signifyingorder,itissharplydistinguishedfrom“emotion”(forasustained
appreciativecritiqueofMassumi’suseofsocialpsychologytodrawthisdis-
tinction,seeStenner2018).Allofthisisarguedinthenameofthefreedoms
ofnovelty.Hence,inMassumi’sarticlewehavethecharacteristicrhetorical
featuresofacritiqueofthediscursiveturn,apositivepresentationofaffect
assolution,andastatementthatatstakeinallthisissomethingnewand
progressive. 

Thesecondpublicationfrom1995wasanarticlecalledShame in the 
Cybernetic Fold,writtenbyEveKosofskySedgwickandAdamFrank,
prominentscholarsinthefieldofqueertheory.Thisarticlebeginswitha
scathingattackonthelimitationsofcriticaldiscursivetheoryandpro-
ceedstocelebratethebiologicaltheoryoftheaffectsproposedbythe
USpsychologistSilvanTomkins.Again,throughembracingTomkinsasa
psychologistwho,toquoteSedgwickandFrank(1995,23)“understands
us,”whatisatstakeisfreedomfromwhattheydescribedasthe“moralistic
hygiene”ofcriticaldiscursivetheory.

Thirdwastheawakeningofinterestinaffectwithinpsychoanalytical
psychosocialstudies.In1995AnthonyElliottandStephenFroshediteda
bookcalledPsychoanalysis in Context,whichmarkedanotableresurgenceof
interest in applying psychoanalytic theory to sociological questions. There 
isobviouslyalongtraditionofreflectiononaffectwithinpsychoanalysis,
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butatthispointapsychodynamicaccountofaffectwaspresentedasa
challenge to the perceived hegemony of social constructionist theory. 
IanCraib(1997),forexample,describedsocialconstructionismasakind
ofmassmanicpsychosis,itselfexplainablebytheunconsciousaffective
dynamics at play. 

Ofcourse,thereisalotmoretotheaffectiveturnthanthesethreesources
from1995(seeGreggandSeigworth2010).Butidentifyingthemandspeci-
fyingtheircommongroundallowsustoseehowandwhytheymightflow
togetherto:a)challengethelinguisticimperialismassociatedwiththe
turntodiscourse;b)findresourceswithinpsychologyforanultimately
unconscious,biologicalandautonomousconceptofaffectthatcomesto
beclearlydistinguishedfromemotion;andc)adoptarathercelebratory
stancewhereaffectcomestostandforallthingsspontaneous,avant-garde,
andprogressive(i.e.,thatpromisetobreakfreeofdiscursiveimperialism).
Forme,PatriciaClough(2010,223)sumsupthesefeaturesofcontemporary
affecttheorywhensheaimsat“toppling…semioticchainsofsignification
andidentityandlinguistic-basedstructuresofmeaningmaking”from
their“privilegedposition.”Today,affecttheoryismoreorlesspremised
uponthefirmdistinctionbetweenaffectandemotionthatfollowsfrom
this stance. In the introduction to their Affect Theory Reader, forexample,
GreggandSeigworth(2010,1)statethataffectimplies“vitalforcesbeyond
emotion.”

Althoughthesedevelopmentshavemuchtocommendthem,inmy
viewthispristineconceptofaffectuponwhichtheaffectiveturn
hascometoturnisproblematicandconfused.GreggandSeigworth
(2010,4)acknowledgethiswhentheywarntheirreadersthat“first
encounterswiththeoriesofaffectmight feellikeamomentary(sometimes
morepermanent)methodologicalandconceptualfreefall.” Inmyview,this
is because much of it simply is a conceptual free fall and free-for-all. 

In Liminality and Experience (Stenner2017a),Iidentifyeightdifferentcon-
ceptsofaffectthataremixedtogetherinthisliterature,leadingtoallkinds
ofconfusions.Withoutrepeatingthesehere,Iwillinsteadquicklyexamine
oneofthewaysinwhichBrianMassumidistinguishesaffectfromemotion
inhis1995article.Ifocusonthiswayofdrawingthedistinctionsimply
becauseithasbeenenormouslyinfluential.Thedistinctionispitchedat
averyabstractlevelandispresentedwithabareminimumofempirical
illustration(Massumimakessomequiteidiosyncraticinterpretationsof
aseriesofpsychologicalexperiments,whicharediscussedfurtherin
Stenner2018).Hestatesthathis“clearestlesson…isthatemotionand
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affect…followdifferentlogicsandpertaintodifferentorders”(Massumi
1995,88).Affectapparentlyfollowsalogicofintensity that is autonomic in 
natureandtodowiththeeffectratherthanthecontentofevents.Emotion,
bycontrast,followsalogicofquality that is semantically or semiotically 
ordered,andhenceisfixedbythebinarydistinctionsofaconventional
systemofsignification.So,forMassumi,wemustdistinguishtwoparallel
butcompletelydifferentorders.Oneorderisaboutcontent,qualityand
semantics,theotherabouteffect,intensity,andautonomicprocesses.
ForMassumi,emotionbelongstothefirstorderbecauseanemotion,like
shameorfear,isasubjectivecontent,withdistinctivequalitiesthathave
beensemanticallyfixedbysocio-linguisticconventions.Affect,however,
hedefinesasintensity,andinsiststhatitis“anon-conscious,never-to-be-
consciousautonomicremainder.Itisoutsideexpectationandadaptation…
disconnectedfrommeaningfulsequencing,fromnarration…”Inshort,for
Massumi emotion is qualified intensityor,toputitdifferently,affectthathas
beencapturedwithinmeaningfulandhencesociallyfunctionalnarratives
andsemioticcircuits.Affect,bycontrast,isthatwhichnecessarilyescapes
thiskindofcapture,andsoremainsvirtual,asapotentialitythatcannever
be assimilated.  

Now,tobeclear,Iamnotdenyingthevalueofdrawingsomesortofa
distinctionbetweentheactualandthevirtual,orbetweendiscursive
symbolismandmorebasicpsychologicalprocesses.Suchdistinctionsare
in fact quite important to the theoretical approach to psychology that I 
adoptandhelpustoavoidacrude“mind/matter”bifurcation.ButIam
questioningasimplemappingofsuchdistinctionsontothewords“affect”
and“emotion.”Massumi(1995,88)defendsthismovebyinvokingSpinoza,
whomhedescribesas“aformidablephilosophicalprecursoronmanyof
thesepoints:onthedifferenceinnaturebetweenaffectandemotion,on
theirreduciblybodilyandautonomicnatureofaffect…”Ofthetwoclaims
outlinedinthisproposition,Iwillstartbyquicklydiscardingthesecond.
ItseemstomethatSpinozanowherearguesforthe“irreduciblybodily
andautonomicnatureofaffect,”althoughIconfesstobeinguncertain
aboutwhatthephrase“irreduciblybodily”actuallymeans.Spinoza
(1677/1989)ismostfamousforhisthought/extensionparallelism,andthis
involvesaresoluterefusaltoconsiderthoughtandextensionastwosep-
aratesubstances,andhencetotreattheuniverseeitheras“irreducibly”
material/physicalor,forthatmatter,“irreducibly”mental/subjective.AsI
havearguedalongwithStevenBrown:

Thefirststepinanalyzingencountersistomaintaintheparallelism
ofbodyandmind.Thisinvolves,forSpinoza,aseparateexplication
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ofhowaffectsorderrelationsbetweenbodiesandbetweenideas.
Proximatecausesaresoughtwithineachattribute.Thebodycannot
actasthecauseofchangingorderwithinideas,nordoideasdirectly
bringaboutmodificationsinbodies.Since“theorderandconnection
ofideasisthesameastheorderandconnectionofthings”(E.II.prop.
7),whatissoughtisthedualexpressionoftheencounterasitpresents
undereachattribute.(BrownandStenner2001,90)

Turningnowtothefirstclaim,itseemstomethatSpinozadidnotdraw
anysuchdistinctionbetweenaffectandemotion,letalonearguefora
differenceinnature.SpinozawroteinLatinandusedtheterm“affectus”
(aswellasvariantslike“afficio”and“affectio”),andheneveremployedthe
wordemotion,whichwasbarelyusedanywhereuntiltheearlynineteenth
century.Theaffectionsofabodyarethemodificationsthatoccurinthe
courseofanencounterwithanotherbody.Spinozadiscussestheaffectsat
greatlengthinhismostfamousbook,theEthics,andwhenhedealswith
concreteexamplesofaffects,farfrommarkingadifferenceinnaturefrom
emotion,hediscusseswhatwewouldnowroutinelycallemotions.Thatis
tosay,hediscussesexperiencescalledthingslikeanger,fear,joy,jealousy,
envy,andsoforth.Theimportantthingishisapproach totheseemotions,
whichalwaysemphasizesmodificationswroughtbyencounters.Anger,for
Spinoza,isthusaparticularkindofmodificationthatoccursinparticular
typesofencounters(formoredetail,seeBrownandStenner2001).

ItishoweverimportanttograspthatSpinozadoesnotlimithisunder-
standingofaffectstohumanemotions.Onthecontrary,asaphilosopher
Spinozawaslookingformuchbroadergenerality.ForSpinoza,all entities—
whetheranimal,vegetable,ormineral—aretobeunderstoodinrelationto
theaffectstheyarecapableofintheirencounterswithotherentities.His
philosophyisthoroughlyrelational,contendingthatanythingthatexists
doessoasafunctionofitsrelations,andhenceoftheaffectsitiscapable
ofgoingthrough.InthissenseheproposeswhatLeo(2016)aptlycallsan
“affectivephysics.”Whenitcomestohumanbeings,thoseaffectstypically
taketheformweknowofasemotions.HencealthoughSpinozadoesnot
assertthis,thereisaplausiblebasisforadistinctioninwhichaffectwould
beanontologicalormetaphysicalconceptapplicabletoallentities,whilst
emotionwouldrefertoaffectsinsofarastheyexpressthemselvesat
aspecificallyanthropologicallevel.Anontologicalconceptof“affectus”
wouldthusapplyequallytoslugsandtopeople,butwithoutimplyingthat
theaffectsofslugsandpeoplearethesame.Aslugisnotcapableofbeing
affectedandofaffectingothersinthemannerthatwecall“jealousy,”for
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example.Andthisisnottodenythattheremaybeslugaffectsthatinsome
respectsexceedthecapacitiesofhumanbeings.

Thingsarenolessdisappointingifwetrytoextractafundamentaldif-
ferencebetweenaffectandemotionfromTomkins’sworkorfrompsycho-
analysis.LikeSpinoza,whenTomkins(e.g.,1963)discussestheaffectsthat
makeuptheaffectsystem,hereferstowhatordinarypeoplewouldcall
emotions:theexperienceswecallanger,fear,shame,disgust,joy,and
soforth.Inhispublishedwork,Tomkinsusestheword“emotion”very
rarely,andthereasonthathepreferstheword“affect”isthathewanted
amorescientifictermthatwouldallowhimandhisreaderstostepback
fromroutineandcommon-senseassumptionsaboutemotions.Inshort,
whatordinaryso-called“layfolk”calltheir“emotions,”thescientist—with
thebenefitoftheirobjectiveresearch—recognizesaspropertoaninnate
systemofaffects.

AndréGreen(1999),whoisprobablythemainpsychoanalyticauthority
onaffect,pointsoutallkindsofnuancesbetweenthewordsusedfor
emotion,feeling,affect,sentiment,passionandsooninFrench,German,
andEnglish.Hisultimatepositionisthatwithinpsychoanalyticaldiscourse,
affectshouldbeametapsychologicaltermandnotadescriptivetermwith
aspecificreferent.Theword“affect,”inotherwords,shouldbereserved
foruseasacategoricaltermwhichgroupstogether“allthenuancesthat
German(Empfindung,Gefühl)orFrench(émotion,sentiment,passion,etc.)
bringtothiscategory”(Green1999,8).

The Affective Turn as a Deeper Return of  
Process Thought

Onthebasisofthesekindsofarguments,Isubmitthattheconceptof
affectIhavecriticallyoutlinedisnotcapableofsustaininganentireturnor
anewfieldof“affectstudies.”Butthisdoesnotmeanthatthisliteratureis
sofarontheturnthatitshouldturnusoff.Onthecontrary,tomymindthe
“affectiveturn”isactuallypartofanemergingintellectualagendawhose
stakesaremuchbiggerthanisconventionallythought.Toreturntothe
metaphorIusedintheintroduction,Iproposethatwehavenotletthe
applesturnfarenoughtogettheciderwedesire.Buttounderstandwhy
thisisthecaseweneedtore-orientourselves.Inmyview,theturntoaffect
isnotarejectionofthediscursiveturnbutadeepeningofit.Thediscursive
turn—initsmoresophisticatedformsatleast—wasneverinfactabout
linguisticimperialism,butwasaprotestagainsttheoverlystaticmode
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ofthoughtthathadpreviouslydominated:itwasaprotestonbehalfof
thinkingintermsofprocesses(or,forshort,process thought).Theaffective
turnis,tomymind,bestunderstoodasadeepeningofprocessthought.
Thisdeepeningextendsprocessthoughtinatransdisciplinarydirection,
applicable as much to the natural sciences as to the social and cultural dis-
ciplines(thediscursiveturn,bycomparison,wasprimarilyaboutdefending
the humanities and social sciences from the incursions of a positivistic 
strainofnaturalscience).

Understoodinthisway,thedistinctionbetweenaffectandemotionisnot
ourmainconcern.Thereisamoreimportantdistinctionatplaywithin
it,andthatisthedistinctionbetweeneventandstructure.Forexample,
whenMassumi(1995,87)arguesthatapproachesare“incompleteifthey
operateonlyonthesemanticorsemioticlevel,”hestatesthatwhatthey
“lose,precisely,istheexpressionevent—infavourofstructure.”Structure,
forMassumi,“istheplacewherenothingeverhappens,thatexplanatory
heaveninwhichalleventualpermutationsareprefiguredinaself-consis-
tentsetofinvariantgenerativerules.”Event,bycontrast“isthecollapseof
structureddistinctionintointensity,ofrulesintoparadox.”Therealissue
inMassumi’swork,itseemstome,istheidentificationofaffectorinten-
sitywitheventandemotionwithstructure.Itisthisconcernwithevents
thatisthesourceofhispreoccupationwiththeemergenceofnovelty.It
isthisemphasisonwhatMassumicallsthe“virtualascrestinginaliminal
realmofemergence”(Massumi,1995,92)thatneedstoberescuedfrom
theconfusionthatiscausedbyaprematuredistinctionbetweenaffectand
emotion.     

Toperformthisrescue,weneedtothinkprocessually.Weneedto
recognizethatastructureisnotinfactsomethingstaticbutisanorganized
andindeedself-organizingpatternofprocesses.Astructure,inshort,is
aformofprocessthatisultimatelycomposedofevents.Aneventisan
occurrence(orsequenceofoccurrences)thateitherperpetuatesortrans-
formsstructuresorformsofprocess(seeSewell1992;GrecoandStenner
2017).

Affect as Experience on the Turn: Liminality
Havingcompletedthecriticalpartofthepaper,Iwillnowofferapositive
proposition—oratleastsketch(foramoresustainedpresentationofthe
argumentseeStenner2017a)—analternativetheoreticalframingforsome
oftheseissues.Iproposethatthepreoccupationamongstaffecttheorists
withwhatmightbecalled“intensiveeventsofbecoming”canbeusefully
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re-framedwithasuitablycraftedconceptofliminalityandliminalexperi-
ence.Craftingthisconceptofliminalitymeansmovingwellbeyondits
originsinthefieldofanthropology,whereitreferstothemiddlephasein
ariteofpassage(VanGennep1909;Turner1969).Inmyownwork,Ihave
extendedthenotionofaliminaloccasiontoincludeanyoccasionofpas-
sageduringwhichsomeformofbecomingtakesplace.Ihavecalledthis
ontological liminality,andfromthisperspectiveanthropological liminality is a 
specificorlimitedcase(StennerandMoreno2013).

Letmelinkthiswithmythemeofbeing“ontheturn.”Ataspecifically
anthropologicalscaleandfocus,liminaloccasionsaresignificantturning 
points inthelivesofindividualsandcollectives.VanGennepcalledthese
turning points transitions or passages.Ariteofpassageisaceremonial
patternofritesthataccompanies“apassagefromonesituationtoanother
orfromonecosmicorsocialworldtoanother”(vanGennep1909,10).These
turningpointsortransitionsareoccasionswhenwhatIcall“psychosocial
formsofprocess”aresuspendedorinterrupted,orcollapse,orgothrough
some sort of transformation or metamorphosis. I use the unfamiliar 
phrase“psychosocialformsofprocess”becausehumansocialandper-
sonalexistenceisacomplexandtightlypatternedunityofsubjective
experiencesandobjectiveexpressions,boundupinflowsofcoordinated
actionmediatedbydiscursivecommunicationandsituatedwithinbroader
dynamicsofpower.Thephrase“psychosocialformofprocess”istherefore
designedtoindicatethattheroutinepracticesofordinary“everydaylife”
alwayspresupposeacomplexandfragilecompositionofforcesthatare
ultimatelyprocessualinnatureandcomposedofflowsofevents.Forthis
reason,occasionsduringwhichthoseformsofprocessareinterrupted,or
suspendedortransformed,tendtobeveryemotionallyintenseforthose
involved,andtheytendtogenerateaparticularqualityofaffectthatIcall
liminal affectivity. 

Philosophicallyspeaking,IlocatetheapproachIadoptwithinatradition
ofprocessthinkingthatisinspiredbytheBritishphilosopherand
mathematicianAlfredNorthWhitehead.Thefollowingquotationisfromhis
lastbook,calledModes of Thought,from1938:

Nothingismoreinterestingtowatchthantheemotionaldisturbance
producedbyanyunusualdisturbanceoftheformsofprocess.Theslow
driftisaccepted.Butwhenforhumanexperiencequickchangesarrive,
humannaturepassesintohysteria.Forexample,gales,thunder-
storms,earthquakes,revolutionsinsocialhabits,violentillnesses,
destructivefires,battles,arealloccasionsofspecialexcitement.
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Thereareperfectlygoodreasonsforthisenergeticreactiontoquick
change.Mypointistheexhibitionofouremotionalreactionstothe
dominanceoflawfulorder,andtothebreakdownofsuchorder.When
fundamentalchangearrives,sometimesheavendawns,sometimes
hellyawnsopen.(Whitehead[1938]1968,95)

ThistraditionofthoughthasmuchdeeperrootsthanWhitehead’s
philosophy.Backintheseventeenthcentury,Spinozamadeasimilarpoint
in the preface to his Theologico-Political Treatise([1670]1951,3).Hedrawsa
contrastbetweenwell-structuredandrule-boundsituations,andsituations
ofdoubtinwhichpeopleare“drivenintostraightswhererulesareuseless.”
Itisprobablethathehadinmindthesituationsofwarandreligiously
inspiredconflictthatwereendemicbeforeandduringhislifetimeandthat
affectedhimpersonally.Inwell-structuredcircumstances,hesuggests,the
humanmindtendstobe“boastful,overconfidentandvain.”Mostpeople,
“wheninprosperity,aresoover-brimmingwithwisdom(howeverinexperi-
encedtheymaybe),thattheytakeeveryofferofadviceasapersonal
insult”.Putthesesamepeopleinthestraightsofmorechaoticcircum-
stances,however,andSpinozafindsthatthey“knownotwheretoturn,but
begandpreyforcounselfromeverypasser-by.”Theyfluctuate“pitiably
betweenhopeandfear”andbecomesuperstitiousandgenerally“very
pronetocredulity.”HereSpinozasuggeststhatthesamepeoplecanshow
verydifferentcharacteristics—haveverydifferentopinions,valuesand
feelings,forinstance—astheycrossthelinebetweenthesetwotypesof
situation. 

WhatIcalltheliminal affectivitythatSpinozahereinvokesarisesfromthe
factthatformsofprocessthatweretakenforgrantedhavebeenperturbed
ordisrupted.Sincehumansubjectivityisintricatelywovenintotheformsof
sharedmeaningthatmakeupourvarioussocialpractices,anysignificant
disruptiontoasocialformofprocesswillshockanduprootthepsychic
constitutionofthosewhoparticipate,anddisruptthecapacityforstandard
formsofcoordinatedcommunication.Toreturntomythemeofturning,in
thesesituationsitusuallyfeels,atleastatfirst,asifourliveshavetakena
sharpturnfortheworse.Thisturnorswervecanofcoursebeconceived
as a passage,andweshouldrecallthatforSpinozaaffectsarenothingbut
theexperienceofpassageortransition.Sufferinganddistress,toquote
fromSpinoza’sEthics (1677,138),are“passivestatesoftransition…wherein
themindpassestoalesserperfection,”whilstjoyandmerrimentarealso
passivetransitions,buttransitionsinwhichthepassageis“toagreater
perfection.”Wemustnotforget,then,thatforSpinoza,affectsareexperi-
encesontheturn,orexperiencesoftheturn.
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ButthesesituationsofdoubtandcrisisdescribedbySpinozaand
Whiteheadarejustonekindofliminaloccasion.Icallthemspontaneous 
liminal occasionstotheextentthattheyconcernthingsthatpassively
happentousratherthanthingsweactivelyandself-consciouslyenactby
andforourselves.Althoughthedistinctionisanalyticandneveractually
encounteredinpureform,spontaneousliminaloccasionscanbeusefully
contrastedwithwhatIcalldevised or self-generated liminal occasions. 
Theseareliminalexperiencesthatwedo to ourselves and to each other. 
ThosewhoknowtheliminalityliteraturewillbeawareherethatIam
influencedbyVictorTurner,whowroteofunstagedandstagedliminalsitu-
ations,andalsobyÁrpadSzakolczai(2000;2009;2016),whocontrasts“real
life”liminalsituationswiththosethatare“staged”(seealsoThomassen
2014).IdepartfromTurner,however,inthatthemetaphorof“staging,”
althoughveryvividanduseful,isoverlylimitedtothemodelofthethe-
ater. The same is true of all so-called dramaturgical theoretical vocabulary 
withinthesocialsciences,andofmosttheorywhosekeywordisperform-
anceorperformativity.Letmeexplainwhy.

When Ritual Turns into Theater
Thetheater,asweknow,isarelativelyrecentculturalform(itcameinto
existenceinthelatesixthcenturyBCinAthens).Itisjustonemeans
amongstothersforcreatingdevisedliminalexperiences,andobviouslyin
thecaseoftheateritmakessensetocalltheseexperiencesstagedliminal
experiences(Szakolczai2013).Itmakessensebecausethetheaterhasa
clearandarchitecturallyinstantiateddivisionbetweenanaudiencethat
observes from the auditorium or theatron,andplayerswhoactonthe
stage.But,arguably,itwaspreciselythisdivisionbetweentheatron and 
stagethatconstitutedwhatwasnovelabouttheemergenceorinventionof
theater. 

CambridgeRitualistJaneHarrisondidthedecisivehistoricalworkonthis
topic,buildingonsomeofNietzsche’sideasaboutthebirthoftragedy.In
abookonAncientGreekreligionpublishedin1903,Harrisonshowshow
both the theatron and the stage emerged from a third and more mysterious 
spacedesignatedfortheChorus(seeHarrison1913).Inancienttheater,the
ChorusmayoriginallyhavebeencomposedofsingersoftheDithyramb—a 
ritual song sung in honor of the god Dionysus. In the original Dionysian 
rituals,itislikelythateverybodywouldparticipate,andsoafixeddis-
tinctionbetweenactorandobserverwouldbeproblematic.ButHarrison
reasonsthatthroughtimesomemembersoftheChoruswouldsplitoffand
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offerreal-timeinterpretations,commentariesorembellishmentsofthe
DithyrambsungbytheChorus.Thesenewactivitiesoftheactorswould
beobservedbyanewcategoryofspectatorswhowerenotobligedto
participate.Thespectatorscouldsimplyenjoytheinterpretations,com-
mentariesandembellishmentsthatwouldsoonsupplanttheChorusand
becomethemainactionoftragedyandcomedyinthenewmediumofthe
theater. The psychosocial importance of the emergence of theater can 
hardlybeoverstated(butforacritiqueoftheCambridgeRitualistthesis
seeRozik2002).Whentheateremerged,itbecame,alongwithphilosophy
anddemocracy,oneofthethreefundamentalnoveltiesthatdefinethe
classicalperiod(roughly500–336BC).

IhavediscussedtheemergenceofGreektheatertoexplainwhyIconsider
theexpression“staged” liminal experiencetobetoolimited,andprefer
insteadtheword“devised”or“self-generated.”Harrison’sworkshows
the dependence of theater upon a much older means for self-generating 
liminalexperience,namelyritual.Infact,wemightsaythatHarrisonisfas-
cinatedwithritualatthehistoricalmomentthatitison the turn. In other 
words,shefocusespreciselyonthehistoricalpointatwhichritualbegins
tomutateintotheaterorbecometheater.Ritual,asIhaveemphasized,is
notdividedintoagroupofactorswhoperformforagroupofspectators.
TocallthosewhoparticipatedintheancientritesofDionysus“actors”who
“perform”istoseriouslymisunderstandthesacred nature of their activity. 
Unlesstheritualhasdegeneratedintomereformalceremony,itisnota
matterofplayingapart,butofbecoming otherthroughritualisticmeans,
andtherebyencounteringforcesthataretakenveryseriouslyindeed.
Likewise,theotherspresentarenotdetachedspectatorsenjoyingthe
spectaclefromthecriticaldistanceoftheirdesignatedlocation,butmore
orlessactiveparticipantswhobothwitnessandcontributetotheprocess
ofbecoming.AsKurakin(2018,note14)—inspiredbyDurkheim—putsit,
thereisnoarbitraryobserverinritual:“everyparticularparticipantofthe
ritual…isdoomedtoperceivetheobjectorevent,collectivelyturnedtothe
sacred,assacred.”Ifritualisadeviceforself-generatingliminalexperience
of a predominantly sacred kind,thentheaterisadeviceforself-generating
liminalexperienceofapredominantlyaesthetickind,exploitingthecritical
distanceaffordedbythetheatron.

Liminal Affective Technologies
Ritualandtheaterarethereforequitedifferentandnottobeconfused,
andyettheyshareafundamentalsimilaritysuchthatwemightwellsay,



Affect 33

followingHarrison,thatatacertainpointritualturned intotheater.Since
ritualexistedlongbefore500BCitcanbeconsideredtheolderofthetwo
forms,andyetthetwocancoexist;theatermightalsoturnintoritual,and
theremightalsobeazoneofindiscernabilitybetweenthem(Artaud’s
Theatre of Crueltycouldbeconsideredanefforttoreconnecttheaterwith
ritual,forexample,andcertainlyreligiousritescaneasilyturntheatrical,
oftentotheangerofpurists).Inmyrecentwork,Ispecifythefundamental
similaritybetweenritualandtheateras“devices”forself-generatingliminal
experiencebycallingthemliminal affective technologies. Theyare,inother
words,meansormediathroughwhichwecanself-generateliminalexperi-
encesofbecoming,andmanage,navigateandenjoytheliminalaffectivity
thatisbroughtintoplay.Inusingtheword“technology”Iamextending
theordinaryuseofthisword,muchasMichelFoucault(2000)didwhen
hewroteof“technologiesoftheself”(perhapsinspiredbyMarcelMauss’s
[1935/2006]essayon“techniquesofthebody”).Anytechnology,asNiklas
Luhmann(1990)pointsout,operateswithadifferencebetweenthereduced
complexityofrepeatablecause–effectrelationships,and“uncapped”
causalrelationshipsthathavenotyetbeendetermined(seeAndersen
andStenner2020).Consideredinthisway,atechnologyisa“dodgetolive”
achievedbybringinguncappedcause–effectrelationshipsintoaformthat
producesreliablyrepeatableeffects.Butusuallywethinkoftechnologyas
ameansforproducingreliablyrepeatableeffectswithrespecttomaterial
formsintheso-calledexternalworld.Alever,forinstance,isatechnology
forshiftingweightysubstances,andasailatechnologyforharnessingthe
powerofthewind.

Liminalaffectivetechnologies,bycontrast,areaboutsummoningand
workingwithsubjective,affectiveexperienceinordertooccasiontransfor-
mations. This is less a matter of reliably triggering and directing uniform 
causal process than of undoing the structural limits that usually produce 
conformaleffects.TousealovelyturnofphrasefromNorbertElias,
theyinvolve“thecontrolleddecontrollingofemotionalcontrols”(cited
inWouters2007,232).Liminalaffectivetechnologiescaninthissensebe
tracedto,andbuildupon,morespontaneousliminalexperiencesand
activitieslikeplayanddaydreaming,bothofwhichpresumeacertain
“release”fromthemorestructuredroutinesofdailylife.Bothritualand
theaterhaveobviouslinkstochildren’s(andperhapsevenanimal)play.
Ritual,forexample,hasacertain“excessive”and“repetitive”qualityirredu-
cibletomeresurvivalorutilitarianfunctionality,andevocativeinstead
ofsuperfluousenergy,enjoyedforitsownsake.Aswithplayfighting,we
enjoyritualisticactsirrespectiveoftheir“external”use-value.Ritual,in
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thissense,isatrootameansforexcitingaffectivity,anditcandivergeinto
theseriousemotionsofthereligioussacred,orintoplayfulfun,orany
mixturesthereof.Theconceptofliminalaffectivetechnologiesthusalso
allowsmetoexpressthedifferencebetweenritualandtheater,sincethey
are differentliminalaffectivetechnologies.Continuingmythemeofthe
turn,wemightsaythatreligiousritualisatechnologyforturningaffectivity
intosacredexperience,whilsttheaterisatechnologyforturningaffectivity
intoaestheticexperience.

Ritualandtheaterare,ofcourse,nottheonlyliminalaffectivetechnologies.
Sportsandgames,viewedfromthisperspective,canbethoughtofas
technologiesforturningaffectivityintoludicexperience.Noristheaterthe
onlyaesthetictechnology,sincewemustincludeeachoftheotherarts:
music,painting,dance,andsoon.So,Ihaveidentifiedthreebroadtypesof
liminalaffectivetechnology,correspondingtothesacred,theaesthetic,and
the ludic (seeStenner2017b).Itisinterestingtoobservetheextenttowhich
the aesthetic and the ludic types both have a close relationship to ritual. 
Ritualcanbeconsideredthematrixoftheartsandsporttotheextentthat
itcontainsandnourishestheminembryonicform.Themasksoftheater
werebornoutofritual,butritualalsoencompasseselementsofdance,
musicandstory-tellingaswellassport-liketestsofskillandendurance.Just
likeancienttheater,theoldOlympicGameswereoriginallyathoroughly
sacredaffair.Insum,wemightsaythat,historicallyspeaking,sacredritual
takesaturntowardstheludicandtheaestheticforms,whichspringfrom
itlikeseedsfromapod.But,evenwhenindependent,theartsandsport
neverquitelosethetingeofreligioussignificance.Itisnotaccidental,
takingliteratureasanexample,thatThomasManndirectlyidentifiedhis
novel The Magic Mountain withariteofpassage,describingitas“anovelof
initiation”:“Inaword,themagicmountainisavariantontheshrineofthe
initiatoryrites,aplaceofadventurousinvestigationintothemysteryof
life”(Mann1953,728).Totheextentthatanovelimplicatesitsreaders(and
writers)inanexperiencethatistransformativeandnotjust“entertaining,”
thatworkofartcanbesaidtofunctionasaliminalaffectivetechnology
(Szakolczai2016;StennerandGreco2018).ThroughananalysisofChris-
topher Nolan's Inception,StennerandZittoun(2020)makeasimilarcasefor
film.

Inconstruingthesedifferentkindsofmediaasliminalaffective
technologies,Iamdrawingattentiontothewaysinwhichtheyworkto
self-generateemotionalexperienceanddeploythatexperiencewithina
projectoftransformation.Whenwelistentoapieceofmusicwereally
like,forexample,orwhenweplayaninstrumentourselves,weproduce
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emotionaleffects,bothforourselvesandpotentiallyforothers.Ifweare
unmovedbyatheaterperformance,oramovie,weareleftdisappointed.
Theseactivitiessharewithritualthecommonaimofproducingmoving 
experiencesthataresomewhatoutoftheordinaryandthatareconducive
ofpsychosocialtransformation.Mostscientificpsychologyofaffectmisses
theentiretyoftheseself-generatedordevisedaffectiveexperiences.
Itconcentratesinsteadonasomewhatatavisticviewofaffectsasraw
survivalmechanisms,wiredintoourbrainsthroughevolutiontoequipus
forsurvival:fearforflight,angerforafightandloveforsomeotherfword.
Indrawingattentiontodevisedliminalaffectivityandthetechnologies
throughwhichitissummoned,however,myintentionisnottodenythe
brutalrealitiesthatmayhavebeenfacedbyourcave-dwellingancestors,
forwhom,wearetold,natureappearedintherawwithtoothandclaw.In
fact,thetruevalueofthedistinctionbetweenspontaneousanddevised
liminal occasions is the productivity of the contrast it permits. There is no 
purespontaneousandpuredevisedexperience—rather,everythingfalls
somewhereinbetween.Indeed,itcouldevenbesaidthatliminalaffective
technologies function precisely at the turning pointbetweenthetwo.
Ontheonehand,theliminalexperienceself-generatedthroughliminal
affectivetechnologieshelpsustonavigateandmanagethespontaneous
liminalitythatmightfalluponus.Ontheotherhand,thespontaneous
liminalexperiencescryout,asitwere,forsymbolicexpression,precisely
becausetheychallengeandtransformthetaken-for-grantedorderofdaily
life.Newsymbolismmustbeinventedwhereoldsymbolismfails,andit
ismythesisthattheliminalaffectivetechnologieshelpustocreatethat
symbolism and to drag it into emergence from the edge of semantic avail-
ability.Toevokemythemeoftheturnonceagain,wemightsaythatliminal
affectivetechnologiesservetoturnacrisisintoadrama,disablingtoxic
distressintothought-provokingtragedy.

Inconclusion: Some Contemporary Forms of 
Liminal Affective Technology

Withthebigtheoreticalpicturebehindus,Iwishtobringtheargumentto
aclosebyoutliningsomeofthecontemporaryformsthatliminalaffective
technologiesaretaking.Itseemstomethatthebasicformsofritual,
artandgamesofvariouskindsareincreasinglybeinginstrumentalized
toplayafunctionalroleinmanagingtransitionswithinorganizationsof
variouskindsfromschoolstocorporations(Zittoun2007;Fuchsetal.
2014;AndersenandPors2016;SlaterandCoyle2017;NissenandSolgaard
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Sørensen2017;BergandStaunaes2018;ZittounandRosenstein2018).I
wouldsuggestthatmanyoftheinstitutionaleffortstoinduce“change”in
peopleandpracticestodaycanbeusefullyunderstoodasliminalaffective
technologies(orwhatBergandStaunaes2018,modifyingmyterminologya
little,call“liminalmotivationaltechnologies”).

Akeyelementofliminalaffectivetechnologiesistheircapacityto
potentialize theemergenceofunanticipatednovelty,andinthisrespect,
thereisacloserelationshipbetweenthemandwhatNielsÅkerstrøm
Andersen,JustinePors,HanneKnudsenandothersworkingwithinthe
sphereofpublicmanagementhavecalled“potentializationtechnologies”
(AndersenandKnudsen2015;AndersenandPors2016).Exampleswould
includethingslikemanagerialperformancearts,360degreeinterviewing,
sand-pits,futuregames,artisticinterventionsintherapeuticsettings,
PsychologicalInformedPlannedEnvironments,andevencross-profes-
sionalspeed-dating.Potentializationtechnologiesareusedwhenthereisa
perceptionthatsometypeofchangeisneededinanorganization,andyet
thenatureofthatchangeisnotyetclearlyspecified.Methodsaretherefore
neededtohelppeopleto“thinkoutsidethebox”andto“expecttheunex-
pected.”Thepreferredmethodstendtotaketheformofrole-playgames,
pedagogicalactivies,andartistic(especiallytheatrical)interventions
(StennerandAndersen2020).Theseservetosuspendtheusualpatterns
ofactivity,andtogenerateunusualsituationswithdistinctaffective
resonances.DrawinguponLuhmann’ssociologicaltheory,Andersen
andmyselfreflectuponpotentializationtechnologiesasaspeciesof
liminalaffectivetechnology(AndersenandStenner2020).Forexample,
inDenmarkanorganizationcalledSisters Academy use a technique that 
theyspecificallylinktoliminalitytheory,aswellastoperformanceartand
activism.Oneoftheirprojectsfrom2013wascalled“SchoolinaSensual
Society.”Sisters Academywouldenteraschoolduringtheholidayperiod
andtransformitsenvironmentusingtechniquesoflight,sound,andset
design.Whentheteachersandpupilsreturneditfeltlikeadifferentplace,
andtheteacherswerethenencouragedtoexperimentwiththeirteaching
based on the principle that aesthetics are of pivotal value. The ambition is 
toeffect—oratleasttosuggest—aninstitutionaltransformationthrough
thedeliberatestagingofaliminaloccasion.Thiswouldbeanexampleof
“potentializing”bymeansofaliminalaffectivetechnology.

Butliminalaffectivetechnologiesarenotlimitedtotheoccasioningof“fun”
or“creative”situationsinwhichsometypeofchangehastobeinduced
inparticipantswhomaywellbereluctant.Theycanalsobeaboutman-
agingandshapingthespontaneousaffectivitygeneratedby“real-life”
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liminalexperiences.EduardoMoreno,forexample,studiedtheaffective
dimensionsofdeceasedorgandonationpracticesinCatalonia(Stenner
andMoreno2013).TheentiredeceasedorgandonationsysteminSpainis
acomplexdispositif,butwewereparticularlyinterestedintheworkingsof
small groups called transplant coordination teams.IntheSpanishhealth-
caresystem,thesearecomposedofteamsofphysiciansandothermedical
professionalswhoseroleistobringtogetherallofthecomponents—from
thetechnicaltotheemotional—necessaryfororgantransplantation.Akey
roleistointerviewtheclosestavailablerelativeofthedeceasedinorderto
secure consent for harvesting the organs of their recently deceased loved 
one.Theteammembersaretrainedtocarefullymanagetheaffectivity
unleashedbythesecircumstances,andtousetheresultingemotionsto
steertherelativetowardsadecisionconcerningconsent,infullknowledge
ofthehighlysensitiveandtransformativenatureoftheeventbeing,asit
were,“stage-managed.”

Theadvantageofconsideringinterventions,methodsandtechniques
liketheseasliminalaffectivetechnologiesisnotjustthatitdrawsour
attentiontotheirrelationshipwithritualsandtheirludicandaestheticoff-
spring,hencesituatingthemwithinabroadergenealogy.Italsodrawsour
attentiontowhatwearetryingtobecomewhenweusethesetechnologies,
and to our responsibility in actually enabling those becomings. This issue is 
increasinglyimportantwithinourcontemporarygeopolitics,whereglobal
flowsofcapitalthreatentoimposeapermanentsituationofchangeupon
practicallyallformsofhumanexistence(Szakolczai2016).
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Algorithm Awareness: 
Towards a Philosophy of 
Artifactuality

Gabriele Gramelsberger

This contribution argues that while mankind is 
experiencing a decentering within its own media 
universe, a new agency has emerged: “algorithm 
awareness.” By looking into recent technological 
developments, this new agency is analyzed as 
enabling two automated capabilites that can be 
called “externalized anticipation“ and “externalized 
introspection.” With these modes of “mapping back” 
information on users, it becomes necessary to con-
ceptualize what is here called “artifactuality”—a 
hybrid form of information that is derived neither 
from purely statistical nor purely individual data.

1.  Media Transforming into Iconoclastic  
 Sensor Technologies

The very nature of media has been substantially changed by the 
introductionofcomputers,bythedigitizationofmediaitself,bythe
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miniaturizationofcircuitry,andbytheubiquityofthemyriadinter-
connectedobjectsintheproliferatingInternetofThings.Ofcourse,
theconsequencesoftheseshiftsaresubjecttomanyreflectionsin
contemporary media theory and philosophy. These shifts have been 
addressed,forinstance,byPatriciaCloughandNigelThrift’sconceptof
the“technologicalunconsciousness,”referringtoJacquesDerrida’sideaof
technicity“asbearerofunconsciousthought”(Clough2000,17;Thrift2004),
byMarkHansen’sconceptofthenew“firstness”ofdatabasesensoriality
(2016),byWilliamUricchio’sproclamationofthe“algorithmicturn”(2011),
andLevManovich’s“commandofsoftware”(2013).However,these
shifts can also be reconstructed as media’s transformation into sensor 
technologiesdrivenbythreemajordevelopments:(1)theshiftfrominfor-
mationtechnology(IT)toconsumerInternet-ITwiththeintroductionof
theWorldWideWebin1991;(2)theshifttoMobile-ITwiththeintroduction
ofsmartphonesin2007andthefosteringofsocialnetworks—bothpartly
replacingtheInternet-ITand(3)themorerecentshiftintoAware-IT,which
hasalsobeenaddressedastheInternetofThings,interconnectingbillions
ofsmartobjectsworldwide(gartner.com2019).

Aware-ITcurrentlycomprisesmorethansixbillionsensor-andalgorithm-
equippedobjectscontinuouslymeasuringandgatheringthedataof
individualsandtheirsurroundingenvironment.Itistherealizationof
MarkWeiser’svisionof“ubiquitouscomputing,”basedontechnologies
thatincreasinglymergewiththeenvironmentandarecapableofsensing
everything(1991).Aware-ITismassivelychangingthehuman–media
interrelationship.Media,anthropologicallyrootedinhumansenses,have
been dominated by images and sounds. In particular the television age 
ofthe1970sand1980s,andtheInternet-ITofthe1990sand2000s,have
broadcastandgeneratedcountless“Techno-Bilder,”asVilémFlusser
hasdubbedthem,creatingthe“techno-imaginäreWelt”(1997,27).Inthis
techno-imaginaryworldthehumansubjecthasincreasinglybecomeonly
oneelementinthe“networkimagination”ofteletechnology(Heath1991,
294).However,wecannowobservethattheseimage-basedtechnologies
andtheirnetworkimaginationshavebeentakenoverbyalgorithm-driven
sensortechnologies.Thesesensortechnologiesareiconoclastic,because
theyreplaceimageandsoundwithpuredata,thusmarginalizingthe
phenomenologicalorientationofmediatowardsthehuman.

Iconoclasticsensortechnologiesdecentermaninhisownmediauniverse
throughthetakeoverofmachinicandalgorithmicimaginationsoperating
beyond human thresholds. Data-based business models of internet 
platforms,searchengines,andsocialnetworksaretellingexamplesof
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thistrend,exploitingthehyperfluidityofalgorithmsforthebackground
algorithmicalanalysisofuser-data.Whatisexploitedisthewidening
temporalgapbetweenhumansandmedia(Gramelsberger2016,2020).
While,inDas Kapital (1867),KarlMarxdescribedthehumancapacityto
transformnaturethroughlabor,anddefinedcapitalasthesourceof
surplusvaluewheninvestedinlaborpower,today’sinvestmentofdata
capitalisminthefluidityofmediaallowsthetemporalsurplusofmachines
tobeexploitedasthenewcapital.Thisnewcapitalisusedtogenerate
financialsurplusvaluebyalgorithmicallyanalyzingthemovementofusers
inthedigitalworld.Investmentinserverfarms,supercomputers,fast
broadbandtechnologies,andadvancedalgorithmspaysoff.

2.  Algorithm Awareness of Sensor Technologies
Whilealgorithmsandsensorsaretransformingmediaintoiconoclastic
technologies,theagencyofobjectsandhumansisalsoundergoing
fundamentalchanges.Thecomplexinterrelationshipbetweenhumansand
objectsisamajortopicinhuman–machinecommunicationstudiesand
interfacestudies,butalsoinscienceandtechnologystudies(STS).Since
the1980s,STShasbeeninterestedintheagencyofobjectsaspartsof
socialnetworks.Thisobject-agencyhasbeenconsiderednamelybyBruno
Latour’sandJohnLaw’sactor–networktheory(Latour1988,1999),butalso
byDonnaHaraway’sconceptofthe“cyborg”(1985).Somemorerecent
approachesalsotrytoovercomethe“ontologyofseparatethings,”as
addressedforexampleinLucySuchman’sbookonHuman-Machine Recon-
figurations(2007,257),andinstudieson“agentialrealism”byKarenBarad
(2007)andon“sociomateriality”byWandaOrlikowskiandSusanScott
(2008).However,thesetheoriesdon’tconsiderthenewcoalitionofobjects,
sensors,andalgorithmsintroducinganewmodeofagency.

Thisnewmodeofagencycanbecalled“algorithmawareness.”Algorithms
havebecomecontext-sensitiveagentsbycollectingenormousamounts
ofindividualdataandbyprofilingus.Thus,context-awarealgorithmscan
presentuswithpersonallytailorednewsfeeds,products,andsugges-
tions.Well-knownexamplesaresearchenginesproducingdifferentresults
forthesamerequest,becausetheyconsiderindividualsearchprofiles
(adaptivemedia).However,algorithmawarenessisnotonlyaneffectof
contextawareness:itlinkstheindividualtotheglobalandthegeneralinan
unseenway.AninterestingexampleisthedecodingofindividualDNA.In
ordertomakeDNAanalysischeap,today’sDNAanalyzershavetobefast.
Theproblemwiththisisthatduetotheacceleratedspeedthe“personal
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genome”onegetsbackisonlypartlyindividual.Theerrorquoteoffast
DNAanalyzersisquitehighandalgorithmsarereplacingmissingorbroken
individualpartsofDNAwithstatisticallyrelevantgenes.Aslongasthe
personfallsunderthestatisticalmaincohort,thisisnotanissue.But,ifthe
geneismeanttotriggeradisease,thestatisticalinsertbecomesaproblem
(Gramelsberger2017).

3.  Externalization and Mapping Back
TheDNAexamplemakesclearthefactthatalgorithmawarenessnotonly
marginalizesthephenomenologicalorientationofmediatowardshumans
andchallengeshumans’agencyandautonomy,butalsoconfrontsuswitha
newandhybridmodeofindividualinformationexternalizedbytechnology,
statisticallyaveragedbyalgorithmsrelatedtomanyusers,andmapped
backonusbyeverydayuserapplications.“Mappingback”isanintrinsic
abilityofawaretechnologyandtechnology-basedmedia.

Traditionally,thephilosophyoftechnologyhasinterpretedtechnologyas
anextensionofthehumanbody.Inparticular,ErnstKappinvestigated
technologyasformsoforganprojections(1877).Kapp,however,reflected
on late nineteenth century technology—basically a collection of tools and 
instruments.Nevertheless,hisideaswereadoptedinthetwentiethcentury
byMarshallMcLuhan,tryingtograspthetransitionfromtheGutenberg
galaxytotheelectronicage:

Ifanewtechnologyextendsoneormoreofoursensesoutsideusinto
thesocialworld,thennewratiosamongallofoursenseswilloccur
inthatparticularculture.Itiscomparabletowhathappenswhena
newnoteisaddedtoamelody.Andwhenthesenseratiosalterinany
culturethenwhathadappearedlucidbeforemaysuddenlybecome
opaque,andwhathadbeenvagueoropaquewillbecometranslucent.
(McLuhan1962,41)

Theopaquenessofthe“technologicalunconsciousness”(Clough2000;
Thrift2004)hasitsrootsintheextensionsofsensesbytechnology,
becausetheprojectionsarenotorganprojections,butcognitivepro-
jections.1Althoughtheideaoforgan-andmind-extendingprojections
isdebatable,thepowerofexternalizationasafunctionofextension
isadominantaspectoftechnology.However,intheageofalgorithms

1 However,ErnstKappalsowroteaboutextensionsofmentallife(Kapp1877,chapter
12,13).
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the“projections”aremappedbackonusintwoways:asexternalized
anticipationandexternalizedintrospection.

Ontheonehand,algorithmawarenessleadstoexternalizedanticipation.
Analyzingandprofilingindividualdataisdrivingthenewbusinessmodels
ofdataanalyticsexploitingthewideningtemporalgapbetweenhumans
andmedia—asoutlinedabove.Dataanalytics,however,searchesfor
correlationpatternsinvastdatasamplesinordertopredicttrends.A
questionableapplication,forinstance,isthepredictionofanindividual’s
likelihoodforcommittingacrime,or“predictivepolicing.”Amajorplayerin
thisfieldisPredPol,whichclaimsthat“incontrasttotechnologythatsimply
mapspastcrimedata,PredPolappliesadvancedmathematicsandadaptive
computerlearning.Ithasresultedinpredictionstwiceasaccurateas
thosemadethroughexistingbestpracticesbybuildingontheknowledge
andexperiencethatalreadyexists”(predpol.com2016).Accordingto
thecompany’shomepage,thecrime-predictingsoftwareinuseisthe
descendantofanearthquake-forecastingsystemthatusesthesame
algorithms.2But,thepredictivityofearthquake-forecastingalgorithms
worksdifferentlythanguessinginthecontextofhumananticipationand
expectation.Thereislittleempiricalevidencethatsupportstheclaimed
benefitsofpredictivepolicing(MeijerandWessels2019).

Ontheotherhand,algorithmawarenessleadstoexternalizedintro-
spection.Speechanalysis,patternrecognition,andautomatizedemotion
analysisareexamplesoftheincreasinglyexternalizedintrospective
abilitiesofcurrenttechnology.Anexampleofexternalizedintrospectionis
emotionrecognition.Facerecognitionalgorithms—commontoolsinevery
surveillancearchitecture—canbeeasilyextendedwithemotionanalysis
abilities.Theseemotionanalysesarebasedonataxonomyofourfacial
expressions,whichwasdevelopedbyPaulEkmanandWallaceV.Friesen
inthe1970s,andnamedtheFacialActionCodingSystem(FACS)(Ekman
andFriesen1976).TodayFACSisusedforautomaticfacialexpression
recognition(CohnandDeLaTorre2015).However,amachinicunder-
standingofemotionalexpressionisbasedonthetrackingoffacialfeatures
bypatternrecognitionofshapes,corners,andcontours.Theseshapesand
features are decoupled and translated into abstract mathematical features 
likelight/dark-neighborhoodcoefficientsofapixeledgrid.Attheendofthe
transformationprocesscoordinatesofmeshverticesdefinetheshapeofa

2 However,notonlytheLosAngelesPoliceDepartmentortheMetropolitanPolice
inLondonareusingpredictivepolicing.In2015BavariaintroducedthePreCrime
ObservationSystem(Precob)programmedbytheInstituteofPattern-based
Prediction located in Oberhausen.
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face,andthedecoupledinformationcannowbeusedtorunvariousinter-
pretationsofit,forinstanceemotionanalysisoftheexpressivepatternsof
one’s face. 

Affectivecomputing,asithasbeencalledbyRosalindPicard,“isanewarea
ofresearch,withrecentresultsprimarilyintherecognitionandsynthesis
offacialexpression,andthesynthesisofvoiceinflection.However,these
resultsarejustthetipoftheiceberg;avarietyofphysiologicalmeasure-
mentsareavailablewhichwouldyieldcluestoone’shiddenaffective
state”(Picard1995,24;2000;Clough2007).Arecentapplicationofaffective
computingisSEMAINE,anEU-projectdevisedtocreateaSensitiveArtificial
Listener.Thisartificiallistenercan“interactwithhumanswithavirtual
character,sustainaninteractionwithauserforsometime,andreact
appropriatelytotheuser’snon-verbalbehavior”(semaine-project.eu
2016).Ofcourse,affectivecomputerscanonlyrecognizewhatwefeelif
weexpressourfeelings“correctly”—thatisintermsofamachinicunder-
standingofemotionexpression.

4.  Towards a Philosophy of Artifactuality
Thehybridmodeofindividualandstatisticallyaveragedinformation,the
algorithmicpredictivityforanticipatinghumanbehavior,andthemachinic
understandingofexternalizedintrospectionsuchasemotionrecognition
areexamplesofthenewmodeofrepresentationofindividuality.The
statusofthiskindofinformationis“artifactual”—itisneitherapure
artifact,norcanitbeconsideredthepersonalfactofanindividual
(Gramelsberger2016a).Itisamixedmodeofboth:individualinformation
and statistically averaged information. It transgresses the traditional 
formofstatistics,becauseitislinkedtopredictivityforindividualsandit
directlymapstheartifactualinformationbackonus.Artifactualityisanew
modeofentanglementbetweenhumansandtechnicalobjects.Onthe
onehand,technicalobjectshavebecomeatechnicalsphereembedded
inoureverydayworld.Theubiquitousandembeddedcharacterofthis
proliferatingtechnicalspherehasbeenaddressedas“environmentalism”
(HörlandBurton2017).Ontheotherhand,theentanglementhasbecome
anepistemicentanglementofartifactualinformation.Withouticonoclastic
sensortechnologiesartifactualinformationwouldn’texist.

Understandingthisnewmodeofknowledge,whichisincreasinglydomi-
natingeverydaylife,ispartofaphilosophyofartifactuality.Sucha
philosophytriestograsptheverynatureofartifactualknowledge.The
exampleshaveshownthattheunderlyinglogicofartifactualityisdriven
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byalgorithmsandtheconceptofthecomputer.Artifactualityresults—
and this is my main hypothesis—from the introduction of the logic of 
computersandalgorithmsintoresearch,technology,andeverydaylife.
Thislogicisamixofmathematical,logical,anddatalogicaloperationsdue
totheunderlyingmachineinstructions,whichconstitutethedistinctepis-
temologyofcomputer-basedapplications.Theartifactualeffectsresult
fromit,transforminghumanformsofactivity—practicalactivitiesaswell
ascognitiveones—intoassemblagesofmathematical,logical,anddata
logicaloperations,andthusexternalizingandconfrontinguswiththese
transformedversionsofhumanactivitiesbymappingthembackontous.

“Mappingback”isthemostproblematicaspectofartifactualknowledge,
becausethedistinctoperativeepistemologyofmathematical,logical,and
datalogicaloperationsisalienatinghumanunderstanding.Mappingback
canalsobeunderstoodashumansadaptingtowardsalgorithmicand
machinicimaginations:artifactualimaginationsofourselves.However,
these artifactual imaginations of ourselves are also computationally 
enhanced,algorithmicallyaccelerated,andstatisticallyaveraged
imaginationsofourselves.Aphilosophyofartifactualityhastoconcep-
tualizethisnewmodeofknowledge,butalsothenewmodeofhuman–
objectagencyprovidingmoreagencytoalgorithm-andsensor-equipped
objects.
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Affective Media  
Regulation: Or, How to 
Counter the Blackboxing 
of Emotional Life

Bernd Bösel

  AFFECTIVE MEDIA  

This contribution argues that with the emergence 
of affective media, affect or emotion regulation is 
undergoing a decisive transformation, because it is 
increasingly facilitated by automated systems that 
process users’ affect expressions and encourage 
certain behaviors to maximize their happiness. It 
further develops the notion that affective media 
regulation itself demands regulations in a legal and 
sociopolitical sense. This argument is developed 
in four stages. (1) A brief overview of the terms 
“affect regulation“ (Norbert Elias) and “emotion 
regulation“ (Allan Schore; James Gross) in sociology 
and psychology provides some insight into the 
increasing centrality of these concepts and their 
position within the Foucauldian genealogy of the 
“security principle“ (Frédéric Gros). (2) The term 
“affective media“ is defined with recourse to 

  PSYCHOPOWER  
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Kittlerian/Winklerian media theory as pertaining 
to affect-responsive media, or media capable of 
processing affect. (3) The near-total reliance of 
present affective computing applications on Paul 
Ekman’s contested, if not outright refuted, theory 
of universal basic emotions leads to some serious 
doubts about its possible effects on users and their 
“emotional granularity“ (Lisa Feldman Barrett).  
(4) Picking up on arguments made by critical 
algorithm studies, Shoshana Zuboff’s critique of 
“surveillance capitalism,“ and legal scholars’ fight 
for a “right to reasonable inference“ by automated 
systems (Sandra Wachter and Brent Mittelstadt), a 
wide-ranging discussion of the dangers and pitfalls 
of blackboxing emotional life through affective 
media is encouraged.

1. Affect Regulation
Thetitleofthiscontributioncombinestwoconceptsthatforheuristic
reasonsdemandsomeseparateconsiderations:“affectregulation“and
“affectivemedia.“Thissectionwillstartwithabriefoverviewoftheterms
“affectregulation“and“emotionregulation,“whichhavebeenusedin
sociologyandpsychologyforsomedecadesnowandrefertoanindividu-
al’scapacitytoself-regulateaffectsoremotions,followingtheassumption
thatsomeaffectiveepisodesasubjectmightexperiencenecessitatea
decreaseoftheirpsychophysicaleffects,whilesomesocialsituations
demandanincreaseofemotionalexpressivityandintensity.1

Inthe1930s,theGermansociologistNorbertEliasestablishedthe
hypothesis that The Civilizing Process largely depends on the progressional 
strengtheningofindividuals’capacitiesofaffectregulation.Accordingto

1 Thequestionofhowaterminologicaldifferencebetweenaffectsandemotionsmight
bearticulatedwillbeaddressedinsection3,“AffectiveDifference.”
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him,“asthesocialfabricgrowsmoreintricate,thesociogenicapparatus
ofindividualself-controlalsobecomesmoredifferentiated,moreall-
roundandmorestable“(Elias2000,369).Constraintsfromtheoutsideare
replacedbyinternalconstraintsinanongoingprocessofsubjectification.
InWesternsociety,the“webofactionsgrowssocomplexandextensive,
theefforttobehave‘correctly‘withinitbecomessogreat,thatbeside
theindividual’sconsciousself-controlanautomatic,blindlyfunctioning
apparatusofself-controlisfirmlyestablished“(367f.).Onehistorically
decisivestepwithinthisongoingprocesswas,accordingtoElias,the
monopolizationofphysicalforce.Bytransferringtherighttoexertforce
tothestate,citizenswerepressuredtodevelophabitsandroutinesthat
wouldholdtheirmoreviolentdesiresandurgesatbay.Sociogenesisthus
goeshandinhandwithpsychogenesis,themodelingorpatterningofthe
psychicapparatus,2whichrequiresanever“higherdegreeofautomaticity“
(369).

Themetaphorofan“apparatus“ismostprobablyowedtotheinfluenceof
SigmundFreud,whoseterminologyoneencountersfrequentlyoverthe
courseofthetext.3ButapartfromhisclearnodtoFreudandthepsycho-
analyticalnotionofunconsciousdefensemechanisms,thewaythatElias
presentshissocio-andpsychogenetictheorypointstowardanongoing
technologizationofaffectregulationaswell.Notonlydoesherelyheavily
oncomparisonsofpsychiclifeinafunctionallyhighlydifferentiatedsociety
withthedangersandpitfallsofpartakinginamodern,urbantrafficsystem
(368),heevenresortstoastrikingmetaphorwhenheassertsthat“as
theconveyerbeltsrunningthroughtheirexistencegrowlongerandmore
complex,individualslearntocontrolthemselvesmoresteadily;theyare
nowlessaprisoneroftheirpassionsthanbefore“(374).Thisimageofa
technicaldeviceassomethingthatpervadesmodernhumanlife,4 and in 
doingsogivestheindividualcapacityforself-controlacleardirection,

2 ThisisastrongparalleltoGilbertSimondon’sconceptof“psychicandcollective
individuation“(seeCombes2013,25–30).ForacomparisonbetweenElias’,Freud’s,
Weber’s,andAdorno’srespectivesolutionsofhowtocrossthe“psycho-social
divide,“seeCavalletto(2007).

3 ForacomparisonofFreud’sCivilization and Its DiscontentsandElias’The Civilizing 
Process,includingsomeheavycriticismoftheirrespectivespeculations,seeRedner
(2015).

4 Theconveyorbeltwasinventedinthelate19thcentury,butonlywithHenryFord’s
introductionoftheconveyor-beltassemblylinein1913wasaturningpointfor
industrialproductionreached.CharlieChaplin’siconicdepictionoftheindustrial
workerwhosemovementsandperceptionsgetentirelyreprogrammedbysuch
anapparatus(inModern Times,1936)isoneofthestrongestcommentariesonthe
purportedneutralityoftechnology.ItisconceivablethatEliassawthatmovieand
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showsthatEliaswasacknowledgingtechnologyasarealmthatinfluences
andtransformspsychologicalmechanisms(moreover,themetaphor
“mechanism“thathadbeenusedtodescribepsychologicalprocesses
sinceatleastthe19thcenturyprovesthattechnologyhasalreadybeen
recognizedasamedium).AlthoughEliasdidnotelaboratefurtheronthis
pre-computerageimage,itreadslikeapremonitionofthingstocome.By
resortingtomoderntrafficandproductionsystems,healmostdevelops
acyberneticstancetowardstheregulationofaffectsandpsychological
processes.Fromadiscourseanalyticalview,hisfrequentuseoftheterm
“control,“bothasnounandverb,exacerbatesthatimpression.Historically
speaking,theconceptionanddevelopmentofautomaticsystemsofcontrol
wasonlyonestepaway,withtheMacyConferencesthatinauguratedthe
cyberneticmovementstartingin1946(Pias2003;2004).Generallyspeaking,
thereisnoreasontoassumethatElias’generalthesisofthecivilizing
processrequiringincreasingly“higherdegreesofautomaticity“wouldcome
toanysortofhaltwiththedevelopmentofcomputerizedsystems.

Apartfromthat,theattentionthatEliasdevotedtoprocessesofregu-
lation—inthiscaseofaffectsanddesires—canalsobeunderstoodasan
informativeexampleofwhatGeorgesCanguilhemoncedescribedasa
general adoption of the concept of regulation that had become increasingly 
centralinlate19th-centurybiologyandhadfromthenspreadintosocial
sciences(2017).

Recently,thehistoricalscopeofregulation—bothasanideaandasa
melting pot of techniques of governance—has been reconsidered by 
FrédéricGrosinhisFoucault-inspiredgenealogicalnarrativeconcerning
The Security Principle(2019).Grosdistinguishesfourseparatedimensions
aswellasagesofsecurity:(1)thespiritualage,whensecuritywasstill
understoodas“tranquilityofmind“(viathetranslationofGreekataraxia 
into Latin securitas,whichliterallymeans“beingfreeofcare/concern“);(2)
theimperialage,whensecuritybasicallymeant“absenceofdanger,“which
wastobebroughtaboutbyamillenarianEmpire(anideathatcameinto
itsownintheHighMiddleAges);(3)themodernage,whensecuritywas
mostly understood as a set of nation-state guarantees that circle around 
thenotionofsovereignty;and(4)thebiopoliticalage,wheninsteadofthe
sovereignstate,thelifeoftheindividualisconsidereduntouchable,so
that“everythingthatisinvolvedinthelifeofcivilpopulationsbecomes
anobjectofsecurity“(Gros2014,23f.).Inthecontextofthiscontribution,

thatthesceneinquestioninspiredhimtocointhisimageof“conveyorbeltsrunning
throughexistence.“
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itisofparticularsignificancethatGrosalsomentions“affectivesecurity“
amongthemanynewlydefinedbiopoliticalsecurityconcerns.Referring
tochildpsychologistsMargaretMahlerandDonaldWinnicott,hethereby
suggeststhatachild“mustfeelsurroundedbyaprotectivebarrier,safe
fromexternalthreats“soastoguaranteecontinuousandregulated“flows
ofcommunicationandaffection“betweenthecaregiversandhim-or
herself(25).Theterm“flow“delineateswhatisprobablythemaincon-
cernofbiopoliticalsecurity—Grosspeaksof“flowcontrol“(27)asthe
(decentralized)controlofmovementsandcommunications;beitcrowds
atairports,trainstationsandborders,beitmoney,information,oraffect,
theflowofalltheseobjectsmustberegulatedatalltimes.Thus,withthe
perspectiveprovidedfirstbyFoucaultandnowbyGros,wecanunderstand
this shift of interest to questions of control and regulation as a general and 
globalshiftinthedynamicsofpower—asatransitionfromolderformsof
powertowhatisnowusuallycalledbiopower,aswellastowhatBernard
Stieglerproposedtodub“psychopower“(Stiegler2010;vanCamp2012).

Giventhescopeofthistransformationofthemeaningof“security“
throughout so many areas of political and social life—the ongoing 
securitizationofterritories,populationsandpropertiesthroughinnovative
techniquesandtechnologies—itissomewhatsurprisingthatwithinpsy-
chology,theterm“regulation“hasgainedprominenceratherlate.Although
questionsofaffectivesecurityhavepervadedpsy-disciplinesfromthe
outset,termslike“affectregulation“or“emotionregulation“onlyseemed
tocomeintotheirowninthe1990s.In1994,theneuropsychologistAllan
SchorepublishedhisseminalAffect Regulation and the Origin of the Self,
whichintegratesaneuroscientificapproachwithpsychoanalytictheories
ofattachment.Schorehypothesizesthat“theinfant’saffectiveinter-
actionswiththeearlyhumanenvironmentdirectlyandindeliblyinfluence
thepostnatalmaturationofbrainstructuresthatwillregulateallfuture
socioemotionalfunctioning“(1994,xxx).Inotherwords,thecapacityto
self-regulateone’saffectsandemotionsissaidtobelargelyconstituted
throughtheinteractionstyleoftheprimarycaregiver.Anyself-regulation
ofaffectthushasa“dyadicorigin“(31),meaningthatauto-regulationis
based on hetero-regulation in such a fundamental fashion that it com-
plicatesthewholenotionofaffectiveautonomization.

There is a second strand of psychological research that raised the term 
“regulation“toprominence.Inthelate1990s,clinicalpsychologistJames
Grossintroducedtheconceptof“emotionregulation“inaseriesofpapers,
andwiththepublicationoftheHandbook of Emotion Regulation(2007),
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the term obviously gained a central status in empirical psychology.5 
Gross’sdefinitionofhisbasicterm,incontrasttoSchore,isfocused
ontheadultpersonwhenwewritesthat“emotionregulationrefers
toshapingwhichemotionsonehas,whenonehasthem,andhowone
experiencesorexpressestheseemotions“(2014,6).Regardlessofhow
thesedifferentapproachescomeabout,theyatleastseemtoimplya
fullyconscious,experienced,andmoreorlessself-reflectiveperson.This
isbestshownbyreferringtohisschematizationoffivegeneralwaysto
regulateone’semotions(Gross1999,559f.):(1)situationselection,which
referstoapproachingoravoidingcertainpeopleorexperiencesthatare
likelytoelicitacertainemotion;(2)situationmodification,whichrefers
to“modifyingthelocalenvironmentsoastoalteritsemotionalimpact“;
(3)thedeploymentofattention,whichcaninfluencethewayanemotion
unfoldsonceithasbeguntotakeitseffect;(4)cognitivechange,meaning
are-evaluationofthesituationcanalteritsemotionalsignificance;and(5),
themodulationofphysiologicalresponding(likecontrollingone’sbreath),
whichcanalleviatetheimpactofevenstrongemotions.Whereasthefirst
twotacticsconcernanindividual’swayofreferringtohisorherenviron-
ment,theotherthreefocusonmodificationsinthepsychophysicalsystem.
Thequestionofwhichtacticsareusedisofutmostimportance,becauseif
onewouldexcludesituationselectionandmodification,onewouldreduce
emotionregulationtoan“inner“mechanismandtherebyradicallyindividu-
alizeandde-politicizeit.Itisespeciallyimportanttokeepthepoliticalques-
tioninmindwhenemotionregulationisbeingautomatizedthroughthe
useofresponsiveoradaptivemedia—whichfinallybringsustothesecond
term that this contribution’s title alludes to.

2.  Affective Media
Eventhoughtheexpression“affectivemedia“hasbeenusedbyscholars
aroundtheglobeincreasinglyoverthelastfewyears,aclear-cutdefinition
is,tothebestofmyknowledge,somethingyettobearrivedat.Theater
scholarDavidSaltzonceassignedaffectivemediaaspecificplaceinhistax-
onomyoflivemediaanddescribedthemas“nondiegetic“and“mostoften
auditory,“asinbackgroundmusiconstageandinfilm,butalsoincluding
visualmeansofcommunicatingemotionsacharactermightfeel(2001,125).6 

5 ItisworthnotingthatSchore’sresearchdoesnotevengetamentioninthe
Handbook,whichcanbereadasaclearindicationabouthowradicallydisconnected
from each other the various psy-disciplines seem to be.

6 Understoodinthissense,“affectivemedia“and“atmosphericmedia“couldprobably
be used interchangeably.
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In2012,inaspecialissueofthejournalFeminist Media Studieson“mobile
intimacy,“theeditorscoinedtheterm“affectivemobilemedia“(Hjorthand
Lim2012),butdidnotbothertoelaborateonitfurther.Inrecentcom-
municationstudies,“affectivemedia“hasbecomejustanotherphrase
for“collaborativeWeb2.0technologies“( Jutel2017,337),morecommonly
knownassocialmedia.

Sohowcantheterm“affectivemedia“bedefinedinameaningfulway?
RosalindPicard,figureheadoftheaffectivecomputingresearchfield,gives
usadecisivehint,assheoccasionallyusesthemoregeneric“affective
media“whenwritingaboutherownresearch(2014).Incontrasttothe
above-mentionedusageofthisterm,herapproachreferstomediathat
donotjustelicitaffectsandemotions(whichissomethingthatcouldbe
attributedtovirtuallyanymedium),butthatpurportedlydetectemotions
andgenerateemotionalexpressions.

TogetabettergraspofthespecificqualityofPicard’s(albeitfleeting)use
oftheterm,FriedrichKittler’sclassicaldefinitionofwhathecalledthe
“threebasicfunctionsofmedia”mightbeofhelp.AccordingtotheGerman
literary-scholar-turned-media-theorist,technicalmediaworkinthree
ways:theytransmit,theystore,andtheyprocess(Kittler1999,244).Now,
conceptualizingstorageandtransmissionofinformation(oraffect—even
thoughthisisadmittedlynotatallKittler’sfocus)asbasicmediafunctions
isaratheruncontroversialmove.Writing,forexample,storesinformation,
andthusmakesitaccessibleacrosstime;italsotransmitsinformationto
readersatadistancefromthelocationwherethewritingtookplace,thus
makingitaccessibleacrossspace.Butwhataboutthethirdmediafunction,
processing?WithinKittler’swriting,itisclearthatheintroducesitalways
inconjunctionwiththecomputer(anditsinternalcentralprocessingunit).
Adoptingthismorespecific,computer-basedmediafunction,wecannow
comeupwithaworkingdefinition:Affective media are computational media 
capable of detecting signals from humans, interpreting them as affects, and 
using this interpretation for interactive purposes.Thus,affectivemediaare
affect-responsivemedia,ormediacapableofprocessingaffect.

Havingcomeupwithaworkingdefinition,themainthesisofthisarticlecan
nowbedevelopedfurther.With the emergence of affective media, affect or 
emotion regulation is undergoing a decisive transformation, as it increasingly 
becomes externalized. Thus regulation decreasingly depends on habitual 
techniques of either self-regulating one’s emotions or regulating the 
emotionsofothers(likecaregiversdo),andisincreasinglyfacilitatedby
automatedsystemsthatprocessouraffectiveexpressionsandnudgeus
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towardcertainbehaviorsand,thereby,apurportedlymoresatisfyingper-
sonal life. With the advent of affective media, we are standing at the beginning 
of what can be called affective media regulation, understood as media-assisted, 
automatic affect regulation of individuals as well as populations.

Still,ashandyastheadoptionofKittler’sthirdmediafunctionmaybe,it
entailsfurtherquestions.Intuitively,theterm“processing“mightseem
toexplainitself,butthecloseronelooks,themoredifficultitbecomesto
graspitclearly.AsmediascholarHartmutWinkler(2015)haspointedoutin
his monograph Prozessieren,itisrathersurprisingthattheexactmeaning
of“processing“hasremainedunquestionedfordecades,whichiswhy
hedubsitthe“neglected“thirdmediafunction.Itwillbeinformativeto
recapitulatesomeofWinkler’sfindings,astheymayprovideinsightsinto
whattheprocessingofaffectbytechnicalmediaactuallymeans.

Stressingthat“processing“isnotjustatermthatpertainstosomething
computersdo,Winklerexplorestheconceptinallitssemanticrichness.
Toprocesscanjustmeantohandleortomanipulatesomethinginthe
neutral sense of the term. Its most simple meaning covers the material 
transmissionofsomething:anitemofmail,anorder,acommodity.Inthe
widestsenseoftheterm,allprocessesthatinvolvemediathusencompass
sometypeofprocessing.But,ofcourse,thingsgetmuchmoreinteresting
whenthereissomekindofchangeinvolved—when“processing“pertains
tosomekindofalterationormodificationoftheveryobjectthatisbeing
processed.Winklerthuscomestohisdefinitionofprocessingas“inter-
feringmodification“(Winkler2015,31).7Thisallowshimtofurtherdif-
ferentiatebetweenagenericconceptofmodification,whichincludesfor
exampletheworkoffilmeditorswhomanipulatefilmstripsandthereby
literallycreateanewproduct,andamorespecificconceptthatWinkler
limitstothe“manipulationofwordsandnumbers,“asdonebyauthorsas
wellascomputers.Bothdimensionsof“interferingmodification“include
materialaspects,eveniftheoutputisnotitselfamaterialproduct,as
isthecasewithcomputationalprocesses.Moreover,everyinterfering
modificationisatthesametimeakindoftransformation(33–37),oran
alteration of a pregiven form.8

Followingthesebasicconsiderations,whichincludenon-computational
processingpractices,itispossibletogetabetterideaofwhatcomputers

7 “EingreifendeVeränderung“intheoriginalGermanversion.
8 Insomecases,ifthesourcematerialcannotbesaidtohavehadaformbyitself,

interferingmodificationcanalsomeantheconferralofform,orin-formationinthe
processualsenseoftheterm(Winkler2015,74–77).
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specificallydo:theyrearrangedatabyfollowingmechanicalandsyntactical
procedures. They transform input data into output data. In the case of 
computer programs that are deliberately designed to create output that is 
meaningfulforusers,wecansaythattherearrangementequalsatransfor-
mationofdataintosymbolicallymediatedinformation(114f.).Byturningto
affectivemedia,wecantrytomakesenseofWinkler’sdescriptionsandat
thesametimetestwhethertheyprovideuswithabetterunderstandingof
whattechnologieslikeaffectivecomputingactuallyachieve.

Thesourcematerialforaffectivemediaprocessingencompassesawhole
arrayofdata.Inprinciple,allmodesofaffectiveexpressionareexploited:
facialexpressions,bodymovements,speechprosody,texts,andinter-
actionswithsoftware,aswellasphysiologicalstatesorchanges,suchas
heartbeat,skinresistance,muscletension,respiratoryrate,andelectrical
brainactivity(Healey2015).Tomeasurephysiologicalsignals,sensorsthat
havetobewornonthebodyarerequired,whichofcoursemakesevery-
dayusagemoredifficult.But“affectivewearables“havecomealongway
sinceRosalindPicardfirstpropagatedtheiruseforaffectdetection(1997,
227–46).Theemergenceofsmartphonesandspecializedself-tracking
gadgetrymakesthefulfillmentofPicard’shopesandpromisesmorelikely.
Apartfromthispassivetrackingofbodydata,so-calledactivetracking
isstillbeingused,whichmeansintentionalinputbytheuser,suchasin
“moodtracking“applications(Pritz2016),whichdependonactivefeedback
(e.g.,throughanemoticonizedanswertotheapp’squestionaboutthe
user’scurrentmood).

AndrewMcStay,whohasspokenwithmorethan100intervieweeswithin
theemotionalartificialintelligence(AI)community,reportsinhismono-
graph Emotional AI: The Rise of Empathic Media that there is a very strong 
biasagainstusers’self-reportingwhenitcomestothegoalofemotion
detection.Manydevelopersseemtosharethe“beliefthatunderstanding
ofaffectthroughobservation,neuroscienceandbiometricsisinnately
moreobjective“(McStay2018,60)thanwhatindividualsmightsaywhen
askedabouttheircurrentemotionalstatus.Obviously,thisfocuson
technology-assistedobservationentailsaratherbehavioristicview,ifwith
atwist,because“theconsciousselfisnotdenied,butinsteadnottrusted“
(60).Theunderlyingassumptionisthatmachines,atleastinprinciple,if
notinpresentreality,candetectwhatanindividualisexperiencingmore
accurately than the conscious self of that individual is able to. 

Thistrustinmachinicsentienceisbasedonawell-publicizedstrandof
contemporarypsychology:thetheorythatthereisafixedsetofgenetically
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programmed basic emotions and that these emotions all have distinct 
andrecognizableexpressivefeatures.Themostfamousproponentof
thistheoryisPaulEkman,whoclaimstohavediscoveredtheuniversal
facialexpressionsofsixbasicemotions,andwhodevelopedtheFacial
ActionCodingSystem,whichhasbeenadoptedbyalargepartofthe
affectivecomputingcommunity.9Affectivemediaapplyingthismethod
areconnectedtoever-expandingdatabasesofexamplesoftaggedfacial
emotions.Theytrackmusclesandmovementsaroundthemouth,noseand
eyesandidentifyso-calledactionunitsthatarethenusedtoinferwhich
emotion(s)arepresentandtowhatextent.

Criticismofthistechnologicaladoptionofatheorythatisfarfromuncon-
testedamongresearchershasbeenmadebothwithoutandwithinthe
affectivecomputingfield(Tuschling2014;LisettiandHudlicka2015).McStay
sumsupthereservationsaboutEkman’suniversalistandreductionist
approachaccuratelyandconcludes“thatfacialcodingisnotneutral
becauseitisladenwithsocialtheorythatinformstheweightingofexpres-
sionclassifiers,algorithmsandinterpretationofthedata“(2018,71f.).
Thisacknowledgmentisfoundedinsocialconstructionisttheoriesof
emotion,whichMcStaysubdividesintoa“strongconstructionistview“
thatarguesagainstthewholeideaofinnatebasicemotions,anda“weak
constructionistview“thatadmitstotheexistenceofbasicemotions
butstressesthatthisexplainslittle,consideringhowinseparable
emotional life is from social and cultural practices that inevitably inform 
emotionalexpressions.Whilerefrainingfromstrongclaimsregardingthe
implementationofautomatedfacialcodinginaffective,or,ashecallsit,
“empathicmedia,“McStaywiselyassertsthatsuchapplications“present
acleararticulationofemotionallife“(69).Inotherwords,affectivemedia
processandtransformphysiologicaldataintomeaningful,butbiased
emotion categories.

3.  Affective Difference
Facialcodingmaybethemostcommonautomatedemotiondetection
method,butit ’sbynomeanstheonlyone.Voice-basedmethodsareused
increasinglyviasmartphoneapps,andgiventhelogisticaladvantagethey
haveoverfacialobservation(whichrequiresthatacamerabepositioned

9 “Usingthismodel,expertFACScodersanalyzeafacialexpressionframebyframe
toidentifygroupsofactivemusclesandthenapplywelldefinedrulestomapthese
muscleactivationpatternsintodiscreteemotioncategories“(Bianchi-Berthouzeand
Kleinsmith2015,156).
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infrontoftheuser’sface),theymaybecomeevenmoreinfluentialinthe
future.Apartfromthat,voice-basedaffectanalyticsmayalsoprofitfrom
thewidelysharedassumptionthatitismuchmoredifficulttodeflect
detectionofarousal,worry,fear,orotheraffectivestatesinone’sspeech
thanitistocontrolone’sfacialmuscles.Thesameappliestotrackingsof
physiological data. 

Butregardlessoftheexactmethodaffectivemediause,emotiondetection
is rooted in the assumption that emotions cannot be entirely concealed 
butarealwaysaccompaniedbyinvoluntaryphysiologicalmovementsor
signals—inotherwords,thatthey“leak“(McStay2018,55).Likelythebest
metaphorforthisideahasbeenbroughtforwardbypsychologistandneu-
roscientistLisaFeldmanBarrett.InherbookHow Emotions Are Made,she
recapitulatestheglobalquestforwhatshecalls“emotionalfingerprints“—
theideathateachemotionhasa“distinctpatternofphysicalchanges,
roughlylikeafingerprint“(FeldmanBarrett2017,3).10 If this assumption 
weretrue,thenthepurportedskillsofaffectivemediatocorrectlyidentify
theseemotionswhentheyoccurwouldatleastepistemologicallystand
onsolidground.Thequestionwouldthenjustbehowaccuratedetection
softwareworks,asinprincipleitwouldbeperfectlyconceivablethat
emotionscouldbeautomaticallyandvalidlydetectedandlabeled.But
FeldmanBarrettquestionsthisveryassumption,andherresearchcanbe
regardedasthemostencompassingattackofwhatshecallsthe“classical
viewofemotion“yet.Accordingtoher,thesearchforuniversalphys-
iologicaland/orneurologicalmarkershasratherproducedevidenceto
thecontrary,namelythatwithemotionalexpressiveness“variationisthe
norm,“andthatemotionfingerprintsarenothingbutamyth(23).Heranti-
Ekmanianaccountdrawsitsplausibilityfromherownresearch,whichfor
alongtimefollowedtheclassicalviewofemotions,i.e.,thateachemotion
isaccompaniedandevenconstitutedbya“collectionofmovementson
theinsideandoutside“(x)ofabody—aconceptthatshesumsupwiththe
image of the brain as a container for several distinct emotion circuits that 
functionjustlikeelectricalcircuitsinamachine.

Afterfirsthavingunsuccessfullyappliedthistheoryinherresearch,and
afterhavingthenconductedacomprehensivemeta-analysisof,asshe
claims,“everypublishedneuroimagingstudyonanger,disgust,happiness,
fear,andsadness,“FeldmanBarrettandherteamofresearchersconcluded
thatthereis“littletosupporttheclassicalviewofemotion,“that“nobrain

10 Foraconcisedefinitionofthe“fingerprinthypothesis“anditslocalizationinthe
autonomousnervoussystem,seeSiegeletal.(2018).
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regioncontainedthefingerprintforanysingleemotion,“andfurtherthat
evenconsidering“multipleconnectedregionsatonce(abrainnetwork),“no
suchfingerprintscanbefound(20–22).Leavingtheclassicalviewbehind,
sheholdsthatemotionsaresociallyconstructedandthatwiththeprobable
exceptionofthefeelingsofpleasureandpain,therearenotelltalesigns
thatwouldreliablyindicatetoanobserverwhattheobservedsubjectsmay
beexperiencingatanygiventime.

Aftermakingacaseforastrongconstructionistviewofemotions,Feldman
Barrettreservestheterm“affect“for“thegeneralsenseoffeelingyou
experiencethroughouteachday“(72).Thissimpleconceptionoffeeling
includesjusttwoaspects:valence,asthedimensionofpleasantnessor
unpleasantness,andarousal,asthedimensionofagitationorcalmness.
Affectisregisteredthroughthesenseofinteroception,offeelingtheinter-
nalstateofthebody.Assuch,itaccompaniesasentientbodyduringits
wholelifespan.Itrepresentsthebody’soverallconditionandthushelps
toregulatewhatBarrettcallsthe“bodybudget“:“Youraffectivefeelingsof
pleasureanddispleasure,andcalmnessandagitation,aresimplesum-
mariesofyourbudgetarystate“(73).Theydonotindicateintentionality,
likeemotionsareusuallysaidtodo.Buttheyleadusto“believethatobjects
andpeopleintheworldareinherentlynegativeorpositive,“whichmeans
they are estimated to impact the body budget either to its disadvantage 
oradvantage(75).11 This should come as no surprise since bodies are not 
closedsystems:theyratherexistinconstantprocessualexchangewith
theirenvironmentsandespeciallywiththeir“affectiveniche“(73),meaning
the things and persons in the surroundings that are predicted to have an 
impact on the overall body budget.

Whereaffectistheconstantlyfluctuatingfeelingofabody’scondition,
emotionis,accordingtoFeldmanBarrett,akindofmeaning-makingthat
interprets those physical feelings on the basis of acquired emotional 
knowledge.Itgoeswithoutsayingthatsuchknowledgeissociallycon-
structedandvarieswithinparameterslikeculture,language,milieu,class,
gender,ethnicity,religion,family-basedvalues,andsoon.“Emotionsare
notreactionstotheworld;theyareyourconstructionsoftheworld“(104)—
thisishowFeldmanBarrettsumsupthisshiftinunderstandingemotions

11 ReadersofSpinozawillmostlikelyrecognizethatthisconceptionofbodilyaffect
mirrorstheDutchphilosopher’sdefinitionsofwhathecallsthethreebasicaffects:
the conatus,orstrivingtomaintainthebody’scapacities,joyifthesecapacitiesare
increased,andpainiftheyaredecreased(Spinoza2018).
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onthebasisofwhatcouldbecalled“affectivedifference.“12Inotherwords,
brainsprocessandtransformphysiologicaldataintomeaningful,but
probably(andnecessarily)biasedemotioncategories—justlikeaffective
mediado,aswasexploredattheendoftheprecedingsection.Itmustbe
stressedthat“processing“herealsomeans“meaning-making,“andthat“to
makemeaningistogobeyondtheinformationgiven“(126).Thisisdoneby
applyingcategoriesthathavebeengatheredoverthelifespan.Feldman
Barrettsumsuphertheorywithaninstructiveexample:

Whenyouexperienceaffectwithunpleasantvalenceandhigharousal,
youmakemeaningfromitdependingonhowyoucategorize…Ifyou
categorizethesensationsasfear,youaremakingmeaningthatsays,
‘Feariswhatcausedthesephysicalchangesinmybody.‘Whenthecon-
ceptsinvolvedareemotionconcepts,yourbrainconstructsinstances
ofemotion.(126)

Themoreemotionalcategoriesindividualshaveattheirdisposal,themore
accuratethecategorizationoftheiraffectivestatesisatanygivenmoment.
ThetermthatFeldmanBarrettproposesfortheabilitytoexperienceone’s
affectivestatesinamoreorlessfinegrainedwayis“emotionalgranularity“
(3).Inpsychology,theobservationofpatientswhowereunabletoverbalize
feelingsoccasionedthecreationofaconstructcalled“alexithymia,“
whichgainedterminologicalstatusin1976(TaylorandBagby2000,40).
Alexithymiaisadisposition(orcondition)thatmakesitdifficulttoverbally
expressaffectivedifferences,whereas,ontheotherendofthespectrum,
highemotionalgranularityisasolidbasisonwhichtoverbalizethosedif-
ferences,andeventocreatenewconceptsifthosethatareusedinagiven
languagedonotseemsufficientforcapturingrecurrentcontoursoffeeling.

Wearenowreadytoaskadecisive—andprobablyprovocative—ques-
tion: Is the externalization of affect regulation via affective media the fastest 
way of decreasing emotional granularity among its users, meaning that they 
will gradually lose (or not develop) their ability to verbalize their feelings in an 
adequate and versatile way? In other words, is the implementation of affective 
media regulation in reality the fastest road to collective alexithymia? And 
are we willingly approving a kind of “blackboxing” of affect regulation? Ifwe
rememberthataffectivemediaprocessphysiologicaldataandcategorize
thembyusingsimplestandardmodelsofemotionandemotionalexpres-
sion,thenwealsohavetoacknowledgethatsuchautomatedcategorization

12 TheobvioussimilaritiesanddifferencestoBrianMassumi’sdistinctionbetween
“affect“and“emotion“(2002)cannotbefurtherdiscussedhere.Foradiscussionof
this“affectivedifference“anditspossiblefurtherconceptualization,seeBösel(2017).
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createsaconceptualreality.Affectivemediaregulationthusentailswhat
wecouldcall“self-fulfillingprocessing“13—a processing that fundamentally 
shapesemotionalexperienceinsteadofjustdetectingit,asmanydevel-
operswantuserstobelieve.

4.  Regulating Affective Media
Thephrase“affectivemediaregulation“cannowfinallybeunderstoodin
yetanothersense:astheregulationofaffectivemediathemselves,for
instancethroughlegalframeworksorthroughrulesandcautionsusers
developandfollowintheirinteractionswithsuchmedia.

Thereare,ofcourse,manyreasonswhyregulativeframeworksregarding
thecollectionofso-calledaffectivedatashouldbeimplemented—first
andforemost,thepossible(andactual)abuseofsuchdatathroughthird
parties,suchascompanies,governments,politicalparties,orfraudsters.
InherwidelydiscussedThe Age of Surveillance Capitalism,ShoshanaZuboff
refers,amidstmanyotherexamples,tothedevelopmentofaffective
computingapplicationsoverthepasttwentyyearsandultimatelypoints
outtheirsusceptibilitytoexploitation.Thebasicargumentofherbookis
thatwiththediscoveryofwhatshecalls“behavioralsurplus“byGooglein
theearly2000s,capitalismenteredanewphase.Whereclassicalcapitalism
workedonthepremiseofalackofpredictabilityamongmarketpatterns,
surveillancecapitalismutilizestechnologiesthatgiveitsstrongactorsthe
meanstocollectsufficientlyprecisedatainordertopredictthebehavior
ofusersandconsumers.“Surveillancecapitalismthusreplacesmystery
withcertaintyasitsubstitutesrendition,behavioralmodification,and
predictionfortheold‘unsurveyablepattern‘“(Zuboff2019,497).Shegives
RosalindPicardsomecreditforhavingdevelopedaffectivecomputingin
boththeoryandpracticewithgoodintentions(285),butultimatelycomes
totheconclusionthatPicard“didnotforeseethemarketforcesthat
wouldtransformtherenditionofemotionintofor-profitsurplus:meansto
others’ends.“(291)Inthecourseofsuccessfullyestablishingherresearch
area,Picard,perhapsinadvertently,became“partofthisnewdisposses-
sionindustry“(287).ThecompanyAffectivathatsheco-foundedwithher
studentRanaelKalioubyquicklyturnedtoconductingexclusivelyprofit-
orientedmarketresearchanddiscardingmedicalandassistiveapplications
forwhichtheaffectivecomputingprojecthadbeenfounded.Picard’s
departurefromthecompanydidn’thaltitscommercialmomentum.El

13 IwanttothankmycolleagueSebastianMöring,whoinventedthisratherfittingpun
inaconversationwithme,forhispermissiontouseithere.
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Kalioubyisveryoutspokeninherendorsementoftechnologicalsolutions
totheproblemofhowtooptimizeone’semotionallife,promotingso-called
emotionchipsasstandardmodulesintechnicaldevices,capableofan
ubiquitousandpermanent“emotionscanning.“

Consideringhowvastourknowledgeofthedeliberatemisuseofper-
sonlalizeddatahasalreadybecome,regulatorymechanismsforcompanies
thatprovideaffectdetectionsoftwareseemaninevitabilityifonewantsto
preserve the conditions for personal autonomy that are pivotal in demo-
craticsystems.Consumersandusersshouldhavetherighttobeinformed
aboutaffectivedatabeingcollectedandtheirsupposedemotionalstates
being measured and tagged. Legal scholars have recently pointed out that 
dataprotectionlawsshouldnotjustmakesurethatsubjectshavecon-
troloverhowtheirpersonaldataarebeingcollectedandprocessed,but
alsohowtheyareevaluated,meaning:Whatinferencesarebeingdrawn
byAI?Suchinferencesarebeingused“tonudgeormanipulateus,orto
makeimportantdecisions(e.g.,loanoremploymentdecisions)about
us“(WachterandMittelstadt2019,4).Theauthorsclarifythatinferences
mayhavebeenthemainfactorintheongoingdebateontheethicsofAI
allalong:“Concernsaboutalgorithmicaccountabilityareoftenactually
concernsaboutthewayinwhichthesetechnologiesdrawprivacy-invasive
andnon-verifiableinferencesthatcannotbepredicted,understood,or
refuted“(4).Theyfurtherarguethat“anewdataprotectionright,the‘right
toreasonableinferences,‘isneededtohelpclosetheaccountabilitygap
currentlyposedby‘high-riskinferences‘“(7).

BiasesinAIhavebeenwellpublicizedinthepastfewyears(O’Neil2016;
Pasquale2015).Inthefieldof“artificalemotionalintelligence,“racialized
biashasbeenreportedinastudythatlookedintotheemotionalanalytics
ofmalebasketballplayers’portraitphotos:blackfaceswereinferredas
expressingmorenegativeemotionsthanwhitefaces(Rhue2019).But
thesystemicbiasbeginsevenearlier,namelywiththetaggingoffacial
expressionsorothersensorydataasbeingindicativeofacertaindiscrete
emotionalstateitself.Ifemotionalgranularity,introducedbyFeldman
Barrettastheabilitytoverballyexpressone’saffectivestatesinahighly
differentiatedmanner,isunderstoodasbeingintrinsicallyvaluable,then
affectivemediathatrelyoncontested—ifnotsimplyoutdated—theories
ofsupposeduniversalbasicemotionscontributetowhatcanbecalled
emotionalstereotyping,therebyinadvertentlydiminishingemotional
granularity.Thisproblemcouldattheleastbealleviatedbymakingita
legalrequirementtopointoutwhichpsychologicalmodelsaffectdetection
softwareputsintopractice.
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Regulatingaffectivemediawouldofcoursehavetogobeyondsimply
regulatinghowaffectsgetdetected,captured,andclassified,andinstead
encompassthewayaffectsgetautomaticallyelicitedandmodified.Inthis
regard,affectivemediagomuchfurtherthanmerelyregulatingaffectin
thesenseofNorbertElias,whosetheoryofthecivilizingprocessrevolved
aroundincreasinginhibitionofaffectiveexpressions.Letusimaginefor
amomentthatafullyattentiveandaffectivelyversatiledigitalpersonal
agentdoesactuallyexist:Howdoesitknowinwhichdirectiontosteerthe
personitisassisting?Howistheemotionaltargetstatedefined?

Theliteratureonaffectivecomputingremainsastonishinglyvagueon
thequestionofwhataffectivegoalsitisactuallytryingtoachieve.Ina
discussionoftheethicalaspectsofaffectivecomputing,theutilitarian
imperativeof“maximizingnethappiness“isreadilycited(Cowie2015,
338)—butwithoutaddressingtheobviousquestionofhowhappinessis
definedinthefirstplace.Someresearchersanddevelopersintheaffective
computingarenahavebegunresortingtoMartinSeligman’sandMihaly
Csikszentmihalyi’s(2000)“positivepsychology“andaccordinglycallfor
“positivetechnology“(Rivaetal.2012)or“positivecomputing“(Calvoand
Peters2014),eachofwhichwouldspecificallybedesignedtoincrease
users’well-being.Withthisfocusonpositiveexperience,issueslikedigital
addiction,stress,frustration,orattentiondeficits,whichhaveallbeen
linkedtodigitalenvironmentsandinterfaces,areaddressedandcountered
inawaythatdeservessomerecognition.Atthesametime,thisrelianceon
theseeminglyhelpfulpositivepsychologyframeworkignoreshowmuch
controversyithascausedfromtheoutset(Kristjánsson2013;Ehrenreich
2009;Miller2008;Held2004).Butconsideringtheenormousacademic
andcommercialsuccess,inadditiontothesociopoliticalacceptanceof
thepositivepsychologymovement,theembracingofaffectivemediaby
developersseemsalmostinevitable.Thisiswhyabroaderengagement
withconceptslike“happiness,““well-being,“and“humanflourishing“is
something to be desired. 

Finally,oneremarkonthepossiblefutureofautomatedaffectregulation.
It has become something of a truism to point out the dangers and pitfalls 
ofrelyingtooheavilyondigitalservicesanddevices,startingwiththe
unwantedeffectsofnotknowingwhattodoorhowtodowhatonewants
todowithouthelpfromourgadgetsthatdidn’tevenexistagenerationago,
andendingwithseriousdigitaladdictionissuesorpossiblylife-threatening
mentalhealthproblemsthatarelinkedtosocialmediausage.Never-
theless,theprospectofexternalizingone’scapacityforaffectregulation
apparentlyhasnotyetreceivedwidespreaddiscussionorevenattention.
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Thismaychangewithinthecurrentmedialandscape,whichisswiftnot
onlyinpromotingnewtechnologies,butalsoinscandalizingthemwhen-
everacaseofprecedenceraisesseriousconcerns,evenifonemaywonder
whythishasnothithertobeenthecase.Onereasonmaybethatusersof
digitalservicesareusedtorecommendationalgorithmsthatworkbest
whentheysuggestcontentthatissufficientlysimilartowhathasproduced
positiveaffectbefore,andstillofferssomethingneworsurprising.Aslong
asalgorithmsworkonthatbasis,userswillnotbeseriouslystartledby
thewaytheyareinfluencedbytheirdevices.Asaresultoftheirfunctional
inconspicuousness,recommendationalgorithmsoperatemoreorless
belowtheradarofcriticalattentiveness.Programmedtoelicitemotional
responses,affectivecomputingwilllikewiseusecuesthathaveproven
successful in previous instances. 

Ifyouenjoygoingforawalk,buthaven’tdonesoinawhile,andyourmood
hasbecomeratherunstable,nudgingyoutopickupyourpositivehabit
againisasafebetwithregardtoemotionalwell-being.Letusimagine,in
contrast,affectivemediathatinfluenceyoutobehaveinawaythatisnotat
allinlinewithyourhabitsanddispositions.Adigitalpersonalassistantthat
isnotrestrictedinanywaymightcometotheconclusionthat“maximizing
nethappiness“wouldentailquittingyourjob,leavingyourhome,and
tending sheep in the countryside. Or it might discourage you from further 
pursuingyourpoliticalactivism,becauseitmightinvolvehealthrisks,and,
inthelongrun,willonlyfosteryourfrustrationwiththeglobalpolitical
situation. 

Ascontrivedastheseexamplesmightbe,theyhopefullypointoutthatthe
blackboxingofaffectregulationmightleadtoaseriousdisempowerment
ofmoralandpoliticalsubjects.Dependingonhowcloselyknittheties
betweenprivatecompaniesworkingsolelyoncapitalisttermsandeither
ideologicalmovementsorgovernmentalagenciesbecome,influencing
populations by steering each individual into a targeted emotional dis-
positionmightbecomeanaffordancereadilyprovidedbyfutureaffective
media—whichwouldmeanthatthesemediamaybecomeaserious
threattodemocracy.Aswithmanyotherissuespertainingtothedis-
ruptiveeffectsofnewtechnologies,theconversationonhowaffective
media should be regulated has yet to begin—and this conversation must 
encompassthelegalandsociopoliticalaswellastheethicallevels.
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From Social Data to  
Body Data to Psy Data: 
Tap, Tap, Tap 

Oliver Leistert

Our networked condition under capital relations 
continues to open pathways to tap into new sources 
of value. Since the social media turn, the expansion 
of capital in the digital realm has successfully 
tapped into body data by way of products like 
Fitbit. More recently, the proliferation of psy data 
is underway with chat bots, backed by artificial 
intelligence to harvest the last remaining and 
intimate part of expressiveness that neoliberal 
subjects are producing: mental health apps are at 
the last frontier of capital’s attempts to profitably 
govern its subjects. To understand these processes, 
a recap of Marxian theory and the use of some tools 
created by Félix Guattari will be undertaken.
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The capturing mode of data sensing of all sorts has made every human 
bodypotentiallyamediaoutlet,deliveringdiscriminablesectionsofthe
population as an inference of multi-modal data points. This is the sub-
jectofthistext:howabodybecamemedia.Andsincethereisnothing
elsebutabody,thisimpliesapsyche,too:bodydataandpsydataunder
late capitalism’s1networkedcondition.Botharecapturedunderdifferent
registersandtreatedtechnicallyindifferentways,butbothnonetheless
servethesamepurpose:toprolongandfurtherdifferentiategovernmental
technologies by reducing costs.

Onesuchgovernmentaltechnologyisthediffusionofsocialmedia
platforms.Theexploitationofsocialmediausersandthesellingof
advertisements has shifted dramatically from old-fashioned advertising 
thattookthepollutionofthepublicsphereviabillboardsasamodel—i.e.,
non-targetedbroadsendingofdatatowardsunknownusers—toahighly
refinedalgorithmicdiscriminationdowntotheindividuallevel(Andrejevic
2011).Suchaggregateddatapointsthatconstitutethesubjectsofdatafi-
cationinthemodalityofalgorithmicgovernmentality(Rouvroyand
Berns2013)are,broadlyspeaking,thecurrentmaterialbackgroundofad
techniquesonthewebandthemainmonetizationstrategyofthisbillion-
dollar industry driven by technologists.

Morerecently,wecanobservetheadventofanewparadigmofdata
extractionandexploitation.Awell-knownexamplefortheproliferationof
bodydataisthefitnesstrackingindustry,i.e.companieslikeFitbit,which
managetodeliversensorsforphysicalbodies,incombinationwiththe
trackingandsensingpossibilitiesthattheaveragesmartphoneorsmart
watchoffers,asdesirablegadgetsforacontemporaryurbansubjectivity.
Ifneedbe,usersmayaddviatheirdashboardsadditionaldatatothedata
silosofthecompany.Fitbit’sproductscanbeusedtotrackallsortsofbody
functions,andarewidelyusedinsportsandleisureactivitiestocontrol
thesubject’sperformanceandself-setgoals,2 but functionality varies a lot 
depending on the product.3

1 Indeed,westilldon’tknowwhatabodycando.Andwewillneverknow.
2 Therehavebeenseverecaseswheremilitaryandspypersonnelweretrackable

viatheirfitnessappdata.Seehttps://www.bellingcat.com/resources/
articles/2018/07/08/strava-polar-revealing-homes-soldiers-spies/.

3 Seehttps://www.fitbit.com/.ThemarketisstillquitediverseandbesidesGAFA
(Google,Apple,Facebook,Amazon)withGoogleFitandAppleHealth,andsport
companiessuchasNike,medicalcompanies,suchas(nowdefunct)BodyMedia,are
alsoformingthefield.

https://www.bellingcat.com/resources/articles/2018/07/08/strava-polar-revealing-homes-soldiers-spies/
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Untilrecentlythesensingofbodydatahasbeentheexclusivedomainof
thelicensedmedicalindustry,conductedundersupervisionofmedical
personnel.Thiskindofdata,e.g.,generatedbyheartmonitoringmachines,
usedtoremaininitsownsphere,legallyseparatedfromtheinternet
economy.Strongdataprotectionlawsformedicaldatapreventfurther
economicexploitation,atleastintheEuropeanUnion.Nonetheless,this
markethasgrowndramaticallyinafewyears,andwithhealthinsurers
jumpingonboardthementalhealthappmarket,andinspiredbyhuge
investmentsoftheEuropeanUnionintoso-callede-healthprograms,the
prospectsofthismarkethavebecomemorethanpromising.4

Body Data and the Networked  
Neoliberal Condition

The move from body data sensing techniques under the guidance of 
medicalpersonnel,tobodydatasensingtechniquesunderself-guidance
anddrivenbytheprinciplesofvalue-extractionbymarkets,marksa
turning point for the integration of body data into the global dataveillance 
cloudwehavebeensubjectedtosincetheturnofthecentury.Ipropose
that,whilesensingbodydatahasbeenamedicalpracticeforalongtime
(e.g.,long-termEEGs),thegenealogyofmorerecentdevelopmentspoints
toakindofdatasensingthatwasestablishedwiththemassadoptionof
smartphonesandcommercialsocialnetworking.Oncetheubiquitous,
self-referencingdigitalnarcissismandpermanentexpositionofaffects,
whoseemblematicsymptomissignifiedbythelikebutton,hadbecomea
meansofdelegatedself-governanceandassessment,itwasonlyamatter
oftimeandcapital’sceaselessdrifttowardsexpansionthatsignaletic
materialfromthebodywouldsupplementthesubject’sdesiretomeasure
itsinclusionandbelongingtoadatasphereofdividualisticaggregation.All
the more so since the body data industry is targeting the governmentally 
self-governedsubjectinitsdesiretoremaindesirable,drivenbyfearof
losingstatus.Ourgeneralnetworkedconditionis,therefore,intertwined
withtheadventofthissurveillantassemblagethatincludesfitnessand
healthtrackersandtheircorrespondingwetware.5

Bodydataaredatasensedfrombodilysignals,suchaspulseorblood
pressure.Thesearea-signifyingsemiologiesinFélixGuattari’sterms,or

4 SincedataprotectionandprivacylawsdiffervastlybetweentheUS,theEU,China,
andIndia,Iwillnotdiscussthespecificsofthistopichere.

5 SeeGerhardandHepp(2018)foradiscussionofself-trackingandtheconstructionof
adatafiedselffromtheperspectiveofethnography.
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signaleticmatter,devoidofsignification(Guattari2013).Theycontaina
deterritorializingvector,inmuchthesamewayasothera-signifyingsignals,
suchasrhythmsorcomputercode.Thereterritorializingproductionof
meaningtakesplacewiththehelpofapplicationsandcalculationsthat
renderthepulsebeatsintoacomparableunitagainstanormalizedfield,
whichcanthenbereadbythesubjectandascribedmeaning.Theprocess
ofsignificationremainsexteriortothedatasensed,andthedataonly
become meaningful to the urban class consumer after correlations to 
statisticsandnorms,suchasthebodymassindex(BMI),aremade.

Apossiblepointofinterventionintothisassemblage,tosubvertand
openitup,wouldbetheinterfacebetweenbodydatasensedandits
furtherprocessing.Butinsteadoffurtherdeterritorializingthebody
signalsthroughcreativerelaying,suchasopeningaplaneofconsistency
betweenothersensedpulsesandimaginingsomethingelse(e.g.,tocreate
acollectivesymphony),theprevalentpurposethatthetechnologist’s
instrumentality of neoliberal investments gain from this signaletic virtuality 
is to impoverish it immediately by reducing it to a measurement against 
normalizedBMIsorotherbiopowerstandards.Iwillreturntothisproblem-
atic use of technologies in capital relations.

The Poverty and Authoritarian Twist  
of Quantified-Self

TheactofcalibratingbodydataagainstsuchindexesastheBMI(a
featurethatispartoftheFitbitapp),stemsfromtheolderregimeof
disciplinethatworkedtheindividualasanindistinguishableitemina
series(Foucault1995).Contemporarynormsand“thenormal”areusually
decoupledfromthisabsolute,staticindexandbecomestatisticalmatters
ofrangeswithinanacceptablethreshold.6Bodydatasensing,fromthis
perspective,integratesaneodisciplinary regime into the array of dynamic 
self-governancemethods.Withthereturnofthisoldnorm-style,the
recentauthoritarianturnofneoliberalismfindsitsequivalentonthe
leveloftheproductionofsubjectivityviabodydata.Here,neoliberal

6 GeorgeCanguilhemhasshowninhisdoctoralthesisfrom1943howthedifference
betweennormalandnormativityhasbeenhistoricallyproductiveintheclinical
fields(Canguilhem1989).Foucaulthaswrittenontheproblemofnorm,normal,
andnormativityextensively,seee.g.,Foucault(2003).MariaMuhlehaswrittena
finebookontheproblematicestablishedbyCanguilhemandreworkedbyFoucault
(Muhle2013).SeeSellarandThompson(2016)forafurtherdiscussionofcon-
trolsocietiesandnorms,andintermsofalgorithms,ofcourse,alltheworksby
AntoinetteRouvroy(e.g.,2011).
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subjectivityisremodeledbyarecoursetooldparadigmssuchasmass
measuresandnon-subjective,non-individual,abstractnormsre-enterits
valuesystem.Butthisdoesnotprovokeanexistentialcrisisforthecon-
temporaryparadigm,becausethecultoftheindividualestablishedbythe
currentphaseofcapitalexpansionremainscompatiblewithaserialbody
normativity derived from the masses of bodies: the very process of body 
datasensingovercodesthisapparentcontradiction(invaluesystems)
betweentheideaofanundifferentiatediteminamassandthesmartsimu-
lationofthesingularsubject.Thetechnologyprovidesaninstantiationof
whatbeforewaslefttoeachbody’sowndevicesthroughtheimmediate
immanenceofthebody’sbeing.Anditispreciselythisbodily,self-
dependentmilieuthatiscapturedbybodyandpsydatasensing,over-
codedandreworkedintothetranscendentalvaluesystemofnormsand
normativityprovidedbythemodernpower-knowledge-subjectcomplex.

Thus,thequantified-self ’smiseryandpovertycannotbeexemplifiedbetter
thanthroughitsinabilitytoletcreativecollectiveprocessesproliferate,
suchasaheartbeatsymphony.Instead,allthatisdonewiththecaptured
bodydataistodumpitintothevectorsofnormalization.Butthereis
amuchbroadercontexttoconsiderhere:whileitcertainlyhassome
explanatoryreachtodescribeself-quantifyingsubjectivitiesasjustanother
hideousmanifestationofneoliberalself-indulgedcontrolandnarcissism,
the broader desire to feedback body data into data silos is not at all explained 
sufficiently within a framework of governmentality,oraFoucauldiananalytics
ofpower,forthatmatter.Thisphenomenon,tomyunderstanding,points
towardsatechnoculturethatishistoricallymucholderandmorepro-
foundlytiedtothequestionofhowtorelatetotheworld,ofWestern
ontologiessotosay.Itisageneralconditionofsubjectsincapitalist
societiesthatonecanrecognize,atleastschematically,inthiscase.Inorder
tomakethisclaim,IwillhavetoturntoKarlMarxforamoment.

Capital, Abstract Value, Alienation
InaMarxiansense,thesocialrelationsthatcapitalestablishesare
obscuredanddeceivingineverydaypractice.AccordingtoMarx’sanalyses,
undercapitalrelations,anabstractpowerisatworkbehindthebacksof
thesubject.Thispowerisresponsibleforboththeunprecedentedlyrapid
technologicaldevelopmentssincetheseventeenthcentury,andforthe
failure to transform technological developments into an emancipatory 
developmentforallhuman(andnon-human)kind.Thisdialecticalfigureof
technologicalprogresswithouthumanity’sprogressiswhatMarxidentified
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inhisanalysisofcapitalasthemostbasicinsight.Anditisworthreturning
tohisanalysisforthesakeofunderstandingtheproliferationofsensed
body and psy data.

TosumupMarx’sanalysisverybriefly:thehistoricityofthecommodity
isrenderedinvisibleundercapitalistmodesofproduction.Subjectsare
secludedfromitshistoryandfromthepracticesthatproducedtherich,
evenabundant,materialismallaroundinafashionuniquetocapital
relations’modeofproduction,distribution,andconsumption.Thisiswhat
Marxcalledthefetishcharacterofthecommodity.Abstractvalueisthe
onlymoverofcapital,whileitsusevalue—suchastheconcreteexperi-
enceonemayhavewithaproduct—remainsirrelevanttocapital.Thisis
whatIproposetocallthetragic bifurcation between a value of means without 
ends and a value of ends with appropriate means. The original deterrito-
rializationthatcapitalismusestoovercodeallsocietalrelationsestablishes
afetishismofthecommoditynotasapsychologicalcondition,butasan
organizingprincipleofsocietalrelationsasreification:things,nothumans,
seemtobeatthecenterofalldoings.Andforcapital,onlyabstractvalue
matters.Thecommodifiedproductascommodityisovercodedanddeter-
ritorialized,or,inthecaseoflabor,concretelaborfromtheperspectiveof
capitalisabstractlaboronly.Byseparatingtheconcreteworldfromthe
societalrelationsittakesover,determinedbytheabstractvalue(capital’s7 
solemover),capitalproducesaschizophrenicplanethatDeleuzeand
Guattarihavefamouslyandextensivelydescribedintheirtwo-volume
book, Capitalism and Schizophrenia(DeleuzeandGuattari1983;1987).
Withoutowningthemeansofproductionandtheproductsproduced,and
subjectedtoabeingthatisreducedtointerchangeablepointsofaction
withintheprocessofproduction,distributionandconsumption,subjects
arecutoff,alienatedfromthecycleofproduction,exchangeandcon-
sumptionbytheabstractmovementofcapital.Capitalestablishesabarrier
thatcutsthroughallrelationsanddeflectsthemintonewconnections.
MaurizioLazzarato,athoroughreaderofGuattari,hascondensedthis:

Incapitalism,subjectivityissubmittedtoaschizophrenictensionthat
causesittotendtowardsmodesoflivingthatarebothfuturisticand
archaic.Ontheonehand,itissustainedbyadeterritorializationwhich
undermines‘existentialterritories’(awayoflivingwhichwouldassure

7 Thefetishcharacterofthecommodityisnotlinkedtofetishismasapsychological
dimensionandconcept,asdiscussedprominentlybyFreud.Ontheotherhand,
nothingstandsinthewayoflettingbothconceptsoffetishismjoinforces.Onthe
epistemicnecessityofminglingallkindsoffetishism,seeDonnaHaraway’sdiscus-
sionofgenesinHaraway(1997,134–37).
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professionalandsocialsecurity,ethnicandnationalidentification,
languages,valuesandculturessolidifiedintimeetc.)andontheother
hand,itiscaughtupinaneo-archaicreterritorialization(nationalism,
Lepenism,areturntotraditionalvalues—work,family,…).Guattari’s
insightsremainoffundamentalimportanceinthiscontextasit
isessentialtobeingabletoconceiveofawayofescapingthese
simultaneouslyreactionaryandhyper-modernist‘reconversions’of
subjectivity.(Lazzarato2008,174)

Guattarihasshownthattheproductionofsubjectivityis,atleastsince
theendofWorldWarII,akeyoperationofcapitalism.Marxwasequally
fascinatedbycapitalism’sproductionofsubjects,butduringhistime,
thisproductionwasamuchmoreviolentanddisciplinaryoperationthan
ithasbecome(intheWest)today.Thisphysicalviolencemadeithardto
acknowledgethatindustrialworkersalsointernalizedthedisciplinary
regime.Marx,asaprotomacro-economistandsociologist,wasbarely
interestedinmicrologicalormicropoliticalevents(apost-68interest).He
definedcapitalasconsistingoftwoparts:fixedcapital,i.e.,themachines
boughttoproduce,andcirculatingcapital,suchasthelaborbought.
Now,necessarilydrivenbycompetition,capitalistshavetoreduceunit
laborcostsinordertosurvive.Toinvestinfixedcapital,innewmachines,
toreduceproductioncosts,istheinevitablewaytosurviveunderthe
conditionsofcompetition.Butfixedcapitalisnotproductiveintermsof
abstractvalue:thesolesourceofabstractvalueremainsthedifference
betweentheworker’slifetimespent—theconcretetimeatwork—and
whatthisturnsouttobeasinvestedcirculatingcapital.Thismeans,from
aMarxianperspective,theonlysourceofvalueistheworker’slifetime
spentaslaborpower.Themargintorealizeprofitsequalsnegativelythe
riseinproductivityofthemachines.Thisis,inaverybriefsketch,the
tendencyoftherateofprofittofall,abasiclawofcapitalism,asMarx
coineditfamously,anddescribeditinthethirdbookof“Capital”.8And
beyonditsnumerousproblemsandcomplexities,itprovidesatleastone
interestinginsight,namelythattechnologicaldevelopmentplaysadifficult,
ambivalentroleforcapitalism.AntonioNegriandMichaelHardt’s9 analysis 

8 Moishe Postone has focused precisely on the intricate relation of abstract value and 
abstracttimeasthefoundingmoverofcapitalandmeansofdomination(Postone
2008).

9 Basedonthistendency,manyfantasieshavebloomedthatunderstandthisasan
eventeleologicalclaimbyMarxthatequalsaverdictaboutthehistoricalnecessity
of capital’s proliferating crisis. My point is more humble: there is a need to integrate 
moreandmoreintotherealmofcapital,ortowidenitsrealm,astheproductivityof
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isverymuchbasedontheliberatingprospectsthatcooperativelyowned
technologiesentail(HardtandNegri2005).10

Theimmediateconsequencesofthisbasiclawofcapitalismarewellknown:
outsourcingtheproductiontocheaplaborregionsandexpansionofthe
capitalistmodelintonewfrontiers—acontinuationoftheprimitiveaccu-
mulationandcolonialenterprise.Thecaptureofaffectsinsocialmedia
silosisthereforejustalogicalconsequenceofcapital’smovementintonew
fields—becausetheworker’slifetimespentnowincludestheuser’slife
time spent.

Thisexpansionalsoprovedtobeaverysubtlemeansofsocialcontrolin
linewiththeideologicalnecessityofindividualfreedominliberalregimes.
DifferingfromthedisciplinaryregimeofthewarehousesandFordistpro-
ductionfacilities,thecalltoparticipateinadataveillancecapturescheme
is translatable into the rhetorical guise of choice. This cornerstone of 
liberalism,whichhasmutatedinneoliberalismtowardafewalgorithmically
prefabricated possibilities to choose from—most often all in a purely com-
modifiedway—downtotheinfantilizing“like”button,continuestoserve
andfunctionasthementaltokenofliberation.

Capital and Body Data: An Alienated  
Techno-Culturalist Semiotic Drive

Tocapturebodydataandcapitalizefromitisapossiblenextlogicalstep
intheblindandinevitableprocessoftheexpansionmovementofcapital.
TechnologyinthemanifestationofproductslikeFitbit,andthenetworked
conditionofthebodytheyinvoke,makethispossible.Tolookatsensed
bodydataasaneffectoftheautomaticmovementofcapitalbringstothe
forethedeficiencyofanydescriptionoftechnologicaldevelopmentsas
neutralorfreefromeconomicinterests.Ontheotherhand,toprioritize
therelationofcapitalandtechnologyentailstheriskoftotalizingthis
relationandofmissingthemanysubtleprocessesthatbenefitfrom
capital’s dependency on technological investments and developments. 
ThesecomplexitiescannotbecapturedbyMarx’stheoryofvaluealone.
Nonetheless,Marx’svaluetheorycontinuestoprovidethemostconvincing

machinescontinuestogrow;aneedtotapintonewsourcesofwealth,suchasbody
data and psy data.

10 Infact,therereadingoftheGrundrissehadsparkedacomplexdiscourseaboutthe
questionofmachinesandthe“generalintellect,”mostprominentlyinItalyunder
thetermpost-operaismo.SeeNegriandFleming(1991),Virno(2003),Virno(2008),or
Lazzarato(1996).
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explanationoftheinabilityofcapitalismtohandleourplanetandalllife
formsonitinaresponsibleway.11

Buttoreturntotheproblematicofsocietalrelationsundercapital’sterms:I
have referred to the alienation inherent to capital modes of production and 
consumption,includingtherelationsofandamongstlaboringsubjects.And
itisherewhere,althoughalienationmightnotbethebesttermforit,the
sensedbodydatafindtheirplace,too—Fitbitbelongstothereproductive
sphere.Subjectsareusingtheir“freetime”toremainfitfortheirjobs,in
fearoflosinginthecompetitivegametheyaresubjectedtoduetocapital’s
ongoing reduction of circulating capital. Neoliberalism has been very 
successfulincapturingtimebeyondthepureworkinghours.Ontheone
hand,byasimpleextensionofworkinghours,ontheotherbytheinformal
dissolutionofthedifferencesbetweenworkandleisure.Leisuretime,as
itwasinventedinandfortheFordistera,ishistory.Aslongasoneisnot
trulyoffline,oneisalwaysatleast“onhold.”Tosensebodydatathenisa
doubleoperationofexpansionintounchartedterritories:first,itisanew
passageforcapitaltotapintodatafromsubjectsoutsideofofficialworking
hours.Second,sincethedatasensedsignifynothingbutthebodies’con-
dition in relation to other bodies or static norms such as the emblematic 
BMI,competitionintheworkplaceleaksintotheintimatesphereofbody
functions.Heartratesnowbecomeapossibleindicatorofjobpromotion.
Thisisatwistthatworkplacesurveillancecouldneverhaveachieveditself.
Itwasonlypossibleviatheloopintothevaluesystemofhealth.Thus,itis
alogicaldevelopmentthatcompaniesstarttoofferfreebodydatasensing
devices to their labor force: body data become part of the curriculum 
vitae.12

Theestablishedcapturingmodeofbodysignalswithnetworked
technologies reproduces and prolongs an alienated techno-culturalist 
drivethatcolonizestherelationofthesubjectanditsbodyasanoptionfor
commodification.WhileaFoucauldiangenealogicalapproachongovern-
mentalitybearswitnesstotheintrinsiclinkagesofpower,knowledgeand
subjectivation,aMarxianperspective,byneglectingthisproductiveand

11 IsabelleStengerswritesinherprefacetothetranslationofIn Catastrophic Times: 
“Todaythereisnoneedtoassert,asIdidatthetimeofwritingIn Catastrophic Times,
thatcapitalism—somerepresentativesofwhichclaimedheldthesolution(so-called
greencapitalism)—isfundamentallyirresponsible.Infact,unregulatedcapitalism
anditsallieshaverefusedtherolethatshouldhavebeentheirs.Itwastheroute
ofdirectconfrontationthatwastaken,withthedeterminednegationofglobal
warming”(Stengers2015,8).Oncapitalandecology,seeMoore(2015).

12 Fitbitproductshavebecomeacommon“free”giftfromcompaniestotheir
employersinordertoextendtheworkplacesurveillancescheme.
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enablingrelationbetweenpowerandsubjects,andbyreducingsubjects
tomereeffectsofobjectiverelationstheyareunabletograsp,offers,ina
moredirectway,areworkingoftheprocessesofcommodificationthattake
placeaboveandundertheskin.Itisonlybecausetherelationsbetween
subjectsandtechnologyareovercodedbycapitalistmodesofproduction,
distributionandconsumption,i.e.,whatMarxtermedalienated,thatbody
data sensing assemblages can become operative on a massive scale in 
thefirstplace.Inaddition,thefunctionalist,post-structuralistapproach
emblematic in the concept of the assemblage renders visible the de- and 
reterritorializingflowsofmicropoliticalcodingsthattreateconomy,desire
andsemioticsasonesinglematterofabecoming.Sensedbodydataseems
tobeaconvincingcasetoblendMarxiancapitalmovementashistorical
developmentandpost-structuralistwetwarenetworkdesires,because
sensedbodydataareintrinsicallylinkedtocapitalwhileatthesametime
beingapertinentitemofasemio-capitalisticoperationthatMarxiantools
alonecannotshedenoughlighton.Thisisevenmorethecaseonceweturn
topsydata,thegoldenvalleyofthementalhealthmarket.13

But Then There Is Psy Data—The Final Frontier
PsydataisthetermIsuggestfor“mentalhealth”and“affective”data
collectedwithinthecurrentparadigmofcapitalistdatafication.My
exampleforthisnewdataparadigmisWoebot:achatbotsoftwarethatis
connectedwithdatasilosandso-calledartificialintelligence.14The mental 
healthsoftwareWoebotactslikeatrustworthyfriendorcompanion.It
ispositionedatthefrontierofthedataveillancecomplexandmarksthe
entranceofWesternsubjectivitiesintoarealmthatuntilrecentlyonly
Chinaventuredouttoconquerwiththeirsocialsurveillancepoliticscalled
the social credit system.15Woebot,andmanyothermentalhealthchatbots
forthatmatter,work“better”themoredatatheygatherandprocess.Users
areaskedtoletWoebotsniffintoallprofilesbyusingtheuser’scredentials
toaccessFacebook,Twitteretc.,accordingly.Thisseemstobearational
decision,sincetheanalystwouldbeallowedtoaskanyquestion,too,and
rightlyexpectananswer.TheonlyproblemhereisthatWoebot,ofcourse,

13 AlienationremainsanalienconceptandcarriesmuchoftheburdenofMarx’s
reversalofHegel.Thus,withitcomesaproblematicheritageofSeinandSchein,
thatIcanonlycalluponherebynamingitproblematic.SeeAlthusser(1969)and
Althusser,Balibar,andFernbach(2015)forthecontinuedpertinentdiscussionof
Marx’sphilosophy.

14 https://woebot.io/#features
15 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_Credit_System
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isnotapsy-analystandthereisacrueldisplacementatplay(seeFigure
1).Thebot’spossibleanswersrelyondataficationofthesubject’slife.But
thisisnotamirror.Dataficationisnotrepresentation,butonlythepro-
ductionofdividuals,massiveamountsofdatapointsthatcanarbitrarily
becombined.Second,therelationshipbetweenasubjectandthisbotapp
isheavilydeterminedbytherelationthatsubjectsandtheirsmartphones
areengagedinanditsdegreeandkindsofintimacy.Thisincludessuch
basicandelementaryeffectsasthescreen’sbrightnessandglow,which
affectsnotonlyinfants,butadults,too.Andthisgoesuptothepower
relationsthatthesubjectastheapparentmasterofthephonecultivates
andenjoysinthispsy-setting.

[Figure1]Screenshotwoebot.io/#features(Source:http://woebot.io/#features)

TherealmofsignifyingsemiologiesisthesmallpartofrealitythatFélix
Guattari despised for being the main functor that produces the reduced 
andinfantilizedsubjectofcapitalism.Itisherethattheexpansionofcapital
reachesitslastfrontiertotapintoasubject.Onceeventhe“conversations”
aboutone’spsychicstatusandwell-beingarepartofthedataveillance
cloud,thetappingofdatahasworkeditselfintothemostinnerutterances
thatsubjectsareabletosignify—ofcourse,withoutanypropersemantic
understanding thereof. The machine that seems to be listening and 
respondingisonlyareificationofthealienatednaturesubjectsarebeing
subjectedtoincapitalrelations.Aspointedoutearlier,therelationsthat
subjectscanhavewithsuchtechnology,andevenmoresoifthisissuch
anintimatetechnology,areovercodedfromthestartbydeterritorializing
vectorsofcapitalintomodesofvalueextractionandreterritorializedbythe
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infantile and regressive vectors capital sets in motion as a substrate—the 
psybot app.

Thedeceitthatsuchbotappsoperateonisinplainsight,butastheapp
tapsintothesubject’sdepressiveorsimpleunhappymentalstate—ina
societalsettingwhoseparadigmaticculturalgestureisalikebutton—the
deceitmeanderswithoutmuchresistanceintoasuccessfullyexploited
socialhack.Andwhilethereisnowaytotellwhenthedataonpsystates
thatwasenteredintotheappwouldreturnandshape,mostlikely
imperceptibly,thepossiblechoicesthesubjecthas,itissafetosaythat
conceptuallythebehavioristparadigmofWoebotandothermentalhealth
appsistargetingonlybehaviorandnotwell-being.Psydataaredatathat
aresupposedtosupportorrearrangethesubject’sfunctioninginher
purported social setting. The harvesting of psy data adds another layer to 
bodydata,socialmediadata,workplacesurveillancedataandolderforms
ofdata,suchastraveldataorinsurancedata.

So,thereisbodydataandpsydata,allfedintothedataveillancecloud
andinareciprocal,functionalloopbetweenbodiesanddataprocess-
ing.Tappingintobodyfunctionsandthemostintimateemotionalstates,
thealgorithmicgovernmentalitythatAntoinetteRouvroy(2013)high-
lightedrecently,isbeingsupplementedbyavarietyofothergovernmental
technologies.Theirfunctionistokeepthesubject—whichistheonly
sourceofvalueinaMarxiansenseviaherexpenditureoflifetimeaslabor
time—aliveandwell.Whateverdepression,paranoiaorsimplyrefusalto
worktheremaylingerinhersoul,hersmartphonecompanionwillreadily
assistinovercodingsuchobstaclestodisciplinaryneoliberalization.
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Affective Milieus: 
Intensive Couplings, 
Technical Sentience, and a 
Nonconscious In-between

Marie-Luise Angerer

The developments in media technology at the dawn 
of the twenty-first century are characterized by an 
understanding of once separate entities as rad-
ically open systems. Human and animal bodies, and 
technical and natural environments, are connected 
in complex ways via processes of organic sentience 
and algorithmic sensors: signals are transposed 
into data, which are in turn exchanged (in the 
form of information) between the bodies and their 
surroundings, creating a pool of data from which 
political, economic, social, and ethical conclusions 
are drawn. Donna Haraway’s companion species, 
Lynn Margulis’s symbionts, and Myra Hird’s micro-
ontology all point to processes of contagion, infil-
tration, and multiple agencies that call not only 
for a thinking in relations but for a thinking “as 
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embedded, embodied and even … as the very ‘stuff 
of the world’” (Åsberg, Thiele, and van der Tuin 2015, 
152).

Intheearly1980s,DonnaJ.Harawaypositionedhumankindbetween
animalsandmachines,statinginherCyborg Manifesto([1985]1990),that
inanageofincreasinglyporousbordersbetweennaturalandartificial
organisms,hybridsandcyborgsbegintoemerge:animalandhuman,
humanandmachine.Hybrids,however,areneitherfiguresofthefuture
norprototypesforsciencefictionfilmsandcomputergames,butpointers
tothehereandnow.Today,similarities,gradualdifferences,andrelations
betweenhumansandothershavebecomemoreimportant,making
humankindintoonespeciesamong“significantothers”(Haraway2003).
Thisplacestheemphasisontheconstitutionofthenetworkedhuman
body,whichisnolongerunderstoodasanautopoieticsystemthatmerely
exchangesenergy,butisinsteadconceivedofasa“biomediated-body”
(Clough2010,2)thatprocessesinformation.

Atthedawnofthetwenty-firstcentury,therelationsbetweenbodiesand
environmentsarebeingchanneledviainformationtechnology.Bodydata
communicatewithenvironmentaldata,neuronalsignalscontrolbody
andambienttemperatures,andthelittle sisters (asSiriandotherdigital
voiceassistantsarereferredtobyRosalindPicard,thefounderofaffective
computing ,inordertoplaydownfearsofbigdata[seePicard1997]),
increasinglyorganizeandinterveneineverydayroutines.Suchdigitalassis-
tantsarenowbeingenthusiasticallyplacedatthesideofhumansasnew 
Others,asfarsightedplannersandsensitiveagents,non- or para-humans 
whowilloutdoorreplacehumanseveninthosemomentswherethey
(still)differfrommachines.Untiltheendofthetwentiethcentury,affect/
emotionwasconsideredasthehumandimensionthatcouldbeneither
calculatednorentirelybypassed.Today,algorithmshavelongsincebegun
tointervene(viaaffectivecomputing)toconnecthumansandmachines
onapsycho-cyberneticbasis.Thisisnottheendofhumankind(thekind
ofphysicalandmentalovercomingaimedforbytranshumanism)butit
certainlyshiftsthehumanawayfromthecenturies-oldfictitiouscenter
ofhumanism,requiringhumanstoorganizenew(affective)milieuswith
non-,para-,orpost-humanOthers.Ratherthanbeingcreatedviasocialor
politicalnetworks,thesenewmilieuswillbeconstantlyproduced,shifted,
andreconfiguredviacomplexsetsoflinks.
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Media Fabrics: Process and Relation
GeorgesCanguilhemhastracedoutthehistoryoftheconceptofmilieu,
describinghow,inthesecondhalfoftheeighteenthcentury,itmoved
frommechanicsintobiology,whereitcametodenotethefluid,the
mediumthroughwhichlifecomesintobeinganddevelops.Themilieu
isthatwhichconnectstwobodies,“itistheirmilieu;andinsofarasthe
fluidpenetratesallthebodies,theyaresituatedinthemiddleofit[au
milieudelui]”(Canguilhem[1965]2008,99).Canguilhemarguesthatthe
nineteenthcenturyrepeatedlyreturnedtotheconcept’smechanicalpast,
strikinglydemonstratinghispointwiththeexampleofAugusteComteand
his Philosophie positive([1830–1842]1896),accordingtowhichtheliving
organismisinfluencedbyitsmilieuanditsvariables(suchasair,water,
andlight),whiletheinfluenceoftheorganismitselfisnegligible.Theonly
organismComtecreditswiththeabilitytoactivelyinterveneinitsmilieuis
thehumanorganism(seeCanguilhem[1965]2008,101).

Atthebeginningofthetwentiethcentury,however,thismechanisticview
begantoshift.JakobvonUexküllpresentedhistheoryofUmwelt,inwhich,
alongsidehumans,hegaveaprominentplacetoanimalswiththeirvarious
specificrealities.Inbasicterms,hisapproachstatesthatanorganism’sspe-
cificqualitiescreateitsownspecificUmwelt,howthisUmwelt is perceived 
bytheorganism,andhowtheorganismintervenesinit.Atthesametime,
each organism is nourished and preserved by its Umweltinadistinctway
(seeUexküll[1909]2011).WefindthisviewagaininthewritingsofGilles
DeleuzeandFélixGuattari,whereworkonthe“melodiccomplexes”
betweennatureandculture(DeleuzeandGuattari[1980]2002,219)is
describedagainstthebackdropofUexküll.

In1929,adecadeafterUexküll’sTheoretical Biology([1920]1926),hiscon-
temporaryAlfredN.Whiteheadpublishedthefoundationofhisprocess
philosophy under the title Process and Reality(Whitehead1978).Init,he
formulated the foundations of a relational cosmology that abandoned any 
categoricaldistinctionbetweennatureandculture,nolongerfocusing
ontheplaceofhumankindwithineitherone.Instead,heintroduceda
radicallinkingofnatureandsubjectivitythatmakesnoclaimtoprimacy.
Whiteheadusestheterm“superject,”bywhichhemeanstheformof
subjectivizationresultingfromadiversenetworkofprocesses.Withhis
concept of prehension,positingappropriationandabstractionasthebasic
modesofperception,Whiteheademphasizedablind emotion that operates 
withoutconsciousness(seeWhitehead1978,162ff.).Harawayborrows
this concept in her Companion Species Manifesto (2003),renderingitas
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“graspings”(Haraway2003,6).Inthissense,prehension can be understood 
asagrowingtogetherofrelationsinwhicheverythingandeveryonecomes
intobeinginaprocessofmutualgrasping,meaningtherecanbenosubject
andnoobjectpriortothisprocess.

ThisexplainsHaraway’sinterestinevolutionarybiologistLynnMargulis
andherendosymbionthypothesis,elaboratedsincetheearly1960s(see
MargulisandSagan1995).Thistheoryisbasedonanassumptionthat
aslifedeveloped,onesingle-cellorganismwasabsorbedbyanother,
becomingpartofanincreasinglycomplexorganism.Correspondingly,
thecomponentsofhumancellscanalsobetracedbacktotheseoriginal
single-cell organisms—the pairing of host and parasite functions via the 
mechanismofcontagion.Inthismodel,individuals(i.e.,allorganismslarger
thanbacteria:animals,plants,fungi,etc.)aresymbioticsystems,viewed
astightlyinterwoven,integratedmicrobecommunities.ForMargulis,then,
mostnewspecieshaveemergednotastheresultofrandommutationsbut
viatheaccumulationofbacterialsymbionts(seeMargulis1981).

WecanreturnheretotheconceptofmilieuasdescribedbyCanguilhemfor
thenineteenthcentury,withreferencetoAugusteComteandtheexchange
ofenergyinthermodynamicbodies.AssociologistPatriciaT.Clough
explainsinheressay“TheAffectiveTurn” (2010),thismodelwasdefinitively
replacedbythatofthe“biomediatedbody”attheendofthetwentieth
century.Whiletheorganic,thermicbodyexistsinastateofexchangewith
itssurroundingsinordertostockuponenergyandmaintainitselfasan
autopoieticsystem,the“biomediatedbody”isviewedasanopensystem
convertingenergyintotheinformationneededtosurviveinwhatIpro-
pose to call a MediaNature.Inthismodel,thereconfigurationofmatteras
informationisdescribedfromtwoangles:fromtheviewpointofmolecular
biology,andwiththehelpofnewvisualizationtechnologies.Withsuch
imagesand3Dscans,itbecomespossibletolookinsidethebodyinnew
ways.Thisvisible,interchangeable,malleableimageofthebody—onethat
canbemorphologicallyalteredinanyway—correspondswithamolecular
self(image).InherbookImmaterial Bodies(2012),LisaBlackmanexamines
thesevariousdevelopmentsandexplainsthatbiomedicine,too,haslong
sincestoppedviewingthebodyasasingularentity,focusinginsteadon
“theproliferationandemergenceoftechnologiesandpracticeswhich
enabletheenhancement,alteration,andeveninventionofnewbodies”
(Blackman2012,7).Theseshiftswillhaveaseriousandlastingimpacton
ourunderstandingofbodyimages,shewrites,because“thesetechnologies
enablethebodytotravelbeyondtheboundaryoftheskinrecastasmobile
informationtobealtered,engineered,andtransformedwithinlaboratory
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andcomputationalsettings”(7).Inthiscontext,shealsomentionsthe
sociologistNikolasRose,whoinhisworkshastracedthedevelopmentof
suchamobileconceptoflifethathaslongceasedtobecompatiblewiththe
image of the body as a closed entity.

InmybookDesire After Affect ([2007]2014)Iexaminethesubstitutionof
thepsychoanalyticallychargedconceptofdesirewiththatofaffectin
boththeoryandpractice,arguingthatthisreplacementhasfar-reaching
implicationsforthewaywethinkthehumanand,morebroadly,ourbeing-
in-the-world.Asoneexample,IdiscusstheworkofphilosopherLuciana
Parisi,whointroducesadefinitionofdesireconceivedofnotasamental
dimensionbutasaforcewhich,initsmostrecentstageofdevelopment,
isdefinedasnanotechnicaldesire(Parisi2008).Parisiframesthisdesireas
anenergy,adrivingforcebehindaffectivecontagion.InheressayTechno-
ecologies of Sensation,shedevelopstheconceptofcontagionfurther,
applyingitviaan“extensionoffeeling”(Parisi2009,188)toanenvironment
repletewithtechnology.Inthistransposition,desirebecomesalifeforce
(comparablewithSpinoza’sconatus),butitalsobecomesageneralcapacity
for feeling as found in the tradition of sensualism.

Gradations of Sensitivity
Foraphilosophicalreflectionontheongoingconvergencebetweeninfor-
mationtechnologyandbiotechnology,IsabelleStengers(2011)suggestsa
referencetotheencyclopedistandmaterialistDenisDiderot.Firstly,with
regardtoageneraltranspositionofsensingontotechnicalnature,hecould
bereadasadirectdescendentofamonisticnaturalism.Secondly,however,
Diderotissomeonewhodoesnotimposedogmas(eitherepistemological
orontological),insteadappealingtohisreaderstotakepracticeseriously
andtolookcarefullyatwhathappens,where,andhow(Stengers2011,373).
Thisfocusonpractice—whatHarawaymightcallStaying with the Trouble 
(2016)—alsoappliesinthecaseoftransformationssuchastheemergence
ofdistributedsentience—,whenalgorithmsarecastassentientbeingsand
when“smartness”denotesacomprehensivecapacitytobothencodeand
decode feelings.

Inhissensualistepistemology,Diderotviewssentienceasafundamental
capacitywithonlygradualdifferencesofdegree,increasingfrominanimate
matter to passive and then active sentience. In D’Alemberts Dream([1769]
1965)DiderotdebateswithmathematicianandphysicistJean-Baptiste
leRondd’Alembert,withwhomheco-publishedtheEncyclopédie,about
theclassicalquestionofwhatmightconstitutethedifferencebetweena
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humanbeing,ananimal,amarblestatue,andaclavichord.Inafamous
passage,hestates:

Wehumansareinstrumentsgiftedwithsensationandmemory.Our
sensesaresimplykeysthatarestruckbythenaturalworldaroundus,
keysthatoftenstrikethemselves—andthis,accordingtomywayof
thinking,isallthatwouldtakeplaceinaclavichordorganizedasyou
andIareorganized.Thereisanimpressionthathasitscauseeither
insideoroutsidetheinstrument;fromthisimpressionasensationis
born….(Diderot[1769]1965,101[translationmodified])

ButisitreallypossibletotransposeDiderot’scomparisonbetweena
humanandaclavichordontowhatLucianaParisicalls“technosensation”?
WhatParisidescribeshereisakindof“tactileexchange”between
agentssuchasbacteria,viruses,andcellsastheytransferinformation
viachemicalprocessessuchasquorumsensing,1biofilmformation,
andsporulation.Shedrawstheseexamplesfromthemicro-ontological
approachofenvironmentalscientistMyraHird:“Bacterialcommunities
…performcollectivesensing,distributedinformationprocessing,and
gene-regulationofindividualbacteriabythegroup”(Hird2009,42).Hird
hasadaptedHaraway’sconceptofcompanionspeciestoherconceptof
co-evolutionandco-enactmentamongnon-species,demonstratingthat
bodies operate in an intra-active fashion on a cellular level in both genetic 
andmorphologicalterms.Theconceptofintra-actionwasintroducedby
KarenBaradtostress,withreferencetoNilsBohr’squantumtheory,that
ratherthantwopolesenteringintoarelationwithinoneanother,itis
relationalityitselfthatcausesthemtoemergeaspoles(seeBarad2007).
UnlikeBarad’sepistemologicalmodel,Hird’smicro-ontologytakesarad-
ically asymmetrical approach: its basic assumption is that the biosphere 
doesnotneedhumanstosurvive,whilehumansdependonthebiosphere.
Inthisway,sheinvertsthepowerstructurebetweenparasiteandhost:for
Hird,thehumanistheparasite,thebiospherethehost.Activitiestaking
placeinsideandoutsidethehumanbodyclearlyhavenoneedforasubject
thatisawareofthem,actinginsteadbeneathorbeyondthethresholdof
perception—azonetowhich,asIwilldiscussinmoredetailbelow,acon-
cept of the nonconscious might be applied.

1 Quorumsensingdenotestheabilityofunicellularorganismstoemploychemical
communicationtomeasurethecellulardensityoftheirpopulation.Itallowscells
toactivatespecificgenesonlywhencellulardensityexceedsorfallsbelowcertain
thresholds.Seehttps://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quorum_sensing(accessed13
November2018)
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ButletusreturntoParisi.Shetransfersthisbacterialexchangemodelto
techno-sensorial processes that interconnect environmental and body 
data.Parisi’stechno-ecologyispartlyfoundedonbacterialexchangeand
communication,butshealsointroducesWhitehead’sconceptofpre-
hension,usingitasafirststeppingstonetowardsaffectivethinking.With
thehelpofthisconcept,shestresses,itbecomespossibletounderstand
mathematical computation and information processing in actors and 
agentsasopenandreversiblerule-basedsystems,

not only because they are responsive to the physical environment 
whichtheyseektosimulate,butmoreimportantlybecausetheir
discrete operations become infected and changed by informational 
randomness.Theapparentoppositionbetweenaffectandcom-
putation is here dissolved to reveal that dynamic automation is central 
tothecapitalizationofintelligiblefunctions.(Parisi2014,184)

Thismakesitabundantlyclearthattheaffectivedimensionisaddedhere
asajoker,allowinghertojugglebetweenvisceral,biological,cognitive,and
technicalprocesses.Databecome“affectivedata”(ParisiandHörl2013,
39)becausetheyareaffectedviatheirownmovements,inthesenseofan
infectionorcontagion.Thesamegoesfortheabruptswitchtosentience:
inParisi’sidiom,a“techno-ecologyofsensation”(40)simplymeansthat
energyistranslatedintoinformation.Butwhatisthedifferencebetweena
technicalsensorandasentientbeingasdescribedbyDiderot?

Theongoingrestructuringandinfra-structuringoftheenvironment,cities,
andbodiesbymediatechnologyposesuswiththechallengeofrethinking
both the technical and the organic sides of the equation as relational and 
processual,inturnobligingustoextendourdefinitionofsentience,long
seenastheexclusivepreserveofhumans,andpossiblyanimals,toinclude
the non-organic and the technical. The graded model of sentience pro-
posedbyDiderotlendsitselftothis,butpossiblyalsotoaconceptofinten-
sitylikethatdiscussedbyAlfredN.WhiteheadandlaterbyGillesDeleuze
andFélixGuattari.

Intensities
IntensityisoneofthecentralconceptsinGillesDeleuze’sDifference and 
Repetition(1968).DeleuzeandGuattaridefineintensityasavariable
inscribedinbecoming,anelementofsensoryexperiencewithoutwhich
mental development is totally inconceivable.
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Betweentheintensiveandthought,itisalwaysbymeansofaninten-
sity that thought comes to us. The privilege of sensibility as origin 
appearsinthefactthat,inanencounter,whatforcessensationand
thatwhichcanonlybesensedareoneandthesamething.…Ineffect,
theintensiveordifferenceinintensityisatonceboththeobjectofthe
encounterandtheobjecttowhichtheencounterraisessensibility.
(DeleuzeandGuattari[1968]1995,145)

Theparticularityofanintensity,theywrite,istobe“constitutedbya
differencewhichitselfreferstootherdifferences”(154).InA Thousand 
Plateaus,DeleuzeandGuattaridescribeseriesandstructuresthatare
presentsimultaneously,constantlychanging,switching,connecting,
exchanging,andredistributingintensities.Itisnocoincidencethatthey
refertoSpinozaandhisconceptionofbodiesasdeterminedbystillness
andmotion,byspeedandslowness.Affectsappearhereas“becomings”
(DeleuzeandGuattari[1980]2002,256),describedasthelatitudesofa
body:“Latitude is made up of intensive parts falling under a capacity, and lon-
gitude of extensive parts falling under a relation"(257,italicsinoriginal).

Whattakesplaceherebetweenlatitudesandlongitudesontheplateau
ofthesenses,Whiteheadattributestothedensetextureofrealitythat
oscillatesbetweensubjectandobjectinordertoestablish“howorder
intheobjectivedataprovidesintensityinthesubjectivesatisfaction”
(Whitehead1978,88).ForWhitehead,intensityisdirectlyconnectedwith
thequestionofsurvival.Toorganizethissurvival,naturemustproduce
societies“whichare‘structured’withahigh‘complexity’butwhichareat
thesametime‘unspecialized’”(101).Thismeansthatthequestionofinten-
sityisaquestionofthe“orderedcomplexityofcontrasts”(100).Withthis
definition,wecanturnbacktoDiderot’sgradationsofsentience,especially
sinceWhiteheadhimselfdetailsthevariousgradesofcomplexityandstruc-
turingfrominorganictoorganicsocieties(see103ff.).

Inoneextremelyvividpassage,Whiteheaddescribeshowhumans,as
“enduringobjectswithpersonalorder”(161),experiencetheirlives,their
surroundings,theirexistence.Halfawake,sleeping,dreaming,remem-
bering,concentratingonfeelings—“atorrentofpassion”(161)—thehuman
individualisoblivioustoallelse.Whatstandsoutinourconsciousness,
then,isnot“basicfacts”butratherthe“derivativemodificationswhicharise
intheprocess”(162).Theconsequencesofneglectingthisbasicdistinction,
asWhiteheadstresses,are“fataltotheproperanalysisofanexperient
occasion”(162).Themostprimitiveformofexperienceisemotional,a“blind
emotion”(162),andinthehigherstagesofexperiencethiscorrespondsto
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“sympathy,thatis,feelingthefeelinginanotherandfeelingconformally
withanother”(162).Withreferencetoprimitivefeeling,Whiteheadspeaks
of“vectorfeelings”and“pulsesofemotion”(163)thatarepartlyresponsible
forprovidingcontrast.Hereagain,then,wehavecontraststhatare
responsibleforanintensitythathaslittleincommonwithfeelings,aswe
areusedtocallingthem.Whiteheadisveryclearonthis:feelinginhuman
andanimalexperienceisnotmerelyemotion,buthasalwaysalreadybeen
“interpreted,integrated,andtransformedintohighercategoriesoffeeling”
(163).Evenso(andthiscouldbehelpfulinthinkingaboutaffectivemilieus)
the“emotionalappetitiveelementsinourconsciousexperiencearethose
thatmostcloselyresemblethebasicelementsofallphysicalexperience”
(163).

ThevectorsystemusedbyDeleuzeandGuattariwithreferencetoSpinoza
appearsinWhitehead’sworkas“dimensionofnarrownessanddimension
ofwidth”(166).Thedimensionofnarrownessisthatofthe“intensitiesof
individualemotions,”whilethedimensionofwidthresultsfromthehigher
stagesofcomplexity.The“oceanoffeeling”(166)permittedby“savoring
thecomplexityoftheuniverse”isduetothedimensionofwidth,whilethe
“emotionaldepthsatthelowlevelshavetheirlimits”(166).Consciousness
isdefinedbyWhiteheadhereas“supplementaryfeeling”(165),whichdoes
notnecessarilycontaina“conceptualfeeling”(165)wherecontrastsare
allowedorrejected.

Inspiteofthebrevityofthisaccount,Ihopeitmakestwothingsclear:
firstly,thesubordinateroleofwhatisintroducedasconsciousness,and
secondlyaconceptofintensityandsensationdefinednotinoppositionto
thisconsciousness,butaspassingthroughitindifferentstagesofcom-
plexity.Intensityascontrast,asthedifferenceofdifference,leadstothe
nextquestion,thatoftheproductionofencounters,non-encounters,
attractions,andrepulsions.

Affective Mimesis
Inhis1946–47lectureseries,entitledMachine and Organism,Canguilhem
spokeabouttechnology“becomingbiological,”andconcludedbyreferring
torecenteffortsmadeattheMassachusettsInstituteofTechnologyunder
thelabel“bionics”—studyingbiologicalstructuresthatmightserveas
modelsfortechnology.“Bionics,”hewrites,“istheextremelysubtleartof
informationthathastakenaleaffromnaturallife”(Canguilhem[1965]1992,
69).Today,nanotechnologyislearningfromnature,copyingwhatnature
hasalwaysbeencapableof.InhisafterwordtotheGermaneditionof
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Gabriel Tarde’s Monadology and Sociology([1893]2012),MichaelSchillmeier
understandablyarguesthatTarde’smonadologyiswellsuitedtohelping
usunderstandnano-research.ForTarde’smonadsarenotwindowlesslike
thoseofLeibniz,butratherperformativeandopen,differingfrombutalso
resemblingoneanotherintheirbeliefandtheirdesire(seeSchillmeier
2009,109).Tardehimselfspeaksofa“needforsociety”thatiscommonto
humans,trees,andstars(Tarde[1893]2012,14ff.).Thisreflectsa“tendency
ofmonadstoassemble”(34).Andthisassemblytakesplaceviathe
movement of imitation that occurs on both the micro and the macro level. 
DeleuzeandGuattarirefertothisTardianconceptofimitationasa“flow”
that is moved by belief and desire.

What,accordingtoTarde,isaflow?Itisbeliefordesire(thetwo
aspectsofeveryassemblage):aflowalwaysconsistsofbeliefand
ofdesire.Beliefsanddesiresarethebasisofeverysociety,because
theyareflowsandassuchas‘quantifiable’;theyareveritablesocial
Quantities,whereassensationsarequalitativeandrepresentationsare
simpleresultants.Infinitesimalimitation,opposition,andinventionare
thereforelikeflowquantamarkingapropagation,binarization,orcon-
jugationofbeliefsanddesires.(DeleuzeandGuattari[1980]2002,219)

InTarde’smodel,then,movementandsensationarethetwomainpillars
(comparabletoSpinoza’svectors),whichhetranslatesasbeliefanddesire.
Themonad,hissmallestunit,constitutesaninterconnecteddifference
thatcreatesanenvironmentforitself,creatingsmallandlargesocieties
via imitation on both micro and macro levels. This in turn can be compared 
withMargulis’host–parasitemodel,asdescribedabove,inwhicheach
renewaltakesplaceviaassembliesthatcarrytheirearlierphaseintothe
next.

Isitpossible,today,toseearesurrectionofGabrielTarde’smonadology
withitspsychomorphisminakindof“media-techno-morphism”that
organizesitselfvia“sensory”couplingdisguisedasaffectivemimesis?
Thiswouldbringtogetheralloftheaspectsconsideredinisolationabove:
Umwelt,sensitivecapacities,intensities,affections,desire.Sowhyisit
thattheseaspectsarecomingtogethertodayasan“affectivemilieu”?Not
becauseofanynoticeablereturnofemotion,andnotbecauseparticular
attentionisnowbeingfocusedonthenotionofintensity(seeKlein-
schmidt2004)asTristanGarcia’sbookThe Life Intense([2016]2018)seems
tosuggest.Instead,thismilieumustbeunderstoodasanintrinsiccon-
nection,which,ratherthanlinkinghumans,animals,andothersinnew
waysbasedoninformationtechnology,causesthemtoemergefromthese
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connectionsascontrasts(asdefinedbyWhitehead).Garciaconceivesof
intensityasatechnicalcoupling,buthedoessoexclusivelyintermsof
electricity,equatingtoday’soften-heardimperativetoliveanintensivelife
(withregardtosocialmedia,eventculture,experienceofnature,social
status,etc.)withtheelectrificationofthemodern,enlightenedage.The
inventionofthelightbulb,attemptstomeasureboltsoflightning,and
the hysterical fad of Mesmerism all point to an irreducible moment: point 
zero.Inthecourseofthenineteenthcentury,thispointwaslocatedin
technology,innature,andinhumans,allowingittobeintroducedasthe
ineluctable/unsurpassabledegreeofintensity.Today,however,Garcia
claimstoobservetheexactopposite:themorehumanstrytointensify
theirlives—viaallmannerofpleasureslikesport,wellness,yoga,and
ahealthydiet—themoreexhaustedtheyfeel.Inrecentyearswehave
becomeusedtosuchdescriptionsofanexhaustedsocietyandthefatigued
self,aphenomenonhabituallyblamedonthemedia.ButGarciabelieves
hecannametheculprit:electronics(asopposedtoelectricity,which,asa
naturalphenomenon,affectshumans)isresponsiblefortheendofinten-
sity—ithasrobbedelectricityofitsintensification.Because“[i]ntheelec-
tronicage,dataistransmittedbyelectriccurrent,butelectricitynolonger
excitesourimagination;nowitislittlemorethanacommoditycapableof
transportinginformation”(Garcia[2016]2018,134).Intensityisnowonlya
means,notanend:“Ourobsessionthusimperceptiblyshiftsawayfrom
intensityandinsteadbecomesattachedtoinformation”(136).Because
informationdependsnotontheintensivebutontheextensive,everypiece
ofinformation,beittext,image,orsound,isbrokendownandreassem-
bled.TranslatedintoSpinoza’slanguageitwouldread:capacity(latitude,
includingaffects)isreplacedbythequestionofrelations(longitude,
extensive).TheethicaldilemmadescribedbyGarciaasaconsequenceofall
thisisanontologicalbarrier(thebarthatseparatessignifierandsignified
inLacan,andcrossesoutle grand A(utre),A):lifeversusbeing,saysLacan,
lifeversusthinking,saysGarcia:“Livingmakesusintense,”hewrites,“but
thoughtmakesusequal”(Garcia[2016]2018,142).

Butwhatifthisradicalseparationbetweenlivingandthinkinghaslong
sinceceasedtofunction?Ortoputitdifferently:whatiftheradicalbar
(Lacan)hasbeenanideologyofthetwentiethcenturywithitsobsession
withthehegemonyoflanguage?Whatif,instead,akindofintermediate
stagehasopenedup,anin-betweenareanotoccupiedbythekindof
preconsciousdescribedbyFreud,buthavingbecomeazoneofthenon-
consciouswheretechnologyandorganicsensationintra-act?N.Katherine
Hayleshasintroducedtheterm“nonconsciouscognition,”which,asshe
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writes,“providesabridgebetweenhuman,animal,andtechnicalcognition,
locating them on a continuum rather than understanding them as qual-
itativelydifferentcapacities”(Hayles2017,67).Butthisgradationbetween
humanandanimal,betweenhumanandtechnology,needsonedecisive
extrastep,whichislackinginHayles’account,andwhichIwouldliketocall
an affective translation.Ifweunderstandaffectnotassomethingrelatedto
thebodyorassomethingoppositetoemotion,butasaconceptualterm
or—asWhiteheaddefinesfeeling—as“ameretechnicalterm”(Whitehead
1978,164),wemightgetanimpressionofthisnonconsciousasazone
ofongoingtranslationalprocesses,frombodilyprocessesviatechnical
signaltomeaningandviceversa,whereaffectoperatesasconnecting,
disconnecting,and/ortranslatingmovements(seeAngerer2017,27).This
experienceisaffectiveandnonconscious.

Translated from German by Nicholas Grindell
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Synhaptic Sensibility

Pierre Cassou-Noguès

The concept of a “synhaptic sensibility“ expresses a 
new relation between sight and touch that comes to 
power with new haptic and synhaptic technologies. 
These technologies work on a variety of haptic 
data and change our affective relationship with 
each other and with ourselves. They transform our 
affective live. With regard to the power of political 
and social control synhaptic technologies are local 
and imply a synchronized multiplicity. This puts 
them in opposition to the centralized invisible 
oversight that characterizes the model of the pan-
opticon. Therefore “synhaptic sensibility“ can help 
to understand how “control societies“ are related 
to the current transformation of the properties 
of touch and sight and to the communication of 
affects.
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The Man with Butterfly Hands
Inhis“LetterontheBlind,"DenisDiderotrelatesadialoguewithablind
man.Atonepoint,theunnamedblindmanfromPuisauxisaskedwhether
hewouldliketohaveeyes,thatiseyesthatsee.“Ifitwerenotforcuriosity,“
hereplies,“Iwouldjustassoonhavelongarms:itseemstomemyhands
wouldtellmemoreofwhatgoesoninthemoonthanyoureyesoryour
telescopes”(Diderot1916,77).Diderotdoesnotcommentontheblind
man’sanswer.Thereisnowaytotellwhetherthisreparteeistrueor
whetheritwasinventedbyDiderot.Usually,itisinterpretedasshowing
thattouchgivesafuller,andmoreaffective,presencethansight:allthat
touchwouldlackisdistance.But,ifoneconsidersthesituationseriously
(well,notexactlyseriously,butwithasortofstubbornness),onemust
realizethatsuchlongarmswouldbecompletelyunpracticalindailylife.

Imaginemovingaroundinacrowdedroomwitharmsthatcanreachto
theMoon!Iftheyaretobeasusefulaseyes,thesearmswouldhavetobe
extendable,elasticortelescopic,sothattheycouldadjusttothedistance
oftheobjecttobetouched.Infact,thebestscenariowouldbetohave
flyinghandsthatwereremotelycontrolled.Onecouldimaginesuchhands,
inastory.MaybeDiderot’scharacterwouldhavesomekindofimplantin
hisbrain,orhisbrainwouldhavebeenrewiredsothathecanmovehis
flyinghandsatwill:heimaginesmovinghisnaturalhandanditishisflying
handthattakesoffinthedesireddirection.Someexperimentsinneu-
roscienceinvolvesuchapparatus:thesubjectimaginesmovinghisarms,
animplantoranEEGhelmetcatchesthesignalinthebrainofthepatient,
and the signal can be used to move the cursor on the screen.1 Or maybe 
thecharacterwasbornwiththeseflyinghands,likeakindofsuperhero
orextra-terrestrialbeing.Inanycase,letusadmitthathemoveshisflying
handsjustaseasilyasImovemyhands.Woulditbeenough?

Thecharacterisstandinginacrowdedroom;Diderotandhispeopleare
askinghimabouthisblindnessandhisBluetoothhands.Torecognizea
newcomer,whodoesnotsayaword,theblindmanwouldhavetotouch
thestranger’sface,whichtheothermightresent.Thehandswouldbeas
useful as eyes only if the blind man could use them to sense other people 
withoutthemfeelingtoouncomfortable.So,ideally,thehandsshouldbe
invisibleandwithoutweight,liketransparentbutterflies,whichcouldland
onmyskin,feelmyface,withoutmefeelingtheirtouch.Ifthebutterfly

1 Forinstance,anEEGponggame.http://people.ece.cornell.edu/land/courses/
ece4760/FinalProjects/f2015/vkm22_nk437/vkm22_nk437_old/vkm22_nk437/ 
main.html

http://people.ece.cornell.edu/land/courses/ece4760/FinalProjects/f2015/vkm22_nk437/vkm22_nk437_old/vkm22_nk437/main.html
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handswerelightenough,IwouldbenomoreawareofthemthanIam
awareofsomeonewatchingmefrombehind.If,inacrowdedroom,I
weretolookinamirrorandnoticesomeonestaringatmyback,Iwould
feeluncomfortable.Inthesameway,Iwouldfeelsomekindofitchonmy
cheek,andIwouldrealizethemanisfeelingmyfacewithhisflyinghands.I
mightask:“Whyareyoudoingthis?,"asImightasksomeonelookingatme
withpersistence:“Whyareyoustaringatme?”

Now,thebutterflyhands,thelongarmsthatDiderot’sblindmanwished
for,becomemoreinteresting,andonecanimaginevarioususesforthem,
andvariousquestionsfortheman.Whatrelationforinstancewouldhe
havetootherpeople’saffects?Wouldhefeeljoy,orsadnessthroughhis
hands?Wouldaffectscommunicatetohim?Or,beingabletotouchwithout
beingtouched,wouldheremainremotetotheemotionshecouldfeelin
others?

However,thebutterflyhandshaveonemajorflawcomparedwithsight.
WhenIenteracrowdedroom,Iseeallthepeopleintheroomatonce
(ormostofthem—somemaybehiddenbehindothers),andthegeneral
architectureoftheroom,andwhereisthecoldbuffetforinstance,and
myfriends,whereasthemanwiththebutterflyhands,ifheisblind,would
beabletofeelthings,andfaces,orbodies,atadistance,butonlyoneby
one.Itwouldtakehimalongtimetofeeleverythingthereis,andtakein
throughhishandstheshapeoftheroom,andfigureoutwhoisthereand
wherethebuffetis.

Letusthenaddonemoretechnologicalfantasytothebutterflyhands:
therearenotonlytwoofthem,butmany,flyinginaswarm.Now,whenthe
manenterstheroom,hesendshismanyhandsthroughtheroom,theyfeel
thefloors,andthewalls,andthepeople,andthefoodonthebuffet.Then,
afterafewmoments,hewouldknowasmuchas—orrathermorethan—I
dosimplyusingmyeyes.Ofcourse,itwouldtakehimafewmoments—his
handswouldhavetotrailallovertheroom.Anditwouldtakeapowerful
mindtobeabletoreconnect,andsynchronizealltheinformation,the
tactile feelings that his many hands transmit to him. Maybe his brain is a 
super-computer,oritislinkedtoasuper-computer.

Inanycase,theimpression,the“view”thathegetsoftheroom,soto
speak,isstilldifferentfromtheonethatIperceivewithmyeyes.Obviously,
it is made of tactile rather than visual contents. It contains aspects that 
Iwouldnotusuallysee,likebodytemperatures.Itprobablyinvolvesa
moreintimaterelationshipwiththepeopleintheroom.Butthis“view,"
whichisnotstrictlyspeakingaview,alsohasadifferentstructure.The
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impressionsthatthesemanyhandsgiveoursuperhero(ormaybesuper-
villain—wedon’tknowwhathewilldowithhishands)arestilllocal,and
temporal.Eachhandfeelsatrailofsensations,likewhenImovemyhand
onthetableandfeeltheroughnessofthewoodandtheslightbumpsthat
markthejointsbetweentheplanks,oneaftertheother.Themanhasto
reconnectallthelocalimpressionsinastructuredviewthattheeyegives
me at once. Or maybe he does not need to reconnect these impressions 
andcanlive,andmanage,inaworldthatismadeofmanydisjointedlocal
impressions.Maybeheknowsinthiswayenoughabouthissurroundings
tobeabletoorientate,andinteractwiththingsandpeople.Infact,wecan
give a visual equivalent of this. Imagine that I see the room through many 
camerasscatteredabout:thereisoneonthebuffet,andoneontheleft
corner,andoneontheceilingaboveagroupofpeopletalking,etc.Ilookat
alltheimagesthatthesecamerasrecordonamultitudeofwindowsonthe
screenofmycomputer.Ofcourse,nowIamseparatedfromtheroomby
ascreen,andIhavelostmostoftheaffectivepresenceofthepeoplethat
Icansee,butmymulti-angledvisionhasastructuresimilartotheexperi-
enceofthemanwiththebutterflyhands.Itismadeofvisualimpressions
ratherthantactileimpressions,butthesehaveasimilarstructure.Weboth
havemultipleflowsoftwo-dimensionalimpressions(tactileorvisual)that
wemustrecombine,resynchronizeinordertoidentifyparticularobjects.
Itisasifboth“views”wereproducedbyasinglesense,technologically
mediated,andwhichcanoperatewithvisualaswellastactilecontents.I
willcallthissense,orthiswayofperceiving,“synhaptic.”Iwilldiscussthis
termatlengthbelow.

Now,mypointinthispaper,whichtheparableofthemanwiththebutterfly
handsintendedtoillustrate,isthatcontemporarytechnologytransforms
oursensibilitysoastogivebirthtoanewsense,anewwayofperceiving,
whosestructurecanbefilledwithvisual,tactileorinfactauditoryimpres-
sions(itseemswecannottaste,norsmellthroughourcomputers),but
whichhaspropertiesthatnoneofournaturalsenseshave.Itisdifferent
fromvision,asitisdifferentfromtouch.Itrepresentsatransformationof
sightandoftouchwhichsupersedesbothofthem,andoperateswithvisual
aswellastactilecontents.

AsIwillillustratethroughthecourseofthispaper,thetechnologiesthat
bearonoursensibility,andinparticularonourtouch,arede factoaffective
technologies: they transform our affective relationshipwitheachotherand
withourselves,forthisaffectiverelationshipessentiallyoperatesthrough
touch.Thus,thepropertiesoftouch,thewayitoperates,thekindofcon-
tactitinvolvesinspaceandintime,itsreciprocity(ifItouchyourhandwith
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myhand,youtouchmyhandwithyourhand)representkeyelementsinthe
communicationofaffects.Transformingthepropertiesoftouchistrans-
formingouraffectivelife.

Now,whenIsaythatcontemporarytechnologyisgivingbirthtoanew
“synhaptic”sense,itisnotthatsomeone,somemadscientist,akindofDr.
Griffin(totakeupthecharacterofH.G.Wells,inthenovelThe Invisible Man 
[1897])isworkinginhishomelaboratoryonapair,oraswarm,ofbutterfly
hands.Onedoesnotnecessarilyneedthesehands.Thesecuritymanwho
issatinfrontofhisscreens,withadozencamerasgivinghimvariousviews
oftheundergroundparking,isalreadyperceivingthesurroundingspace
synhaptically.Hisperceptionoftheparkinglothasvisualcontents,but
thesevisualcontentssharethesamestructureasthebutterflyhandsin
theaboveparable.Iwillmentionbelowseveraldevicesthatactuallytrans-
form the properties of touch so as to enable it to operate at a distance and 
withoutreciprocity,andinthiswaymakeitpartofasynhapticsensibility.

I believe that contemporary technology produces a synhaptic sensibility. 
Nevertheless,Iwishtoaddacaveattothisclaim.Idonotclaimtobea
scientist(noraphysicist,norasociologist,noranaturalscientist,nora
humanscientist)ortobeabletopredictwherewe,ortechnology,are
going.Ionlyclaimtobeaphilosopher,andifIcansayanythingabout
whatis,itisthroughthedomainofthepossible.AsIdefendelsewhere
(seeCassou-Noguès2010;2016;2018)Ibelievethatphilosophyor,tobe
moreprecise,metaphysicsdoesnotdescribetheRealbutthePossible,
asitisopenedupbyfiction,storiesthatwork.Somestorieswork,some
donotwork:thatistosay,weadheretosomestoriesandnottoothers.
Onecannotimagineanysituationinastorythatworks.ThoughIcannot
developtheseclaimshere,storiesthatwork,storiestowhichoneadheres
atacertaintimeandplace,delimitacertaindomainofthepossiblewhich,
tome,isexactlythedomainonwhichmetaphysicsrelies.

Thus,tobemoreexact,myclaimwouldbethatcontemporarytechnology
makespossibleasynhapticsense,whichrepresentsadifferentformof
perceptionandenablesanotherkindofcommunicationofaffectsand
anotherformofsurveillance.Iwillmentionbelowrealdevices,butin
principle,asametaphysician,Icoulddispensewithexamplesormakethem
uporlieaboutthem,aslongastheseexamplesworkasstories.
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Sensibility Extended, from Descartes to Wiener
AtthebeginningofhisDioptrique,RenéDescartesillustrateshistheory
ofvisionwithanexperienceofblindness.Imaginethatyouarewalkingat
nightonapathintheforest,withoutlight.Youwoulduseasticktofeelthe
obstaclesonyourway.

Nodoubtyouhavehadtheexperienceofwalkingatnightoverrough
groundwithoutalight,andfindingitnecessarytouseastickinorder
toguideyourself.Youmaythenhavebeenabletonoticethatbymeans
ofthestickyoucouldfeelthevariousobjectssituatedaroundyou,and
thatyoucouldeventellwhethertheyweretreesorstonesorsandor
waterorgrassormudoranysuchthing.Itistruethatthissensation
issomewhatconfusedandobscureinthosewhodonothavelong
practicewithit.Butconsideritinthosebornblindwhohavemadeuse
ofitalltheirlives:withthem,youwillfind,itissoperfectandsoexact
thatonemightalmostsaythattheyseewiththeirhandsorthattheir
stickistheorganofsomesixthsensegiventotheminplaceofsight.
(Descartes1988,153)

Ofcourse,itisabitsurprisingtointroduceatheoryofvisionusingthe
exampleofablindman.But,inDescartes’world,visionisasortoftouch.
Descartes’worldisfilledwithparticles.Thereisnoemptiness.Alight,such
asalamp,emitsparticlesthatpushotherparticlesinalinewhicheven-
tually reaches the eye. Or this line of particles pushing each other bounces 
onthetable,whichresistsandsendsanotherstreamofparticlesonaline
whichreachestheeye.So,theeyefeelsthepressureoftheseparticles,and
fromthispressurethemindproducesanimage:thelamp,andthetableon
whichthelampisplaced,justlikethehandfeelsthepressureofthestick
thathitsastoneontheroad,andtheminddeciphersinthispressurethe
formofastone.Thus,theanalogybetweenvisionandtouchiscertainly
justifiedinDescartes’world.

However,inthispassage,technology,arudimentarytechnology(wehave
justpickedupabranchontheroadandcutoffallunnecessaryleaves),
alsoappearsasameanstotransformandextendoursensibility.More
precisely,technologyseemstobringtogether,orbringcloser,sightand
touch.Throughthestick,touchcanoperateatadistance.Itbecomesa
sortofsight.Sightandtoucharenotdefinedbytheircontents(whatIsee,
colorsforinstance,andwhatItouch,smoothnessorroughness)—they
aredefinedbytheirproperties:touchisasenseofcontact.But,precisely,
technologycanmodifythesepropertiesand,inthisway,transformour
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sensibilityorinventnewsensesthathavethesamecontents(intheend,it
isalwayscolors,ortextures)buthavedifferentpropertiesandextendour
relationshiptotheexternalworld:thestickgivesusasenseofdistance
thatworksinthedark.

Now,technologyandsciencehavechangedsinceDescartes’time,andthe
blindman’sstickmaynolongerbetherightparadigmforourtechnology.
Infact,theexampleoftheblindman’sstickpointstoalimitintheCartesian
technologythatwehavesurmounted.Toputalongstoryshort,onething
thathaschangedisthatwehavediscoveredthatperceptionisinformation,
and information can be coded and inscribed on various material sup-
ports,soastobetransported,andpossiblytransformed,beforeitisagain
decoded.Thus,thecontentsofmyperception,thesoundsthatIhear,are
producedfromcertainvariationsofpressureintheairaroundme.But
therearewaystoabstractthestructureofthesevariations,toreplicatethis
structureonanothersupportthatcanbetransportedinspaceorintime,
andtoproduceagainthesamevariationsofpressureintheair,sothatI
willagainhearthesamesound,ornotexactlythesamesound,forinthese
operationsofcoding,transportationanddecoding,someinformation
maybelostandcoveredupbynoise.Thegramophone,thetelephone,the
photograph,areallexamplesofsuchprocesses.Noneworksperfectly.
Somethingislostintheseoperations.Atfirst,thephotographwasblack
andwhite.Wecouldnotcodecolors.Thenitwastwo-dimensional.But
even the best virtual reality devices do not produce perfect vision. One still 
canseethepixels,orthecolorsareabitwrong.

These operations also enable us to deliberately transform the message 
whileitiscoded.Ortheyenableustodecodethemessageintothecon-
tentsofanothersense.Forinstance,Icanrepresentsoundsasamoving
curveonascreenor,asinthe“hearingglove”onwhichNorbertWienerwas
working,soundscanberepresentedbytactilevariations,whichthesubject
couldunderstandasalanguage,justasthosewhoarenotdeafunderstand
soundsasalanguage.Thoughitneverreallyworked,Wienerhopedthathis
hearingglovewouldenableadeafpersontofollowaconversationonthe
tipsofherfingers.

Thesameoperationsalsoenableustocodeinformationthatwedonot
naturally perceive in the content of one of our senses. The radar codes 
thereverberationsofsoundsthatwedonothearintermsofvision.Inhis
novel L’homme truqué ([1921]1990b),MauriceRenardimaginesamanwhose
technologicaleyeswouldseeelectriccircuitsandelectromagneticfields.
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Althoughthegramophone,thetelephone,thephotograph,andRenard’s
novelprecedecybernetics,itisreallyNorbertWienerwho,relyingonthe
exampleofthetelephone,putsinplacethetheoryofperceptionasinfor-
mation,whichcanbecoded,transported,anddecoded(cf.Cassou-Noguès
2014).

Now,theprecedingexamplesaremainlyconcernedwithsightandhearing,
imagesandsounds,butthesametheoryofperceptionasinformationalso
worksfortouch.Thetactilemessage,sotospeak,canalsobecoded,trans-
ported,anddecoded.AsDescartesforesaw,withtheimageoftheblind
manfeelingwithhissticktheobstaclesontheroad,touchcanoperateata
distance.Butitisnolongeramatterof“things,”orparticles,pushingeach
other.Informationwhencodedcanbetransportedinmanydifferentways,
throughelectromagneticwavesforinstance.Thestickcouldbebrokenin
twoparts,oneinthehandoftheblindmanandonetrailingontheroad.
Theinformationgatheredbythisendofthestickwouldbetransmittedby,
say,Bluetoothtotheotherend,andtheblindmanwouldfeelpressures
and vibrations in his hand so as to discern the obstacle on the road at a 
distance,atanydistance.Therearetwoconsequencesthatconcernthe
extensionofoursensibility.

First,inpractice,thestickoftheblindmancouldonlyhavealimitedlength,
whereasthetactilemessagesuitablycodedcanbetransportedatany
distance,inspaceorintime.Thereisnolimitationinprinciple.Wecould
touchatanydistance,inspaceandintime.Iwillcallthistelehaptics.But,
second,theoperationsofcodinganddecoding,thebreakingupofthe
blindman’sstick,enableustoseparateactionandreaction—todisconnect
touchingandbeingtouched.Whenweshakehands,Itouchyourhandand
youtouchmine,ormyhandtouchingyoursisalsotouchedbyyourhand.
Theextensionoftouchthroughtheblindman’sstickdoesnotchange
thisreciprocity.Iftheblindmanwalkingontheroadhitsapasser-bywith
hisstick,thispersonistouched,andwouldlookuptotheblindman,and
maybeangrilygrabthestick:hewouldfeeltheblindman’shandresisting
ontheotherhandofthestick.Beingtouchedisstilltouching.Butwecan
nowinterruptthisreciprocitywithprecision.ThisisatthebasisofwhatI
call synhaptics.
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Haptic Technology
TeslaTouchisasystemdevelopedbyDisneyResearch2 that enables the 
usertotouchvariousmaterialsonascreen:paper,sand,thefabricofa
cloth,etc.Theusermovesherfingeronthescreenandfeelsthetextureof
the material. The system seems to have been designed for online shopping. 
Equippedwithsuchascreen,thevirtualcustomerwouldbeabletotouch
herclothesbeforebuyingthem.Inasense,thedeviceabstractsthetexture
fromtherealityoftheobjectsoastotransportitthroughspace,ortime.

Cybergrasp,developedbythecompanyCyberglove,isaglovethatenables
theusertotakeavirtualobjectinherhands.3Theuserwearsavirtual
realitymaskinwhichsheseesanobject.Equippedwiththeglove,shecan
raiseherhandandactuallygrasptheobject.Theglovehasjointswhichfit
totheknucklesofthefingersandaregovernedbysmallmotorsthatcan
stopthehandthattriestocloseontheobject.Inthisway,thegloveforces
thehandtoremaininthepositionthehandwouldhaveifitheldtheobject
thattheuserseesinherVRmask.Theuserthenfeelstheshapeofthe
objectinherhand,andthespecificresistancethattheobjectwouldhave:
holdingavirtualtennisball,theuserwouldbeabletosqueezeit,whereas
aglassvasewouldfeelabsolutelyimpenetrable.Thesystemrendersthe
shapeandtheelasticityoftheobjects.Thetextureislost.Astheglove
introducesresistanceintothemovementsofthefingersbutnotthoseof
thearm,theobjectsthattheusergraspsandmovesaroundseemtobe
weightless.

Variousothertactiledevicesareusedbymuseumstoenablevisitorstovir-
tuallytouchobjectsfromthegallery—aGreekvasefromthetenthcentury
BC,forexample.AllthesesystemsparticipateinwhatIcalltelehaptics:the
possibilityoftouchingatadistancethroughspaceortime(forafterthe
systemhasbeenputinplace,ifthevasewasbrokentheuserwouldstill
beabletouchit).Itislikeatelephone,whichenablestheusertospeak,
orhear,atadistancefromtheirinterlocutor.Ofcourse,somequalities,
someaspectsofthethingthatitistouchedarelostintheprocess,or
transformed,justlikemyfriend’svoiceonthetelephone.Theblindman’s
stick,fromDescartes’Dioptrique,hasbeenindefinitelyextended,extended
andimproved—theblindmancouldbreaktheGreekvasewithhisstick,
whereastheuserofTeslaTouchwon’tstaintheclothwithherfinger.She
touchestheclothbutthistouchhasnoeffectonthething.Thereciprocity

2 https://la.disneyresearch.com/publicationteslatouch-electrovibration-for-touch- 
surfaces/

3 www.cyberglovesystems.com/cybergrasp
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oftouchisalreadyinquestion.Certainly,theglovemightwearoutthrough
hertouch.Buthertouchhasnoeffectontheobjectthatshetouches.She
doesnottouchtheglove.Shetouchesavasethroughtheglove,likeshe
mightlookatitthroughherglasses,ifshewereshortsighted.Wedonot
usuallyseeourglasses.Weseethroughthem.Inthesameway,theglove
isrelativelytransparent.Itrepresentsaprosthesisenablinganewkindof
sensitiveexperiment,openinganewsense(asortofsixthsense,totake
Descartes’expression)thathasnewproperties.

TheHugshirtisakindofT-shirtthatfitstightlytothebody.Onenotices
bizarrepatches,onthearmsandtheshoulders.Thesepatches(whichare
placedonthosepartsofthebodythattouchwhentwopeoplehug)can
bothrecordandsimulateahug.Thatis,theyareabletorecordthepres-
sureandbodytemperaturewhentheuserhugsherself,andtheycanalso
impresspressureandwarmthontheskinoftheuserwhensheissenta
hugatadistance.So,iftwofriends,AandB,wearHugshirts,Ahugsher-
selfand,throughherphone,sendsthehugtoB,whoseHugshirtwillthen
slightlysqueezeandwarmhersoastomakeherfeelA’shug.IfAdoesnot
wearherHugshirt,shecanstillsendahugthroughherphone.Ifshehas
recordedpreviouslytheparametersofherhug,thiswillbethehugthather
friendreceives.Ifnot,itwilljustbeastandardhug.

Inthisway,huggingcanbedonefromanyspatialortemporaldistance:

TheHugShirt™recordsahuglikeyouwouldrecordamovieand
deliversthedatatoyourmobile…Sendinghugsisaseasyassendinga
textmessageorchatting,andyouareabletosendhugswhileyouare
onthemove,inthesamewayandtothesameplacesyouareableto
makephonecalls(RometoTokyoorNewYorktoParis).4

The system illustrates the idea of perception as information perfectly. 
Atactileimpression(andatactileimpressionthatisfeltinanaffectof
empathy)isturnedintoamessage,apieceofinformation,whichcanbe
coded.Assuch,itistransportedanddecodedandfeltagainonthebodyof
thereceiver.Ofcourse,themessagemaybeimpoverished,ortransformed
intheprocess,justasthevoiceonthetelephone.

Huggingisbothtouchingandexpressingone’sloveorsympathy,com-
municatinganaffectwithoutwordsbutthroughtouch.Thecommunication
ofemotionsthatlanguagemakespossiblethroughspaceandtimehas
beenextendedtosomethingmoreimmediate,operatingbelowlanguage
andthroughamutetouch.Wecouldrecordourhugtosendittoourloved

4 https://cutecircuit.com/the-hug-shirt/#after_full_slider_1
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onesafterwearedead.Itisnotthatwewouldhugfrombeyondthegrave,
aspalpableghosts:wewouldsimplyhugfromthepast.

Tome,theuncannyaspectoftheHugshirtdoesnotlieinthisdistance,
whichmaybeunusualfortouchbuttowhichweareaccustomedinthe
realmsofsoundandvision.Wearenotsurprisedatbeingabletolook
atthephotographofsomeonewhoislongdead,orhearinghervoiceon
atape,orhearingherplaythepianoonarecord.However,whatissent
throughtheHugshirtisnotmyhugtomyfriendbutrathermyhugto
myself.ItismyhugtomyselfthatIrecordonmyHugshirtandthendis-
patch.Itseemsthatthesetactilemessages,theseaffects,thatIsendto
myfriendsarealldirectedtowardsmyself.Itisabitlikesendingaselfie,
whereIamsmilingtomyselfasIappearonthescreenofmyphone.Ihug
myself and send it to my friend. It is through this relationship to myself 
(maybeitisalreadyakindofauto-eroticism)thatIcanrelatetoothers.In
contemporarytechnologyaffectivecommunication(whenittakesplace
outsidelanguage)seemstobeirremediablyself-centered.

ThesamekindofmechanismusedfortheHugshirtalsoappearsinsex
toys.Therearedifferentproducts,suchasMaxandNoradeveloped
byLovense.Maxisaplasticvagina,andNoraisaplasticpenis.Thetwo
devices are connected to the phones of the users. The movements that 
themangivestohisMaxaretransmittedtothewoman’sNora,andvice
versa,sothatbothdevicesareanimatedinrhythmandbythesamekind
ofvibrations.TheycanbelinkedwithachatapplikeSkypesothatboth
userscanseeeachother.“Ourinteractivesextoysallowcouplestohave
longdistancesex....Thetoyswillrespondtoyourmovementsandsendthe
feedbacktoyourpartner.”5Or,onthevideofeaturedonthewebsite,“They
maynotshortenthemilesthatkeepyouapart,butwhenyouuseLovense
toys,youjustmightnotnotice.”Asalreadynoted,thedistancemaybein
factspatialandtemporal.Justaswiththehug,whichcanberecordedand
sentagainlateron,“themovesofeachsession[withMaxandNora]and
audiocanberecordedandplayedbackanytimeyouwant.”

ThesamethoughtsapplytotheHugshirtastothesesextoys.Bothdevices
stagethesamekindofdistancebetweentheuserswhileallowingthemto
remainincontact.Theymakepossiblethenonverbalcommunicationof
affectsatadistance.Theyareself-centered.Whattheusertransmitstohis/
herpartnerisamovementthatisdirectedtowardshim/herself.Thecom-
municationwiththeotheroperatesthroughself-eroticism.

5 www.lovense.com/long-distance-sex-toys
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Butthereissomethingmore.TheHugshirtwasfirstintroducedin2002,
andobviouslyhasnotbeenacommercialsuccess.Inthesameway,on
thewebpageofLovense,whenonelooksatthephotographsoftheyoung
andhappycouplechattingontheirphones,andthenseesthedrawingsof
thetwosextoysvibratingbesidethem,itisdifficultnottofindsomething
uncannyintheassociation.Thephotographsaresleekandcarefully
producedwithnicelightingandsweetcolors,ofthekindyouwouldsee
inromanticmovies.Thebrightpinkdildoissoincongruousthatitseems
tohavebeenaddedasaprank.It ’sasifthetwosetsofimagesbelongto
differentrealities.And,infact,theydo.Theonlyhintonthewebsiteof
Lovenseisashortreview(thelastofalonglistbutclearlyvisiblenever-
theless):“IhadaclientthatdidloveMaxforhimandNoraforme.Great
toys.”6Itissigned:@AlluringAli25.However,searchingforLovenseon
YouTube,onediscoversseveralvideosonthetopic,“howtoboostyour
webcamgirl’sincomebyusingNora,”anddozenson“Lush,”anotherdildo
producedbyLovense,whichthistimeworksonlyoneway:itisremotely
controlledbyphone,orthroughtheinternet,andisusedinsexchat.This
product is only one among many. They enable the client to control the 
vibrationsofthedildowhilethewebcammodelisusingit.Amongthe
devicesmentioned,theseremote-controlleddildosaretheonlyonesthat
have been commercially successful. Precisely because they do not belong 
to“telehaptics”:theydonotprovidetouchatadistance.Theclientdoesnot
touchanything(exceptthephone,orthemouseofthecomputer)—he/she
onlydefinesthewaythemodelistouched.Again,thereciprocityoftouchis
broken.

Invisible Versus Intangible
Inasense,theinvisiblemanisasoldasphilosophy.InPlato’sRepublic,
SocratestellsthestoryofashepherdfromLidia,Gyges,whofindsa
magicalringthatmakeshiminvisible:hewillkillthekingthenmarrythe
queenandbecomekinghimself(Plato2006).TheexampleofGygesisused
toraiseamoralissue:Wouldwedogoodifwecoulddobadandnotbe
caught?

H.G.Wellshasaddedanothertwisttothestory.InthenovelThe Invisible 
Man, Griffin,aphysicist,inventsacomplicatedchemicalprocessthatmakes
himinvisible—butlivingasaninvisiblemaninEdwardianBritainisnotas
easy as it seems... 

6 www.lovense.com/long-distance-sex-toys
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Theinvisiblemanseesbutcannotbeseen.Heisabsolutelytransparent.
Scientifically,heisanaberration.Ifthemanistransparent,hisretina
shouldretainnothingoftheraysoflightthatgothroughhim,soheshould
beblind.Wedonotknowanythingthatisabsolutelytransparentinthe
realworld.Apanelofglassmayseemtobetransparent,ifitisperfectly
cleanandifone’sgazeisorthogonaltothepanel.Butifyoutakeitinyour
hand,youwillseetheangles.Ifitwasround,withoutangles,thenitwould
deformshapes,soyouwouldknowthereissomethingbetweenyouand
theobjectyouarelookingat.However,inthestory,theinvisiblemanis
absolutelytransparent,andheisnotblind:hesees,buthecannotbeseen.

Now,letustrytoimagineanintangibleman,whocouldtouchbutnotbe
touched,astheinvisiblemancanseebutnotbeseen.Whatwouldhappen
ifItriedtoshakehandswiththeintangibleman?Hewouldfeelmyhandin
hisbutIwouldnotbeabletofeelhishandinmine?Sohowcouldhehold,
pressorcaressmyhand,withoutmefeelinghishand?Itseemsitisimpos-
sible.Indeed,afewyearsafterWells’novelwaspublished,MauriceRenard
Renard([1912]1990a)attemptedtowriteaparallelstory,L’homme au corps 
subtil,inwhichaphysicisthopestobecomeintangible.But,whenhecan
nolongerbetouchedheloseshissenseoftouchinturn.Hehasbecomea
sortofghost.Itisasiftheinvisiblemanhadbecomeblindintryingtomake
himselfinvisible.Itseemsthereisnowaytoimitateintherealmoftouch
theinvisibilityoftheinvisibleman.Infact,therearenostories,atleastno
storywiththeauraofWells’novel,featuringsuchanintangiblebeingin
thissense(iftherewere,wewouldknow,asweallknowabouttheinvisible
man).Ofcourse,therearestoriesaboutghoststhatcannotbetouched,
buttheycannottoucheither.Therearestoriesaboutbeingswhomyou
should not touch: Noli me tangere, don’ttouchme,saysJesusChrist,after
hisresurrection.It ’sasiftheinvisiblemanwasrenderedinvisiblebecause
onemustlowerone’sgazebeforehim.Therearebeingsthatarealmost
intangible,likeanantcrawlingonmyarmthatIdonotfeelbecausemy
sensibilityistoogross.Itwouldbeasiftheinvisiblemanwasinvisible
because I am myopic.

ThusIclaim(seeCassou-Noguès2010and2016)thatwecannotimagine,
orwriteastoryabout,acharacterwhowouldbeintangibleastheinvis-
ible man is invisible: a character that could touch but not be touched as 
theinvisiblemancanseebutnotbeseen.Consideringthatfictionopens
upthepossibleonwhichphilosophyisbased,asImentionedearlier,Itake
thisasymmetrytoprovethattouchandvision,aswenaturallyexperi-
encethem,havedifferentproperties:touchhasareciprocitythatdoesnot
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belongtovision.Itispossibletoseewithoutbeingvisiblebutitisimpos-
sibletotouchwithoutbeingtangible.

It is precisely this reciprocity of touch that contemporary technology 
interrupts.Contemporarytechnologymakesitpossibletotouchwithout
beingtouched,ortobetouchedwithouttouching.WearingaHugshirt,
whenIamsentastandardhug,Iamtouchedwithouttouching.Whenmy
handisinthecybergraspglove,Itouchobjects(say,aGreekvasefroma
museum)withoutleavinganytraceontheseobjects:thehandthattouches
isintangible.Ortakethemanwiththebutterflyhands,inourparableatthe
beginningofthestory.EvenifIcouldfeelhishandonmyarm,Iwouldthink
Iwasbeingtouchedbyabizarredevice,akindofplasticbutterfly.Butthe
manhimselfwhomoveshisbutterflyhandoffmyarmremainsintangible
forme.Or,foralastexample,takethedrone.Apilotmayuseadroneto
reachatarget,orto“touch”it,inasense.Thedronemaybeshotdownbut
thepilotthemselvesisnottouchedasthetargetistouched.Aswithour
butterflyhands,adroneisameanstotouchatargetthatcannottouchyou.

Allthesedevicesshouldbeconsideredasprostheses.Ofcourse,bya
particularturnofattention,Icanperceivetheprosthesisassuch.WhenI
wearglasses,Idon’tusuallyseethem.But,iftheyarenewforinstanceand
Iamnotusedtothem,orifthereisamarkonthelens,Isuddenlyseethe
frame.Inthesameway,ImightfeelthefabricoftheHugshirtifitirritates
myskin,or,ifmyhandissweating,Imightfeeltheslipperyjoystickthat
enablesmetodrivethedrone.Intheseinstances,whentheprosthesis
doesnotworkproperly,wehaveatactilerelationshipwiththeprosthesis,
andthisrelationshiphasareciprocity.However,whentheprosthesisworks
properly,Iperceivethroughtheprosthesis,whichopensupanewrelation-
shiptoanotherobject,thatisanewsensewithdifferentproperties.Ican’t
feelthejoystickinmyhand—Ionlyperceivethetarget,whichIcantouch
withoutbeingtouched.Noneoftheseexamplespresentanintangible
characterexactlysimilartotheinvisibleman,buttheyillustratevarious
waysinwhichcontemporarytechnologybreaksdownthereciprocityof
touch.

The character of an invisible man has been used to raise various philo-
sophicalproblems.Plato’sproblemismoral.InWells’novel,asinPaul
Verhoeven’sHollow Man(2000),thereistheproblemofmadness:wouldthe
interruptionoftherelationshiptomyselfthatIhaveinthemirror(when
IcannolongerseemyselfasIseeothers)leadtosomekindofdesperate
solitudeand,intheend,madness?Thereisalsotheproblemofsocialinvis-
ibility,whereinvisibilityisnolongerpowerbutweakness.InRalphEllison’s
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novel(1952),theinvisiblemanisthefigureoftheAfricanAmericaninthe
contextofthe1950s.Itcouldbeabeggar,orahoteldoormanwhomnoone
looksat:peoplegoinwithoutlookingatthemanholdingthedoor—heis
invisible.

However,theconceptofinvisibilitythatpervadesourimaginationandhas
been used in these various perspectives is a relatively recent one. Despite 
Plato’sstory,beforetheageofcinemainvisibilityusuallytookonadif-
ferentform.Atleast,theversionofthestoryofGygesthatismostoften
representedinpaintings(especiallyDutchpaintingsfromtheseventeenth
century)isnotthatofPlatobutthatofHerodotus.InHerodotus’sHistories 
(2013),GygesisafriendofthekingCandaules.Thekingisproudofhis
wifeandwantstoshowhertoGyges.So,hehelpsGygestohideintheir
bedroomwherehecanseethequeenundress.Paintingsusuallyrepresent
themomentwhenthequeenseesGygeslookingatherfrombehindthe
bed.Theyexchangeaglance.InHerodotus’story,thequeenwillthencon-
vinceGygestokillthekingandmarryher,thusmakinghimkinghimself.

Ofcourse,thepositionofGygesinthisstory,beingvisiblebuthiddenfrom
thequeen,untiltheyexchangethisglance,tellssomethingoftheposition
ofthespectatorlookingatthepainting,whoherselfseesthequeen
undressingandishidden,inasense,thoughnotinvisible.Onecanalso
wonderhowapaintingcouldhaverepresentedGyges,inPlato’sstory,asan
invisibleman.Tomyknowledge,ithasneverbeentried.Itmaybecinema,
andJamesWhale’sfilmof1933(The Invisible Man,Universal),whichturns
ourattentionfromoneversionofGygestotheother.Whalefindsawayto
representtheinvisibilityoftheinvisiblemaninthefamoussceneinwhich
Griffintakesoffhisbandage,andhisclothes,anddisappearsaltogether.

Thoughthesepointsshouldbediscussedmoreatlength,onecouldrelate
the age of painting to a certain form of invisibility: the invisibility of the 
hidden spectator. One could relate the age of cinema to another form of 
invisibility,invisibilityastransparency:theinvisibilityoftheinvisibleman.
Now,thedigitalagewouldbeassociatedwithafantasyofintangibility.We
nolongerdreamofinvisibility.Itseemsthatincontemporarydiscourse,
invisibilityisratherasocialinvisibility,onthemodelofEllison’sInvisible 
Man:itisweaknessratherthanpower.Powerwouldbetheabilitytonot
leave“traces”:hidetheIPofmycomputer,andthenumbersofmycredit
cards,etc.Butleavingnotraceisbeingintangible.
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Synhaptic
InhisbookontouchandJean-LucNancy,Derridadeniesthattouchevades
technologyand,possiblythinkingofDescartes’blindmanandhisstick,he
situatestechnologyinthespace[espacement]inbetweenthetwosidesof
touch,inbetweenthehandthattouchesandtheobjectthatistouched,or
inbetweentheskinsthattouch(Derrida2000,337).Thisideaisperfectly
illustratedbytheHugshirt.Whenthey“hug”eachother,thetwopartners
areseparatedbythewholeapparatusofcontemporarytechnology,smart
shirts,sendingsignalstosmartphones,sendingsignalstodistantservers,
anddatacentersthatrecordthehugbeforesendingitbacktoadistant
server,asmartphone,asmartshirt.Thisistelehaptics:touchatadistance
mediatedbytechnology.Butitisananecdotalaspectofcontemporary
technology.Infact,whateverthereason(becausetheyaretooexpensiveor
becausewearenotreallyinterestedinthem),thedevicesthatenabletele-
hapticsarenotcommerciallysuccessful.Myclaimisthat,ratherthantele-
haptics,contemporarytechnologyenablesadissociationofthereciprocity
oftouchand,inthisway,theemergenceofanewsynhapticsensibility.In
fact,itbringstouchtowardsvision.But,conversely,visionisalsobrought
towardstouch.

In Mille Plateaux,DeleuzeandGuattarirelyonadistinctionbetweenhaptics
andoptics.Obviously,hapticsisrelatedtotouch,andopticstosight.But
hapticsandopticsarenotdefinedbythisrelationtotouchandtosight,nor
isthisrelationexclusive(DeleuzeandGuattari1980,601ff.).Hapticsand
opticsaredefinedbytheirproperties.Hapticsarelocal,opticsglobal.Sight
givesaglobalimpressionoftheroom,whereas,whenIputmyhandonthe
table,Ihaveonlyalocalsensationofthetextureofthewood.Infact,to
formaglobalimpressionoftheobject,Ihavetocoordinateamultiplicityof
localsensations.Inthissense,closesight,whenIbringmyeyeclosetothe
object,isalsohaptic,foritalsogivesalocalimpressionoftheobject.7

Now,contemporarytechnologyreliesonalocaluseofsight:localbut
multiple.Takethewatchmaninaparkinglot.Hewouldsitinfrontofa
screen,dividedinseveralwindowswherevariouscamerasshowhimkey
pointsoftheparkinglot.Hedoesnotusehissightassomeoneenteringa
room,orarestaurant,andtakingaglobalviewoftheplacewould.Hissight
ismulti-focal.Itisamultiplicityoflocalviews.Translatedintotherealmof
touch,itisasifhehadmultiplehandsplacedonanobject,eachgivinghim

7 Itistruethatthoughtouchgivesalocalimpressionoftheobject,italsoinformsus
ofsomeatmosphericquality(temperature,moisture)thatseemstobelostinclose
vision.Inthisregardclosevisionwouldbeevenmore“local“thantouch.
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alocalsensationoftheobject.Hemustthenreconnectthesemultiplicities
inordertoformanideaoftheobject.

ThusbothtouchandsightbecomewhatIcallsynhaptic.FollowingDeleuze
andGuattari,Idefineoursynhapticsensibilitybyitspropertiesrather
thanbyitscontents.First,oursynhapticsensibilityhasthereciprocityof
vision:Icansensewithoutbeingsensed.Thisrequiresatechnicaltrans-
formationoftouch.Second,oursynhapticsensibilityislocalastouch:it
is“haptic”inDeleuzeandGuattari’ssense.Third,itismulti-focal,likethe
differentwindowsonthescreenofthesecurityguardofaparkinglot.This
multiplicitymayimplycontentscomingfromdifferentsenses.Thesecurity
guardmaybelisteningtotheradioonhiscomputerwhileheisgazingathis
screen. Or he may be listening to a playlist that another user of the musical 
platformmayhaveassembledseveraldaysbefore.Therearevariousways
ofreconnectingthesemultiplicities,butalloftheseconnectionsarerelated
totime.Or,moreprecisely,theyrequirecontentcomingfromdifferent
moments in time to be placed in relation to one another in order to form 
onepresent,orrecaptureanactualstateoftheobject.Whenthesecurity
guardislisteningtoaplaylist,herelatesastreamofmusicprogrammed
inthepasttothepresentimagesoftheparkinglot(themusicitselfhaving
beenrecordedatyetanothertime).Ifhenoticessomeonetryingtosteala
car,hemightrewindthefootagefromthedifferentcamerasinordertofind
outhowthethiefenteredtheparkinglot.Heisnowtryingtofindoutwho
thethiefis,toseehisface.Todothis,thewatchmanneedstoreorganize
differenttemporalflux,andisolateinthoseimagesthatrelatetothesame
object,thethief.Thus,ourtechnologicalsensibilityimpliesamultiplicity
offlux—thesealwaysneedtobesynchronizedandtherearevariousway
tooperatethissynchronization:Whatishappeningintheparkinglotnow?
WhoisthemanIseeoncamera3?

Iusetheword“synhaptic”toexpressthisideathatourtechnological
sensibilityishaptic(thoughithasnotthereciprocityoftouch).Itislocal
andimpliesasynchronizedmultiplicity.Moreprecisely,Iwanttooppose
synhapticstopanoptics.ThepanopticonisaprisonimaginedbyJeremy
Bentham.Thecellsaresituatedinacircularbuilding,andtheguardis
standinginatowerinthemiddleofthecircle.Theprisonisbuiltsothat,
fromhisvantage,theguardcanseealltheprisonersintheircells.The
guard of the panopticon sees all that is happening. In Surveiller et punir 
(1975),Foucaultconsidersthepanopticonasthediagramofthedisciplinary
societies that have developed since the seventeenth century. In his 
“PostscriptontheSocietiesofControl,”Deleuzearguesthatwenolonger
liveinthesedisciplinarysocieties,whichcouldberepresentedbythe
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panopticon.Surveillance,claimsDeleuze,nolongertakesplaceinaprison,
orafactory,oratschool.Wenolongerneedtheseclosedinstitutions.
Surveillancetakesplaceoutside,inthe“openair”:“Theconceptionofa
controlmechanism,givingthepositionofanyelementinanopenenviron-
mentatanygiveninstant(whetheranimalinareserve,orhumanina
corporationaswithanelectroniccollar)isnotnecessarilyoneofscience
fiction”(Deleuze1992,7).

Mypointisthatthedifferencebetweendisciplinarysocieties,modeledon
thepanopticon,andourcontrolsocietiesisnotonlythatsurveillancetakes
placeoutsideofinstitutions.Surveillanceusesanotherkindofsensemodel
inwhichthereisnoneedtoseeeverything.Theguard(oftheparkinglot,
ofaprison,ofacity)doesnotneedtoseeeverything:heonlyneedstosee
whatishappeningatkeypoints.Ourcitiesarewatchedoverbysurveillance
cameras but these do not capture the entirety of the city. The city is not 
apanopticon.If,forsomereason,Iwishtotrackacertainpersonwho
appearsonthecameraonthesubwayplatform,Iwillrewindtheimagesof
theentrancetothestationtofindoutwhenexactlythemangotin.Then
Iwillinspectallthecamerasaroundtheentrance:Icatchthemanona
camerabelongingtoabank.HereIcanseehisface.IputitintheGoogle
bar(letussay).Ifindtheman’sprofileonLinkedIn.Inowknowwhohis
friendsare,andhiscolleagues,andwherehewentonholidays.Whether
Iamapoliceman,oracomputerdoingdataanalysis,hisprofilewillnot
givemeeverythingaboutthemanbutitwillgivemeasetofparameters,
keyelementsthatIcanusetoconcludewhetherthemanislikelytosteal
ahandbag,orwhetherhewillbuythenewphonethatIadvertiseonthe
commercialscreenofthesubway.Again,Idonotneedtoseeeverything,in
anoverallview,likewhenIenteracrowdedroomandlookaroundtofind
outwhoisthere,orlikethekeeperofthepanopticoninhistower.Ihave
amultiplicityoflocal,“haptic”data,andIisolaterelevantelementsinthis
datasoastoperceivetheactualstateofmyobject.Inthissense,Iresyn-
chronizethesehapticdata.Insteadofthepanopticon,wehaveasynhaptic
sensibility.

Asmentionedatthebeginningofthepaper,hapticsisoftenconsidered
tobethesenseofaffects.Indeed,someofthehaptictechnologiesdis-
cussedabove,theHugshirtforinstance,arerelatedtothecommunication
ofaffects.Thesamegoesforoursynhapticsensibilityincontrasttothe
panoptic model. The panopticon’s guard observes the movements of his 
prisonersbuthasnoaccesstotheirinnerlife.Thesynhapticguard,or
watchmachine,gainingaccesstorelevantdata,ourprofileonFacebook,the
galleryofourphotosonInstagram,ouractualposition,thebooksweread
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onAmazon,mayknowmuchmoreaboutus,our“preferences”and,indeed,
someofouraffects:atleastthoseexpressedbytheemoticonswehave
taggedonourphotosonFacebook.Itmayknow,predict,ormanipulate
bysendingustherightcommercials.Synhaptictechnologiesarede facto 
affectivetechnologies.
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Encoding Proximity: 
Intuition in Human–Robot 
Collaborations

Dawid Kasprowicz

The growing field of human–robot collaborations 
has raised questions of how to behave when inter-
acting with speaking and moving technological 
objects. One key idea here represents the notion of 
intuition as the promise of natural and effortless 
interaction with non-living objects. But intuition 
also refers to a non-rational, affective mode of 
reasoning. This article argues that in human–robot 
collaborations, intuition is not exhaustive in the 
promise of fluid interactions. In showing how social 
expectations are encoded in collaborative practices, 
the text argues that intuition becomes a modus 
operandi for the programming and modeling of 
affects.
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1. Technics of “Natural” Feedback1

Abodyoftwosplitellipsoids,oneellipsoidmountedontopofthehalf-
roundoftheother,withsmoothedgesandalightcirclethatexpands
andshrinksfromthemiddleoftheuppersplit-ellipsoidtosignala
communicationwiththetargetperson,anelderlylady.Thisstrange-
formedobjectisasocialrobotwhoatfirstsightremindsusmoreofa
designerlampkeptinthebackcornerofthelivingroomthanofaprivate
companion.Butitsproducers,theAmericancompanyIntuitionRobotics,
gaveheranameandavoice.Intheeyesofthecompany,ElliQisthisnew
memberofthedailylifeworldforelderlypeoplelivingalone,whichcanbe
placedbetweenadesignobjectandalivingcompanion,betweenthenon-
livingagentandtheagentelderlypeoplewouldliketotalkto:“Shesounds
likeamachine.Shefeelslikeamachine—butshehasthatone-of-a-kind
personalitythatwillhelpherusersdevelopanenchantingfeelingtowards
her.”Thisinterminglingofbodilypassivityandsocialactivityshouldforma
coreforusers,asthecompanywrites,“tointuitivelyunderstandtheobject
in front of them so that they could naturally access this intelligence they 
perceive”(fig.1).

[Figure1]Intuitivelytounderstand,theobjectElliQ,Credits:IntuitionRobotics

1 Thisarticledrawsonideasfromanotherarticledealingwiththequestionof
practiceswithrobots,entitled“NewLabor,OldQuestions.PracticesofCollaboration
withRobots”(Kasprowicz[inpreparation]).
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ElliQ’smainfunctionsresemblethoseofAmazon’sAlexa.Shecalls
relatives,remindsusofdatesinthecalendar,andsuggestsactivitiesforus
fromthecollecteduser-data.ElliQrepresentstherevivalofinanimateand
livelyobjects,which“ourprimitiveforebears”stillhad,asSigmundFreud
noted([1919]2003,155),andwhichwere-establishtodayinourdigitalized
world.Thenotionofintuitionplaysacentralroleinthiscontext.Inthe
quoteabove,“intuitive“isusedsynonymouslywiththeadjective“natural.”
Besides,thesemanticsof“intuitive”promisesimpleandeffortlessaccessto
highlytechno-sociologicalinteractions.Inallitssemanticimpact,intuition
enablesanassumedlyunbiasedandunmediatedinteractionwithmedia.
Thisfunctionofthetermhasalonghistoryinthefieldofhuman–computer
interaction(HCI).Whetherforanoperatingsystemorforthenavigationof
ahomepage,aninterfaceshouldbeabletoreducecomplexitywhileatthe
sametimereferringtothesymbolsandprocessesoftheuser’sexperience.
Intheidealway,thecomputerbecomesitselftheinvisiblemachineinthis
interaction,hiddenbehindtheoperationofanintuitive,naturalinterface
design(Norman1998,2011).Onecancallthisintuitionaneffect because the 
success of the design can only be assured through the user’s interaction. 

However,withElliQasourexample,intuitiondealswithsomethingdif-
ferent,namelytheformalizationandcodingofaffects.Here,thesocial
habitusofbodilyproximity,gesturesandhapticsarediscussedandtrans-
formedtotargetthehumanastheenvironmentforaroboticsystem.Being
intuitivethereforemeanscreatinganexpectedproximitythatincludes
thepotentialaffectofthehumanpartnerinthecalculationsoftherobotic
system.Onthefollowingpages,Iwillrefertoaspecialfieldofhuman–robot
interactions,so-calledhuman–robotcollaborationsinindustriallabor,to
showhowthenotionofintuitiontransformsfromaguidingconceptfor
human–machineorhuman–computerinteractionstoacomplexprocedure
entailingpracticesofmodeling,simulatingandmaterializinghuman–robot
relationships.First,Iwillarguethatwithinthistransformation,intuition
turnsfromthemagicalsemanticofa“gutinstinct”intoamodus operandi to 
communicatesocialexpectations,bodilyroutinesandthetacitknowledge
oflaborbetweenhumanandnon-livingagents.Secondly,Iwilluseacase
studyofhuman–robotcollaborationstodemonstratehowtheseoperations
createanewinterfacethatdoesnotrelatetodisplaysordesignobjects,
buttothespaceinbetweentheheterogenousontologicalagents.Inthis
example,theoperationistherobot’staskofcarryingatablewithhis
humanpartner.Here,thecodingofintuitivehapticsnotonlyregulatesthe
sequence of actions but also the social status of each of the collaborators—
eitherastheleaderorthefollowerofthemovement.Butbeforeweturnto
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thecasestudy,Iwillgodeeperintotheproblemofintuitionasthenatural
and unmediated immediacy from a historical perspective.  

2. Mediated Immediacy—The Meaning  
 of Intuition 

Inageneralsense,abetterunderstandingofwhatintuitionmightbe
canbegivenbyexplainingwhatitdoesnotmean:adiscursiveformation
todescribetheworld,torepresentanidea,andthereforetoactivate
somethingthatmediatesbetweenthesubjectandtheobject—likecon-
cepts,images,orsymbols.Fromthispointofview,onecouldtracethisidea
backtoPlato’s“eidos.”Ontheonehand,wecanonlythinkofthearchetype
throughtheimageasareproducedbeingthatwecanperceive.Onthe
otherhand,theimage—asthe“idea”—alwaysbelongstothearchetypeand
isderivedfromitatthesametime.Here,theunityofbeingandthemani-
foldofthesensuallyperceivedworldneedsomethingthatmediatesthem.

However,regardingthemodernage,theconceptionofamediatorfor
thetranscendentworld(whetheritisthePlatonic“eidos”orGod’swill),is
suspended by the consciousness of a self. Intuition turns from the contem-
plation of God to an unmediated access to truth via the reasoning human 
self.Thismeaningofaclear,non-syntheticinsightismadeexplicitinRené
Descartes’ Rules for the Direction of the Mindwhenhewrites:

By‘intuition’Idonotmeanthefluctuatingtestimonyofthesenses
orthedeceptivejudgementoftheimaginationasitbotchesthings
together,buttheconceptionofaclearandattentivemind,whichisso
easyanddistinctthattherecanbenoroomfordoubtaboutwhatwe
areunderstanding.…intuitionistheindubitableconceptionofaclear
andattentivemindwhichproceedssolelyfromthelightofreason.
(DescartesafterWilliams[1684]1996,xxiii)

AsthephilosopherBernardWilliamswrites,thelightofreasonissimilarto
aclassicalAugustinianandPlatonicsenseofseeingintelligiblethings(1996,
xxiii).InthephilosophyofImmanuelKantthisgod-givenlightofreason
(orbetter:cognition)hasnothingtodowithintuition.Forhim,intuition
meanstosynthesizethereceivedmanifoldimpressionsofoursensibility
toanapprehension.Theintuitiveuseofreasonishere,again,opposedto
thediscursive,whichnecessitatesconcepts.But—andthisisanimportant
turn—withoutexplicitintuition,noconceptionsofourapprehensionscan
bemade.Finally,Kant’suseofintuitiondefinesaccesstotheworldthatis
only mediated through our sensibility—it neither depends on a cogito nor 
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onaspecialqualityoftheworldoutside.Withoutour“sensibleintuition”of
theworld,therecanbeneitheranyperceptionnorjudgmentoftheworld
(Kant[1791]1998,288).However,allperceptionsdependontwo“axiomsof
intuition,”asKantcallsthem—theinnerintuitionoftime,whichcombines
themanifoldsensationsinthemechanismofcausality,andtheouter
intuitionofa“unityofspace,”whichisbasedontheaxiomsofEuclidean
geometry(262).Thesetwo“a priori conditionsofintuition”groundtheexis-
tenceofourperceptionsasthecontingent“empiricalintuitions”(284).

IntheseexamplesfromCartesianandKantianphilosophy,intuition
maintainsitsenchantingpowerasunmediatedaccesstoaworldorto the 
worldoutside.Itcomestogetherwithanambivalentstatusofsomething
thatispre-conceptual,butwhichrequiresthediscursiveelaborationof
a(self-)observingphilosopher.Thisambivalencecontinuesthroughout
the19thand20thcenturies,althoughhere,intuitionturnsitsmeaningtoa
non-rational,non-analytictechniqueofreasoning.PhilosopherslikeHenri
Bergsonseeintuitionasamethodagainsttheempiricalandaxiomatic
definitionofKant.ForBergson,intuitionopensupthequestioningofthe
metaphysicalabsolutenessagain([1934]1946,32–34).Theothersignificant
approachcomesfromEdmundHusserl.LikeBergson,Husserlunderstands
intuitionasamethod.Butforhim,itisthekeytoovercomingtheCartesian
legacyofaworld-constitutingres cogitansonwhichallperceptionsdepend.
Instead,Husserlcallsfora“pureintuition”bywhichallexternalandhis-
toricalcircumstancesaredetachedandonlytheunmediated,perceptual
actofseeingcanbeusedforstatementsabouttheworld([1929]1977,
24).Whetherasaconceptfortheunmediatedaccesstoourperceptionof
theworldorasamethodforthegenesisofknowledge,intuitionkeepsits
ambivalentstatusandrepresentsaspecialtechniqueofthinking,which
mustbemadeexplicitbutthatalsowithdrawsfromanalyticconcepts.

Today,thismixtureisthedominatingideainthemyriadbooksonbusiness
management.Economicsuccessissomethingnobodycanpredictbut
nevertheless,somemanagershaveaspecialtalentforchoosingtheright
option.Hereagain,itisakindof“gutinstinct”thatenablessomedeci-
sion-makerstorecognizeasituationandthentodecidemorehabitually
thananalytically,sincetheycan’thaveaccesstoallrelevantinformation.
ThesocialscientistHerbertA.Simontermedthismodeofintuitivedeci-
sion-making“boundedrationality,”andopenedupthewayfornumerous
theoriesandresearchprojectsontheaffectiveconstraintsofHomo 
oeconomicus(1947,1987;forahistoricaloverviewseeAkinciandSadler-
Smith2012,109–16).
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Anotherbiginfluenceonthequestionofdecision-makingandintuition
ineconomicscamefromthepsychologistsDanielKahnemanandAmos
Tversky.Theirresearchaboutgamblingbehaviorinlotteriesfrom1981
showedanalternativetotheUtilityTheory.ThepremiseoftheUtility
Theory is the Homo oeconomicusandrationalmodeofthinking,whichcan
be derived from any economic situation if all conditions have been consid-
ered.ButforKahnemanandTversky,asforSimon,thesemodelshavebeen
muchtoonormativeandignorantaboutthehiddenparametersinfluencing
thehumandecision-makingprocess(KahnemanandTversky1981,5).Again,
intuitionisthehiddensourceunderneathrationalconclusions—itis,as
KahnemanandTverskywriteinoneoftheirearlierpublications,“ourlay
modeloftheworld”(6).

Inallitsmodesandmeanings,whetherastheintelligibleinsightintotruth,
or as the a prioriforperceptionsinspaceandtime,whetherasamethod
ofmetaphysicsorasthe“informalandunstructuredmodeofreasoning,
withouttheuseofanalyticmethodsordeliberatecalculation”(5),intuition
representsbothunmediatedaccesstoknowledgeandasetofexpectations
formeetingtheworld.Thus,intuitiondoesnotonlyrefertoaphilosophical
discourse,butitembracesthecommunicationofdifferentlayersofa
world,toparaphrasethetermofKahnemanandTversky.Itisherewhere
philosophersandengineersmeetandwheretheconstructionofcollab-
orativerobotsrequirestheformalizationofthosehidden,affectuallayers. 

3. Encoding Proximity: Man, Robot and  
 the Interface 

Howdoesthisrelatetotheactualquestionsaroundhuman–robotcollab-
orations?First,theuseofintuitioninroboticsaimstobuildupexpectations
ofadirectand“natural”wayofcommunicatingwithtechnicalobjects.
Thetechnicsofgestures,signsandhapticcommandsopenupawide
spaceofpossibleexecutions.Theideaofacollaboration,astheagree-
menttopursueasinglegoaltogether,demandsamutualunderstanding
betweenpartnersoftheother’sintentions,aswellasthenegotiationof
one’sownnextmovement.Hence,collaborationalwaysimpliesnotonly
the recognition of a partner’s intentions but also the renegotiation of one’s 
ownintentionsaboutthepossibleactionsoftheother,whichareatthe
sametimethevariablesforone’sownmovements.Thismutualinclusion
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oftheother,whichNiklasLuhmanninhisSocial Systemscalled“interpen-
etration”2(1995,213),entailsanotherdimensionofintuitioninhuman–
robotcollaborations,inwhichgestures,signsandhapticcommandshave
tobeboth“explicitandintuitive”(Gleesonetal.2013,349).Itisherewhere
theprocessofen-andde-codingproximitybecomescrucial,becausethe
practiceofbodilyroutinesandtheirassumedintuitiveaffectdependson
thepracticeofformalizingmovementsandgesturestomakethemexplicit.
TheAustrian-BritishphilosopherandchemistMichaelPolanyicalledthis
therelationbetween“knowing-that”and“knowing-how.”Whilethefirst
designatesthe“proximal”termaboutthecircumstancesweareawareof
butarenotyetabletoexpress,thesecondreferstothe“distal”termthat
denotestheexecutionoftheaction(1966,9–10).

Inhuman–robotcollaborations,theso-calledtacitknowledgeofthe
proximalmustbemodeledandmaterialized.Anoften-citedexampleofthis
logicisthetaskofcarryingatablebytwoagents.Inthefollowingpassages,
Iwilldescribetheformalizationofthistacitknowledgeusingtheexample
ofaprojectofaFrenchgroupofroboticengineersfromtheUniversityof
Montpellier. 

Thegoaloftheproject,whichranfrom2009to2013,wastoconstructa
robotthatisabletoexecutesimpletaskstogetherwithitshumanpartner.
Inthegroup’sproject,tomovethetablewiththehumanpartner,therobot
shouldnotreacttothefixedcuesofafolloweroraleaderinthesenseof
stimulus-reactionchains.Instead,itshould“recognize”theintentionsof
itshumanpartnerandinterpretthemsothatitcananticipatethenext
movementandnegotiate“itsownprogrammedintentions”(Evrardand
Kheddar2009,45).Inthiscase,negotiatingmeanstoprogramsubtle
changes in body postures and movements to avoid uncomfortable table 
positions or too intrusive recommendations that could confuse the human 
partner.Hence,theformalizationofhapticsinthecollaborativetaskof
carryingatabledoesnotrefertowhatautonomousagentscan do in 
thefirstplace,buthowtheirhapticscanbeencoded to meet the social 
expectationsoftheirpartners.Encodinghapticsofautonomousrobots
initiatesthemodelingofsocialvaluesintoacollaborativetask.

2 ItisimportanttoindicatethatforLuhmann,interpenetrationsareintersystem
relationsthatareenvironmentsforeachother.Therefore,thecollaborationsarea
modeinwhichthehumanbecomestheenvironmentoftheroboticsystem.More-
over,onecan’treduceinterpenetrationstostimulus-responsechains.Luhmann
describes them as reciprocal penetrations that one can observe as the deter-
minationofthepenetratingsystembythereceivingsystem.Eachsystemdoesnot
reacttotheotherbutcreatesitsowncomplexitywithregardtopenetratingsystems
(Luhmann1995,213).
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Forthiscollaborativesetting,theFrenchresearchgroupusedamodel
called“homotopyswitching,”afterthemathematicalprincipleofhomotopy
(greek,homos=sameandtopos=place).Ahomotopytakesplacebetween
twotopologicalspacesXandYthataredefinedinthefunctionsγ0 and γ1. 
IfallpointsofthespaceXareidenticalandthesameisthecaseforthe
spaceofY,thenthetwofunctionsγ0 and γ1 connecting the spaces are called 
homotopic.Inasimplesense,thesefunctions(whicharealsopathsina
topologicalsense)havetwoparameters[0,1]—“0”fortheinitialcondition
withtwotopologicalspacesand“1”asthetimethatrunswhilethetwo
functionsdeformintooneanother.ThesalientpointisthatXandYarenot
onlyidentical,butequivalent,definedbythetwofunctionscreatingthe
homotopicspacebetweenXandY(fig.2).

[Figure2]Homotopyoftwopathsy:[0,1]→X,Credits:Archibald,Wikipedia,https://

commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Homotopy_curves.svg

Thus,inthecaseofhuman–robotcollaboration,themodelisimplemented
tocomputetherobot’sdesiredjointpositionsaftersensingthehapticcues
of its human partner. Through the continuous deformation of one space 
intoanother,therobot’sandthehuman’sinputsareprogrammedasa
homotopybetweentwoimpedancecontrollers—orinotherwords,the
internalforcesoftheagent’shapticcues(Evrard2013,35).Inthissense,the
encoding of the homotopy model entails the transformation of social codes 
intoa“hapticlanguage.”Intuitionbecomesamodusoperandiinwhich
“therobotcanbeshapedbetweentheextremeleaderandfollowerroles”
(Evrard2013,35).Astheengineerswrite,therobotcannotdifferentiate
betweentheintentionofitspartnerora“misunderstanding”ofthe

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Homotopy_curves.svg
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human’sintentions.Whattheroboticagentsensesasinternalforcesand
whatitcomputesasanadequateanswerforbeingin between the role of a 
followerorleaderisonlymaterializedbythepositionofthetable.Hence,
intuitionasthemodusoperandidefinestechnicsasmakingthebodily
andsocialroutinesofposturesandhapticsexplicitandtransformingthe
so-calledtacitknowledgeintoafieldofcomputerizedmodelsforrobotic
controllers.Fromthispointofview,intuitioncannotbeexhaustedbya
technologicaleuphoriaofrobotsfacilitatingortakingawaythejobofthe
human employee. It addresses a sensible domain of socio-technological 
entanglements that are displayed on three levels—the modeling of the 
interactionas“homotopyswitching,”thecomputersimulationofthe
models,andthematerializationoftherobot.3 

The transformation of social values into programming language and then 
mechanicalexecutionsarephenomenathathavebeenneglectedsofar
insocialstudiesonrobotics.Concerningthequestionofthesocialin
robotics,ethnomethodologicalapproachesinScienceandTechnology
Studiesdescribehowbodiesareshapedthroughthemaintenanceofinter-
actionsbetweenheterogenousagents(Alač2016a;2016b).Also,increasing
numbersoftheoristsoftheActor–NetworkTheory(ANT)willincludea
dialogicalandpsychologicaldimensionintheirconceptofcommunication,
whichrefersnotonlytoactionsbuttothechallengeofanarrationofthe
mechanicalself( Jones2017).4However,theimaginationsofthesocialare
alsointerwovenwiththeengineer’smodelsandtheirchosencollaborative
tasks.Theaforementionedambiguoussituationsofindecisiveormisinter-
pretedhapticcuescallforthemediationoffactorsliketrust,autonomy,
andthecreationofanaddressableselfinthepartner’sactions.So,here
thequestionarises—Howtoextractthesefactorsfromthedataofthe
agent’smovements?

3 Thematerializationanddesignoftherobotarenotexplicatedherefurther
withregardtothecollaboration.Forawiderdiscourseontheengineeringof
anthropomorphicrobotsinthelaboratory,seeSuchman2011.

4 Inherarticle“Whatmakesarobot‘social’?”,RashadJonescriticizestheethnometh-
odological approaches for being too restrictive in only focusing on the interactions 
observedbytheresearcher.Therefore,thethesisofanthropomorphicrelationsis
maintainedthroughaone-dimensionalfocusontheinteractionsbetweentechnical
objectsandhumans.JonesformulatesthisasacritiqueoftheSTSapproachesto
socialroboticsandpleadsforanANTconceptofthe“social”thatembracesnon-
human,non-anthropomorphicentitiesandthemodesofcreatingakindofgeneral
acceptanceofthem,whichalsoincludesnewwaysofattributingpersonalityto
technicalagents(2017,568–70).
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Today,thechallengeofpredictingupcomingstateswithincomplete
datasetsisoftensolvedwithso-calledNearestNeighboralgorithms.
Onesuchalgorithmistheestimation-maximization(EM)algorithm
takenfromstochastics.Sincetherobot’sperceptionofbodiesisalways
incompleteduetothecomplexityofchangingmovementsandthenoise
andrangelimitationsofsensortechnologies,aprocedureisneededto
automaticallycompletethedatauntilsomethinglikeabodyposturehas
been“recognized.”Atthesametime,therobotmustremainawareofits
ownlocationinspace.Thisproblemofmappingseveralsensorialinputs
withinacertaintimeframe,whileitremainsuncertainwhatwillbesensed
andwhere,iscalledthe“dataassociationproblem”(Thrun2002,56).Thus,
theEMalgorithmcalculatesanexpectationbasedontheassociationsof
setsofsenseddata.Ifthedatasetsareincomplete,asinthecaseofhaptic
communicationduringacollaborativetask,thealgorithmdoesnotand
cannotwaituntilthedataarecompletebutcalculatesnewexpectationsof
incomingdataiteratively.Afterthisstep,thealgorithmgeneratesso-called
posteriorsequenceswithanincreasinglikelihoodofthemhappening.

Asforthequestionofanoperativeintuitioninhuman–robotcollaboration,
thisleadstoseveralmorequestions.First,theimportanceofthesocial
aspectofcollaborations,theweightingofone’sownintentionswiththat
ofyourpartner’s,dependsonmappingandtrainingalgorithms.Whether
therobotsuggestsmovementslikealeaderorstayspassiveasafollower
dependsonthecalculatedexpectationsandthemappingofacontingent
environment.Thealgorithmispartoftheinternalstateestimation,which
turns into a social factor that becomes observable through the interface 
ofthecarriedtable.Ontheonehand,thenotionofintuitionembracesstill
themeaningofanon-discursive,effortlessbuteffectivewayofformulating
aphraseorexecutingamovement.

Intuitively,whenthetrajectoriesarethesame,itislikelythatnocon-
flictingsituationoccurs;onthecontrary,differentdesiredtrajectories
induceasituationofconflictthatneedstobenegotiatedandresolved.
(EvrardandKheddar2009,47)

Ontheotherhand,intuitionreferstoacomplexprocedureofmodeling
andsimulatingthetacitknowledgeofbodilycommunicationsbetween
twoagents.Negotiatingadesiredtrajectorydoesnotonlymeandesigning
a solution and programming its conversion through the robot. It also 
embracesaconglomerateofmedialikemodels,programs,algorithms
and— not least—the material for the construction itself to articulate the 
socialbondbetweenthemechanicalandhumanagents.Thiscomplexcan
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beillustratedwithBrunoLatour’sconceptof“delegation.”Delegation,
fromthehumanpointofview,containsboththeexpectationandthetrust
thattheotheragentwillmeetone’sownintentions,aswellasthenew,
passivestatusofthehumaninthenetworkofnon-humanagencies.Latour
takeshisexamplefromthetraditionalpracticeofashepherdwhoguides
hisflock:

AsacommonshepherdallIhavetodoisdelegatetoawoodenfence
thetaskofcontainingmyflock—thenIcanjustgotosleepwithmydog
besideme.WhoisactingwhileIamasleep?Me,thecarpenters,and
thefence.AmIexpressedinthisfenceasifIhadactualizedoutside
ofmyselfacompetencethatIpossessedinpotentialform?Notinthe
slightest.Thefencedoesn’tlookatalllikeme.Itisnotanextensionof
my arms or of my dog. It is completely beyond me. It is an actant in its 
ownright.(Latour1996,239)

Although,seemingly,thegapbetweenLatour’sshepherdlayinginthe
countrysideandthecollaboratingrobotscouldhardlybewider,the
meansbywhichthefencebecomesanagent“initsownright”takesup
thewithdrawalofthehumansubjectandtheopeningupofanewspace
ofexpectedandexecuteddelegations.Thisisaspaceofintuitionas
operation.InoppositiontoLatour,thetimeofnegotiationhereisinfinitely
morecritical,asistheimpactofsensingeachother’sbodies.That’swhythe
homotopicmodelrepresentsboth—theidealofacollaborativetaskwith
agentsleadingandbeingledaswellasthemodeltoprogramcontrollers
whomanageflexibleandfastforcechanges.Theresultisanen-andre-
codingofproximityinman–robotcollaborationsthatnotonlyprogram
bodilymovementsbutalsonewwaysofcomputationallydealingwithsocial
affects.Therefore,insteadofmaintainingitsmagicalroleofanunmediated
immediacy,intuitionisherethetermforatransformationofknowledge—
frombodyposturesoverhapticcommunicationstothestandardizedways
of carrying a table.  

Conclusion 
Thehuman“gutinstinct“ofintuitiondoesnotonlybelongtothedepths
ofhumanthinkinganymore.Theconceptofintuitionhasundergone,asI
argued,animportantsemanticshiftthatrelatesittodaytoaffectivemedia
technologieslikehuman–robotcollaborations.Duetoourembodiedmedia
habitsandscreenenvironments,intuitivegesturesbelongmeanwhileto
atacituserknowledge.Hence,ontheonehand,thisknowledgeentails
fingermovements,bodypostures,screen-gazecouplings—allthoselittle
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acts that don’t have to be demonstrated because they are performed every 
day.Ontheotherhand,intuitionturnsalsointoanoperativemodethat
constitutesnewinterfacesasin-betweenspaces—likethecarriedtableasa
taskmodeledafterthemathematicalmodelof“homotopyswitching.”Thus,
thenotionofintuitionreferstothistwofoldmeaning:atacitknowledgein
interactionwithmediaandanoperationthatconstitutesnewinterfaces
betweenmanandtechnologythroughtheformalizationandsimulationof
thistacitknowledge.

Inthissense,thetablebecomesthematerializationofanalgorithmic
proximity.Thisdoesnotleadtoanotherturnofhybridizedembodiments,
buttohuman–robotpracticesthatinvolvetheformalizationofgestures,
theencodingofasemanticsofroutinebodilypractices,andofhaptic
codesforsocialquestionsofleadingandbeingledaswellasthenumerous
indefinite statesoftransition.Itisherewhereintuitionbecomesamodus
operandiforthecomputerizationofaffects.

Therefore,todescribethephenomenaofhuman–robotcollaborations
asanexampleofaposthumansocietytocomewouldbeshortsighted
(Gladden2016).Thisoverlookstheimportanceofthemessinessofthe
transformationofourbodilytacitknowledgethroughmodels,simulations,
andconstructions.Instead,theformalizationoftacitbodilyknowledge
retroactsonthesocialspace—inotherwords,tosenseandreadhuman
bodies presupposes to model the human as a part of the robot’s environ-
ment.Drillingdowntothelevelofroutinebodilypractices,theencodingof
proximitybecomesaresearchobjectfornewwaysofdescribinghuman–
centeredconceptslikeautonomyandfreewill.Thisshiftthentriggersalso
thequestionofhowthesenewcompanionsshouldaddressusinorderto
beunderstoodaseasilyasproductslikeElliQpromisetobe.
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Autonomous Dwelling: 
Smart Homes and Care IT

Irina Kaldrack

In the context of eHealth, the development of smart 
homes aims to enable older and ill people to live in 
their own home environment. This paper focuses on 
the relationship between dwelling, autonomy and 
care, approaching it from three perspectives: from 
the perspective (and interests) of the vendors, from 
the experience and perspective of the people living 
in the smart home, and from the view of care pro-
viders and services.

The introduction and implementation of smart and autonomous 
technologies in private households is frequently accompanied by three 
arguments:thenewtechnologywillimproveconvenienceforitsuser,
enhancesecurity,andhelptosustainorincreaseindividualindepend-
ence.Accordingtothe“SmartHomeMonitor2017,“arepresentativesurvey
ofGermany,thisholdsforsmarthometechnologiesaswell:prospective
buyersofnetworkedhouseholdappliancesandcentralcontrolsforhome
automationwishforcomfort(63.9%)andsecurity(39.1%).Theactual
utilizationofsmarthometechnologiescoversenergymanagement(59.7%),
entertainmentandcommunication(56.1%),homeautomation(36.4%),
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surveillance/security(32.5%)andhealth(15.5%)(seeSplendidResearch
2017).

Althoughsmarthometechnologiesmaynotseemtobeusedprimarilyfor
healthreasons,theyfeatureasafieldofresearchandteachingininfor-
matics,medicalinformatics,andeHealth.Additionally“Ambientassisted
living“and“assistivetechnologies“aresubjectsofdifferentfundingpro-
gramsonanationalaswellasonaEuropeanlevel.1

Twomainargumentsstresstheimperativeofthedevelopmentand
implementationofsmarthometechnologies:thefirstpointstoincreasing
costsandthegrowingneedforpersonnelandnursingfacilitiesintimesof
ageingsocieties.Thesecondmakesthepointthatpeoplewanttoliveat
homeaslongaspossible.Followingthesearguments,smarthomesfulfill
the desires of the individual and solve the upcoming societal problems of 
thenearfuture(seeNeven2015;Domínguez-RuéandNierling2016b).

InthefollowingIwanttodemonstratehowsmarthomesformedicine
(re-)configuredwellingsinaspecificway.Myfocusliesontherelation-
shipbetweendwelling,autonomy,andcare.Idescribethisrelationfrom
threedifferentperspectives.First,theperspective(andinterests)ofthe
vendors—developersoftechnologies,andprovidersofhousingandcare
services—whichcouldalsobeseenasa“backend“perspectiveorasan
externalviewonthesmarthome,andsecond,theexperienceandper-
spectiveofthepeoplelivinginthesmarthome,thusbeing-inthesmart
home.Incomparingtheseperspectives,theirsimilaritiesanddivergences
becomeapparent.FinallyIconsidertheviewofcarepersonsandser-
viceproviders,whosepositionsregardingthesmarthomeanditsagency
changeanddevelop,enteringthesmarthomefromthe“outside“and
leavingitfromthe“inside.”

 1.  Perspective: Development
Iwillcontinuallyrefertoonespecificexample:theso-calledsmarthomefor
medicine,developedandresearchedatthePeterL.ReichertzInstitutefor
MedicalInformaticsatTechnischeUniversitätBraunschweig.TheInstitute
runstheresearchapartmentHalberstadtstraßeinBraunschweig,which
isequippedwithallsortsofsensorstotrackactivityanddeducebehavior.

1 FortheEUprogram“ActiveandAssistedLivingResearchandDevelopmentPro-
gramme(AAL),”see:http://www.aal-europe.eu/,accessedMay7th2019.InGermany,
AALispartoftheHigh-TechStrategyoftheBundesregierungaswellasofthe
DigitaleAgenda2014–2017.
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Itisakindoftestbedtocollectdata,evaluatemethods,anddevelop
algorithmicanalyses.“Thegoalofthe‘researchapartmentHalberstadt-
straße‘(HSS)istoestablishthehomeasasitefordiagnosticsandtherapy
formedicalcare”(Mielke,Voss,andHaux2017,93).

The research apartment aims to detect mental illnesses such as depres-
sion,dementiaorbipolardisorderataveryearlystageofthedisease.The
collected data are used to deduce behavioral patterns and the habits of the 
resident.Onthebasisofsuchanalysestheflatisthensupposedtodecide
whetheritsinhabitantishealthyorill.Thevisionofthedeveloperisthat
inthefuturetheflatwillbeabletointerveneataveryearlystageofan
illness.2

1.1  Sensors and Data Collection

Crucialforthesurveyofbehaviorpatternsandhabitsoftheinhabitantofa
smarthomeareseveralfactors:thesensors,thecollecteddata,theircom-
putation,andtheinterpretationoftheirresults.Intheresearchapartment
everyroomisequippedwithpresenceandbrightnessdetectorsinstalledin
theceiling,andtemperatureandhumiditysensorsinthewalls(seeMielke,
Voss,andHaux2017,94).

Thepresencedetectorcontainsthreepassiveinfraredsensors(PIR)
thatdetecttemperaturechanges(changesinthermalradiation)intheir
respectivereceptionarea.Abrightnesssensorusesaphotodiodeto
measuretheintensityoflightinaroom.Everywindowandthefront
doorisequippedwith(magnetic)contactsensorstoindicatewhether
theyareopenorclosed.Finally,therearesensorsmonitoringalltaps,
measuringwhenandforhowlongcoldorwarmwaterisrunning.These
sensorsrecordvalueseitherinshortintervalsor,ifaparticularconditionis
detected,sendthem(viaabus)toaMiniPc,wheretheyarestoredastime
series.3

Essentially,thedatacantelluswhen,where,andwhat:whereaheat-
emittingobject(maybeaperson)is,andwhereandwhenwhichdevicesare
used.Tothendeducebehavioralpatternsandhabitsfromthesedata,the
datahavetobemerged,analyzed,andinterpreted.

2 Interestingly,RosalindW.Picardusesthesameargumentasearlyas1997tounder-
linetheuseofcomputer-basedrecognitioninherbookAffective Computing(Picard,
1997).

3 Formoredetaileddescriptionsregardingthesensors,seeCookandKrishnan(2015,
11ff.).
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1.2  Analysis and Interpretation of Stored Data

Therearedifferentstagesofdataanalysisandinterpretation:thefirsttwo
weeksofdatastoragearesetasareferencephase—themeasureddataare
consideredtorepresentthenormaleverydaylifeofthesubject.Basedon
this,themonitoring/surveillanceissupposedtorecognizedifferencesand
deviations from that norm. 

Regardingthesestagesofdataprocessing,statisticalmethodsareused
tocalculatecharacteristicparameterslikemaxima,minima,means,
deviations,variations,andthelike.Thesenumberssummarizeand
characterizethetimeseriesoutputofonesensorinachosentimeinterval.
Assuch,theycharacterizefirstofalltheactivityofaspecificsensor.

Regardingthedetectionandinterpretationofthebehaviorandhabitsof
aperson,itisreasonabletorelatethedatafromanumberofdifferent
sensors. 

Forexample,inasmarthomesetting,multiplesensorssuchas
motion,temperature,andpressuresensorsgathercomplementary
dataaboutaCookingactivity.Motionsensorscanprovidedataabout
ahumanpresenceinthekitchenarea,temperaturesensorsprovide
cluestowhetherthestoveisonandpressureorvibrationsensors
canindicatewhetheranykitchenobjectsarebeingused.Whilethese
threesensorclassesmayindependentlybeweakatcharacterizingthe
Cookingactivity,fusingthemtogetherleadstoastrongermodel.(Cook
andKrishnan2015,34–35)

Inordertorelatemeasurementsmadebydifferentsensorsdatamining
methodsareused.Statisticalanalysesofthesinglesensormeasurements
showpatterns—whatsensoreventsoccurwhenandhowoften.With
methodslikecorrelationitbecomesobviouswhichofthesensorsaremost
likelytosimultaneouslymeasureactivity.

Theinterpretationofthedatafollowstheframeworkoftheso-calledADLs,
or“activitiesofdailyliving.”ThereareacoupleofADLindexes,depending
onnationaltraditionsandonthecontextsinwhichtheyareused,butthey
allprovideacategorizationofactivitiesofself-care.Theyincludetaskslike
bathing,dressing,toileting,transferring,continence,andfeeding.TheADL
indexesdefine(toacertainextent)standardspecificationsofself-care
andprovideakindoftestorratingofhowself-carehastohappen.They
areusedinhealthcareofelderlypeople,wheretheirabilitytoperform
certainADLtaskscanbeacrucialfactorindecidingwhethertheycanbe
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dischargedfromhospital.Inthisperspective,ADLindexesallowtheassess-
ment of the degree of a person’s autonomy.

1.3  The Relation Between Dwelling, Autonomy, and Care 

Frommyperspective,thesmarthomeformedicineconsidersdwellingas
dailyroutines—whatdopeopleusuallydointheirapartment?The“doing“
itself is mainly being in and moving through the space and using its facilities 
anddevices.The“usually“isdeterminedbytwoaspects:firstly by the data 
collectionofthereferencephase,inwhichthedataaresetas“normal“
andusedtorecognizedifferencesanddeviationsinthedata.Secondly the 
“usually“isdeterminedthroughthedefinitionorcategorizationofADL.
Thendwellingisperformingdailyroutines,whichincludesperforming
enoughADLandtakingsufficienttimeordurationforeachofthem.

Careisunderstoodinitiallyasself-carewithregardtophysicalorpersonal
hygiene.Thesmarthomeformedicineincorporatesadiagnosticviewor
perspectiveofelderlycareinitsmonitoring.Inthisviewself-careactivity
and self-care ability are references for normal behavior and autonomy. 

Inthecontextofthesmarthomeanditsdiagnosticview,autonomypre-
dominantlymeanstheabilitytolivealonewithouthealthserviceinter-
vention.Thinkingaboutautonomyasaconcept,ithasadoublestructure 
ofindependenceandself-determination(thelatterinthesenseof 
self-legislation—givingoneselfaimsandperformingthemwithdiscipline).4

Thesmarthomeevaluateswhetherthebehaviorofitsresidentwithregard
of performing independent and self-determined actions guarantees the 
preservation and care of the body and its vital functions. Thus autonomy 
somehowequalsself-careor,tobemoreprecise,autonomyshowsitself
inself-care;self-careisafeatureofautonomy.Whichmeansthatone‘s
autonomyisproven,becauseoneisperformingsufficientself-carein
usingthefacilitiesinthehome.Conversely,thatmeansnotperforming
sufficientself-careistheindicatorthatone’sautonomyissomehowbroken.
The envisioned health services and interventions do cure the symptoms: 

4 Thereisavitaldebateinphilosophyandsocialscienceaswellasinmediastudies
aroundthetermandconceptofautonomy.Thecrucialpointsare,ifanybodymight
beseenasisolatedfromothers,orifeverybodyisembeddedin(social)relations
andeveryselfisinfluencedbyculturalandgovernmentalissues.Idotakeupthe
discussionwithafocusonrelationalautonomylater.Anotherquestionis,how
(media)technologiesenterintheformationofself-conception(Selbst-Verständnis),
self-relation(Selbst-Verhältnis),andtechnologiesoftheself(Selbst-Technologien)—
whicharecrucialforautonomy.
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thesmarthomewouldcallforsupportorassistance,togetitsdataback
tonormality.Withthisanalysis,Idoendupinabio-cyberneticvisionof
organism-and-environment(seee.g.,Morin[1981]2015).CareITwould
then provide a form of self-regulation for this composite of organism and 
environment,whichmaterializesasself-regulationofthedatastreams
representing it. 

Inaway,thisdiagnosisisunsatisfactory:therelationshipbetweenliving
and autonomy is not limited to personal hygiene—it includes categories of 
personalspace,havingcontrolandfeelingathome,whichincludesaspects
ofaffectregulationaswell.Followingup,Iwouldliketoconsidertheques-
tions:Whatdoesdwellingmeanintheexperienceofthelivinghuman?And
howdoesthisrelatetoautonomyandcare?

2.  Dwelling as Experience and Perception— 
 Inhabitants’ Perspective

Whatisdwelling?Asapartofanadequatestandardofliving“theright
ofhousing“isrecognizedintheUniversalDeclarationofHumanRights
(1948).IthasbeenregardedasafreestandingrightinInternationalHuman
RightsLawsince1991.Assuchitdemandsthatthereissufficientliving
space(includingnecessaryinfrastructuresuchaselectricityandwater)and
thatthehousingisprotectedagainststateandprivateinterference(see
Krennerich2018).

[H]avingahomeisundoubtedlyoneofthemostbasicofhumanneeds:
the right to adequate housing is founded and recognised under inter-
nationallaw.Describedunderarticle25(1)oftheUniversalDeclaration
ofHumanRights,therighttoadequatehousingisonethathasalso
beenidentifiedwithinothermajorinternationalhumanrightstreaties.
Referringtomuchmorethantherobustnessofabuilding,‘adequate
housing’encompassesalsotheintangible,butnolessessential
elementsofwhatmakesadwellingintoahome.Thisincludescreating
aprivatespacethatissecureandsafe,whichenclosesandfacilitates
the formation and maintenance of human relationships and personal 
bonds.(Guihen2016,141–42)

Inthesetermsofhumanandpoliticalrights,housingservestoprotect
against the forces of nature and society and is the condition that enables 
physicalwell-beingandemotionalrelations.Dwellingorliving—wohnen in 
German—is more than housing: it refers to being or feeling at home.
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Thusonabasicleveldwellingcomprisesademarcationandthusadis-
tinctionbetweenoutsideandinside.Atthesametime,dwellingis
emotionaloraffective:theinsidebecomesalivingplaceinsubjective
experiencesandtheaffectiveinhabitationofthespace.Thisunderstanding
ofdwellingisgroundedintheexperienceofthesubject,andresonateswith
approachesof(phenomenological)philosophyatthebeginningofthe20th
century.5

Around1900,thetraditionalnotionofapreceding,empty,homogeneous
(Euclidean)spaceextendingintoinfinitybecameproblematic.Indifferent
disciplines space is no longer thought of as an independent and given con-
tainer,butassomethingbecoming,somethingevolvinginrelationsandin
perceptions.IntheearlyphenomenologicalthinkingofEdmundHusserl
thecorporalityistheoriginofperceptionandexperience,anditisinthe
intentionalexperiencethatspaceisconstituted.Thusthe“here“ofthe
ownbodyisthezeropointoforientationinthespace.Equallythespace
arrangesitselfinrelationtomy“here“intop/bottom,front/back,right/left,
andnear/far(seeHebert,2012,56ff.).

EventhoughErnstCassirerwasnotaphenomenologistinastrictsense,
hehascontributedimportantconsiderationstotherelationshipbetween
space(constitution),experience,andaffect.FollowingBösel’srecon-
struction,Cassirershowsthatthemythicalrelationtospaceisboundto
physiologicaldifferentiationssuchastop/bottom,front/back,andright/
left.Moreimportantly,thesedifferentiationsarestructuredbyemotional
oraffectivevalues:

Theprincipleofdifferentiationoccursasanaffectabilitythatallowsto
distinguishsites,districtsorareasthatareperceivedasparticularly
powerfulfromtheratherinconspicuousplacesinspace.(Bösel2018,
144[translationbyauthor])6

Böselemphasizesthatalreadyinprotoreligiousandculticpractices—as
examinedinCassirer’s“MythicalThought“—thedemarcation,theact
oflimitation,isaccomplishedasakindofspace-modulatingactivity.
Theseparationofinteriorandexteriorspace“…doesnotonlyhavethe

5 Idoreferheremainlytotwoexpositions/explanations.FirstlyIfollowSaskia
Hebert ’sreconstructionsofphenomenologicalnotionsofspaceforthecontext
ofarchitecture(seeHebert2012,53–112).SecondlyIamreferringtoBerndBösel‘s
habilitation thesis Die Plastizität der Gefühle: Eine genealogische Kritik der Affektver-
fügung (Bösel2018).

6 “AlsDifferenzierungsprinziptrittdabeieineAffizierbarkeitauf,dieeserlaubt,als
besondersmachtvollempfundeneStätten,BezirkeoderGegendenvondeneher
unauffälligenStellenimRaumabzusetzen.“
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powerofspacedivision,butalsoofhighlighting,ifnotconstituting,a
specialatmosphere“(Bösel2018,145[translationbyauthor]).Thatmeans:
limitationisanaffectivedifferentiationofspace,whichisactivelycreated.
Thisappliestosacredrooms,butBöselextendsthisdoubleoperationwith
Heideggertoinhabited/residentialrooms.Accordingly,bothCassirerand
Heideggersharetheassumptionofa“foundationoftheinhabitedspacein
thebasicactofenclosure”(Bösel2018,146[translationbyauthor]).

Inthepaper“Building,Dwelling,Thinking“(Heidegger1971)Heidegger
expatiatesontheintertwiningofbuilding(astheactofactivelycreatinga
place)anddwelling.Accordingly,buildingasconstructioniswhatmakes
livingpossibleinthefirstplace.Furthermore,accordingtoHeidegger,
theetymologyofthewordBauen/buildingreferstostayingaswellasto
cultivating and sparing as in the sense of agriculture.7 

Theoldwordbauen,whichsaysthatmanis insofar as he dwells,this
wordbauenhoweveralso means at the same time to cherish and pro-
tect,topreserveandcarefor,specificallytotillthesoil,tocultivatethe
vine.Suchbuildingonlytakescare—ittendsthegrowththatripens
intoitsfruitofitsownaccord.Buildinginthesenseofpreservingand
nurturingisnotmakinganything.(Heidegger1971,145[italicsi.o.])

Buildinganddwellingcoincide,wherebytheGothicwordfordwelling/
Wohnenemphasizestheexperienceassociatedwithit:

Wunianmeans:tobeatpeace,tobebroughttopeace,toremainin
peace.Thewordforpeace,Friede,meansthefree,dasFrye,andfry 
means:preservedfromharmanddanger,preservedfromsomething,
safeguarded.(147[italicsi.o.])

ConverselyHeidegger’sconceptofdwellingislinkedtohisconceptof
being-inorbeing-in-the-world(asamodeofDasein):“Tobeahuman
beingmeanstobeontheEarthasamortal.Itmeanstodwell“(145).Inthis
sense,being-in-the-worldmeanstoinhabittheworld,tomaketheworld
habituatedandtoexperienceequallyprotectionandfreedom.Inturn“…
dwellingitselfisalwaysastayingwiththings“(149).Inthiswayitisbased,
asHebertargues,equallyintheunconscious,pre-reflective,activehandling
ofthings(seeHebert2012,63–64).Thusdwellingmightbecharacterizedas

7 Ontheetymologicalinterconnectionsbetweenbuilding,living,beingandcultivating,
seealsotheentrieson“bauen,““Frieden,““frei“and“wohnen“inKluge(2011).
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aperformativeactgroundedinanactioncontext.8 It is strongly related to 
everydayactivities,bodilyroutines,andhabits.

Thustheconditionofdwellingisthelimitationasanactiveandaffective
spacedivision,differentiatingbetweenaninsideandoutsidespace.The
insidespacebecomesaninhabitedspace,a“livingroom“andahome
throughperformativeactsandroutinesgroundedinactions,makingthe
space familiar/habituated. 

Thereferencetothecontextofactionopensupanotheraspectofwhat
constituteshome,dwelling,andliving.GettingbacktoInternationalHuman
RightsLaw,theinsideisnotonlyafamiliarplace,butaprotectedplace—it
is supposed to be protected against state interference. This protection 
against interference opens up a space of freedom and self-determination. 
SaskiaHebertargueswithreferencetoBernhardWaldenfels:

Theapartmentasanownspaceisseparatedfromthesurroundingsas
aforeignspace.Withintheboundarythatseparatestheoutsidefrom
theinside,theprotectedprivatespaceiscreated:“My”apartment(a
wayofspeakingthatIalsousewhenIamnottheownerbutrather
“inhabitant”)istheplace,where,withincertainlimits,Iamfreetodo
whateverIlike.(Hebert2012,68[translationbyauthor])

Thustheinhabitanthascontroloverthespace,allowingthemacertain
freedomofaction.One‘sownhomeisthereforeafamiliarplace,andaself-
determinedplace,aplacethatonecanhaveatone’sdisposalbyacting.

Thismeansthatahome—andtheexperienceofbeing-at-homefroma
phenomenologicalpointofview—modulatesdwellingasacreationof
an“own“spacegroundedinactioncontexts—theseencompasshabits
anddailyroutinesaswellasthefreedomtodowhatonewants,which
necessitates a certain self-determination in acting. The repeated perfor-
mativeactsofdwellingresonatewithcaringinthesenseofcultivating,
sparing,andpreserving.Theaspectofself-determinationresonateswith
a“classical“understandingofautonomy.Insucha“classical“approach,
autonomyischaracterizedasself-determinationorself-governmentthat
isbasedontherationalmindandfreewillofa“self“orsubject—which
includesitbeingindependentofexternalforcesorcoercions.Although
thefreedomtodowhateveronewantsdoesnotequalrationaldriven

8 “DasEinräumenderOrte,beiHeideggerdurchUm-undWegräumenderDinge
ergänzt,isteinperformativerAkt,derdasWohnenwesentlichineinemHandlungs-
zusammenhanggründet“(Hebert2012,64[italicsi.o.])
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self-governmentinallaspects,bothformsofself-determinationincludethe
aspect of not being surveilled. 

Toputitverypointedly:theautonomousrationaluniversal(male)sub-
jectis—sinceDescartes—formedasaninterioralmostindependentofthe
outsideworld.Inandthroughitsthinking,itprocessesandevaluatesthe
impressionsthatenterfromtheoutsidetoitsinside.Inaddition,andthis
iscrucial,ithasareflectiverelationshiptoitself,itcanthinkaboutitself.
Atthesametime,theDescartessubjecthasfar-reachingcontroloverwhat
stepsfrominsidetooutside,beitasstatementorexpression.Similarly,
theprivatesphereassociatedwithhousingisconceptualizedasaninterior
independentofexternalpowers,inwhichtheresponsiblecitizenprocesses
impressionsandinformationabouttheexternalworldandinternalizes
theminopinionsaboutorattitudestowardstheworld.Whatisdecisive,
especiallyfortheformationofpoliticalwill,isthatthisspaceislargelypro-
tectedfromstateintervention.The(politically)maturecitizenhascontrol
overwhatmovesoutside.

Ofcourse,thenotionoftheself-containedautonomoussubjectisnot
tenableinthisway,andevenDescartes‘philosophyincludesaspectsof
beinginterwovenwithandaffectedbytheoutsideworld.Historically,a
differentunderstandingoftheconnected,andthusaffectedandrelational,
subjectcanbedrawnfromLeibnizviaSpinoza,Bergson,andMerleau-
PontytoDeleuze.Morerecentconceptsofrelationalautonomyalso
emphasizethattherational,universalsubjectdoesnotexist.

Thecritiquesemphasizethatananalysisofthecharacteristicsand
capacitiesoftheselfcannotbeadequatelyundertakenwithout
attentiontotherichandcomplexsocialandhistoricalcontexts
inwhichagentsareembedded;theypointtotheneedtothinkof
autonomyasacharacteristicofagentswhoareemotional,embodied,
desiring,creative,andfeeling,aswellasrational,creatures;andthey
highlightthewaysinwhichagentsarebothpsychicallyinternallydif-
ferentiatedandsociallydifferentiatedfromothers.(Mackenzieand
Stoljar2000,21)

Accordingly,theself-relationshipisnottobethoughtofasautonomous
and isolated from others. 

One’srelationshiptooneself,then,isnotamatterofasolitaryego
reflectingonitself,butistheresultofanongoingintersubjective
process,inwhichone’sattitudetowardoneselfemergesinone’s
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encounterwithanother’sattitudetowardoneself.(Andersonand
Honneth2005,130–31)

Inmorerecentmediastudiesonwhatcanbedescribedastheinfra-
structureofliving,ithasbecomeapparentthattheinsidespaceisbyno
meansclosedofffromtheoutsidespace.Onthecontrary,exchangeshave
longbeentakingplacebetweentheinsideandtheoutside:sewage/water,
gasandelectricitylines,radioandtelephonebreakthroughtheseparation.
Incontemporarydiscourses,theintrusionofthe“new“mediasuchasradio
andtelephonewasaddressedparticularlyundertheaspectofsurveillance
andintrusionintotheprivatesphere(seeKammerer2014).

Anearlyexampleoftheoutside–insideconnectionistheelectrified
doorbell,asFlorianSprengerdemonstratesintheessay“Elektrifizierte
Schwellen.ZurKulturtechnikderKlingel“(Sprenger2015).Hereferstothe
signal technology possibilities in households described by the Kaiserliche 
Telegraphen-Inspektor(ImperialTelegraphInspector)OskarCanterand
locatestheseinthecontextoflogisticalcontrol:

AccordingtoCanter,electricalalarmsystemsoccupythethresholds
ofahousetoreporttheircrossing,doorlockscanbelocked
remotely,andthermometersincontrolsystemsindicatethetem-
peratureofremoterooms.Contactsareactivatedandcircuitsare
openedorclosedsothatthedesiredeventofringing,chimingor
lightingoccurs.…Alltheseprocessesservetoregulatetheflowsof
invitedanduninvitedguests,ofenergiesandobjects—oratleastto
suggestmeasuresforthispurpose.Enteringthehousebypassingthe
thresholdbecomesanactmonitoredfromadistance;theintrudercan
bestoppedatthethreshold,controlledorevenletinautomatically.
(Sprenger2015,208–9[translationbyauthor])

However,andthisiscrucial,controlovertheintrusionintohomeswith
telephones“around1900“isgreatlyreduced.FollowingonfromWalter
Benjamin’sA Berlin Childhood around 1900(Benjamin2006),writteninthe
1930s,Sprengerdescribes:

AccordingtoBenjamin,noonecanescapetheringingofthebell,which
disturbsaworld-historicalepochduringthemiddaysleep,nowall,
no door stops it. In the era of the domestication9 ofelectricity,the

9 Withdomestication,SprengerreferstoSilverstone’sconceptof“domestication,”
whichdescribeshow“newtechnologies“areincorporatedintotheeverydaylives
ofusers,especiallythroughtheirutilizationinthedomesticenvironment(see
SilverstoneandHirsch,1992).
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thresholds and the transmission of electricity modulating space and 
timealsochangethestatusofthehouseasthe“other”oftheworld—
astheplacewheretheworldisturnedintoitsopposite,becauseinside
andoutsideareredefinedandintertwinedhere.(Sprenger2015,215
[translationbyauthor])

Withregardtomythoughtsontherelationshipbetweendwellingand
autonomy,asitismodulatedinthe“infrastructure“ofthesmarthomefor
medicine,itcanbesaidthatthesmarthomeseemstoreverseexternal–
internalrelationships.Therelationshipbetweendwellingasexperienceand
being-intheworldisshapedbythefactthatthelivingpersonhascontrol
overtheinterior.Ontheonehand,s/heobtainsthisinapre-reflexive
actioncontext,handlingthedomesticenvironmentanddwellinginthe
rooms.Ontheotherhand,theprotectedinterioralsogivestheresidentsa
certainfreedomintheiractionsanddecisions.Thisgoeshandinhandwith
thefactthatcontrolovertheinteriorconsistsof(orisimaginedas)deter-
miningwhatentersorleavesthelivingspace.

Withthesmarthomeanditsmonitoring,thisisinverted:itisnotsomucha
questionofwhetherandwhatentersfromtheoutsidetotheinside.Rather,
theinteriormovesoutwards,intheformofthemeasuredrepresentation
ofliving-as-a-habit.Autonomyisequatedwiththeabilitytolivealone,
i.e.,tocareforoneself(andthehome).Theaspectofautonomy,whichis
connectedwithdecisionandfreedomofaction(andwhichisboundto
privacy),issuspended.

3.  Care Services—Entering the Inside
Fromtheperspectiveofthedevelopersofthesmarthomeformedicine,
thissuspensionmaynotbesodecisive,sinceitappliestopeopleaffected
by depression or dementia in old age. 

Whereourmindisoftenconsideredthecoreofourexistenceas
independent,self-directingindividuals,dementiatendstobepor-
trayedasinvolvingalossofself.Thisdepictioneffectivelymakes
peoplewithdementiainvisibleaspersonsandeasilyleadstoa
“malignantsocialpsychology”(Kitwood1997,4)thatfurtherunder-
minestheirpersonhoodbystigmatization,infantilizationand
objectification.(Kamphof2016,164)

Kamphof’s research is interesting for my purposes because she has under-
takenqualitativeethnographicresearchofsituatedpracticesinthecontext
oftelecare.IntheDutchpilotproject,apartmentsofelderlydementia



Autonomous Dwelling 147

patientswereequippedwithsmarttechnologiesthatareverysimilartothe
technologies and evaluation principles described above. 

Kamphofaccompaniedtheworkofthecaregiversethnographically
andexaminedhowthehandlingoftechnologiesaffectscarerelation-
ships.FollowingKitwoodKamphofunderstands“dementiacareas
‘personwork‘“(Kamphof2016,165)andemphazisesthecloseconnection
of“perceptiveattentiontotheneedsoffrailelderlypeoplewithethical
respectfortheiruniquepersonhood“(166).Followingonfromthemeaning
ofthewordrespectasseeingagain,Kamphofexamines

howprocessesoftechnologicallymediatedseeing again and of care’s 
tinkeringtakeshapeinaspecificcompoundinDutchhomecare,and
howrespect—ordisregard—forclientsaspersonsispartofemerging
carepractices.(166)

Kamphof describes the conditions of success for monitoring-supported 
care:firstofall,patientsmustacceptthattheirhomeandtheirbehavior
are measured:

Clientshavetorefrainfrommeddlingwiththesensors,theyhaveto
entrustthemselvestothesystemandtheobservationofcaregivers,
andallowthesetobringupissues.Thesystemasksthemtobe,atthe
sametime,generallyawareofthesecurityprovided,buttoforgetits
presenceonadailybasis.(174)

Thecaregivers,inturn,mustbecomeengagedinmonitoringandreadinto
the data patterns:

Caregiversmentionedbeingstruckbytheobservedconsistencyof
patternsdisplayedbytheirclients.Habits,inthisview,arenotdullcon-
formitytonorms,butanexpressionofbeingabletolivein-the-world
and a vital part of our embodied identity. 

Lifestylemonitoringthusoperatesinafieldoftensionbetweenthe
inheritedandnormativeandindividualbeing-in-place.Seeingrhythms
connectsthequantitativewhereandwhen,detectedbysensorsand
algorithms,withqualitativeaspectsofbodieslivinginspace.Detecting
rhythmsisnotcomputingaverages;itrequiresobserverstoopentheir
bodytotheresonanceofemergingpatterns….Withinthemonitoring
compound,theobservingbodyopentorhythms…isacompositeof
technologyandthesensibilityofhumancaregivers.(169)

Ideally,thedatastreamsordatapatternsmediatebetweenthepeoplein
chargeandthepeoplebeinglookedafter.Peoplewithdementiacanhardly
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namewhattheyhavedoneandonlypartlyexpresswhattheirneedsand
desiresare.Withreferencetothedatastreams,however,theirbehavior
canbenamedanditispossibletoderivetheirneedsorwishesfromthe
data.

Increasingfamiliarity,bothwiththesystemandtheirclient,makes
themrecognizespecificpatternsastypicalfortheirclient.Whendis-
cussingdatadisplays,theyoftenreferredimmediatelytoparticular
situations.Hermeneuticperception,withthehelpofcontextual
knowledgeandimagination,thusturnsintoanembodiedfeelingof
clientsthroughthesystem.(177)

The crucial point is that this technology is embedded in a structure of care 
relationsinwhichtheresultsofmonitoringarethebasisfor“negotiations.”
Thecarersreadtheresults,allowingthemselvestobeaffectedbythe
everydaylifeoftheircarerecipientsonarhythmiclevel,sotospeak.
Inthisway,caregiverscanalsostrengthenthefreedomofactionfor
an“autonomousdwelling,”whichthreatenstodisappearthroughthe
orientationofdataprocessingtothenormofhabit.Ideally,theyallowa
reflectiveaccesstothebehavioroftheresident,thusempoweringhimor
hertoworkontheirownpersonhoodandopeningupopportunitiesfor
intersubjectivenegotiation.

Regardingtheaffectivetransformationstakingplaceinthisformof
computer-aidedautonomousdwelling,Iwouldliketoofferthefollowing
conclusions: the technical-medial infrastructure of the smart home relates 
todwelling,autonomyandcare(services)inaspecificway.Inparticular,
their non-conscious registers are addressed: here living is considered as a 
habit,whichalsoincludespracticesofself-careandautonomyasliving-by-
oneselfinthelanesofregularand“normal“activities.

Thedomesticationofsurveillanceandmonitoringisbeingjustifiedby
economic-liberalarguments—elderlypeoplewanttobeabletoliveby
themselvesandthiswishcanonlyberealizedthroughcareITinanafford-
ableway.Thetechnical-normalizingaccess(seeAngererandBösel2016)to
autonomouslivingoccursinturnonalevelofnon-consciousprocesses,on
thelevelofhabits,pre-reflectivecontextsofaction,andaffectivequalities.
Inthisapproach,aspectsthathavetodowithautonomyasself-madedeci-
sions in an unsupervised space are particularly neglected. 

Withinthisregime,carersareabletocreateleewaybecausetheycaninter-
pretthedeviationsfromthenormalandthehabitual—whichareregarded
asmarkersforalossofautonomyintechnicalmonitoring.However,
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thisinterpretationmainlytakesplaceatthelevelofempathywithdata
patterns,asanaestheticaffirmation,sotospeak.

Itremainstobeaskedwhethersuchshiftstotheleveloftheaffectivereally
arereservoirsofresistance.Maybeitistimetoopenupnewregisters.
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Happy, Happy, Sad, 
Sad: Do You Feel Me? 
Constellations of Desires 
in Affective Technologies 

Serjoscha Wiemer

Affective media technologies are becoming more 
and more standardized, and objects of commercial 
interest. Based on concepts of critical discourse 
analysis, this contribution argues that current 
developments cannot be explained solely as the 
result of technological progress, but should be 
understood as the effect of a heterogeneous 
network of relations. A central element for the 
stabilization of this network lies in the character-
istic “constellation of desires” (Hartmut Winkler) 
of affective technologies. What are the relevant 
promises and expectations that drive the ongoing 
“industrialization of emotions”?
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… affective computing is not just the science 

fiction of tomorrow; it is being used today not 

only as a marketing tool but also in medicine 

and a number of other fields. 

Tara J. Brigham (2017, 400) 

Affecttechnologieshaverecentlybeenmetwithapreviouslyunknown
interest.Thisisnotonlytruefortheoriesofaffectinculturalandmedia
studies.1Forsomeyearsnow,therehasbeenagrowingnumberof
applicationsfortechnologiesthatareoptimizedtowardstherecording,
processing,andinfluencingofaffects.Inadditiontorobotics,security
researchandpsychotherapy(“augmentedmentalhealth”),suchfieldsof
applicationalsoincludegamingandhealthapplications,andvarioustypes
ofrecommendationsystems.Individualaffecttechnologiesarepartof
everydaysmartphoneapps.Automotivetechnology(e.g.,EVA2),marketing
andconsumerregistration(“affdexformarketresearch”)arecommercial
hotspotsforaffectivemedia.

ThecompanyAffectiva,whichcanpointoutthatRosalindPicard,oneofthe
well-knownprotagonistsofso-calledaffectivecomputing,wasoneofits
co-founders,promotesitsservicesbyclaimingonequarter“oftheFortune
Global500,including1,400brandslikeMars,Kellogg’sandCBS”woulduse
its“emotiondatabase”foradvertisingandmediaanalysis.

Affectivetechnologiesarealsobeingused,orscenariosfortheir
implementationbeingdeveloped,inthefieldsofeducation,trainingand
humanresourcesmanagementaswellasemployeetrainingandworkplace

1 Withthe“affectiveturn”anincreasedattentiontoaffectswasalreadyobservedin
the1990s.However,asClough(2008)statescorrectly,this“turn”wasconnected
withdebatesinculturalstudiessincethe1990s,andcouldinpartbeattributed
to a movement against structuralist and poststructuralist theoretical approaches 
(cf.GreggandSeigworth2010).Inaddition,theaffectiveturnshowedaninterest
in the body and the temporality of movements that could escape regulation and 
measurementorcouldnotbefullycontrolled.Thenewinterestinaffects,which
hasbeenemergingsincethe2010s,differsfromthepreviousaffectiveturninthat,
amongotherthings,technicalandbiomedialconstellationsarenowgiven,whichare
accompaniedbyafundamentalmedia-technicalreconfigurationofaffects.Thefield
ofaffectivecomputingisexemplaryhere,inthatitisnowpreciselythemeasurement
andtechnicalregulationofaffectsandaffectiveconstellationsthatareatstake.

2 EVAistheacronymforaresearchagendaonEmotion-AwarenessforIntelligent
VehicleAssistants(Vögeletal.2018).
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design.3 Asurveyafewyearsagoalreadycountedmorethan100pub-
licationsthatdealwithapplicationsof“affectivecomputingineducation”
(Wu,Huang,andHwang2016).

Despiteallthedifferencesindetail,thecoreofeachofthesepublications
dealswiththedevelopmentsinandapplicationsofhuman–machine
systemsthatareoptimizedforaffectdetectionandproduction.Inview
ofthebreadthofpossibleapplications,itisnotsurprisingthataffect
technologies are discussed in economic and technical discourses.4 In order 
tofindoutwhatexpectations,hopes,andpromisescharacterizeaffect
technologiesorareassociatedwiththeirintroduction,Ihaveexamineda
collection of discourse fragments.5

ThematerialIhaveexaminedhasbeenselectedtobringtogether
affirmativepositionsinthefieldofapplication-orienteddiscourses.In
particular,Ihavelookedatthosestrandsofdiscoursethatarerelatedto
thedevelopmentanddisseminationofaffecttechnologiesandthosethat
includemanagementaspects.Texts,videos,softwareanddatabasesfrom
thefieldsofaffectivecomputing,management,computerscienceand
informationeconomicswereselectedassources.Inaddition,Ilookedat
differentcloudservicesofferingtherecognitionorprocessingofemotion
andaffectivedatainastandardizedform.6

Mostofthecorpuscomesfromthefielditself:
 – Onesource,forexample,istakenfromthejournalIEEE Transactions on 

Affective Computing.TheauthorBjörnSchullerisco-founderandEditor
inChiefofthejournalandishimselfacomputerscientist,university

3 Mentalhealth,audienceresearch,andmarketingoradvertisingaretheleading
“successstories”onaffectivecomputingcompanyAffectiva’swebsite:www.affectiva.
com/success-story. 

4 Thisisquitearemarkabledevelopmentconsideringthatonlyafewdecadesagothe
preoccupationwithaffectscouldbelocatedprimarilyinthefieldsofart,psycho-
analysis,orculturaltheory.Now,inadditiontoartists,psychologistsandcultural
theorists,programmers,engineers,economistsandmanagersareincreasinglycon-
cernedwithaffects.

5 Intheterminologyofdiscourseanalysis,adiscoursefragmentisamateriallypresent
utterancethatdealswithaspecifictopic.A“strandofdiscourse”consistsofdis-
coursefragmentsonthesametopic.Animportantquestionindiscourseanalysisis
howdiscoursefragmentsarecombinedtoformstrandsofdiscourseandhowdif-
ferentstrandscan“intertwine.”Thisisrelevantfortheeffectivenessofdiscourses.
Itcanbeassumedthateffectsofdiscoursesdependonhowtheycanintertwine,i.e.,
howtheycaninfluenceandsupporteachother( Jäger2004,159f.).

6 Theblograpidapipresentsmorethan20providersofsuchservicesandgivesacom-
parativemarketoverview(RapidAPIStaff2018).

https://www.affectiva.com/success-story/
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professorforartificialintelligence,andentrepreneur.Amongother
things,hewasinvolvedinanEUresearchprojectdealingwith“Social
SemanticEmotionAnalysisforInnovativeMarkets,”whichaimsto
combinebigdataanalysiswithemotionrecognition.7

 – AnEU-fundedresearchprojectnamedthe“MixedEmotionToolkit”:The
projectpublishesreportsonitsapproachtodevelopinganopen-source
softwareinfrastructurethatcombinesallpopularformsofemotion
monitoringinonepackageinagenerallyaccessibleway.

 – Otherdiscoursefragmentsaretakenfromthegrowingcloudbusiness
ofstandardizedemotionrecognitionservices.Websitesarepromoting
theirservicesofcloud-basedapplicationanddataexchangeinterfaces.
AmongthemarethelargecompaniesintheITindustrysuchasMicro-
soft,Google,AmazonandIBM,followedbyYouTubetutorialsforthese
servicesorotherthird-partyofferings.

Thisbrieflistisintendedtoillustratewhatismeantbythenotionof
industry-relatedoraffirmativediscoursefragments.As“fragments”they
mayrepresentcertainpositionswithintheaffirmativediscoursewith
exemplaryandexplicativevalue.

Theheterogeneousdiscoursefragmentsrefertoaffectivetechnologies
inquitedifferentways.Whattheyhaveincommonisthattheypar-
ticipate in processes that I suggest understanding as the movement of 
the“industrialization”ofaffecttechnologies.BythisIrefertoeffortsto
institutionalizeandstandardizetechnologiesandpracticesthatwork
towardsthebroadestandmosteffectivedissemination,application,and
economicexploitationofaffecttechnologiesoraffirmativelyaccompany
such developments. 

Methodological Orientation: Structures of 
Desires, Affect Technologies, and Discourses

Forthefundamentalquestionofthepromises,hopesandexpectations
associatedwithmediatransformations,HartmutWinkler’sapproachof
the“constellationofdesires”containsanelaboratedtheoreticalconcept.
Winklerdevelopedtheideathatmediahistory“pursuesdescribablesetsof
implicitutopias”(1997,17).Forthestudyofmediahistoryitisnotsufficient
to describe the state of the technological tools and to hold it responsible for 
mediadevelopment.Rather,Winklerclaims,theimplementationofcertain

7 “MixedEmotions=BigLinkedDataPlatformforEmotionalAnalysis”asdescribedon
theproject ’swebsite(Buitelaarn.d.).
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technologiesinmediahistoryisbasedona“preciselydescribablestructure
ofdesires”(17).Inhisinvestigationintodiscoursesofdigitalizationandthe
computer,heshowsthatitispossibletoidentifycertaindesiresthrough
affirmativeenunciations,whichareimportantforamediaconstellationand
fortheinterrelationofpolitics,society,technologyandeconomy,alsoin
thesenseofaninvocationandevocativepractice.Aconstellationofdesires
ispresentedbyWinklerasa“terrain”onwhichdifferentexposedpoints
canbeidentified(51).

WhatisinterestingaboutWinkler’sconceptofdesireisthatacharacteristic
ofdesireisseeninits“impossibility.”Itisnotclearwhetherthisappliesto
alldesiresinWinkler’ssense,butitiscertainthatoneoftheirimportant
functionalprinciplesisseeninthefactthat,“despitearealimpossibility,
theyhaveveryrealeffects”(40).Thedesirecanthusalsobecomeeffective
intermsofmediahistory,withoutthedesireitselfhavingtobefulfilled.
Here,“desires”arenotboundtopersonsandindividualsubjectivities.The
termdoesnotdirectlybelongtoa“psychological”theory,butratherdes-
ignatescertainstructuralelementsofdiscoursedynamics.Constellations
ofdesiresarerelatedtodeficitsandcontradictionsinexistingmedia–
technologicalformations.Theygaintheirrelevancebecausetheyreject
themorpromisethedissolutionofexistingcontradictions.InWinkler’scon-
cept,desiresarenotonlymirroringcertainmediadevelopmentsormaking
themdescribable,butcan,morebroadlyspeaking,functionas“adriving
force”inthedevelopmentofnewmedia(40).

Thequestionofstructuresofdesireinthecurrentdevelopmentofaffect
technologiesconcernstherelationshipbetweenmediatechnologyand
discourses.Iusetheterm“discourse”hereinreferencetoapproachesto
criticaldiscourseanalysis,followingFoucault,andwithregardtoadis-
course-analyticalconceptofmedia,asapartofGermanmediatheory(cf.
Conradi2015,65–90;Winkler2004;Stauff2005).Acharacteristicfeature
of the theory of critical discourse analysis is that discourses are seen 
asrelevantpowerfactors.Discoursesexercisepower,forexample,as
“’carriers’ofrespectivelyvalid‘knowledge’”( Jäger2004,149).Andthey
contributetothe“structuringofpowerrelationsinasociety”(149).Ifthe
dynamicsofthedevelopmentofaffecttechnologiesinmediahistory
dependonthefactthattechnical,economicandmanagerialstrandsofdis-
coursecanoverlap,influenceandsupporteachother,thenconstellations
ofdesirescanbeseenasanelementoftheinterweavingofthesestrands
of discourse. 
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Accordingtodiscourse-analyticalconceptsofmediaformations,dis-
coursesarenotexternaltotechnologiesormediaformations.Structures
ofdesiresanddiscoursesarenotakindofaffirmativeaccompanimentof
affectivemediatechnologiesorasideeffectoftechnicaldevelopments,
but are involved in the very production of these technologies and in their 
social,political,economic,andinfrastructuralshaping.Incriticaldiscourse
analysis,thestrategicaswellaslegitimizingfunctionofdiscoursesis
particularlyemphasizedinordertounderlinetheiroperativeandpro-
ductiveeffectiveness(cf.Jäger2004;Link2008).

Foracontemporaryconceptofmediathatdescribestheconstitutionof
mediaastheconcatenationandformationofpractices,discourses,and
technology,thefunctionofdiscoursesisevenfurtheramplified.Markus
Stauff,forexample,understandsmediaasatemporarilystabilized
“heterogeneousnetworkofrelationships”(2005,200).Suchaconceptof
medianotonlytakesintoaccountthechangingdynamicsandinstability
ofdigitalmedia(formations),butalsodrawsattentiontothefactthatdis-
courses and practices are included in the development of media from the 
outset.Discourses“enableandstabilizethetechnicalfunctioning”(192).
Thisappliesinparticulartotherealizationofnewtechnologies,which
intheiremergencearedependentontheinterplay,theincreasinginter-
locking—andthusontheintertwining—ofdifferentfieldsofknowledge
andspheresofaction.Ifoneconsidersaffecttechnologiesinthissense
asmedia-in-the-makingorasmediaformation,thentheconstitutionand
productivityofaffectivemediatechnologiesmustbeanalyzedasaconcat-
enationandtemporarilystabilizedformationofheterogeneouspractices,
discourses,andtechniques.8  

Adecisivehurdleforthemediafunctionappearsintheproblemof
concatenation.Howdoesadiscourseorganizeitsowncontinuityandthe
interactionofheterogeneouspracticesanddiscourses?Itisimportantto
understandhowtheoperativityofdiscoursestabilizestheheterogeneous
elements,the“heterogeneousnetworkofrelationships”(Stauff),andhow
thecontinuityofaformationisestablishedinthefirstplace.

Theassumptionthatconstellationsofdesiresandtheexpressionofhopes
andexpectationsplayanimportantfunctionissupportedbythefact

8 Thedistinctionbetweendiscourses,practicesandtechnologyisanythingbutstrict.
Inmaterialisttraditionsofdiscoursetheories,theterm“discourse”doesnotdes-
ignatespecificallyatotalityofsymbolicpractices,butcanrefertopracticesaswell
asutterances.Similarlythereisnostrictontologicaldifferencebetweentechnology
andpracticesastechnologyemergesfromcontinuedpractices(cf.“themodel,” 
Winkler2004,116–30).
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that—aswillbeshownlater—anintensificationoftheparallelismofdis-
coursesoftechnicalapplicationandofthearticulationofwishescanbe
observedinthefieldofaffectivemediatechnologies.

Algorithmic Affective Technologies—Steps 
towards the Industrialization of Emotions

ThefactthattheIEEE(theInstituteofElectricalandElectronicsEngineers)
has been publishing Transactions on Affective Computingsince2010can
beseenasasignofaflourishingscientificandcommercialinterestin
affectivetechnologies.TheIEEEdescribesitselfasthe“world’slargest
technicalprofessionalorganizationfortheadvancementoftechnology.”
Itisinfluentialasascientificcommunityandarelevantinstitutionwhenit
comestotechnicalstandardization.TheregularvolumesoftheTransactions 
on Affective Computingfollowtheaimof“disseminatingresultsofresearch
onthedesignofsystemsthatcanrecognize,interpret,andsimulatehuman
emotionsandrelatedaffectivephenomena.”

Intheintroductiontothefirstissue,RosalindPicardemphasizedtheshift
ofaffectivecomputingfromanexperimentaltheoreticalfieldtoawidely
receivedand“serious”undertaking(2010).Sheclaimsthat“insightsabout
emotions”havebecomeanecessarypartofthe“engineeringdreamsto
buildintelligentmachines.”In2017BjörnSchullertookuptherhetoricof
this“engineeringdream”inaneditorialforthejournal,tomergethese
“dreamstobuild”withtheriseofartificialintelligencetoformanewdream
ofcommercialsuccessthatshouldcomewhenthetechnologyconquers
broadconsumermarkets:

Initseightyears,theIEEE Transactions on Affective Computing(TAC)
haswitnessedatimeofgreatopportunitiesforthefield:Artificial
Intelligence(AI)andMachineLearninghaverecentlymadegreat
progress increasing the distribution and usage of intelligent solutions 
inthegreaterpublicandcommercialworld.Thisprogressbearsmany
greatchancesforAffectiveComputing,aswithincreasingintelligence
ofmachines,onemayincreasinglydesireaccordingintelligentsystems
toalsopossessemotionalintelligenceasthe“nextbigthing”in
commercialexploitationofAI—theArtificialEmotionalIntelligence
orAEIforshort.Togivebutafewexamples,withtheadventof
spokenlanguageassistantsinourhomes,andtheday-by-dayrising
usageofsuchassistantsonsmartphonesandpersonalcomputers,
it seems more than timely to also lend these assistants the ability to 
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understand their users’ emotions and react appropriately to them. 
Similarly,thereisahugetrendinmeasuringoneselfinmanywaysto
trackactivity,steps,heartrate,sleeptime,andwhatnots24/7—one
mayeasilyexpectemotiontrackingtobecomeofbroadinterestsoon,
aswell,whichcertainlyalsobearshighpromisesforseriousmedical
applications.Asalastexample,withgraduallysmartretrievalof
multimedia,theemotionalaspectwilllikelysoonplayamuchmore
importantrole,when—forexample—askingyourretrievalagentfor
somefunnypictures,bluesymusic,oramovieloadedwithtensionand
surprises.Obviously,thisalsobearsahugechallengeforrobustness,
astheexpectancywillbenothingbuthighonceAffectiveComputing
findsitswayintothebroadconsumermarketwhereseverereal-world
conditionsneedtobefaced.(Schuller2017,1)

Thisquoteisgiveninsuchextensivedetailtoconveythewayinwhicha
rhetoricofdesireor“dream”isunfoldedhere,whichprovidesanunder-
standingaboutthedirectioninwhichaffecttechnologyisdevelopingin
thephaseofitsindustrialization.Ormoreprecisely:howdifferentstrands
ofdiscourseareintertwinedinordertocontinuethediscourseandcreate
a“future.”Onestrikingfeature,forexample,istheformulaof“nextbig
thing”:therhetoricusedraisesexpectationsandsketchesfutureprospects
inawaythatmakesitdifficulttodistinguishbetweenthedescriptionof
possibilities and the call to actively bring about a certain future. 

Anentanglementofscientific,economicandinstitutionalstrandsofdis-
coursebecomesapparent.AstherhetoricofSchullerandPicardreveals,
thesedifferentfieldsofactionanddiscoursearestrategicallylinked
witheachother,which,followingStauff’sdiscourse-analyticalconcept
of“media,”canbeunderstoodasadiscursivepracticetostabilizea
heterogeneous“networkofrelations”andtosecurea(future)technical
functioning(aimingattherealizationormarket-drivenimplementationof
partiallynewtechnologiescompatibleforbroadconsumermarkets).

Paralleltothistypeofdiscursivepractice,transformationstakeplaceat
theleveloftoolsandtechniques,whicharecharacterizedbytendencies
towardsthestandardizationandautomationofproceduresandprocesses.
Thereisatrendtowardsastandardizationofmodulesorbuildingblocks
thatcanbeusedtoproducemoreeffectivelyanduniformlywhatis“man-
ufactured”inthecourseofan“industrializationofemotions.”Thishappens
inordertoidentify,excite,reproduceorsimulateandprocessemotionson
amassscaleandatlowcost.
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Thisdevelopmentisbasedinparticularonthealgorithmicallyrationalized
sideofaffecttechnology.Itispreciselythroughtheuseofsoftwarethatthe
scalabilityofapplications(forgrowingmarkets)andthusubiquitousmass
compatibilityisexpected.Theproductionofsoftwareitself,however,is
oftendependentonservicesthatcannotbecompletelystandardized:pro-
grammingcanbecharacterizedasahighlyindividual,creative,andmanual
process.Softwarecanbeunderstoodasa“mosaicofalgorithms,protocols,
infrastructures,andprogrammingconventions”(Mackenzie2006).Never-
theless,softwaredevelopmentalsooperateswithlevelsofstandardization
inordertoachieveuniformity,effectiveness,orcostsavings.Basicexam-
plesaretheuseofstandardizeddevelopmentenvironments(IDEs),quasi-
standardizedtools(suchascertaineditorsforwritingcode),andunifying
interoperabilityinterfaces(APIs),shareddatabases,orstandardizedcode
libraries.

Anexampleofthesestandardizationtendenciesistheapproachofthe
MixedEmotionToolbox,anopen-sourcetoolboxformultimodalemotion
analysis.9Thisprogrammingtoolboxisaplug-and-playplatformthat
combinesfunctionalitiesforthe“multimodal”analysisoftext,audio,video
anddatastructurelinksinonepackage.Thisincludesfunctionsforsen-
timentandemotionanalysisfromtexts,fortherecognitionofemotion,age
andgenderfromaudioprocessing,andfunctionsforfacedetectionand
emotiontrackingwithvideoprocessing,whichalsoincludesestimationof
headandbodypostures,andtheintegrationoflinkeddataasknowledge
graphs(Buitelaaretal.2018,2455).

Anotherexampleofthestateofdevelopmenttowardsthecommercialized
massapplicationofaffecttechnologiesandassociatedstandardizationare
thenumerouscloudservicesthatofferemotionrecognitionasatechnical
service.Amongthemarketleadersinthisareaarethemarketleaders
intheITindustrysuchasMicrosoft,Google,Amazon,andIBM.Allthese
companiesoffercloud-basedapplicationanddataexchangeinterfaces.
Theyprovideaninfrastructurethatallowsvirtuallyanyuserorpro-
grammertoperformalgorithmicidentificationandprocessingof“emotion”
accordingtopre-definedschemeswithouttheneedtoinvestinindividual
infrastructureordeepknowledgeofaffectivecomputing.Thenumberof
providersofsuchservicesissolargethatthereareguidebooksandonline

9 ItshouldbenotedthattheMixedEmotionToolboxcanbeseenasanexampleof
standardizationefforts.However,itsactualfunctioncouldnotbeverified.Questions
totheauthorsoftheMixedEmotionsToolbox,viatheofficiale-mail-address,onthe
statusoftheprojectsremainedunanswered.
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comparisonsthatoffer“customers”orientationinagrowingmarketof
cloud-based emotion recognition services.10

AtGoogle,theemotion-recognitionapplicationinterfaceispartofGoogle
CloudVision.The“CloudVisionAPI”providesfacerecognitionbasedondif-
ferentcharacteristics;emotionidentificationissimplyoneofseveralmod-
ulesintegratedintothefacerecognitioninfrastructure.Microsoft,withthe
“Oxford”project,hasofferedanapplicationinterfacefortherecognitionof
emotionssince2015.Emotionrecognitionispartofthe“MicrosoftAzure”
cloudcomputingplatform.Thecompanypointstothefactthatsince2019,
emotion recognition has been generally integrated into its face recognition 
services:“TrytheemotionrecognitioncapabilitiesofFaceAPInow.”The
offerisaddressedtothepotentialcustomerswhobuild“personalized
apps.”Theassociatedpricingmodelincludesafreeservicetogetstarted
(“EmotionAPI—Free:30,000imagetransactionsfreepermonth”)and
pricesbetween$0.10and$0.25per1,000transactions(Azure2018).

Theseandotherofferingsarecomplementedbyavarietyofavailable
databases on the internet that provide access to photos or videos of 
facialexpressionseitherfreeofchargeorforasmallfee(e.g.,totrain
neuralnetworks),ordatabaseswithtextsegmentsthatarealready
pre-categorizedaccordingtoemotionalvaluestoperformlanguage
analysis as sentiment analysis.11Inaddition,thereare—nosurprise—
numerousYouTubetutorialsthatexplainhowtousetheofferingsandhow
toprogramyourownapps,e.g.,forsmartphones.

Discourses and Great Promises
Astheexamplesshow,thetechnologyisonthemarketandreadyforwide-
spreaduse.Thissupportsthehypothesisthataffectivemediatechnologies
areinaphaseofindustrializationandstandardization.Andithelpsto
illustratethechangeinmediahistorythatistakingplacewithregardto
affectivemedia.Therelevantfunctionoftheconstellationofdesiresthat
supports and drives such a change becomes more apparent against the 
backgroundoftheactualbreadthandintensityofthisdevelopment.So
whataretherelatedpromisesanddesires?Andwhataretheexistingcon-
tradictionsthattheyarepositionedagainst?

10 Forexample,morethan20vendorsarecomparedinKairosandRapidAPI(RapidAPI
Staff2018;Virdee-Chapman2018).

11 Aselectionofsuchdatabasesispresentedonhttps://www.face-rec.org/databases
(Grgicn.d.).
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Inheressay“MergingTechnologyandEmotion,”TaraBrigham(2017)refers
totheunavoidableandubiquitous“interactionsbetweenhumansand
computers”thatpermeateeverydaylifeandtheworkenvironmentsasthe
basisforoneofthefundamentalpromisesofaffectivecomputing,which,
accordingtoBrigham,consistsofoptimizinginteractionandunderstanding
in the handling of computer-based technologies. Technical systems could 
beimprovediftheywouldrespondtosubtleorsubliminaltracesof
emotionalexpressionsintheirinteractionwithusers,inordertoincrease
the“effectivenessandsatisfaction”ofhuman–machineinteractions.

WhatBrighamdescribesisacommontropeinthediscourseofaffective
computing.Itisoftenthatthisideaofanoptimizedhuman–machineinter-
actionisaccompaniedbythepromiseofamore“natural”interaction.
Theprospectofoptimizedmachinesisalsomutuallyconnectedwiththe
conceptofanoptimizationofhumanusers,forexampleintheideaofaug-
mentinghumanemotionalabilities.Anexampleforthispositioncanbe
foundontheblogof“ventureradar”:

Whilegreatadvancesarebeingmadeintheanalyticalcapabilitiesof
computer systems there are also impressive developments being made 
in making computers more emotionally intelligent.Thisfieldisknown
asAffectiveComputing,andisdefinedasthestudyanddevelopment
ofsystemsanddevicesthatcanrecognize,interpret,process,and
simulatehumanemotions(oraffects).Thesedevelopmentsarebeing
driven by a need for more natural human–computer interactions,but
therearealsomanyexampleswhereaffectivecomputingtechnology
isaugmentingourownabilities,andenabling us to become more 
emotionally intelligent.(Thomson2016,emph.SW)

Anotherpositionintheaffirmativediscourseaimsatanincreasein
knowledgeandcognition.Machinesthatprocessemotionsareimagined
asbeinguseful“inordertounderstandhumansbetter”(Brigham2017,
400).However,theideaofanincreaseinknowledgeisnotlimitedtophilo-
sophicalself-knowledge,butcanrepeatedlybefoundlinkedwithbusiness
thinkingorthedesireforcommercialexploitation.Inthemagazinearticle
“Empathy—thekillerappforartificialintelligence,”thehopeforanew
man–machinerelationshipisexpressed,inorderto“helpbusinessespeer
intoourinnerfeelings”andto“makecustomersandemployeeshappier”
(Nogaetal.2017).

Atechnologicallyenhanced,controllableanddigitallyexpandable“emotion
awareness”couldbenefitcompanies,customersandemployeesalike
andhelpthemachievegreater“happiness.”Theseandsimilartopoican
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befoundinmanyplaces,albeitwithdifferentaccents.Forexample,in
anarticleinthebusiness-orientedonlinemagazineD!GITALIST,which
explains“HowEmotionallyAwareComputingCanBringHappinesstoYour
Organization,”thepromiseofincreasedattentiontofeelingsisassociated
withhappieremployees(heading:“DoYouFeelMe?”).Employerscould
observethefeelingsoftheiremployeesandthuschangeworkprocessesin
suchawaythatproductivity,effectiveness,andjobsatisfactionincrease.
Thehappinesspromisedorlongedforhereisnotonly“satisfaction”at
workforemployees,but,combinedwithit,aneconomicbenefit—asifit
wouldbelongtogether:“increaseinproductivity,effectiveness,andsatis-
faction”(D!GITALIST2017).

Toachievethesepromises,itisseenasnecessary(anddesirable)for
employers to be able to monitor the mood of employees at any time 
andinanyplacebymeansof“moodrecognitiontechnology”:“through
theapplicationofmachinelearning,BigDatainputs,imagerecognition,
sensors,andinsomecasesrobotics,artificiallyintelligentsystemshunt
foraffectiveclues:widenedeyes,quickenedspeech,andcrossedarms,
aswellasheartrateorskinchanges”(D!GITALIST2017).Themonitoringof
feelings could help to identify and classify negative moods at an early stage 
inordertocounteractthemwithappropriatemeasures.Through“positive
feedback,”motivationandsatisfactionshouldbeincreased.

MaricelCabahug,the“ChiefDesignOfficerresponsibleforSAP’soverall
designstrategyandproductdesign,”describesthefutureofa“more
emotional”workenvironmentthroughtheemotionalresponsivenessof
machinesinaeuphoricmannerandoptimisticterms:affecttechnologies
wouldcreate“roomformorenaturalkindsofdealingswithmachines”and
theinteractionbetweenmanandmachinewouldbecomemoreemotional
andthusmorepersonal(Cabahug2018).

Affecttechnologies,Cabahugclaims,wouldmakedealingwithmachines
lessabstract,andinsteadmorenatural,intuitive,andthereforemore
human.An“emotionalconnection”withthedigitaltoolswouldbecreated
in a mutual fashion. This could be achieved in particular through digital 
assistantsequippedwith“personality.”Affecttechnologies,inthisper-
spective,areameansofovercomingtheseparationbetweenmanand
machineandenablingmore“intimacy”andconnectedness.

Ourexpectationsforintelligentsystemstounderstandus,helpus,
andconnectwithusonanemotionallevelwillincreaseexponentially
inthecomingyears.Wewillbeconversingandinteractingmoreand
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morewithmachines,expectingthemtosoundandreactinawaythat
isconvincinglyhuman.(Cabahug2018)

Thecompanyitselfisthoughttobetransformedintoan“emotional
enterprise.”ThetransformationoftheworkenvironmentthatCabahug
envisionsisstagedasaradical“disruption”withanew“immersive
experience”onthehorizon:“Beingtransportedvisuallyandacousticallyin
timeandspacegetsunderyourskinandgoesdirectlytoprimitivecenters
ofthebrain...workisabouttogetmuchmorehumanandmuchmore
rewarding”(Cabahug2018).

Constellations of Desires and “Natural”  
Machinic Intimacy

Lookingatthebrieflyoutlinedpositions,itisstrikingthatitisnotonly
aboutthetopicof“emotion,”butmanydifferentmotivesareaddressed:
humanself-awareness,therelationshipwithmachines,thehopefor
morehappiness,moreefficiency,moresatisfactionatwork,morecontrol
overemployees,moreknowledge(andpower)overcustomers,success
inbusiness,etc.Manyofthesetopicsare—consideredseparately—
quitetrivial.Theyareformulasthatonemightassociatewithproduct
advertising—lifeshouldbecomemorebeautiful,better,happier.According
tothetheoreticalconceptofaconstellationofdesires,however,itisnot
thesuperficialadvertisingmessagesandclichésthatareremarkable,
but rather the characteristic constellation of heterogeneous and partially 
contradictorystructures,whichinsumcontributetotheresultofthe
stabilizationandcontinuityofthediscourse.

Concurrentlythediscoursefragmentsshowthatabundleofstatements
directly addresses problems of technological mediation,suchasuserinter-
faces,man–machinecommunicationand,ingeneral,themedialityand
relationalitybetweenmanandmachine.Inconjunctionwiththeturn
towardsaffecttechnologies,thedesireforovercomingabstractionand
foramore“natural,”humaneandpersonaltechnologyisarticulated.
Inaddition,thedesireforadissolutionofboundariesandresistances
betweenhumansensoryrealitiesandmachine“others”isemerging.
Anexampleofthiscanbeseeninthevisionofanimmersiveemotional
connection(Cabahug2018),whichistobecreatedfrom“naturalkindsof
dealingswithmachines.”Theaffirmationofaffectivetechnologiesposes
itselfthus,atleastinpart,inoppositiontothecharacteristicsofmodern,
technology-dependentsocietyorisconnectedwiththe(paradoxical)
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desiretoovercomealienation,abstractionanda-humantechnologybyan
intensificationofhuman–machineinteractions.

Atthispoint,itshouldberecalledonceagainthatthe“impossibility”of
theirfulfillmentinWinkler’sconceptcanalmostbeconsideredacharacter-
isticofdesires.Atleastinsofarasitisoneoftheir(discursive)functional
principles,“despitearealimpossibility,themorerealeffectstheyhave”
(Winkler1997,40).

“Natural”interaction,intimacy,immediacyandemotionalconnectedness
ascharacteristicsofhuman–machinecommunicationarevirtuallyopposed
tothecomplextechnicityofcommunicationthroughdigitalmediation.The
discourseonaffectivemediatechnologiesisresonatingwiththedesire
for a-mediality and immediacy. This desire for immediacy is diametrically 
opposedtothefactuallogicofcomputationalquantificationandthehyper-
medialmachiniccodingandre-locationofemotionsincomplexmedianet-
works,databases,andhuman-algorithmic-sensoryassemblages.Afurther
analysiscouldtakethiscontradictionasasubjectforfurtherinvestigation
intothediscursivedynamicsofaffectivemediatechnologies.
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Mediated Humanitarian 
Affect

Andrew A. G. Ross

This contribution reflects on the cultural pol-
itics of affective media in the field of global 
humanitarianism. Liberal advocates of internet 
connectivity continue to celebrate mobile and 
other digital networking technologies as vehicles 
for global dialogue and transnational justice. A key 
conceit of this tradition is an ontological linkage 
between the scale of mediated communication, 
the sensorial range of human experience, and the 
capaciousness of moral attention. In reference 
to recent developments in digital humanitarian 
advocacy, this chapter disrupts these linkages and 
tells a more complex story about the politics of 
mediated humanitarian affect. Digital humanitarian 
campaigns enhance moral sensitivities but also 
engender new forms of digital labor, data gathering, 
and political control. Crisis mapping technologies 
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expand opportunities for liberal institutions to 
manage distant populations according to specific 
rationalities of governance. And the algorithms that 
circulate video advocacy campaigns are translating 
distant conflicts into new sites for enjoyment and 
moral urgency. The case of mediated humanitarian 
affect reveals the extent to which human affective 
energies are being captured by the technologies 
and regimes of power characteristic of neoliberal 
societies.

InaJanuary2010addressonthetopicofinternetfreedom,then-United
StatesSecretaryofStateHillaryClintoncelebratedonlineandtextmes-
sagingeffortsthathadraisedmassivefundsforvictimsofadevastating
earthquakeinHaiti.ShereportedthattheTextHAITIcampaignhadalready
generatedmorethan$25millionanddescribeditas“ashowcaseforthe
generosityoftheAmericanpeople”(Clinton2010).Thissuccessstory
revealedthegreatdemocraticpotentialofthedigitalage,asinformation
technologiescreatewhatshe,recallingMarshallMcLuhan(1994),described
as“anewnervoussystemforourplanet.”Theideathatcommunications
technologies might encourage global sensitivity and thereby increase 
humanitarian responsiveness has deep roots in liberal internationalism. 
And,asevidencedbycommentatorswhoinvokethepotentialforinternet
connectivitytosustaindemocraticopennessonaglobalscale(MacKinnon
2012;Shirky2011;Slaughter2016),thenotionofa“globalvillage”continues
toinformtheliberalimagination(Srinivasan2017).Thecentralconceitof
thistraditionisanontologicallinkagebetweenthescaleofmediatedcom-
munication,thesensorialrangeofhumanexperience,andthecapacious-
ness of moral attention.

Inreferencetorecentdevelopmentsindigitalhumanitarianadvocacy,
thischapterdisruptstheselinkagestotellamorecomplexstoryabout
thepoliticsofmediatedaffect.1Dispensingwithnarrativesfocusedon

1 Iassumethat,despitetheavailabilityofmanycompellingphilosophicalcritiques
ofhumanrights(Arendt1973;Rancière2004),Westernhumanitarianadvocacy
continues apace and needs to be understood as a force unto itself in cultural politics.
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geographicscale,Iarguethatviralexpressionscirculatedthroughsocial
mediaarereconfiguringthelandscapeofculturalauthorityandpowerin
waysthatconfoundliberalaspirationstowardageneralizedempathy.The
visualimagesandexpressiveactsassociatedwithcampaignstosavechild
soldiersinUganda,tofreetheso-calledChibokgirlsofNorthernNigeria,
andtohelprefugeesinSyriaarelayingchannelsofsensitivityselectively
attunedtoparticularevents,beneficiaries,andproblems.Throughthese
sensitivities,practicesofdigitalhumanitarianismarecreatingaffect-
generatingoutletsforculturalexpression,sitesofentertainment,and
opportunitiesforenjoyment.Toexploresuchprocesses,hereIwillfocus
notonindividualparticipants,campaigns,andmovementsbutinsteadon
non-subjectiveaffectiveenergiesIcall“mediatedhumanitarianaffect.”

Whilehumanitariancampaignsandnetworksareengagedinmoral
advocacy,mediatedhumanitarianaffectbearsnonecessary,normative,or
politicalvalence.Mediatedflowsofhumanitarianaffectcannotbereduced
tothegeneralizedcompassionorempathyofFassin’s“humanitarian
reason,”andnordotheyconformtotheironicgesturesassociatedwith
Chouliaraki’s“post-humanitarianism”(Fassin2012;Chouliaraki2010).And
yet,becausetheyenablespecific,politicallysignificantformsofcultural
authority,theycallforthecriticalethosthattheseauthorsinvoke.Digital
humanitarian practices comprise part of a larger cultural political economy 
ofdistributedagency,withhumanitarianaffectservingtodirectattention,
instantiatesitesofculturalauthority,andsustainnewformsofpolitical
control. These social and political consequences of mediated humanitarian 
affectremainconcealedaslongasweacceptthetightlinkagebetweenthe
scaleofcommunication,thepossibilityofhumansensoryenlargement,
andthecapaciousnessofmoralimagination.Ithusbeginwithacritical
genealogy of these associations.

1.  Feeling Global
WhenClintonandotherliberalobserversattributeaglobalscaletomedia
technologies,theygiveexpressiontothelatter’shistoricalidentification
asinstrumentsofcommunication.Theconceptofcommunicationevokes
theideaofsharingormakingcommon(Peters1999,7),buttheideaof
achievingsuchasharedexchangeacrossgeographicdistanceonlyemerges
historicallyastechnologiesfacilitatewiderspheresoftransmissionand
engagement(Thompson1995).Technologiessuchasrailway-enhanced
postaldelivery,telegraphy,andradiobroadcastingcreatedanassociation
betweencommunicationandthetransmissionofinformationalcontent
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acrossgeographicspace(Guillory2010;Headrick2000;Peters1999,7–9).
Duringthemodernperiod,mediatedexperiencethusbecomesassociated
withcommunication—understood,through“ametaphorofgeographyor
transportation”(Carey1989,15),asthesendingofinformationaldata.

Asopportunitiesformediatedcommunicationproliferatedduringthe
nineteenthcentury,theybecameimplicatedinthepoliticaleconomies
ofliberalinternationalism.FiguressuchasDavidLivingstone,Leonard
Woolf,andNormanAngellhelduptransportationandcommunication
technologies as opportunities for achieving cross-national understanding 
andpeace(Rosenberg2012).Theseclaimsechoedtheutopianideasof
Saint-SimonandMichelChevalier,bothofwhomsawcommunicationas
thekeytofosteringtransnationalsolidarity(Mattelart2000,15–16).Net-
worksoftravelandcommunicationtogetherheldthepotentialtopromote
unityandimperialistconceptionsofcivilization,importantantidotesto
the nationalist and racial fragmentations characteristic of nineteenth-
centurypolitics.Suchtheorieslaidthegroundworkforanexplicitcon-
nectionbetweenthesociologyofcommunicationandthepoliticsofliberal
internationalism.

Thenormativevalueofcommunicationwasfurtherenhancedduringthe
twentiethcentury,asnewtechnologiespermittedbothfastertransmis-
sionandworriesaboutacorollarylossofauthenticity.Theproliferationof
channels facilitating communication thus served to underscore its value for 
promotingdemocraticsociability.TheAmericansociologistCharlesHorton
Cooleyembracedthesepotentialsandapproachedcommunicationasa
liberation from geography—even regarding communication technologies 
asfacilitatingakindofunconsciousspiritualconnectionacrossdistances
(Peters1999,187).But,asPetersnotes,Cooley’sreflectionsareindicativeof
abroaderculturalanxietyovertheimpactofnewtechnologies.Theadvent
of everyday opportunities for long-distance communication only placed a 
greater premium on face-to-face—and other forms of social and spiritual—
connectionregardedaspossessinggreaterauthenticity.Inthisvein,Dewey
(1946)andothersexpressedacharacteristicallytwentieth-centuryeffort
torecoverauthenticformsofdeliberativecommunication,andsocialand
politicalthreatssuchasfascismandcommodificationonlyaugmentedthat
endeavor(Habermas1989;HorkheimerandAdorno2002).

WhileDewey,Habermas,andotherdemocratictheoristsfocusedonpublic
deliberationatanationallevel,themoralpotentialofcommunication
founditslogicalrealizationindiscussionsofa“globalpublicsphere”(Fraser
2007;Fraseretal.2014;Volkmer2014).Suchlate-centurytheoriesofglobal
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dialoguearestagedagainstthebackdropofpost-WWIIinstitutionalexperi-
mentsaimedatpeace,education,andscientificcooperation.TheCon-
stitution of the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO)thusdeclaredinitspreambletheintentiontoleveragecom-
municationspracticesandtechnologies“forthepurposesofmutualunder-
standingandatruerandmoreperfectknowledgeofeachother’slives.”
And,whileUNESCOacceptedtheUnitedNations’fundamentalcommit-
menttostatesovereignty,itneverthelesspursuedaglobalmandate:the
“sacredduty”tosupport“thewidediffusionofculture,andtheeducation
ofhumanity.”Throughtheworkofthisinstitution,theideaof“oneworld”
successfully displaced cultural pluralism as the basis for liberal inter-
nationalism(Duedahl2011,103).Protectingthe“freeflowofinformation”
throughmassmediabecameakeypreoccupationintheserviceofthose
objectivesandisnowreflectedinUNESCOeffortstoprotectinternet
freedom(Duedahl2016,27;Peters1999,26;Duttonetal.2011,8).Clinton’s
effortstoalignglobal-scalecommunicationwithmoralsolicitudeand
democraticvaluesresonatewiththesemultilateralprojects.

Butrecentdevelopmentsinhumanitarianpracticesuggestthatthedigital
technologiesClintoncelebratesarebeingusedinwaysthatconfound
mid-centuryvisionsof“oneworld.”McLuhanwassurelycorrectinhis
claim that media technologies alter the sensory capabilities of the human 
beingsthatusethem.But,intheearlytwenty-firstcentury,hisattribution
ofglobalscaletothatsensoryrealignmentseemsremarkableforthe
holismitpresumes.Thecontentionthatour“globalvillage”isa“resonating
whole”allowingfor“totalityandinclusiveness”or“worldconsciousness”
(McLuhanandPowers1989,91,95,103)doesnotadequatelyreflectthe
mannerinwhichprocessesofmediationaresustainingmorelocalized
anddifferentiatedaffects.The“planetarynervoussystem”isnotoneuni-
fiedorganismbutamultitudeofselectivesensitivitiesfueledbyspecific
repertoires of digital practice.

2.  Humanitarian Affect
Enthusiasmfordigitalhumanitarianismisachapterinthisnarrativeof
globalholism.Variousdigitaltechnologies—includingsocialmediaplat-
forms,videosharingsites,seriousvideogames,andcrowdsourcedcrisis
mapping—arenowroutinelyusedforhumanitarianadvocacybygovern-
mentsandvariousnon-governmentalorganizations.And,whileboth
scholarsandpractitionershavebeguntoassesstheeffectivenessofthese
practicesonanoperationallevel,theadventofdigitalhumanitarianism
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hasyettobecontextualizedinrelationtothebroaderhistoryofcom-
munication,itscapacitytoaugmentsensoryandaffectiveexperience,
anditsconnectionswiththeprojectofliberalinternationalism.Taking
stepsinthisdirection,Isuggestthatthesedigitalhumanitarianpractices
areproducinglocalizedflowsofhumanitarianaffectinducedbyspecific
events,campaigns,andissues,ratherthangeneratingglobalawarenessor
sensitivity. 

Advocacyforhumanrightshaslongbeenassociatedwithaugmentations
ofhumansensoryexperience.Sincehumanrightsviolationsareoftencon-
cealedbythestateactorswhoperpetratethem,andsincehumanitarian
crisesoftenoccuratadistancefromtheoutsideactorswhorespondto
them,thetaskofhumanitarianismisinherentlydependentuponpublic
awarenessandwitnessing.Humanrightsis,atitscore,“avisibilityproject”
(Gearty2006,4).OrganizationssuchasAmnestyInternationalwere
foundedonthepracticeofwitnessing,employingtechniquessuchasletter-
writingandprisoneradoptionastheconduitforextra-localpublicinvolve-
mentandadvocacy(Hopgood2006;Scarry1985).Beginninginthe1980s,
imagescirculatingvianewspapers,magazines,anddirectmailcampaigns
helped to bring outside attention to famines and other humanitarian 
crisesintheGlobalSouth(Moeller1999).Duringthe1990s,real-timenews
coveragewasseenasplayinganimportantroleinnotonlysecuringpublic
attention(Robinson1999),butalsointheinaugurationofanewsensory
regimeofvisualsimulation(Baudrillard1995).Becausehumanrights
claimshavehistoricallyinvolvedgeographicalandculturaldistance,we
canunderstandthemonlybyexcavatingthemechanismsofvisibilityand
simulationconnectingandconstitutingwillinghumanitariansandwould-be
beneficiaries.

Socialnetworksandthealgorithmsbehindthemhavequalitatively
transformedmediatedaccesstohumansuffering.Asmobilecomputing
andsocialnetworkingtechnologiesaffordopportunitiesforordinary
userstoco-producemediacontent,broadcastingnetworksandcen-
tralizedorganizationalstructuresarenolongerintegraltomediatized
humanitarianism.Indeed,muchattentionhasbeenpaidtosuch“user-
driven”capabilities,whichCastells(2009)associateswiththephenomenon
of“massself-communication”andBennettandSegerberg(2013)with
the“personalization”ofsocialmovementorganizing.Buttheseaccounts
repositionagencyontotheindividualuserwithoutcallingintoquestionthe
ontology of intentionality that privileges communication as the primary 
aspectofmediatedexperience.Whatmakessocialnetworkingandmobile
computing practices distinctive is not only their reliance on user-generated 
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contentbutalsothemannerinwhichtheydistributeopportunitiesfor
culturalexpressionandagency.Herethesufferinghumanismorethan
anexternalobjecttriggeringaction;theyarepartofanassemblageof
technical,sensory,andaffectiveprocessesinvolvedinchannelinghuman
activity and directing attention.

Humanitariancampaignsbuiltaroundhashtags,viralvideos,andiconic
images therefore do more than merely communicate information to a 
user:theydistributeinducementstoaffectiveexpression.Humanrights
organizationsareincreasinglyseekingtocapitalizeonthepowerofcrowd-
sourcingthroughinnovativeuseofdigitalmediatools(Cornell,Keisch,
andPalasz2004;Joyce2010).Viralvideoandhashtagcampaignssuchas
KONY2012and#BringBackOurGirlsshowcasethepotentialfornewforms
ofparticipation(Berents2016;CarterOlson2016;Loken2014):thelatter
generatedoverfourmillionretweetsduringthesecondhalfof2014(Carter
Olson2016,773),whiletheKonyvideoattractedmorethan100million
viewsinjustsixdays(Brysk2013,158).Thesignificanceofthisparticipatory
element can be seen in both the content generated by users and the 
affectiveenergiesproducedbythecuratorialpracticesofclicking,for-
warding,liking,andposting.Crisismapsandotherformsofdigitalcrowd-
sourcinggeneratedataforthepurposesofwitnessingandcoordination
amongreliefagencies(Ziemke2012),buttheyalsodistributetheexperi-
enceofsolidarityandmoralconfidencewithinanemergentassemblageof
mediatedparticipation.Whatresultsare“circulationsofaffect”(Ross2014)
thatcoalescearoundthecatastrophicevents,celebrityactivists,andiconic
imagesthatmostacutelydirectattentiontohumansuffering.

Thesehumanitarianaffectsdonotpre-existthemediationsthatinduce
them:theyaresocioculturallyconstitutedandcontextuallyspecific
responses rather than generic emotions. The emotionality of human 
rightsadvocacyhasbeenwidelyrecognizedbyvariousculturalhistories
ofhumanitarianism,withmanyaccountspointingtotheimportanceof
compassionandempathyinmotivatinganddefiningthescopeofhuman
rightsconsciousnessandadvocacy(Crawford2014;Hunt2007;Ureand
Frost2014).Andyet,asIhavesuggestedelsewhere(Ross2018),these
stereotyped emotions do not capture the various emotions and moods—
includingangerandguilt—thatcanariseinresponsetohumansuffering.
Moreover,asHutchison(2016),KäpyläandKennedy(2014),andothershave
demonstrated,evenseeminglycommonplaceemotionssuchascompas-
sion are shaped and disciplined by the images and campaigns that elicit 
them.Humanitarianpracticessuchascelebrityactivismanditsattendant
technologies,moreover,haveenhancedcertainstylesofaffective
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expression,suchastheintimacyof“confession”(Mitchell2016,295).These
affectsaregeneratedthroughthesocialprocesses,culturalvalues,and
technical media that sustain contemporary humanitarianism.

Humanitarianaffectdoesnotpre-existitsexpressionbecausehuman
affectivityissodeeplyconstitutedbymediatechnologies.Contemporary
media theory suggests that mediation needs to be understood not as 
human actors using instruments of communication but as human and 
materialelementsco-evolvingwithincompositesystems,orassemblages
(Clark2003;Clough2000;Galloway,Thacker,andWark2014;Hayles2012;
Massumi2002).Mediatedpracticesofhumanitarianismhavebecome
important nodes in this co-constitution of technological and human 
capability.Researchinneuroscienceshowsthataffectiveresponsesare
predicatedonpatternsofembodiedsensitivity,suchthatexposuretoan
emotionallysignificantobjectactivatesresponsesinthebrain.Buttheclass
ofimages,objects,andexperiencesthatqualifyas“emotionallycompetent
stimuli”(Damasio2003)changeswithexperience.Thebrain’scapacityfor
plasticity(Angerer2017;Malabou2008;Wexler2006)ensuresthataffective
capabilities are continually channeled and directed according to repeated 
patternsofexposureandstimulation.Whatatfirstseemstobeaquintes-
sentially human endeavor—pooling the capabilities of some human beings 
toattendtotheneedsofothers—isalsotheinterfacebetweencultural
representationsofsuffering,thealgorithmsandothertechnicalprocesses
thatdistributethemtohumansensoryreceptors,andthestylesof
affectiveresponsethatbothhelptonormalize.

Studiesofhumanitarianpracticeprovidesomeindicationsofthesenew
stylesofaffect.Oneshifthasbeentowardenhancedopportunitiesfor
pursuingenjoymentthroughhelpingothers.Criticalcommentariespointto
thedangerof“narcissism”asagenerationofsocialmediausersbecomes
absorbedinself-expressionandpublicperformancesofgenerosity
(Papacharissi2009;Rifkin2009).Evenwithoutfullyendorsingsuchworries,
however,wecanacceptthatdigitalhumanitarianpracticesareproviding
opportunitiesforexperiencingpleasurethroughsmallactsofperceived
generosity.Helping,giving,andsavinginvolvedistinctexchangesofaffect,
and,asBornsteinsuggests,weneedtounderstand“thesubtleshadesof
humanitarianefforts—differentiatedbyvariedimperatives,impulses,and
systemsofobligationandassistance”(2012,11).Thedigitallaborassociated
withnavigatingandcuratinghumanitariancontentbuildsnewstylesof
affectarounddistributedformsofaction.Researchinmoralpsychology
suggeststhatmoraljudgmentandaltruisticactionsgeneratefeelingsof
pleasureandpride(Haidt2003;Prinz2007,81).Contemporaryformsof



Mediated Humanitarian Affect 177

mediatedhumanitarianismaremultiplyingopportunitiesforthesejoysof
moralaction(Chouliaraki2010).

Ethnographicresearchalsopointstothegrowingsalienceofurgency
withincontemporaryhumanitarianism.Whereasolderformsofhuman
rightsadvocacytoleratedincrementalchange,theacceleratedformsof
communicationaffordedbydigitaltechnologiesareamplifyingmoodsof
urgencywithinhumanitariannetworks(Mitchell2016,290;Pandolfi2010).
TheRwandangenocidewasakeycatalystforthisspecifictemporality,
whichhelpedtofuelinternationalsupportforthe“Responsibilityto
Protect”doctrine.ItisinthisculturalcontextthattheInvisibleChildren
organizationinvestedtheirKONY2012campaignwithsuchadistinctive
impatience.Theshortfilmattheheartofthatcampaignrelatesthestoryof
Americanstudentsonachurchmissiontripwho,afterwitnessingtheplight
ofchildsoldiersinUganda,areeagertoexposetheinjusticeandcatalyze
Americanintervention.Asthefilm’snarratorpivotsintoanexplanation
ofthecampaign,hestates“wecanchangethecourseofhumanhistory
buttimeisrunningout”(RussellandInvisibleChildren2012).Theimper-
ativeto“dosomething!”hasmoreauthorityinanenvironmentinwhich
readily accessible forms of digital engagement give the impression that its 
solealternativeisto“donothing.”Asmanycriticshavesuggestedinthe
aftermathoftheKONY2012case,therapidresponsesenabledbydigital
humanitariancampaignsdisempowerlocalactors,mis-representthe
structuralcausesofsuffering,andpromotemisguidedremediesasacon-
sequence(Brysk2013,156–60;Finnegan2013;Mamdani2012).

Urgency,enjoyment,andotherformsofmediatedhumanitarianaffect
arenotwellunderstoodasmanifestationsofauniformexpansionof
sensoryrangeoraglobalenhancementofempathy.Humanrights
advocatescontinuetoembracenewmediaasopportunitiestorealizethe
ambitionsofliberalinternationalism.Inthisvein,MichaelIgnatieffasserts
thatnewmediatechnologiesarefacilitating“thesteadyenlargement
oftheaudiencesbeforewhichwefeelwemuchjustifyourselves”(2017,
15).Indeed,astoolsofcommunication,digitalmediahavethepotential
toreachgloballydistantusers—butassitesofaffectivemediation,their
impactisbothmoredifferentiatedandmoremutable.Iconicimagesand
signaleventsholdthepotentialtoforgespecificsensitivitiesthatdirect
attentioninaselectivemannerandgeneratestylesofaffectivitywithin
specificmediamilieus.Generalizedassertionsofglobalempathyandmoral
concernobscuresuchaffectiveprocesses.



178 Affective Transformations

3.  Capturing Humanitarian Affect
Political assessments of digital media and social movements often 
alternatebetweencelebrationandsuspicion.Ononesidearethosewho
regarddigitaltoolsasaffordingnewmechanismsforenhancingcivil
societyandorganizingandfacilitatingcollectiveactionwithoutastrong
organizationalcenter(BennettandSegerberg2013;Castells2012).The
emphasishereliesonthemechanicsoforganizing,especiallythepotential
foruser-drivencontributionstoachieveanoutsizedimpactthroughdigital
networkingandaggregation.Ontheothersidearethosewhoworrythat
onlineactivitiessuchassocialmedianetworkingareproducingadeficitof
authenticpoliticalcommitment( Joyce2011;Morozov2013;Rifkin2009).In
thisvein,Gladwell(2010)arguesthatsocialmedia-drivenmovementslack
thepersonalsacrificesand“strongties”thatunderpinnedtheUScivilrights
movement.Heandotherskepticsarguethatclicking,liking,andposting
amounttoaformof“slacktivism”thatcannotproducerealchange.

Whilenotwithouttheirmerits,bothviewsarequicktoapplymetrics
ofeffectivenessthatleavethebroaderpoliticaleconomyofdigital
humanitarianismunexamined.Thelastthreedecadeshaveseenhuman
rightsadvocacysubsumedwithinthemarketrationalitiesofneoliberalism
(Goodale2009;Hopgood2013;Moyn2010).Organizationsandnetworks
operatewithinacompetitivemarketplacewhereinmedia,donors,and
celebritiesplayanintegralroleinsecuringattentionamongwould-be
sympathizers(Bob2005;Chouliaraki2013;Vestergaard2010).Moreover,
useofsocialmediaandotherdigitaltoolsiscreatingagrowingimper-
ative for actors in the humanitarian sector to tailor their publicity to 
social media algorithms and other data analytic tools. That supporters 
areoftenmotivatedbygenuineconcernforhumansufferingdoesnot
insulatetheenterpriseofhumanitarianismfromcapturebytheprocesses,
technologies,andculturalauthoritiesthatcompriseneoliberalism.

Humanitarianaffecthelpstosecurehumanparticipationinthose
broaderneoliberalassemblages.Thejoyandurgencyassociatedwith
representationsofhumansufferingfuelsthecirculationofdigitalcontent
withinglobaleconomiesofgivingandreceiving.Inthiscontext,messages,
posts,andappealsbecomesignificantnotonlyfortheircontent,butalso
fortheroletheyplaywithinalargersystemthatJodiDeancalls“com-
municativecapitalism”;theyare,touseherwords,“merecontributions
tothecirculationofimages,opinion,andinformation,tothebillionsof
nuggetsofinformationandaffecttryingtocatchandholdattention”
(2009,24).Campaignsseektoleverageevocativeimagesandalluring
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celebritiesinordertoaccumulate“caringacts”withinadistributedpoolof
“audiencelabor”(Wilson2014,114).2Affectthuscreatesthebasisfordis-
tributedagencyintheabsenceofgeographicproximity,culturalidentity,or
ideological coherence. The resulting social formations consist of both con-
stellationsofindividualusersandcirculationsofpre-individualaffectsthat
directattentionandinspireactionevenbeforetheemergenceofnetworks
of“massself-communication”becomesvisible.

The moral and political motivations behind digital humanitarian labor 
telluslittleabouttheregimesofpowerintowhichtheyaredrawn.
Whendigitalmediacreateopportunitiesforcrowdsourcingandthe
co-productionofcontent,theyserveasenginesofparticipationbutdo
soaccordingtospecifictermsofintelligibility.Flowsofhumanitarian
affectdirectattentiontothosekindsofhumansufferingforwhichmoral
sensitivitiesaremostacute.Researchontransnationalsocialmovements
notesthatissuesinvolvingbodilyharmreceivespecialattention(Keckand
Sikkink1998);otherspointtomediarepresentationsthattreatchildrenas
privilegedobjectsofmoralconcern(Moeller2002)ornon-Westernpopula-
tionsasneedingbenevolentWesternassistance(Hutchison2016).These
selectionsarevisibleexpressionsofhumanitariansensitivityassociated
withcertainprivilegedissues,beneficiaries,andcases.Genocide,child
soldiers,sextrafficking—eachofthesehigh-profileissuesprovokessuch
sensitivitiesand,asaresult,presentsdifferentpotentialstoengender
flowsofhumanitarianaffect.

Thiscapacityforselectivitymeansthathumanitarianaffectenterspol-
iticsinwaysthatempowerandlegitimizecertainkindsofnormsand
institutions.TheurgencyandenthusiasmgeneratedbytheKONY2012
campaign,forexample,becameintegratedintoinstitutionalresponses
associatedwithoutsidemilitaryandjuridicalintervention(inthisinstance,
bytheUnitedStatesmilitaryandtheInternationalCriminalCourt).More-
over,digitaltoolsusedtocrowdsourcethepracticeofhumanrights
witnessingcreatesaffectivechannelsofauthorityanddependency
betweenhelpersandbeneficiaries.3Forexample,astudybyKamariClarke
examinesuser-drivencrisistrackingplatformsandsmartphone-based
capabilities for video capture that are being used by international crim-
inaljusticeinstitutions.Shearguesthatthese“capturetechnologies”are

2 Ontheideaof“digitallabor,”see,forexample,workbyThrift(2008),aswellas
Clough(2013)andothercontributionstoScholz(2013).

3 Grove(2015),forexample,pointstothewayinwhichcrowdsourcedcontributions
todigitalcrisismapscanhelptoreproducespecificformsofpowerwithin“human
securitygovernance.”
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leveragingtheaffectivepotentialofthe“victimizedbody”andinvesting
digitallyequippedhelperswithsurveillancecapacityandpoliticalauthority
onceheldbythestate(2017,365).Mediatedflowsofaffectthusserveas
mechanisms for eliciting and sustaining local human involvement in the 
institutionalsitesofneoliberalworldpolitics.

4.  Conclusion
Thefieldofhumanitarianpracticeaffordsinsightintothe“affective
mediatransformations”ofthetwenty-firstcentury.Inmakingcreative
useofsocialmedianetworkingandvariousformsofmobilecomputing,
humanitarianmovementsarecrowdsourcingtheworkofwitnessing,
fundraising,andculturalawareness.Butthesetechnicalcapabilitiesarenot
creatingthe“planetarynervoussystem”thatMcLuhanoncepredictedand
thatliberalinternationalistsassociatewithinternetfreedomandglobal
connectivity.Instead,contemporaryhumanitarianpracticeisproducinga
moredifferentiatedandmutablefieldofaffectivesensitivitiesandflows.In
thiscontext,generalizedaccountsofempathycannotcapturethechannels
ofenhancedsensitivitythatdirectattentiontospecificissues,popula-
tions,andcampaigns.Humanitarianaffectneedstobeunderstoodinthe
particular. 

Thephenomenonofhumanitarianaffectoffersfurtherindicationsabout
howhumanelementsfunctionwithincontemporarymediaassemblages.
Tobeginwith,thewillfulintentionsandsubjectiveexperiencesofindividual
userscomprisesomebutnotallofthosehumanelements.Ashuman
beingsinhabithumanitarianmediaenvironments,affectivesensitivities
co-evolvewiththedemandsplaceduponthemtocontributespecifickinds
ofdigitallabor.Thatsucheffectsarelessvisiblethanthecommunicative
andnetworkingfunctionsofdigitalmediadoesnotmakethemanyless
significantforthefieldofculturalpolitics.Moreover,themoralmotivations
behindhumanitarianpracticebearnofixedimprintonthenormativeand
politicalvalenceofhumanitarianaffect.Imagesandrepresentationsof
humansufferingengenderflowsofaffect,butthathumanitariangenesis
offersanunreliableindicatoroftheinstitutionsandregimesofcultural
authoritywithwhichtheylateralign.
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Affection and Dividuation

Michaela Ott

In order to counter the monolithic understanding 
of “affect,“ coined by Brian Massumi in a specific 
reading of Gilles Deleuze’s concept, I want to unfold 
a more epistemologically demanding understanding 
of affective processes through a historical recon-
sideration of the philosophically differentiated 
term “affection,“ meaning “doing with“ or “doing 
by“ in its literal sense. In Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s 
phenomenology it is conceived as a self-contracting 
temporal process able to catalyze and synthesize 
interactions and inter-passivities between different 
entities. Because of its inevitable participation in 
and with others, I want to highlight its “dividual“ 
character. “Dividual“ is a term coined by Deleuze 
for the aesthetics of film and music, which, due 
to their temporal character, cannot be identified 
as individual, undivided expressions. Extending 
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on this, I consider dividual affections as stimuli 
and participants of bio- and socio(techno)logical 
processes where they can be intentionally rein-
forced for political aims. Finally I present aesthetic-
political affections in a (post)colonial perspective, 
with regard to Achille Mbembe’s concept of “Afro-
politanism“ as to different art works of “African“ 
artists.

Aroundtenyearsago,whenIbeganmystudyontheconceptofaffection,
Ididsowiththeintentionofcounteringtheundifferentiated,block-like
understandingofaffectthathasbecomewidespreadinacademicdis-
courses(asaconsequenceofcertainpost-structuraliststatements).I
wantedtointroduceahistoricallydifferentiatedconceptthatwouldset
thediscourseofaffectinmotiononcemore,andwouldalsomakecultural
theoryanalysesavailabletoit.Inthis,Isawagenuinetaskofphilosophy:to
replacethetermaffectwiththemoreprocessualoneofaffection,bothin
itshistoricalgenesisandsystematically,astheeffectofcertainontological
constructionsandtheirconceptualcodings—which,admittedly,arecon-
finedtotheWest—andthustocontributetothedevelopmentofadif-
ferentiatedwayofthinkingaboutaffect.

EversinceGillesDeleuze’semphatic,Spinoza-echoinginterpretationof
affect,whichunitesphysicalandmediaaffectionprocesseswithdemands
fortheirintensificationandmultiplication,affecthasbecomeoverstrained
inacademicdiscourseitself,leadingtoade-differentiationofdiscourse.
Itisnotonlythatinsufficientdistinctionismadebetweenaffectsand
emotions,affectionprocessesandaffectexpression,includingintermsof
language—thetermaffectionisnotconsideredinitshistoricityanditsdif-
ferentconnotationsintheEnglish,FrenchorGermanlanguages.Inthevery
samewayastheaffectiveisusedintheelectronicmediaforadvertising
andmanipulationpurposes,sotooisitdeployedinthemannerofa
buzzwordinacademicdiscourses,inaspiritofself-advertising.Resorting
totheconceptofaffectappearsinitselftobeattractiveandtimely;itis
amalgamatedwithotherdiscourseparametersandiscomposedofset
piecesfromvarioustheorytraditions,fromanthropology,cybernetics,
andpoststructuralismtobiology,technology,andpoliticalscience,sothat
ultimately it can no longer be used as a self-evident term.



Affection and Dividuation 189

InmycriticalreconstructionoftheaffectiveIproceededontheconviction
thatitshouldnotbeunderstoodasanautomaticgivenvalue,asitwas
byAristotle(1926),wholisted11affects(pathei)inhisNicomachean Ethics 
andpassedthisdownasadoctrinesothatuptothe16thcenturyLatin
scholars,mainlyAlbertusMagnus(1951)andThomasAquinas(1937,1955)
wrotecommentariesonit.Thus,theyperpetuatedanunderstandingof
humanaffectsthatisstilllargelyacceptedtoday.Inordertocounterthis
ahistoricalandschematicunderstandingofhumansubjectivation,Ihave
attempted,withtheaidofMauriceMerleau-Ponty’sPhenomenology of 
Perception (1945), tobaseaffectintemporallyoccasionedmicro-processes
ofaffection,andtodevelopaffectexpressionasatime,culture,and
media-dependentvalue.Affections,asIlearnedtounderstandwithhim,
areautogeneticsynthesisanddifferentiationprocessesthat,inunionwith
therelevantsetofculturalcodes,areindispensablefortheconstitution
andcohesionofthemostwidelydiverserangeofphenomena,fromthe
smallestorganismstopersonsandsocialconstructs,cultures,religions,
andartworks.Thewayinwhichtheyunitewithaestheticqualitiesinorder
tobecomeperceptibleandtoachieveexpressionispartofwhatinterests
meinmyworkasanaesthetictheorist.

So,inmybookAffizierung: Zu einer ästhetisch-epistemischen Figur (Ott2010)
I tried to reconstruct the processual and philosophically changing term 
ofaffectioninitsspecifichistoricalsituatednessanditsWesternunder-
standing.ByunfoldingitschangingepistemologicalapplicationIamcalling
foradisaffectionoftheaffectdiscourseandforassoberaspossiblean
analysisofaffectionprocessesthat,inourpresentday,feedintobiological,
cultural,andsociologicalsciencesresearch.Inordertocounterbalance
thepolitical-mediaaffectionstrategiesthatinfluenceoursocietallifeina
problematicway,Itriedtohighlightthedeviationsfromaffectivestereo-
typesinphilosophicaltheoriesandartistic,mainlycinematic,practices.

Affection and Dividual Expression
Inordertoexplainmyunderstandingofaffectionmoreprecisely,letus
once again revisit its foundations in Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology 
(1945)1:accordingtohim,thepotentialofaffectionprocessesliesintheir
autogeneticcharacter,insofarasthey,identifiedwithtemporality,are
supposedtobringthemselvesaboutbyrepeatingtheirantecedentinfinity,
andtocoalesceintemporalsynthesesthataredifferentineachcase,asa
conditionofthepossibilityofanythingwhatsoeveremerging.Theyopenup

1 Foramorethoroughanalysisofhisphilosophy,seeOtt(2010,438–41).



190 AffectiveTransformations

amicrostructuralfieldthatmakesaffectunderstandableasanephemeral
valuethatisininteractionandinter-passivitywithothersandbringsitself
toexpressionandtransformsthroughmediacoding.Theinterestingthing
aboutaffectivearticulationsisthat,becausetheyaretheresultofmicro-
processes,theycanofferunknownwaysofexpression.Theprecondition
forthisisthattheyarenotimmediatelycategorizedundertheknown
taxonomy.Inthissense,thoseneurobiologicalsciencesthatuncritically
presupposeemotions—theEnglishtermoftenusedfornon-culturalized
psychicexpressionssimilartotheGermanunderstandingofaffect—as
agivenshouldbecontradicted:forinstance,whentheyrevealthearea
ofthebrainwhosebloodsupplyisboostedduringaspecificemotion’s
articulation.Inthisscenario,oneistoldnothingaboutthecomplexpsycho-
physicalandculturalizedaffectionprocesses,onlyaboutthepossibility
ofvisualizationofmovementsinthebrain,whicharethencoupledwith
names that appear to stand for something self-evident. 

Andyet,inepistemological,political,andaestheticterms,itisofrelevance
totheaffectionprocessesthattheyoftenbringtogetherthatwhichwas
hithertonotrelatedandplaceitinatension-richrelationship,thereby
revealingcross-disciplineinterferencesandgeneratingunknownexpres-
sions.Theyalsocompelonetotheinsightthataffectionsaretobethought
ofasnon-individualprocesses,manifestingassub-surfacepowersinmany
agentssimultaneously.Thereby,theycrossbetweenself-containedentities
andconnectthesemultidirectionally,producingaffectiveassociationsand
participationproblems,whichIhavebeguntonegotiateundertheheading
ofde-individuationor“dividuations”(Ott2018).Thetermdividuations
placestheaccentonthevarioustypesofparticipation,ofthesimultaneous
distributionandcapturesofcapacitieswithwhichwestruggletolearn
howtolive;iteliminatesthe“in”ofindividuation,thuscontestingthe
assumption of undividedness—of anything at all—because an undivided 
entityisencounteredonlywheresomesortofviolenceisdeployed,inthe
realmofidentifiedbeings,things,cultures,andsoforth.Thankstorefined
technologies,wecanrecognizetodaythattheassumptionofindivisible
elementsisafallacy,andthateverythingexistswithinrelationshipsof
interferenceandaffection,eveniftheypossesscoherenceandtheirown
affectquality.

Bysodoing,Iambuildingonspecificassumptionsandterminologies
inventedbyGillesDeleuze,primarilythoseusedinhistextonthe
philosophyoffilm,Cinema 1: The Movement-Image (1986).Herehedefines
affectexpressionasontheonehandindivisible,andontheotherhandas
continuouslyaestheticallysubdividing.Asherelatesinthesubchapter“The
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AffectionImage,”filmicaffectexpression—preciselybecauseofthetime-
basedcharacterofthefilmicmedium—doesnotrepresentanunchange-
ableandfixablevalue;itdisplacesthevisualandauditiveinrelationto
oneanother,continuouslyundertakesotherdividuationsofthevisual
elements,constructsintensitysequencesbetweendifferentaesthetic
markers,andcreatesintervals:Deleuzecallsthisaestheticprocedure,
whichunderminestheoppositionoftheindividualandcollective,“dividual”
(14).Heisparticularlyinterestedintheproducingofambiguousaffect
articulationsand,plainly,inthosethatcannotbeeasilyrecognizedor
reappliedonknownones.Itisnoaccidentthat,likeGuattari,headopts
a program of ethics—the so-called three virtues—intended to amount to 
inconspicuousness,impersonality,andindistinguishabilityofexpression.
Thus,bothareunitedbythehopethat,throughthedeconstructingofthe
individual-namedfeatures,akindofre-embeddinginthesocietalfieldand
theunconsciousaffectionswillbecomepossible,andthusanarticulation
withunknownothers,awayofspeakingthatisdividualandpolitically
relevant,becauseitbringstoexpressionunconscioussensations,wishes,
enunciations,andfantasies.

Inhislatetext,Postscript on the Societies of Control, Deleuze(1992)
acknowledgesthetendencybroughtonbydigitalmediatonumerically
puteverythingintorelationwitheverything,forinstance,humansub-
jectivationswithnon-humanvaluessuchascurrencyfluctuationsanddata
streams.Againstthisbackground,hewarnsagainstthebecoming-dividual
ofthehumanastheexpressionofthetendencytoadaptaffectivelytoall
social demands and to obey the imperative of enhancing performance and 
monetizingone’sownabilities.Inanerainwhicheveryproductandalso
academicdiscourseseeksmediapraiseandwantstokeepitselfinviewin
ashigh-profileandrecognizableamanneraspossible,theethicalimper-
ativetore-embedoneselfbackintothesocialstructurethroughmini-
malizationandaestheticsubtraction,andtohelpasmanyothersaspos-
sibletoarticulation,hasforfeitedmuchofitsattractiveness.Atthesame
time,itispreciselythequestionofaffectionthatmakesitclearthatthose
whoareexcludedasnon-affiliatedmayalsoco-affectus,forwhichreason
wearedividuatedbythem,evenifweresistit.Eveniftheyarekeptonthe
othersideofthegeopoliticalorculturalboundarydrawnbyus,theybelong
tooureconomyofaffectionsimplybyvirtueoftheirwishtoreachus.

ByexpandingonDeleuze’sexplanationsofthedividualIstartedtoarguein
mynextbook,Dividuations: Theories of Participation(Ott2018),thatmedia
affectionsandtheresultingdividuationsofthehumanareobservablein
thebio-andsocio(techno)logical,theculturalandpoliticalrealms,and
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shouldnowbeconsideredinmoredetail;theydemandthatwequestion
theexistingdrawingofboundaries,andcompelaconsideredself-mon-
itoring.Thankstotherefinedtechnologiesoftodayweareinaposition
todeploythesefortargetedaffection,appropriation,andsurveillance
purposes.Theycancontributetoamorecomplexunderstandingofthe
personinthattheyrecognizethepersonasbothvoluntarilyandinvol-
untarilygrippedandentangled,withtheperson’smany-layeredaffections
havingtobebalancedoutinrelationtoeachother.Morethanafewpeople
aretodayfleeingtowifi-freezones,wheretheydonotriskbeingcaptured
bydigitalaffection,aspeoplearealreadybecomingawarethattheir
powersofconcentrationaresignificantlyimpairedbyconstantenforce-
mentsofaffection.

Ascanbeseenfromthis,myunderstandingoftheaffectivehasnothingin
commonwiththerelatedtermsofemotionorfeeling,asthesearelocated
ondifferentconstitutionallevels.Whilstaffectionsarequasi-primary
constitutionalprocesses,whichpossiblyrecallphylogeneticandinherited
information,feelingsinmyunderstandingareculturallyspecificreworkings
oftheaffectivematerial.Whenthisismixed,thespecialqualityofincon-
spicuousaffections,whichbetraythattherearenon-humanandnon-
technologicallyoccasionedeffectsuponwell-being,isnotexperienced.In
ordertoemphasizethemany-layerednatureofaffectionprocesses,Ishall
nowbrieflyoutlinethebio(techno)logicallevel,beforegoingontodiscuss
thesocio(techno)logicalandaesthetic-politicalaffectionsandtheirmedia-
occasionedtransformations,whichareofgreaterinterestinthiscontext.

The Bio(techno)logical Level
Intherealmofmicro-andmolecularbiology,affectiveinterferencesand
coalescencesofmicro-organismsareresearchedtodayprimarilywith
regardtobiodiversityandecologicalcontexts.Howpreciselyindividual
affectionsproceedisoflessconsequencethantheassumptionthattheir
effectsaredecisiveinthemultiplyingoflife,itsdynamic,itsexchange
processes,andthequestionofspeciesdemarcations.Evolutionary
biology,microbiology,molecularbiology,andgeneticsteachustodaythat
theepistemologicalproximitiesbetweenthespeciesmustberethought
andre-evaluated,sincewearepresumablyawareofonlyonepercent
ofthelifeformsexistinginthemicroscopicrealm.2Thankstoincreased
differentiationininvestigationandsurveyingmethods,andtooptical

2 HereIdonotwanttorefertothediscoursesoncompanionspeciesbyDonna 
Harawayandothers,buttotheunconsciousandwidelyunnoticedcohabitationwith
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instrumentsthatarepenetratingintoever-smallermicroscopicrealms,
these microbiomes are being opened up in all their multifarious and highly 
mobile forms.

AsisdiscussedbyPaul-MichaelAgapow,aLondon-basedresearcherin
bioinformatics,theshiftsinmoleculargeneticsincorporateothertemporal,
material,andepistemologicallevelsandbringabout“populationsthatare
morefinelygrained”(2005,60).Bio(techno)logicalde-individuationgrows
exponentiallywiththemoredifferentialinvestigativemethods,asgenetic
analysismakesitclearthatalargernumberofaffectiveintersections,
splittings,variations,andhybridformationsexistthancanbeseeninthe
phenotype. It reveals polymorphisms that are not visible morphologically. 
Agapowthereforedemandstheputtinginplaceofresearchcriterianot
gearedtowardsthespecificationofindividuals,economicadvantage,or
evolutioninformation.Hiscriticismisdirectedtowardabiologicallyunder-
stoodphilosophyofnatureprotectionthatfightsforthepreservationof
macroscopicallyvisiblespeciesattheexpenseofothersthatareinac-
cessibletothehumaneye.Agapow’sveryjustifiablecriticismisthatthe
importantthingisnottosaveindividualpopulations,ortopreserve
individualizedspeciesregardlessofissuesofecologicalinterplayandthe
promotionofbiodiversity.Agapowhimselffocusesattentionon“super-
specific”groupsthatco-existandco-evolvewithmanyspecies.Hestrongly
advocatesfortheinclusionofmicro-organisms—bacteria,archaeaand
lowereukaryotes—andtheiraffectiveinterferencesandco-constitutions
withrespecttobiodiversity.Suchalevelofobservationinevitablyleads
totheadoptionofminimaldividuationsintherealmoflivingthings,as
observationshowsthatthemajorityofplantsandanimals

[live]inobligatesymbioticcontactwithoneorwithseveralbacteria
species.Frequently,onefindsthephenomenonofcospeciation,
which...wouldmeanthatthereareatleastasmanyspeciesofmicro-
organismsasthereareplantsandanimals,thatis,overamillion.
(Roselló-Amann2001,161–80)

However,sincemostlifeismicrostructural,bothinbiomassandinbio-
diversity,whatisneededisashiftinthefocusofattentioninorderto
actuallyintegratemicro-affectiverelationshipsintothediscussionoflife.

non-humanentitiesonamicrobiologicallevel,suchasbacteriaandvirusesthat
influenceeventheunfoldingofourgenome.
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The Socio(techno)logical Level
Inparalleltothebio(techno)logicallevel,thefieldofsocio(techno)logical
researchhasalsoexpanded,structuringitselflaterallytoconventional
criteriaanddifferentiatingitselfthroughmediaaffectionprocesses.
Recentsociologicaltheoriesoutlinethenewphenomenonofupcoming
worldsocietiesandthenewaffectiverelationsbywhichtheyarebrought
aboutonaglobalizedscale.Ultimately,theGermansociologistUlrichBeck 

describesthebringingtogetherofdifferentinstitutionsandinitiativesto
formaworldsocietyasanirreversibledevelopmentoftodaythatforces
agentstoparticipateasundeterminedaffectivemultitudes,allthemoreso
sincenoidentityformationofnation-state,culturalsociety,orindividualis
nowpossible:

Theunityofstate,society,andindividualpresumedbythefirst
modernityisbeingdissolved.Worldsocietydoesnotmeanworldstate 
societyorworldeconomy society,butanon-statesociety,thatis,an
aggregateconditionofsociety,forwhichstate-territoryguarantees
oforder,butalsotherulesofpublicallylegitimatepolitics,losetheir
bindingcharacter.(Beck1997,174)

TheworldsocietyofwhichBeckspeaksappearsasanactionspaceof
differentorganizationsandsinglepersons,nottiedtoterritories,buttied
togetherbysharedaffectionsandinterests.Worldsociety’s“aggregate
state”asheoutlinesitisinevitablynot“one“butadividualstructureof
singleandgroupinitiatives,transnationalandtransculturalconnections,
boundary-breakingpowerandaffectrelationships.

Beck’sdescriptionof“multiple-location,transnational,glocalbiographies
ofthecontactandcrossingpointsofhumanbeings”(178)expandingand
propagatinginthegrowingworldsocietyisnolongerapplicableonly
totheWesternworld.Interconnectedsingleagentsororganizations
logthemselvesintovariousfunctionsystemsandtakepartinvariously
rationalmedialprocesses.Anon-governmentalorganization(NGO)or
aso-calledterroristgroupcansimultaneouslycooperatewithdifferent
institutionsindifferentlocationsindifferentaffectiveandmedialexpres-
sions,andcaninterveneinorbringaboutvarioussensitivepoints.
Organizationsofthistypecannotbedescribedasunitsorpurelyasthe
sumoftheirsingleagents;theyaretemporaryallies,withdistributed
interests,theirsolidaritywithothersdependantonphase,deciding
jointlyontheirmodesofparticipationandtheirwillingnesstoengage,
dividingcompetenciesandmodesofactionamongthemselves,affectively
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concentratingthemselvesinarticulations,andengaginginjointrisks.“With
noalternativetocooperationandthusmutuallyobligedtotakeaccount
ofoneanother’sinterests”(185)theyextend—partiallyreplacingclassical
interest representatives such as trade unions—into the decisions of states 
and,intheirtransversenetworkoperations,formnewaffectivesocialities.
Not only transnationally operating NGOs but also militant groups such as 
IslamicState(IS)canbeconsideredtobeworldsocietiesofthistype,all
themoresosinceISaimedtoreconstructanempireandrejuvenatethe
EasternRomanempireofOttomantimes.

Forthispurpose,theISfightersdevelopedamediaaffectpolicyalong
severallines:theyusedtheinternetandtheirportal“GlobalIslamicMedia
Front”(Engelhardt2014,66)toadvertizetheirstateideologyposterfashion,
andtowinyouthfulandevenchildrecruitsforitspropagation,butthey
alsodeployed“Western”videoaestheticsandtheUShorrorfilminorder
tospreadfascinationandtoconnectwiththeperceptionpatternsofyoung
people,especiallythroughfamiliaraestheticformatssuchasGame of 
Thrones.Thisfantasyworld,inwhichmenaremassacred,womenraped,
andchildrenabused,wasimplementedinrealityanddocumentedon
video.Additionally,theyshowedaconsciousnessofhistory,popularizing
theirplannedcaliphateundertheonlinemagazinetitle“Rumiyah,”meaning
“Rome,”alsoreferencingtheidentityofConstantinople/Istanbulasa
“secondRome”andasasuccessortotheRomanandOttomanEmpires.

Undertheimpressionproducedbydestructivetransnationalinitiativesof
thistype,butalsoinlightofgloballyorganizedsocialinequality,UlrichBeck
drawsattention,inalatetext,to“thesuddenaliennessofsociety”(2010,
176).Heemphasizesvehementlythat

afterall,theexperienceof“globality”asksforrecognitionofcross-
border distributions of social inequality not registered by a nation-
stateperspective.Theplaceofterritorial,political,economic,and
sociallyestablishedspacehasbeenreplacedbythe“ambivalence of 
co-andmultinationalactionspacesandlifecircumstances”anda“con-
tingencyofnon-congruentboundaryconstructions.”(24)

Heevenaccentuatesthefactthatanexpandedperspectiveresultsinthe
insightthat“theabilityandpossibilityofcrossingboundarieshasbecome
asignificantresourceforsocialinequalityintheglobalisedworld,”(25)
thankstotheunequaldistributionofaccesstostatewelfareinstitutions,
togeneralsecurity,andtoabetterstandardoflifewithfreedomfrom
violence.Beckwishestotakemoreintoaccountthoseprocesses“that
penetratetheboundariesofnationstates”(26)andaffecttheirinhabitants
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with“transnationalcurrentsandforces,”suchasclimatechange,butalso
“theincalculabilityoftransnationalterrorismandtheunilateralismofthe
world’sgreatestmilitarypower.”Involuntaryaffectionsariseasacon-
sequence of those political decisions that have implications across nation-
state boundaries: 

Oftenitisthecasethatoneexportsthedanger,eitherspatially—to
countrieswhoseelitesseeitasanopportunity—ortemporally:tothe
future of unborn generations. One spares money by transporting the 
risktosomewherewherethesecuritystandardsarelowandthearm
ofthelawdoesnotreach…Thisappliestotheexportoftortureasit
doestotheexportofwaste.(28)

Here,Beckoutlinessignificantandtemporallyfar-reachingpoliticaland
economicaffectionsofworldpopulations.Theyresultfromtheinterplayof
socialneed,acceptanceofdanger,andeconomicgreedforprofitsandfrom
thefactthat“active”and“passivetransnationalization”(32)aredistributed
todifferentglobalregions.ForBeck,thisdoesnotmeanthatpoorsocieties
arenotpartofandnotaffectedbyworldsocieties:“Rather,thereverse
istrue:theyaretheworstaffectedowingtothescantresourceofsilence
thattheycanoffer:afatefulmagnetismprevailsbetweenpoverty,social
vulnerability,corruption,andaccumulationofdanger”(28).Hethusdraws
theconclusion(whichonceagainunderminesthebeliefinthepossibility
ofleadinganindividuallife)that“theresourceandcapacityof‘boundary
profit,’thatis,ofcrossingnation-stateboundariesorinstrumentalizing
themfortheaccumulationoflifeopportunities,hasbecomeakeyvari-
ableofsocialinequalityintheglobalizedworld”(31).Inhisdescriptionof
the“averagemigrant”Beckrecognizestheconsummatecontemporary
embodimentofboundaryprofit.As“artistoftheborder,”thisfigure
exploresaformofexistencethat,initsmultipleeconomic,political,and
culturalaffections,canbynomeansbecalledindividual:“Intheseformsof
lifethataretestedinborder-crossingopportunities,different national-state 
spaces of social inequality intersectandinterpenetrate”(32).

Inviewofthisdevelopment,EtienneBalibarseesanew/oldaffectgainingin
strength: 

With...globalization,fearisdisplacedanew,andinacertainway,
itswitchessides:itisnolongercapitalistswhofearrevolution,but
workerswhofearcompetitionfromimmigrants.Thustherelationof
forcesthatunderlaytheexterioroftheconstitutionofthenational-
socialstateisdestabilizedthemomentthelimitsofitsuniversalism
alsoappearfromwithin.(Balibar2014,17).
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The Aesthetic-Political Level
Ishallconcludebybrieflycharacterizingsomecontemporaryaspectsof
theaesthetic-politicalrealm—whichconcernsmeprofessionally—inits
contraryaffectionmovements:ontheonehand,artisticpracticeispraised
foritspossibilitiesofaffectiveandconceptualdeviationandheterogeneity,
itspossibilitiesrecognizedforcreatingambiguityinaffectexpression,and
itspotentialtotakethemtotheedgeofhumanexpressionandtoconnect
withthingshithertonotsymbolized.Ontheotherhand,todayitseesitself
increasinglythreatenedbyglobalizedartmarketforcesandaesthetic
standardizations.Evenartbiennialsthatpromotelocalandregionalart
andwishtoenhancethevalueofspecificartlanguagesareengagedin
anaffectioncontestwithbiennialsworldwide.Andyetitispreciselythe
authorsfromthesouthernhemispheresuchasAchilleMbembe(2010)
whopraisetheglobaldecentralizationofartevents,becauseitopensup
toAfricanartiststhepossibilityofliberatingthemselvesfromtheAfrica
nichetowhichtheyhadbeenassignedbytheartmarket,topractice
cross-culturalaffectionandsamplingprocesses,andtolendthemselves
apost-ethnicmodeofappearance.TheAfropolitanaestheticthathe
presentsastimelyispreciselyconcernedwithaccentuatingspatiotemporal
intertwiningsand,allinall,theinterwovennessofdifferentartlanguages.
ToMbembe,itappearsunquestionablethatculturallycompositeforms
ofexpressionaretheonlyarticulationformappropriatetocontemporary
circumstances.Numerousauthorsfromthenon-Westernworldargue—in
the same spirit—for the de-individuation of the understanding of the sub-
jectandart.Forinstance,theSenegalesephilosopherSouleymaneBashir
Diagne(2017)hailstheterminologyofdividuationsbecauseitindicates
thattheterm“individual,”or“theundivided,”expressesanegation,the
negationofparticipationanddividuatednessbyothers,whichappears
tobenolongerappropriateintimesofworldwideexchangesandmutual
influencesofallsorts.

WhenonelooksatglobalizedartanddiscourseeventssuchasDocumenta
ortheVeniceArtBiennial,weseethattodayadistinctionismadebetween
refugeesfromAfricancountrieswhoareviolentlyrejectedasofnoconcern
toourmoreandmorenationalizedaffectionreadiness,andacademicor
art-orientedspeakersfromnon-Westerncontextswhoarewelcomeasnew
voicesinvigoratingtheculturalself-reflectionsofEurope,theartmarket,
anditsneedforchange.Wehavestartedtopayattentiontovoicesfrom
otherculturalcontexts,toperceivedifferentaffectivearticulations,andto
perceiveourselvesmorecritically.Unfortunatelythisdoesnotmeanthat
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wefaceandmodifytheunequaldivisionoflaborthatalsoexistsinthe
scientificrealm.GayatriSpivakcriticizesthisdivisionoflaborandraisesthe
questionofwhytheoreticalaffectionisstilldirectedtowardtheoldcenters
ofscience,andofprestige(2008,40).

Today,Afropolitantheoristsandartistsrespondtothiswithapro-
vocativeself-confidence:nolongerdotheydeploretheir“extraversion,”
theirinevitableorientationtoWesternknowledgesandglobalizedaes-
theticformats,butinsteadtrytotakethemoveradvantageously,to
subvertthem,andtoparodythem.Asanexampleofthis,Iwouldlike
tomentionthefilmAristotle’s Plot(1995)bytheCameroonianfilmmaker
Jean-PierreBekolo,whocreatedthiscommissionedpieceofworkforthe
BritishFilmInstituteasthe“African”contributiontothecentenaryof
cinemain1995.Thisfilmdevelopsahilariousplaywiththequestionof
whatanAfricancinemacouldbe,withthecineaste’saffectionforanart
cinemaàlafrancaiseandtheoppositionalloveofAfricanmoviegoersfor
Americanactionmovies.ThefilmparodiestheimageofAfricastereotyp-
icallyproducedbytheWestinitsstandardizedAristotelian-Hollywood
filmdramaturgy,itsconceptionofnarrativepatterns,andoftheaffective
reactionsofpityandfearthatparadoxicallyarebeststimulatedbydoc-
umentaryimagesofAfrica.

Inoneofitssignificantachievements,Documenta14inKasselandAthens
opposedstereotypicalculturalattributions.TheAfricanisnolonger
exhibitedasadancingcuriosity:instead,paintings,bronzesculptures,
andsoundinstallationsbyAfricanartistsweredisplayed.Oghbohasthe
currentstockmarketpricesperformedbyachoir;thecuratorBonaventure
Ndikung,whohadparticularresponsibilityfortheacousticsideofthe
Documenta,talkedabouttheneedforanew“deeplistening,”andincluded
theradioprogram,asadirectaffectionmedium,intotheoverallplan.In
this,hewasconcernedwithartisticoffersofanalternativehearing,with
unconventional sound compositions that do indeed broadcast indeter-
minateaffectexpressionsandareintendedtoonceagainreconnectwith
oral culture. The concentration on the auditive contains an implied criticism 
ofthecommodificationofartworks,butalsoanaffectionofferthrough
neglectedculturaltechniques.AchilleMbembesignalsinhisbookCritique 
de la Raison Nègre (2013)thattheAfricansoftodayshouldnolongerbe
associatedwithphysicalityandemotionality.“Blackreason”isattributed
nottoaspecificethnicgroup,butexplicitlytoallofthosewho,regardless
oftheirorigin,areexcludedfromthevaluecreationchainandarevictims
ofthestriationsoftheworldaccordingtoeconomic(non)participation
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criteria.Itoffersitselfasadisaffectedcapacityforthenegotiationof
affective,symbolic,andeconomicdividuationpossibilities.
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Attuning to What? The 
Uncanny Revival of the 
Aestheticization of Politics

Mathias Fuchs

One of the key notions posited in Brian Massumi’s 
“Keywords for Affect,” a supplement to The Power 
at the End of the Economy, is “affective politics.” 
Massumi establishes a close connection between 
affect, aesthetics, politics and the body, stating: 
“Aesthetic politics brings the collectivity of shared 
events to the fore” and he continues to say that 
this is a “multiple bodily, potential for what might 
come.” The problem German readers will encounter 
with these lines is that whenever “body,” “com-
munity,” and “future” (Körper, Gemeinschaft, 
Zukunft) are mentioned in one sentence, they’ll 
immediately be reminded of what Leni Riefenstahl 
demonstrated with her film Triumph des Willens 
(1935), the infamous propaganda film of the 1934 
Nazi Party rally in Nuremberg, Germany. Memories 
of the dark side of an aestheticization of political 
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phenomena are roused. Many 1930s German 
directors, writers and painters were in line with 
Riefenstahl in being apologetic of the regime, often 
not explicitly, but via an atmospheric side by side 
with the ones in power. The underlying ideology 
of Riefenstahl’s films, related texts, paintings 
and movies was what Walter Benjamin warned 
us of when he said: “Such is the aestheticizing 
of politics, as practiced by fascism. Communism 
replies by politicizing art.” This article tries to relate 
Massumi’s concept of attunement and affective 
politics to earlier speculations about “affective 
attunement” and to put into a historic context 
the attempts to replace rationality with bodily 
intensities.

Political thought flourishes with noncognitive 

primary consciousness.  

Brian Massumi (2014, 40)

Thediscourseonaffectivetransformationsisnotonlyadebateabout
the psychology of precognitive consciousness. It is also a debate about 
perceptionandaesthetics,anditisadiscoursetouchingtheverysensitive
matterofthepoliticsofaffect.Farfromanenlightenedperspectiveof
politicsasrationaldecision-makingorfromaHabermasianTheory of Com-
municative Action(1981)thereareauthorssuggestingthatpoliticsmightbe
triggered,influencedandshapedprimarilybyaffects,andnotbycritical
reasonandcommunicativeaction.Thenotionof“attunement”iscrucialfor
anunderstandingofaffect-basedpolitics.Iwillthereforetrytotraceback
theconceptof“attunement”tophilosophical,psychologicalandesoteric
proposalsofthe1940sand1950s.
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Itcomesasasurprisethataschoolofphilosophicalthinking—comprising
Massumi,ErinManningandsomeofMassumi’sstudents—vehemently
pointsoutthataffectshavetobedistinguishedfromconsciousthought
oremotionsandthataffectprecedespsychologyandthesocialinthe
formationofpolitics.Theseauthorsdeliverquiteafewhints—often
vague and ambiguous—suggesting that in some undisclosed and mys-
teriousway,affectmightbeaccountableasthekeydriverforpoliticsand
thesocial.Thisissurprisingagainstthebackgroundofanunderstanding
of politics as a rational process and the hope that society is malleable 
andcanbeimprovedviaenlightenedthinking—oralternativelyviacom-
municativeaction(Habermas1981).InhisKeywordsBrianMassumitalks
about“affectivepolitics”(2015b,110),appropriatesAlfredNorthWhite-
head’sformulaof“intensityofcontrasts,”andinterpretshisowncreation
of“affectivealter-politics”(111)asanaffect-ledformofpolitics.Massumi
seemssurprisedbyhisownreasoning.Howcouldtheverysametypesof
affectthatWilliamJamesassignedto“theneuralmachinery,”andthatthe
latterheldresponsibleforvariousemotions(1884,190),nowtaketherole
ofadrivingforceofpolitics?WecanfollowMassumi,whenhemuses:“This
doesnotsoundverypolitical”(Massumi2015b,111).Hecontinues:“atleast
notinthesenseofwhatweusuallytakeaspolitical.”Thereisnodoubting
thatMassumiisrightagain.Weunderstandpoliticsascollectiveactionin
thefieldofsocialrelations,ofpowerandownership,andofaccesstothe
meansofproduction.Wearenotalwaysconsciousoftheserelationships
andownerships,butwecantrytothinkaboutthem.Politicsaredifferentto
beliefsystemsorincomprehensibleventings.Politicscanbetalkedabout.
Massumi’stextsarevalidproofofthat.ButthenMassumiarrivesatacon-
clusionthathardlyanyonesincethedaysofLeniRiefenstahlwouldhave
daredtopropose.“Aestheticpoliticsbringsthecollectivityofsharedevents
tothefore…amultiple,bodilypotentialforwhatmightcome”(111).Who
wouldnotberemindedofandalarmedbytheproximitytomanipulative
propagandaandfilmmakinginthestyleofOlympia—Fest der Völker 
(Riefenstahl1938)orLa Nave Bianca(Rosselini1941)?Massumipromotes
whatWalterBenjaminwarnedusofalmostacenturyago.ForBenjamin
“theaestheticizationofpolitics”wasakeyingredientoffascism,and“the
politicizationofaesthetics”wouldratherhavetobelookedfor.Massumi
displaysaninterestin—andalackofcriticaldistanceto—processesthat
havebeenusedforpropagandaandmanipulationwhenhesays:“Bodies
canbeinductedinto,orattunedto,certainregionsoftendency,futurity,
andpotential”(Massumi2015b,108).PetteriPietikainencommentsonthis
under-complexunderstandingofthebodywhenheassesseswhatthe
consequenceforpoliticswouldbeifbodieswerethatsimple:“Politicsis
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reducedtoatweakingoftheselection fitness functionandnothingmore”
(Pietikainen2017,20).

IguessMassumiwriteswiththebestofintentions,andwhenhementions
former-PresidentBarackObama’ssuccessinusingaffectivepoliticshedoes
nothidehissympathiesforthelatter.Itisworrying,however,thatafterthe
publication of Massumi’s Keywords,anotherUSPresidentusedaffective
politics for less desirable goals than the ones the Obama administration 
had.Massumi’spositiveassessmentof“theObamacampaign’srecueing
offeartowardhope”(2015b,109)wouldneedacorrectivestatementtoday,
pointing out that the recueing of fear into hope can under certain circum-
stancesbecloselyfollowedbyarecueingofhopeintohorror.Hisstate-
mentaboutthe“reservoirofpoliticalpotential”wouldnowrequiremore
thoughtandawarningaboutthereservoirofpoliticaldestructivenessof
affectiveattunementofthecollectivebodies.

Affect Attunement—Divine Light
The Keywords ’considerationsofattunementrefertoDanielSterndirectly,
andtoDeleuze/Guattariindirectly,viatheconceptof“microperceptions”
(Massumi2015b,107).Thenotionof“attunement”hasrootsinexperi-
mentalpsychoanalysisandinFrenchphilosophy.GuattarifollowedStern’s
observationofchildrenatanearlyageexperiencingtheirenvironmentvia
anempathiccontactwithacaregiverbeforetheyareabletouselanguage;
hecallsthismodeofperception“affectattunement”(Stern1985,138–61).
Thetermismostoftenassociatedwithsaidphilosophers,butithasdeeper
rootsinlessprominentesotericschoolinganddubiousdoctrines.Ifwe
followthelineofinfluencesthatthenotionof“affectattunement”hasbeen
builtuponwewillnotonlyfindGillesDeleuze,FélixGuattariandDaniel
Stern,butalsohealer-guruslikeLloydArthurMeekerandthecontested
pseudo-scientistAlbertAckerley.

Inhispara-scientificwritings,Meeker(1907–1954),whocalledhimself
“Uranda,”proposedthataffectiveattunementwouldbethecoremech-
anismforenergeticmedicine(1988).Meekerandhisspiritualisticgroupof
the Emissaries of the Divine Light taught a healing practice based on bodily 
andetherealenergies.Inthetraining-schoolclassesatthecult’sSunrise
Ranch,potentialhealershadtorecognizetheirskillsofmovingtheinvisible
forceswithinthetriangleofGod–Patient–Chiropracter.TheG-P-C method 
washopedtobeaneffectivetooltocompensateformisalignmentsand
suppresspain.Originallybasedonphysicalpatient–therapistcontact,the
esoterichealerssoonreachedoutforfurtherpossibilities.Ackerley,who
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firstworkedasanassistantandmarketingmanagerforMeeker,started
experimentingwithatele-therapeuticapproach.Originallyclaimingthat
he could establish the G-P-Ctrianglewithouttouchingthepatient,he
extendedtheeffectiveradiusofhisallegedhealingraystoafewmeters
and then to transcontinental distances.

TheintellectualclimateoftheUSAinthe1940sand‘50sprivilegedtheories
basedonenergeticflow,touch-freetransmission,andremoteeffects.
ThisaddedtotheEmissaries’chancetoestablishtheircultasascientific
business.Inthefifthdecadeofthetwentiethcentury,tele-healinggroups,
hamradiocommunities,theManhattanprojectandcyberneticsresearch
flourished,receivedwidespreadattention,andwerenourishedbyhopes
andfearsthatthereis“somethingupthereintheair.”Foracollective
phantasm,itdoesnotmatterwhethertheremoteactorsupthereare
Germanairplanes,radiotransmissionstations,orDivineenergybeams.

Teleological Society—Travelling by Telegraph
Oneshouldaddthatthe1942“CerebralInhibitionMeeting”inNew
YorkCity,animportantpredecessorconferencetotheseriesofMacy 
conferences,introducedhypnosisasacentraltopicanddiscussedit
extensively.Hypnoticcommunicationwasexaminedasateleological
processforanon-material,long-distancecontroltechnique.Ayearafter
the“CerebralInhibitionMeeting”RossAshbyandNorbertWienernamed
thegroup,consistingoftheformerlymentionedandGregoryBateson,
MargaretMead,WarrenMcCulloch,FrankFremont-Smithandothers,asthe
“TeleologicalSociety”(Masani1997,490).

Wiener’sfantasyofteleportinganarchitectthroughspaceischaracteristic
oftheobsessionwithnon-corporealtravel.InThe Human Use of Human 
Beings (1950)Wienersuggestsathoughtexperiment:ifwecancodethe
structureofhumandesigndecisionsasamessage,thentheworkofan
architectwhoisoccupiedwithplanningabuildinginafar-awaylandcan
besentthroughtelegraphlines.Insomewaythiswouldbeequivalentto
reconstructingthehumanarchitectattheremotelocation.InWiener’s
words:“…theideathatonemightconceivablytravelbytelegraph,in
additiontotravellingbytrainorairplane,isnotintrinsicallyabsurd”
(Wiener1967,139–40).
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Hearing Voices
Thepossibilityofintercorporealcommunicationwasachallengeanda
temptingthoughtforscientistsAshbyandWienerandforesoterichealers
MeekerandAckerley.Itwas—andstillis—thecoretoparanormalexperi-
ences.LisaBlackman(2010)pointsoutthatthespiritualistpracticeof
hearing voices is based on the possibility of telepathic transfer. 

Oneexamplethatperplexedmeatthetime…wastheparticular
affectiveworkingsofpracticeswithintheUKSpiritualistChurch,which
enactedvoicesasmodesoftelepathictransfer;thatis,theunder-
standingthatvoicescanbeheardandtransferredbetweenmembers
ofthegroupandevenbetweenthelivingandthedead.(Blackman
2010,164)

Inthecaseofhearingvoices,aninaudiblevoicehastobemadeperceptible
by the spiritualist community members and it therefore has to be 
madephysical.Theprocessisamaterializationofanimaginationoran
expectation.Thismaterializationstuntcanonlybeperformedwitha
methodathandcalled“attunement,”asBlackmanexplains:

Thevoice-hearerwouldsubtlyshifttheirattentionandfocusto
feelings,sensations,rhythmsandmovementswhichwouldallow
them to attune to the more pre-verbal and intensive dimensions of the 
voices.Thisattunementmighttakeplacewithinanassociatedmilieu
knownasthe‘developmentcircle’,whichconnectsthegroupmembers
suchthattheymightexperienceaflowofenergywithintheroomor
particularsetting.…Thevoices...becomesharedratherthanisolated
singularexperiences.Thisisamodeof‘being-with’thatmediatesthe
voices such that they might be considered intercorporeal and plural 
wheredistinctboundariesbetweentheselfandother,insideandout-
side,andmaterialandimmaterialdissolve.(164)

Inthe1940stheideaofimmediatetransmissionhadbecomeapopular
trope. ItwasintheverysamedecadethatWienerproposedtoteleport
architects and that the Emissaries healedoverdistances.Inaddition,during
the1940s,secretservicesfromboththeWestandtheEastexperimented
withtelematictechnologies.Wecannotbutbebewilderedwhenwe
remember that KGBagentscutrabbitthroatsinLeningradtoscientifically
measurethedelayofareactionofthetwinrabbitinVladivostok.The
ideawasthatsomeinformationmighttravelfasterthanlightandthatan
immediatetransmissioncouldpavethewaytopowerfulColdWarweapons.
USmilitaryresearchplayedwithsciencefictionscenariosaswell.Experts
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inwirelesscommunication,telematiccontrolandnuclearraytechnologies
playedattheborderofwhatweconsiderscientifictoday.Itisthereforealso
comprehensible that the Emissaries of the Divine Light suspected that the CIA 
triedtohijackandthenshotdowntheairplaneoftheirleaderLloydArthur
Meekerinanattempttobetterunderstandthesecretsofattunement.

Inuniversityresearchduringthe1950s,armyfacilityprojectsandsecret
investigations in top-level labs run by the CIA and KGBconvergedwith
esotericexperimentsoflong-distanceattunement.Thisideaseemstohave
beenprevalentthen:killing,healing,economicoperations,urbanplanning,
andtechnicalnetworkingcanhappenwithoutphysicalcontactandpossibly
withoutdelay.Theseprocessesmightbeexecutedubiquitouslyandregard-
less of the material conditions of communication. 

Inthe1970sand80stheseideasseemedtolosetheirattraction,buta
revival of remote technology conceptions can be observed at the end of the 
2othcentury.Massumiusesavocabularythatpicksupthetechnological
terminologyfromwhatwascuttingedgeinthe1950s.Immediation,he
explains,“hasmoretodowithcomplexfieldeffects,andtheirwave-like
amplificationandpropagation,thanwithpoint-to-pointtransmissions,”
andhecontinues“‘[a]ttunement’referstothedirectcaptureofattention
andenergiesbytheevent”(Massumi2015a,115).Wavesandenergyare
nolongerconsideredparadigmaticcategorieswhenwethinkaboutcon-
nectivity today. The electrical engineers’ vocabulary has been superseded 
bynotionsfromcomputerscience:thecloud,ubiquitouscomputing,the
WorldWideWeb,telemedicine,andVirtualReality.Thesearethestructural
backboneofaconnectivitywithoutlimits.Onthemateriallevel,drones,
surveillancecamerasandmobilephonescomplementthesettingwell.
Popularquasi-scientificfairytalesliketheoneaboutthebutterflywho
flapshiswingsandinstantlycausesahurricaneontheothersideofthe
planetaretakenoutofcontextandprepareaparadigmaticbasisforseeing
“connectivity”(Ascott2000)or“superconnectivity”(Ascott1988)almost
everywhere.

Affective Politics as Aestheticization of Politics
Ofcourse,Massumi’stheoreticalapproach,hiscarefullychosenwording
andhispoliticalethosmakehimstandapartfromtheEmissaries of 
the Divine Light.InmanywaysMassumi’stheoryisquitedifferentfrom
Meeker’s.Theformeriswiseenoughtoinsiston“actualdifferentiation”and
hepointsoutthat“thinking-feeling”isneverahomogenousphenomenon
(Massumi2015b,111),asthespiritualistsandthefascistswouldhaveliked
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ittobe.Still,itisnoteasytopardonMassumiforreferringtoStern’sand
Guattari’snotionsofattunementwithoutevenmentioningtheirrational
undertones and connotations. It is one thing to dream about the possibility 
and foster hope in the prelingual and presocial connectivity of bodies 
and“masses.”Thismightbesomeformoflate-hippieromanticism.Itis
another thing to advocate attunement for politics: this can be a politically 
dangeroussuggestioninatimewhenavaguenotionofan“alter-politics
atthecollectivelyin-bracedheartofeverysituation”(109)couldplayinto
thehandsofpoliticalactorskeenlywaitingtoreplacesolidarity,critical
discourseandsocio-politicalconsciousnesswithcollectiveattunement.
Thosewhobuildpoliticsupon“acollectiveevent…distributedacrossthose
bodies”(109)promotewhatWalterBenjaminwiselywarnedusof:theaes-
theticizationofpolitics.

Benjaminreversestheaestheticizationinthefieldofpoliticswhenhesays:

Themasseshavearighttochangedpropertyrelations;fascismseeks
togivethemexpressioninkeepingtheserelationsunchanged.The
logicaloutcomeoffascismisanaestheticizingofpoliticallife.…Such
istheaestheticizingofpolitics,aspracticedbyfascism.Communism
repliesbypoliticizingart.(Benjamin[1936]2002,122)

DoMassumi’s“affectivepolitics”focusonexpressionandforgetabout
thestructuresofownershipBenjaminmakesusawareof?Itisdifficult
toimaginehowpoliticaleconomycouldfitintothesystemofanaffect
economy.Theformermakessenseifthereisthepossibilityofstudying
relationshipsrationally.Thelatterisconcernedwithnonconscious
processes.InhisbookThe Power at the End of the Economy (2015c),Massumi
stressestheimportanceof“nonconsciousdimensions”andtheindividual’s
affectivepotentialto“resonate”withothersoninfra-individualandtrans-
individuallevels.Intheendsuchaprojecthastoarriveatapointwherethe
aestheticizationofeconomicandpoliticalrelationsreplacestheanalytical
approach. 

KerstinStakemeierproposesthatanaestheticizationofpoliticsisbased
onaconceptofaestheticsthatis“notspecificallyreactionary.Itisrather
specificallyprogressiveintermsofcapitalistself-conception.Itallows
forafusionoftheaestheticauraofimmediatenesswiththeadmin-
istrativedistanceofthepolitical”(Behrens2015,n.p.).Shealsolaysout
howtheevasivenessoftheaestheticsmoothlycombineswiththepost-
Fordistachievementsofcontinuallygrowing,friction-freeproductivity.
Followingthislineofthought,itwouldcomeasnosurprisethat“affective
alter-politics”areamodelfortheorizingaboutsocietythatisshaped
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exactlyassocietyis.Itlacksnegativity.Itismostcloselyalignedandassimi-
latedwiththeobjectofinvestigation:capitalistsociety.Itreplacesthought
withvibes.Itcelebratesinstinctasaproductiveforce(Massumi2014)and
places“thehumanontheanimalcontinuum”(3).AccordingtoMassumiwe
havetomovebeyond“oursoleproprietorshipoflanguage,thought,and
creativity”(3).Thismightbeanobleandmosthumblegesture,apologizing
fortheanthropocentricoverestimationofexclusivelyhumanabilitiesto
thinkandactrationally.Buttoconcludefromthisthatwehaveto“see
whatthebirdsandthebeastshaveinstinctivelytosayaboutthis”(3)will
leadtoabigdisappointment.Thebirdsandthebeastswillnotsolveour
problems.WhenMassumiwondersWhat Animals Teach Us about Politics 
(2014)hemighthavecalledforbadadvisors.Theanimalswillbeexploited
anddestroyedbythesamesystemthatexploitsus.Itwouldbebetterto
rationallyanalyzethissystemwithlanguage,thoughtandcreativitythanto
askourfellowvictims,thebeasts,abouttheirinstinctivethoughtsonthe
matter.
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Witnessing the  
Dismantlement of a 
Proven Structure of Belief: 
The Challenge of Populism 
and Alternative Facts to 
Liberal Democracy

Jean Clam

The crisis liberal democracy is facing today is a 
new challenge: the relation between alternative 
factuality and the unleashing of affective impulses 
is mediated by the transformation of the pre-
existing structure of belief. There is an affective 
turn in the political realm—a realm structurally 
marked by collective sentiments and their non-
relativizable nature. While the structural social and 
psychic setting of the functional differentiation of 
society remains unchanged, a crucial component of 
it has been strongly “affected” by a re-ordering of 
the function of belief within the cognitive dimension 
of social communication. In this crucial situation 
we need a new pedagogy of real-true worldliness to 
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develop cognitive and doxic forms immune to the 
fakization of any deixis of the world, be it scientific, 
religious, or customary. 

Argument
Liberal political orders require a decisive measure of functional dif-
ferentiationofsociety.Inaddition,theseorders,muchlikethesocietiesin
whichtheyemerge,arehighlyimprobablerealities.Theybothrequirethe
psychic capability of living in a constant state of cognitive and normative 
flux,withinwhichnoknowledge,nobelief,nocollectivefeelingcanenjoy
anyformofstability.Inordertoexistinsuchanenvironmentofcontinual
andall-engulfingprocessuality,individualshavetolearntoplacetrustin
thecreativityofhighcontingency,thecounterintuitivebenefitsofcom-
plexity,andthefoundationalsuperiorityofdissensusoverconsensus.
Theyhavetoadoptandperseverewithapostureofrelentlesscognitive
openness,whichisatryingpsychicexperiencethatputsextremepres-
sureonanysenseofidentity,belonging,andbiographicaswellashistoric
consistency.

The thesis I shall be defending here is that the crisis liberal democracy is 
facingtodayisanewchallenge:whilethestructuralsocialandpsychic
settingoffunctionaldifferentiationofsocietyremainsunchanged,acru-
cialcomponentofithasbeenstrongly“affected”byare-orderingofthe
functionofbeliefwithinthecognitivedimensionofsocialcommunication.
Itseemsasifamajorshifthasoccurredintheverysame“grammarof
assent”1thathasmadepossibletheevolutiontowardsanever-growing,
poly-contextual,almostheterotopicaldifferentiationofautonomous/auto-
poieticspheresorfieldsofsocialmeaning.

Aformofdiffusivenarrativecognition,challenginganycommonknowledge
andsaneprimeassumptions,hasbeeninventedthattransformsthe
structureof“credibility”orthebelievabilityofcontemporaryrealityindi-
cation(deixisoffactsoftheworld).Suchanevolutionposesachallengeto
anytheoryofliberaldemocracyandsocialdifferentiation:itbringstothe
fore the question of the dismantlement of a belief structure that has been 
formedunderthecombinedactionofdisciplinedscientificcognitionand
convictionallyweaknormation.

1 IamhintingatthetitleofCardinalJohnHenryNewman’sbook:An Essay in Aid of a 
Grammar of Assent(1979).
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The crisis of liberal democracy in our time is the crisis of an undoing of 
limitationsthathavealwaysreliedonthebelievabilityofworldlyfactsand
theundoingofreferencesofcompetenceastowhomonehastoreferin
ordertodecidewhichworldlyfactcanbeacknowledgedasverified,i.e.,
factual and true. It is the crisis of the dismantlement of a structure that 
drawstheboundariesbetweenwhatisbelievableandwhatisnot,inthe
sensethatno(explicitnorimplicit)consensusisholdingaboutwhatis
unbelievablebytheverynatureofitsblatantlycounter-evidentialexces-
siveness,norabouttheauthorityofinstitutions,individuals,subsystem-
icallydifferentiatedsocialinstancesorcommunicationprocessesthat
haveallalongourmoderncollectiveexperience2beenrecognizedand
empoweredasthecompetentandauthoritativeinstancesinrelationto
worldlybelief.

Itmakesitclearthatifliberaldemocracyhastobevindicated,themost
urgenttaskisthatofthehedgingofitsdoxologicalstructure.Suchataskis
atheoreticalprogramthathastorenewthequestionabouttheconditions
underwhichanaffectivelycomplexdeixisofworldlyfactscanbebelieved,
andhowassentcanbegiventocoursesofactionthatbuildonsuchcred-
ibility potentials.

The Challenge of Populism and Its  
Belief Structure

Excessesofcorrectionalregimentationofbeliefsleadmostobserversof
these facts to the conviction that liberal democracy has to be vindicated 
againstpopulismbyopeninguptotheanxietiesofits“publicsphere”
(Öffentlichkeit).Populism,meanwhile,isaveryactive,dynamic,andself-
confident“publicsphere.”Itisveryfarfromthatstateofdumbnessthathas
characterizeditasamute,passiveopinionbasin,mobilizedbyoccasional
electoralprotests.Thus,liberaldemocracyhastobevindicatedbyaneffort
tounderstandpopulisttendencies,bridgingthegapbetweentheenlight-
ened,cosmopolitan,EuropeanandAmericanelites.Ithastoacknowledge
theplightofcertainofitspolitics(ofacceleratedintegration,enhanced
andenforcedmulticulturalism,economicideologicalvoluntarism,etc.).It
hastofulfillthepromiseofmoredemocracy,lessbureaucracy,andmore
attention to the people and their legitimate inertias. It has to favor more 

2 Thatis:sincetheemancipationofthesubsystemofsciencefromthedominanceof
thereligioussystemandtheestablishingofitspretentionstoholdtruthanddiffuse
itthroughallexistingchannelsofsocialcommunication,puttinginparticularyoung
intelligence to apprenticeship of its methods and contents. 
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pedagogyandshowmorerestraintintheuseofelitesuperiorityofdis-
courseandinstitutionalpower.Thisisneitherthoughtnorimplementedin
acontextinwhichpopulismhaswonmajorbattlesagainstelitismindeci-
sivecountriesoftheWest.

The dangerousness of this development is obvious and one has to actually 
designaresponsetodeflectthefatalblowsEuropeandemocracyistaking
inthewakeofsuchaninversionofvaluesandpowerpositions.Thesearch
forsucharesponseistheurgentmatteroftheday,andtheconsciousness
of the urgent nature of the quest is deepening day by day among an ever-
growingnumberofobservers.ThiswastheconclusionofanexchangeIhad
recentlywithafriend.Itellthestoryasitwasbecauseitisuniquelyenlight-
ening for our purpose. 

Theanecdoteisthefollowingstorythatafriendofminetoldmemorethan
ayearago,beforetheelectionsinFrance.Trytorememberthatsomber
period,thegloomyperspectivesofacrumblingdownoftheEuropean
politicalorder,withPutinad portas,inUkraine,onthebordersoftheBaltic
states,andIslamicterrorismstrikingwithincrediblesavageryintheMiddle
EastaswellasintheheartofEurope.TheFrenchelections,comingafter
Brexit,Trump’svictoryintheUSA,thesurgeofadisquietingpopulism
everywhere,madeofFrancewhatawittyobservercalled“aworldswing
state”—thatmeans:iftheseelectionshadledinthe“secondtour”(end
ballot)toaconfrontationbetweenMarineLePenandJean-LucMélanchon,
thecandidatesofthefarrightandtheextremeleft,thenaneconomicand
politicalcrisisofanunseenmagnitudewouldhavetakenplaceontheold
continent,leadingtotheimplosionofthepoliticalandmilitaryorderthat
hasgiventhiscontinentandtheworldthelongest,mostprosperous,and
mostsustainablepacificperiodofworldhistory.

Inthiscontext,thisfriendofmine,aprofessoratanEnglishuniversity,
wrotetomethefollowinglines:

Peoplearesummoningmetobeoptimistic.Butallofmyefforttolet
optimismblossominmychesthitthewallofthefollowingstorywhich
tookplacethreedaysago.Anacquaintanceofmine,withthebest
education,bothparentsuniversityprofessors,livingnowintheUS;
theladyhasbeenbornintheWest,todayaveryseriousprofessional,
leadingthelifeofpeopleofherculturalandprofessionalbackground.
Attea,whichwehavebeentakingtogether,Iputthenon-exceptional
questionoftheday:“HowdoyoufeeltodayasanAmerican?”She
answers:“Well,themostimportantthingisthatthehorribleHillary
didn’tsucceedtobecomepresident.”Ithoughtofalonglistof
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supposedfailuresinClinton’scareer.Butthesupplementarycomment
thatcameamazedme:“Didn’tyouhearofthe‘pizzagate’?”Isaid:“No.”
Itcameoutthatpizzagatewasthecodenameforachildpornography
scandalwhichhasbeenpropagatedbyHillary’sadversaries—most
probablytheRussiandisinformationapparatus—accusingherofsexu-
allyabusingchildren.Icheckedtheinformationonmycomputerand
wasappalled.Ifshe—tosaynothingofsomanyotherpeoplewithso
muchlesseducationandabilitytoformtheirjudgmentinanenlight-
enedmanner—isnotabletodenyherassent,nottobelievesuch
stories,whatarewetodotocarryitoff?

Myfriendcouldn’teasehispessimismandwas,untiltheresultshappily
soberedhim,convincedofthevictoryofMarineLePenintheFrench
elections.Toconcludehisshortstory,hewrote:wewillneedanewhybrid
defenseagainstthishybrid(sortof)attack.

The conception of the problem in these terms reduces it along the scheme 
ofapropagandawarthathastobecountered.Averyastute,subtle,
complexandhostilepropagandistisforgingspecialtoolsandcontents
designedforthehybridityofhisattack.Thisrequiresaresponseasastute,
subtle,complexandperhapsashostileastheformer—accountingforthe
hybridityoftheparrywishedbymyfriend.

My thesis is that one should precisely avoid that sort of framing of the 
facts.Onehastoconcentrateonthetransformationofthedoxological
structureofsocialcommunicationwithinourliberalsocieties,atransfor-
mationthatistodayattheverycoreoftheriskstheyaremakingtocope
withtherequirementsoflatecapitalism,post-modernity,andaccelerated
globalization.Thismeansonemuststudythe“grammarofassent”ofcon-
temporarycommunication,i.e.,thewaysinwhichpeoplegivetheirassent
toindicationsdescribingwhatisafactintheworld(theproductionof
factuality)—thewaystheybelievethecurrentdeixisoftheworld,whichis
constantlyperformedwithinthehugeswarmofsocialcommunications.

Tocometothatpoint,however,wewillhavetostatethatthereisa
propagandawar,andthatliberaldemocracyisunderattackfrommultiple
angles—that it has been made the target of various attempts to desta-
bilizeitsfundamentalviews.Insayingthis,weacknowledgetherealityof
theoffensiveandintentionalnatureofwhat/whomakesthecrisis,inorder
to shed clarity on our contention that ultimately this strategic and agent-
basedaspectofthecrisisisaveilinhibitingtheperceptionofthetrue,
intrinsic vulnerability of the target societies themselves. The advent of such 
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vulnerability corresponds to the dismantlement of the belief structure that 
hasgovernedtheirdoxicrelationshiptotheworldfortwocenturies.

The Dismantled Belief Structure and the 
Emergence of Alternative Factuality

Whatmustbestressedfirstisthenecessityofdoingawaywithany
defensivethinking,andattemptingtounderstandthatthebattletobe
foughtisanoffensive,pre-adaptativeproto-cognitiveone,onewhichtakes
placeattheelementarylevelsoftheconstitutionoftheknowableandthe
known,thatisofwhatisheldtobe“outthere”(acherishedexpressionof
DonaldTrump)isbelievedtobethefact,tobethere.

Theproblembecomesclearwhenweacknowledgetheperplexityofthe
defendersthemselves,whoaretryingtoimplementtheirstrategiestofight
thepropagandistontheothersideofthefence.Theyhavetorecognizethat
allmeansofcounter-propagandatheycanmobilizetoreachanundoingof
dis-informationarefullyinefficient,simplynon-operable,giventhedepth
atwhichtheperturbationofthecredencestructureisitselfoperating.

Thedefensiveposturehastosearchforstandardsbywhichacertain
typeofinformationcanbeforbidden,aswellascertainmethodsofits
propagation.Itshouldhavetheabilitytooutlineanunlawfultransgres-
sion,thetrespassingofanormativelineofliceity(ofwhatispermissible,
notprohibited).Fakenewsrepresentsadeixisofaneventstructured/
evenementialrealitythatintegratesahighlevelofperceptivityintoreality,
whichmeanssupposedlythatrealityisnotindependentfromandneutral
in relation to its perception. 

Itisalwaysaconstructedsocialandmedialrealitythatdependsuponthe
siteofobservationfromwhichitsdeixisismade.Itisnotafakingofreality,
butanalternativeobservationofit,madefromoneoftheotheranglesof
sightinwhichanobjectcanbeseen:likeademonstrationtakingplaceon
anavenuethatcanbeenseen,heard,andsmelledfromdifferentplacesin
thespacesurroundingitandexperiencedfromverydifferentmentaland
affectivedispositions.

In the realm of factual reality there are only facts and all facts are 
alternativetooneanother.Thearenofactualrealitiesthatwouldbe
orthogonal,buildingasole“right”angle,toallotherfactualities—which
wouldbepartial,incompleterepresentationsofit.Thisshouldnotbemis-
takenasbeingpartofasortofpostmodernrelativisminwhichanyaccount
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ofreality“goes”—beitscientific,artistic,political,moral,legal,economic,
culturallyestranging,magical,ceremonial,mythical,tribal,clanic,individu-
alistic,idiosyncratic,etc.Postmodernrelativismisaposturecharacterized
byperplexityandhumility,openingintersubjectiveexchangeto(yetmore)
toleranceofprovocative,estrangingalterities.Proponentsofalternative
factstaketheiralternativeversionofthefactsforgranted,reject
vehemently—aggressively—theotherdeixesofreality,andsupposethat
theyarethemselvesfakedalongtheinterestsofsocialgroupsconspiring
tomasterrealityandorderitinthemostprofitablemannerforthem.They
presentthemselvesasdisempoweredgroupswhoselivedversionofthe
facts is negated and repressed by a political and medial establishment. 
Theyseetherealityversionofthisestablishmentasfalselynormative,
legallybutunlawfullybinding,politically,over-empoweringlycoercive
(moreprecisely:correcting).Theyseethatversionofrealityasexclusive
andperpetuatingthepowermonopolyofthatestablishment.

Thedefensivestrategyisperplexedbythefactthatwhatisactingasa
massiveandradicaldestabilizationofthepoliticalorderinliberaldemo-
craticsocietiescannotbequalifiedasillicitfromanypossibleperspective.If
offensivepropagandadisplayingforeignhostilepowersnurtureasamatter
offactthosealternativeversionsofthereal,thoseversionsarenotreliant
onthemtoexist,tobedisseminated,andabovealltobebelievedbysub-
stantialnumbersofpeoplewithinthosesocieties.

Thethesisisthattheprocessoftheemergence,theinvention,thedissemi-
nation,thecredenceofthisalternativefactualityisnowadaysendemic
tothosesocieties.Alternativefacts,creeds,andversionsoftherealare
endemically,spontaneously,genuinely,internallyproducedwithinour
societies.Theirproducers,exponentsandconsumersaretheTrumps
andtheirfollowers—and,insecondplace,thePutinsandtheErdogans.
The endemic goes beyond the typical supporters of populist preachers or 
politicians and reaches into the educated groups and strata of society. This 
iswhythedefensiveapparatusdesignedtocontainthe“hybridattacks”
targeting our liberal orders tends to delegate the monitoring and censuring 
ofalternativeversionsoffactualrealitytothechannelsthroughwhichthey
areconveyedtothewiderpublic.

Itisadelegationofanormativereviewofthecontentstothemedium:
socialmedia,internetproviders,anddiscussionplatformsaresupposed
to act as a censorial instance of reality accounts on the vague grounds 
offactadequacy.Theyareendowedwithhugelyexcessivecompetence
todecidewhatistherealfactintheworldandtodenythosealternative
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deixesofrealityanyaccesstopublicnotice.Oursocietiesthusappearto
be incapable of defending themselves against narrative devices/narrative 
virusesorviralnarrativestheyproducefromwithinthemselves—the
virushavingherethestructureandformofanarrative,ofnarrative
arrangementsoffactsmakingsenseofperceivedreality.Theirgrammarof
assentshowsunsuspectedflawsthroughwhichtheviraldispositiveenters
thecognitive/doxologicalorganism.Theprocessbywhichassentisgiven
to such representations of factual reality has become intrinsically problem-
atic. To sum it up: our liberal democratic orders are not under attack (however 
hybrid it may be) from an external, exogenous actor or power, but endemically 
by an erosion/transformation/pathology of their doxic structure. 

The Coeval Immanence of World Facts to Their 
Medial Production

Thebattletoredeemliberaldemocracyandtheopenworld-societyfrom
theirpresentpredicamentisakintothatfoughtagainstsmallpoxinthe
centuryofRousseau.Aperplexingbattlegivenonehadnoideaofwhere
oronwhichofitsmultiplefrontstoengageit,andhowtolinkthosefronts
tooneanotherandthusadvancethecurativeprocess.Onewaslacking
agoodunderstandingoftheharmfulprocessestakingplacewithinthe
organism,wasunabletogiveitclearnosographiccontours,whilehaving
apreciousintuitionofitsprophylaxes—withtheideaofvaccination—but
notknowinghowtobundletherightinformationandgothroughittothe
recognitionoftheemergingnewstructure.

Inrelationtothediseaseunderminingliberaldemocracy,themost
significantinsightisthatoftheimmanenceofthepathology:itisnot
inflicted,propagatedfromtheoutside,butdevelopsfromtheinside,with
nootherexternalcausalitythantheoccasionalco-incidenceoffactors
enhancingtheendemicone.Healingthestructureisahugeandimprob-
ableprogram—astoitsconception,tosaynothingofitsfeasibility.Ithas
toactuponastructuralsetting,hastomergeintotheprocessesofits
constitutionandtobeanchoredinthem,torenderthemlessreceptiveto
thosenewformsofdoxicassent,whicharethemoreefficient,themore
affinetheyaretothemostintuitive(narrative)formsofbelieving.

Theemergingstructureofbeliefhastodowiththeevolutionoftheworld-
form(Weltform)fromthatofthesupposedautonomyoftheexternal
worldtooneinwhichthewholecomplexofmundanerealityisproduced
bythemediaofitsobservation(notaphilosophical-idealisticproposition,
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butaradicalconstructivistsociologicalone).3Whatisprimarilyrelevant
hereistheinsightthat,fromthepointofviewofsociologyandcom-
municationtheory(andnotfromthatofanidealisticphilosophy),theworld
isconstitutedintheprocessesoffunctionallydifferentiatedsubsystemic
socialcommunicationandthatnootherworldisobservablethantheone
emergingfromtheiroperations.Thismajortheoremiscomplementedby
asituationinwhichthesubsystemofmassmedialcommunicationinour
societiesiscomingtoastateoftechnologicalmaturity,whichmakesitpos-
sibletoproduceworldeventsofworldobservationsimultaneouslywith
theirownoccurrence,andnotaposteriori“inrelation”tothem.

Themediadonottellorre-telltheeventialcourseofthehuman-world
reality(encompassingcosmicreality)and“relate”it,thatis,giveanaccount
ofit,makedeixisofittosubjects,individualsexistingasmembersof
societyatlargewhoreceivethisrelationofandtotheworldandbelieve
it(ordon’t)accordingtothedegreeofconfidencetheyhaveinthose
media,andtheirpossiblybiasedviewoncertainaspectsofsocialreality.
The media and the medial reality they are emitting are in themselves the 
eventialcourseofthehumanworld(anthropocosm),i.e.,socialcom-
munication itself. 

Thereisnodivide,nointerstice,nolineofdistinctionthatcanbedrawn
betweensocialcommunicationanditsownmedialproduction.Thisisa
newfoundational,ontologicalfactbasedonthetechnologicalmaturityof
medial transmission bringing it so close to the transmitted that no inter-
valcanbepostulatedbetweenthetransmittedandthetransmission,the
formerhavingtooccurfirstinordertoberelatedtoorsimply,absolutely
tobe“related”(reported,recounted)assuch.Thisontologicalfacthasnot
beenacknowledgedatthisleveloftheoreticalabstractionbythemajority
ofindividuals,norbythestrategistsofdisinformationandaggressive
propaganda—the least one can say is that they are not interested in such 
abstract insights. 

However,ourintuitionhasexperiencedanastonishinggeneralization,
whichisthateventreality(andthatishuman,historic,socialreality)canbe
andisconstantlyfabricatedbysocialinstances,apparatuses,institutions,
andorganizations.Socialrealityisthecreationofsocialrealityalongits
organizationtoproduceitselfinitsmedialmediation/production(and
notreproduction).Startingfromthisintuition,itisnotdifficulttoseehow
theinclinationofthemassesaswellasoftheelitesistoascribetothose

3 I can’t delve into that theme of the production of mundane reality in and by social 
communication,apieceoftheoryIdevelopedinanothercontext.
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instancesinvolvedinthecoessential,coevalproductionofsocialreality
vestedinterests,concrete,hand-tightbiasesdeterminedbythoseinterests,
manipulativeintentionsandtechniquesdesignedtoinfluencepublic
opinionandtosteerittowardstheacceptancesandreactionsusefulto
theirplans.Suchapossibilityofanascriptionofintentionalcausalityisa
treattohumanintuitiveintellectionofanysort(beitpopularorscientific).
Itneutralizesthepainfuldemandsofrationaljudgmentbuildingaswell
asthedemandsofbuildingapoly-selfishsubjectofpoly-contextualsocial
communication.Itneutralizespartiallythecoolingoffofimmediate,
affective/affectualreactionstoworldevents,adistanciationprocessneces-
sitatinganeffectiveattuningtothecognitivizationprocessesthatcon-
stitutethementalandattitudinalbasisforthefunctionaldifferentiationof
consociation. 

Theotheraspectoftheevolutionisthatoftheempowermentofanypart
ofsocialrealitytovindicateitsownproductionofitsownreality.The
contentionhereisnolongeraboutwhichofthecompetingrealitiesisthe
trueandrealone,whichonehasagreaterpretentiontobevalidated(by
instancesoftruthvalidationofrealitydeixes);itis,sotospeak,notacon-
tentionatall,butamerefactualpositionofreality,ofitsownrealitybya
socialrealitywithnopretentioneverofjustifying,arguing,orlegitimizing
itsownreality(whichiscoessentialandabsolutelycoevaltoitsrealitypro-
duction)bywayofstrongerreasonsor“grounds.”

Realityassuchhasnottobejustifiednorlegitimizedbyanyreasons—it
isthefoundinggroundofreasonsassuch—:theworldiswhatitisand
reasonisonefactoftheworldthatemergesinitandcanonlyreflectitas
the ultimate ground of all grounds. 

Alternativerealitiesareinafightforsurvivalagainstoneanother.Theydo
notpossessanysyntaxofmutualtolerance,ofamoreorlessmeaningful
interrelatedcoexistence.Hencethisdevelopmentisoftendescribedasa
liftingoflimitationsputuponaffectsofself-assertion(Selbstbehauptung),
correlatingwiththeliftingoflimitationsuponaffectsofdenyingwhole-
heartedlyanylegitimacytorelativisticliberalorders.Affectsofhatred,
negationoftheother,willtoeliminatethemarethusunleashedwithout
anyreserves,anyconsciousnessthatlettingthemplayoutisnotconsistent
withthesubsistingliberalpoliticalorderthatgivesthoseaffectedbysuch
affectsparadoxicallytheirbestchance.



Witnessing the Dismantlement of a Proven Structure of Belief 223

The Globality of Belief and the Engulfing  
of Science

Tosumup,wehavetothinkthrough:
 – the structural transformation of social communication as a co-

originating medial communication of itself 
 – theintuitionofatendencytobringtheworldevernearertoastatein
whichitcan’tdistinguishbetweenrealityandretoldreality

 – theassertionofalternativerealitiestootheralternativerealitieswithout
any privilege anchoring one of these as the reference point of all others 

 – andtheacknowledgmentthattheascriptionofintentionalitytocausal
determinationsofthesocialworldrevivesamagicalreadingofthe
worldandunleashesaffectsthatremainuninhibitedbyanycensorship
pointingouttheirmassiveidentitydrivenself-centeredness,theirlacking
ofanyaltruisticcomprehensionoftheconstitutionofalterity,their
aggressiveness,andtheirviolenceintheassertionoftheiroccupancyof
space and history. 

Thedecisivepointofmyargumentisnothoweverthatalternativefactuality
isboundtoanaffectiveturninthepoliticalrealm—arealmstructurally
markedbycollectivesentimentsandtheirnon-relativizablenature.The
relationbetweenalternativefactualityandtheunleashingofaffective
impulses,whichhaveuntilnowbeenunderthecontrolofthealtruistic
maximofliberalpoliticalorders,isnotassimpleasthat.Itismediatedby
thetransformation/dismantlementofthepre-existingstructureofbelief.It
isbecausethebelievablehasundergoneadecisiveextensionandtransfor-
mativeinflexionthattheconditionsareripeforsuchaliftingoflimitations
from a series of driving components of social communication. 

Theextensionwearetalkingaboutistheprocessthatmakesbelievable
allcoursesofinterpretationbywhichsocialbecomingcanbeframedas
aresultofastrictlyimmanenttransformationofthesocialstructure,
fabricandcoursebysocietyitself.Theinflexion,ontheotherhand,isthe
apprehension of that transformation as intentional and thus ascribable to 
powerfulinstancesofsociety,andheremainlytothesubsystemicfunction
thatdeliverstheimageofsocietytoitselfandthesocialgroupswhich
havethecommanduponthatsubsystem.Withoutthatextensionand
inflexionofthebelievablenorevitalizationofimpulsivemassaffectivity
withinpopulistmovementsinEuropecanoccur;4withoutthatextension

4 Isthesamepreconditionrequiredtoexplaintheresurgenceofnationalistic
populisminRussia,islamo-nationalistic/sultanisticpopulisminTurkey?The
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andinflexionthechecksandcontrolsthatregulatedthenewlydismantled
regimeofbelievabilitywouldhavereignedoverit,wouldhaveneutralized
itbythesimpleandunceasingoperationofthedoxicallyunimpeded
processesofcognitivizationwhichcharacterizethelatemodernperdif-
ferentiation of social communication along the lines of thorough decon-
structionofanystarklyassertivenormativestances.Itwouldhave
maintainedunchangedtheglobalpolitical,legalanddoxologicalcon-
figurationthatprevailedinthelasttwodecadesofthe20thcentury.

Furthermore,toexplaintheimpactofsuchanextensionandinflexion,we
need to ascertain some of the structural traits of the dismantled regime 
of belief itself. Mainly the fact that our culture maintains very tenaciously 
adichotomybetweencognitionandbelief,censuringtheideathatbelief
isanall-engulfingfunctionthatencompassescognition,buildingaround
itthesphereofadoxiccontinuum,anderasingatacertainmomentthe
highlyrelevantdifferentialbetweenscienceandopinion.Ascientistofour
dayholdsultimatelyanopinionlikeanyotherlaymanandoperateswithin
therealmofthethinkable,hisowncombinationsofthoughtconstructinga
more or less consistent image of his various environments. 

Ancientphilosophythoughtofscience(notscientificknowledge,but
scientificinsight)asdistinctfromopinionbyessenceandnotonlybymeans
ofitsmethods,procedures,andverificativereiterations.Thedifference
isoneofthenatureofitsact.Sciencewasthoughttobetheoperation
ofanintellectbestowingupontheoperatingintellectaunionwiththe
intellectedidea.Itisthusaunitiveoperation,whichtransformstheintellect
intotheideallyintellected.Thespirit(nous,intellectus)performsactsof
intellection.Itisa“mind”ofanothernaturethanthatwhichperformsacts
ofsheerbelieving.Thereisthusacriteriongiventodifferentiatebetween
anintellectiveseizureofathinkableandthesimplydoxicone.

Reflectinguponthesemattersfromthepointofviewofaconstructivist
epistemology,thatisfromtheonlypointofviewwecanadoptwithreason
undertheconditionswhichconstitutetheintelligibilityoftheworldforus
today,thatdistinctionvanishes.Wethuslearntorecallthescientist—he
recallshimselfspontaneouslyandwithoutanyreluctance—toreinsert
himselfintothementalgroupofallthinkingandbelievinghumanbeings.
Thiscomestoeraseanydistinctionthroughstructureoressencebetween
scienceandallotherformsofpossibleworldapprehensionandto

differentialofmodernitybetweenthesesocietiesandtheWesternoneshastobe
takenintoaccountwhenweaddresssuchaquestion.
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de-privilegescienceasbeinginitsownrightofanothernaturethanall
otherdoxicacts.

Areminderofthoseancienttheoriesisusefulatthisjuncturebecause
itallowsustounderstandhowourWeltbild(world-picture),ifitissus-
tainedbyscience,doesnotgivethescientist,whoisalwaysaspecialistand
mastersaverylimitedportionofworldknowledge,anydecisiveadvantage
intheconstructionoftheWeltbild.Hebelongstothegeneralityofpeople
inrespecttohisdoxicrelationshiptotheworld.

Thedemocratizationofknowledgedeconstructstheideathatthorough,
deep,ultimatelyfoundationalknowledgeisthemonopolyofthe
philosopherasanopenerofepochalWeltbilder.Itsociologizesscienceand
normalizesitspersonnel.Theonlydemarcationtobestillsetbetweenedu-
cated(Bildungs)elitesandthegeneralityofthepeopleisthemoreeasily
producedcapacityoftheformertogoalongwiththethoroughandgeneral
cognitivizationofcosmicandsocialreality.

However,fromthemomentatwhichsocialrealitybeginstobeproduced
alternativelybyitsownreflectioninitself,theseelitesseemtounlearn
theircognitivizingskillsandjointhemajorityofthemindswhotendto
thinkveryintuitively.Theysharewiththemtheirbeliefsandletthemselves
beguidedbytheaffectsthatmakefortheiradherencetothem.Alternative
factualityis,aswehaveseen,theimmediatereflectionofwhatoneisas
whatonewantstobelieve.

A Possible Hedging of the Imperilled Structure  
of Belief

TheAchillesheelofthesociety-world(Weltgesellschaft)andofitsdefinitive
pacification/hedonizationhastobelocatedtodayinitspistic/doxic
structures.Thesestructuresareagiventoday,orthegivenoftoday.They
cannot be eradicated. 

Mythesisishoweverthatsomethingcanstillbe“done,”whichisaformof
infusionofthesocializationandelementary/mid-leveleducationprocess
intoschemesofapperceptionandcognition,immunizingagainstmodesof
penetrationandinflectionofthedoxicstructureswhichhave,aswehave
seen,undergoneaverybroadand(forourliberalpoliticalorders)dis-
quietingtransformation.Thiscanbeimaginedasalong-term“offensive”
programdesignedtopreventtheradicaldestabilizationthattransfor-
mation carries in itself. The situation can be compared to those historical 
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juncturesatwhichEuropeancultureandsocietyhadtostrivetoensure
theirviabilitybydisarming/dismantlingacertainstructureof(religiousor
symbolic)belief.

ThehistoryofEuropeancultureandsocietyshowsusexamplesofthe
tensionsthatarisewhensimultaneoustendenciestointegrationanddif-
ferentiationarenotabletoreachtheend-form(telos)ofsociality,which
theybearasagermwithinthemselves,withoutdestabilizingcertainmodes
of belief still very deeply anchored in the psyche of most individuals. 

Comparedwiththesecrises,thepresentoneinvertsinasensethescheme
andpresentsuswithadestabilizationofadoxicstructurethatshouldbe
saved,andnot,asinthehistoricalexamples,withstructureswhichhad
tobeovercomeandtorecedeinordertogiveroomtotheemergentnew
one.Between1700and1900deepdoxicstructuresofreligiousbeliefhad
tobeovercome.Thiscouldnotbedonewithoutdisempoweringonceand
for all religious instances and institutions that perpetuated the framing 
ofworldperceptioninamindsetcongruentwithreligiousbeliefs,thus
institutingtheautonomyandmonopolyofauthorityofscientifictruth
regardinganyobservation,descriptionof,oractiveinterventioninstates
oftheworld,anditsnon-relevanceto,itsincommensurabilitywithreligious
contents.Themosttellingandconsequentachievementinthisrespectwas
theintegrationofevolutiontheoryinschoolcurriculaandthedefinitive
relegationofbiblicalcreationnarratives—i.e.,anetiologicalnarrativewith
totalexplanatorypotency—intothemythologicalreferencespace.Science
couldnotdifferentiateitselfasanautopoieticalfunctionalsubsystem
withoutthissharpcutfromthecontinuumoftruthpretentionsandplausi-
bilities“infecting”thefieldofknowledge.Ithadtopresentanimageofthe
worldwithabsolutelyself-foundingjustifiabilityandlegitimacy.Theques-
tionofcompatibilitywithoneanotherofbothtruths,thescientificandthe
religious,oncecentralinthemedievalandearlymoderndebates,becomes
absolutely irrelevant. It needs not and ought not to be put. This is the pre-
conditionforthefulldeploymentofascientificandtechnologicalworld
apprehension and its transformative impulse. 

The second achievement is a more recent one. It is the introduction into 
schoolcurriculaofsexualeducationandenlightenmentprogramsthat
implythesocializinggeneralizationofaccesstoaprofane,biologicaland
hygienicknowledgeofsexualityaswellasofacertainmodeofcoping
withsexualissues.Thistoohasbeenahard-foughtbattleagainstdoxic
andsymbolicstructureswhoseresilienceisrelatedtotheiruniversal
anthropological embedding. 
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What is needed is a new pedagogy of the real-true worldliness,aprogram
grounded on Piagetian development psychology in order to help children 
andadolescentsdevelopcognitiveanddoxicformsimmunetotrolling/
fakingofanydeixisoftheworld,beitscientific,religious,orcustomary.
Thisisquitesimilartowhatisalreadythecaseinourreproductiveand
educationalpractices,withwhichweinformthefacultyofjudgmentofour
childrenbyteachingthemtocopewithdifferentiatedetiologies.

Thatmeansthatwhileexposingthemtothecharmsandpleasuresof
imaginationinfairytales,filmsandcreativeplay,wealsoconductthem,
throughwhatweteachthemdiscursivelyandnon-discursively,thematically
andnon-thematically,byexampleofexperiencing,feeling,thinkingand
acting,toconstructabackgroundrealitythattheydonotreallygrasp,but
whichisthereasaresistingandestrangingprosaicrealitywherespaceis
organizedalongtransitiverelationships,wheretimeisirreversible,where
bothcanbepartitionedandcounted,measured,wheretransversaland
over-intensivesensationscanbeignoredintheir(absent)consequencesin
theworld,wheresensorialtexturescanbeoffsetbysensorialcontoursand
object-centeredthematicaddresses,etc.

Thenewpedagogyofthereal-trueworldlinesswillhavetoembeditselfin
theflowofthisalreadyexistingconstructionofthebasisorthetorsoofa
disenchanted reality. It lies in the continuity of the progressive inhibition 
ofenchantmentandtheproductionofaunivocizedrealityestablishedon
thebasisoftemperate,moderatelyintensehomeostasis.Itinhibitsthe
otherwiseinsuperabletendencyoftheyoungmindandsensibilitytovery
stronglyadhere,affectivelyanddoxically,tothemythologicalstructure
ofworldapprehensionanditsalmostunrestrainedcompatibilityofmost
narrativeswithmostnarratives.

Theanalogicalprogramneededtoinstigatethedismantlementofthedoxic
regime of our liberal social and political orders could become as coessential 
toourcultureandsocietyasthetwoothers.Itisanurgenttaskbecauseit
isplausiblethatthewholeconstructionofourpostmoderncognitiveand
normativeordersfallstoruinbeforethatcounter-doxologyhascomeinto
operation. 

TheLuhmanniansociety-worldseemedtohavenootherproblemsbesides
thoseofitsperipheriesandthoseoftheinflexiblesocietalalternative
ofinclusionandexclusion.Luhmanniantheoryensuredtherecognition
ofthatparadoxicallimitationputintothedynamicofinclusivenessthat
isintrinsictofunctionaldifferentiationassuch.However,itsawinitno
inhibitionforafunctionallydifferentiatedsocietytoreachitstelos.Norwas
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the trap of incomplete modernity at the peripheries so consequential as 
tooffsetthehyper-potentprocessorsoftheproductionregimesofcentral
(i.e.,EuropeanandNorthAmerican)modernity.

Mythesisisthattheonlycriticalvulnerabilityofthissociety-worldisthatof
itsdoxicstructures,whichLuhmannneglected,thinkingthatthedynamic
ofdifferentiationwasradicalandpowerfulenoughtore-appropriatethose
structures and to transform them uno actuwiththeaccomplishmentofits
ownoperations.EuropeanandNorthAmericanpoliticssince2016have
shownthattheexistingpotentialstocounterandinhibitdifferentiation
areverybroadandcomfortable;thatno structural teleology, no immanent 
tendency to a functionally differentiated society can guarantee the success of 
differentiation;thatitisbyallmeanspossiblethattheother,alternative
orderwinsthedayandbrushesasidetheinvaluableimprobabilityofourso
profoundlyparadoxicalliberalordersthedayafter.

References

Newman,JohnHenry.1979.An Essay in Aid of a Grammar of Assent. NotreDame:Universityof
Notre Dame Press.





  ADORNO  

  ACCELERATIONISM  

  EPISTEMOLOGY  

  SPECULATIVE REALISM  

  SUBLIME  



[ 1 4 ]

Alien Thinking: On the 
Return of the Sublime as 
an Affective Medium

Markus Rautzenberg

In recent discourse, notably concerning speculative 
realism and accelerationism, the sublime is redis-
covered as an epistemological and aesthetic tool. 
This “comeback” of the sublime is deeply rooted 
in the attempt to think of the world in a non-
anthropocentric manner and to establish a kind of 
alien thinking. Even today the notion of the sublime 
challenges the concept of semiomorphic knowledge. 
A sense of amazement interwoven with fear and 
terror is an integral aspect of the sublime—not 
only as an aesthetic but as an epistemological 
category. It is related to philosophical traditions of 
thinking the unthinkable and grasping the limits of 
rationality and subjectivity. 
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It is one of the most popular endeavors of many theoretical movements 
oftodaytoamalgamateaestheticswithpoliticaltheoryandepistemology.
Thisistrueespeciallyformanyphilosophicaleffortsinmediatheorythat
areconcernedwithnotionsofaffectandaffectivity.“Affect”seemstobe
thenewvia regia tounderstandingthechallengesofglobalizedpolitical
movementsandcomplexdatanetworksalike,becauseitfulfillstheroleof
amediumthatisnotinanywayconnectedto“reason”orclassicnotionsof
“communication.”Itisallaboutintensitiesthatcommuneordifferentiate
from one another. 

It is here that one of the classic terms of philosophical aesthetics comes 
backinanunexpectedway.Thefollowingwillarguethatcurrenttheory
breathesnewlifeintotheoldnotionofthesublimebyrediscoveringits
medialpositionbetweenratio and emotio orbetweenepistemologyand
aesthetics,givingnewperspectivestoanage-oldproblem:Howcanwe
thinktheunthinkable?

InhisworkAfter Finitude QuentinMeillassouxstates:“By‘correlation’we
meantheideaaccordingtowhichweonlyeverhaveaccesstothecorre-
lationbetweenthinkingandbeing,andnevertoeithertermconsidered
apartfromoneanother”(Meillassoux2008,5).

ForMeillassoux—oneofthemainprotagonistsofspeculativerealism—the
originalsinofcontemporaryphilosophybeginswithImmanuelKant,who
inspeculativerealismtakestheplacethatDescartesoccupiedfor20th
centuryphilosophy:themainantagonist.Itisobvious,however,thatthe
realtargetistheconceptofsemiomorphicknowledge,whichhasdomi-
natedthe20thcenturyintheshapeofthenowinfamouslinguisticturn.In
factthenotionofmediationandmedialityinitselfistargeted,insofarasall
communication,understandingormediationstartswitharelationofsome
shapeorform.“Generallyspeaking,themodernphilosopher’s‘two-step’
consistsinthisbeliefintheprimacyoftherelationovertherelatedterms;a
beliefintheconstitutivepowerofreciprocalrelation“(19).

Wejustneedtorememberthebasicconceptsoflinguisticsaccordingto
FerdinanddeSaussuretorealizewhatisalludedtohere:hissemiology
dependsonthenotionofsemiosisasdrivenbyarbitrarityanddifference—
thesearethecoreconcepts.Semiosis—andthatisoneofSaussure’s
famousinnovations,whichJacquesDerridajusthadtoemphasizelater—
doesn’trelyonrepresentationormimesisoftheworldbutexclusivelyon
theinnersystemicprocessesofdifferentiation.Saussure’ssemiologythere-
foreisatheoryofrelationsandrelationalityparexcellence.Constructivist
approacheslikeNiklasLuhmann’ssystemtheoryhavetherefore—still
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accordingtoMeillassoux’scritique—alsorunintotheKantiantrap,because
theydonotdealwithrealitybutonlywithrelationality.LikeKanttheydo
notneedtoconcernthemselveswiththequestionofwhatliesbehind
or beyond signs or social relations—they either deny that there even is 
something“outthere”(constructivism)orarguethatthisoutsidecannot
beperceivedorunderstoodinthefirstplace(Kant).Thesameappliesto
theoriesofmedialityaswellastotheubiquitousmetaphoricityofthe“net.”
The list is quite long. 

WhetherMeillassouxisrightinhisattempttomakeKantascapegoatfor
the failure of modern philosophy or not should not concern us at this point. 
Whatmattersisthethesisthatforallthese“constructivist”approaches
an“outside”ofperception,knowledgeorsemiosis—regardlessifwecall
it“thinginitself”ora“transcendentalsignified”—isunreachable.With
keepingthis“outside”outofreachamarginalizationtakesplaceanditis
thismarginalizationthatspeculativerealismisconcernedwith.Itiscrucial
totakenoteofthisperceivedinsufficiencyofconstructivistthoughtthatis
articulatedinspeculativerealism.ForMeillassoux,forexample,thinking
ofthe“bigoutside”hasbecomeimpossiblebecauseofthis.Furthermore
speculativerealismhasembarkedonescapingthissupposedlyself-inflicted
solipsismbypromotingakindofalien thinking,asIwouldliketocallit.Itis
Meillassoux’sdeclaredintentiontoenablephilosophytothinkinforeign
territoryagain,tobe“entirelyelsewhere”:

Foritcouldbethatcontemporaryphilosophershavelostthegreatout-
doors,theabsoluteoutsideofpre-criticalthinkers:thatoutsidewhich
wasnotrelativetous,andwhichwasgivenasindifferenttoitsown
givennesstobewhatitis,existinginitselfregardlessofwhetherwe
arethinkingofitornot;thatoutsidewhichthoughtcouldexplorewith
the legitimate feeling of being on foreign territory—of being entirely 
elsewhere.(Meillassoux2008,7)

TheEnglishtranslationmakesitsoundlikeatriptothecountrysidewitha
littleexploring.But“thegreatoutdoors”isnotasniceasitsounds—itisa
metaphorforsomethingsoalienthatitcannotbeunderstood,measured
orevenperceived.Itismorelikeexploringanalienplanetthanastroll
amongthetrees.ItisanechoofSchelling’sabsolute,somethinggenuinely
incomprehensible,andthisisthereasonwhyH.P.Lovecraft,thepoetofThe 
Unnamable,issopopularamongspeculativerealists(cf.Harman[2012];or
thewittyHorror of Philosophy TrilogybyEugeneThacker[2011;2015a;2015b]).
Itisaformofterrorthatlurkshereontheoutskirtsofourknownuniverse.
ButevenbetterthanLovecraftinthisregardisJohnMilton:
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Theothershape, 
If shape it might be call’d that shape had none 
Distinguishable,inmember,jointorlimb; 
Orsubstancemightbecall’dthatshadowseem’d, 
Foreachseem’deither;blackhestoodasnight; 
Fierceastenfuries;terribleashell; 
Andshookadeadlydart.Whatseem’dhishead, 
Thelikenessofakinglycrownhadon. 
(qtd.Burke1823,77)

EdmundBurke,stillverymuchundertheinfluenceofhisliterarystudies
atDublin’sTrinityCollege,usedthisexampleofMilton’simpressivetalent
fordescribingtheundescribableasanidealexampletoillustratehisown
notionofthesublime,perhapsthemostoriginalbutsurelythemost
influentialpartofhisearlyworkA Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of 
our Ideas of the Sublime and the Beautiful:“Hencearisesthegreatpower
ofthesublime,that,farfrombeingproducedbythem,itanticipatesour
reasonings,andhurriesusonbyanirresistibleforce”(Burke1823,73–74).
Atthebaseofthesublimeterrorreignssupreme,afearofgettinglost,of
beinghurriedawaybyirresistibleforces.OneofBurke’smainexamplesis
theocean,ametaphoricalrealmthatwillremaininfluentialfromKantto
Nietzsche.Burkearguesthatbothavastlandscapeandagreatoceaninstill
affectsofaweandadmirationinthemindoftheonlookerbecauseoftheir
vastness,theirspatialdimension.Butonlytheoceanisabletoinducea
stateofthesublime,accordingtoBurke.Thisisbecauseinadditiontoits
vastnessitcanevokeasenseofterror:theoceanisamorphousandend-
lesstothehumanperception,alwaysharboringtheriskofdrowningeven
underacalmsurface,anaspectthattogetherwithaweandadmiration
resultsinthesublime:“Indeedterrorisinallcaseswhatsoever,eithermore
openlyorlatently,therulingprincipleofthesublime”(75).

Therefore the sublime cannot be the medium of clara et distincta of clear 
thinking.Thesublimeisnotarealmofthoughtbutofshockandawe—
itisanaffectivemedium,amediumofintensity.Burkealludestothe
rhetoricaltradition:“Itisonethingtomakeanideaclear,andanotherto
makeitaffecting totheimagination[emphasisadded]”(78).Thesublimeis
connectedtothevague,obscure,andthefragmented;itisarealmofaffect 
and not ratio:“Itisourignoranceofthingsthatcausesallouradmiration,
andchieflyexcitesourpassions.Knowledgeandacquaintancemakethe
moststrikingcausesaffectbutlittle”(80).
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Thiskindofamazementinterwovenwithfearandterrorleadsusawayfrom
philosophicalaestheticsandintotheareaofreligiousphenomenaor,tobe
moreprecise,itshowsthecloseinterrelationofboth.Itwasthehistorianof
religionRudolfOttowhodescribedthesublimeregardingreligionas“mys-
teriumtremendum,”whichtogetherwiththe“mysteriumfascinans”forhim
liesatthecoreofreligiousexperience.Heexplicitlyreferstothesublime,
however,withoutdirectlycitingBurke.Ottotranslated“tremendum”as
“schauervoll”(1920,14–15),whichinturn—onecouldargue—isthetrans-
lationinwhichBurke’sterm“astonishment”arrivedinthephilosophyof
ImmanuelKant.“Schauervoll”(astonishing)describesakindofsublimity
thatshouldnotbeconfusedwithfear.Consideringthetremendum fear is 
morelikeananalogy:“itsofarresemblesitthattheanalogyoffearmay
beusedtothrowlightuponitsnature,”butitstillis“aquitespecifickind
ofemotionalresponse,whollydistinctfromthatofbeingafraid”(Otto
1936,13).1“Schauer”(astonishment)isalwaysconnectedtoholinessand
thesacredandreferstoaformwhere“thesoul,heldspeechless,trembles
inwardlytothefurthestfiberofitsbeing”(17).2Theterm“numinous”(das
Numinose)wasinventedbyOttoforthisoccasion(7).

Whatismostinterestinghereisthatthis“Schauer”orastonishmentisnot
justapetrificationofallsensesandintellectualcapacities.Itisnotratio
andnotaffectbutsomethingequallydistantfromboth.Thefeelingofholy
reverenceisamodeofworldapprehensionofbeing-in-and-out-of-the
worldthatissituatedbetweenratioandinstinct,acategorythatisakind
ofitsown,alientobothofthem,dissolvingthedichotomybetweenthese
categories in the process. 

Alien Thinking
Iwouldliketoproposethatinspeculativerealismthereisacomeback
ofBurke’sandOtto’sconceptofthesublimeasanepistemologicaland
aesthetictooltoarriveatnotionsthatnotonlyallowustobeinforeign
territoryagainbuttotransformphilosophyitselfintowhatcouldbe
called“alienthinking.”Aliennotonlyinthesensethatphilosophyarrives
inforeignterritoryorthe“greatoutdoors”likeNeilArmstronglanding
onthemoon.Thiswouldstillbeapatronizingmodeofperception,akind
ofcolonialthinking.Alienthinkingwouldalsomeanatransformationof

1 Original“…zwarÄhnlichkeithatmitderFurchtunddarumdurchsieanalogisch
angedeutetwerdenkann,dieaberselbernochetwasganzanderesistalsSichfürch-
ten“(Otto1920,14–15).

2 Original“…jenestiefstinnerlichenErzitternsundVerstummensderSeelebisinihre
letztenWurzelnhinein“(Otto1920,19).
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thinkingitself,analienationfromitsownconcepts,terms,andnotions.
Foreignterritorycouldthenbe“thegreatinside”asopposedto“thegreat
outside”Meillassouxwastalkingabout,albeitagaindissolvingthebinary
notion of inside and outside that is not helpful here. 

Thisalienthinkingisofcoursedeeplyrootedintheattempttothinkofthe
worldinanon-anthropocentricmanner.Herethenobilitationoftheobject
andmaterialculturesbecomesimportant.However,accordingtoMeillas-
souxandothersthealiennessofthisworldofthings,ornature,—ascorre-
lationistthinkingwouldhavecalledit—hastobeunderstoodasabsolute
inthesenseofSchelling,thatitisabsolutelyincomprehensibleforhuman
thought.Everyrelationbetweensubjectandobjectisseveredanditishere
thatterrorasapartofthesublimecomesbackinfullforce—butnowasan
epistemological category. 

ItwasTheodorAdornowhoinsistedthatthesublimeshouldbebanned
fromtherealmofpolitics,andtodaywecanunderstandthisevenbetter
whenconfrontedwiththealienthinkingofspeculativeantirationalismand
itspoliticalbranch,calledaccelerationism.3Thispoliticaltheory,which
isagainveryFreudian,initsloveforhisconceptofthedeath-driveand
withitsfanslikeSteveBannonandNickLand,looksalotlikeapocalyptical
politicaltheoryfromtheWeimarRepublic.Atthecoreofaccelerationism
liesthebeliefthatbothsocialismandcapitalismhavefailedandwillfail,
andthatthemost“revolutionary”actleftistoletcapitalism(forexample)
run its course or even accelerate it until every natural and human resource 
isspent,sothatsomethingnewmayrisefromtheashesoftotalanni-
hilation.So,thesublimehasdevastatingeffectswhenitcomestopolitics,
butwhataboutphilosophy?

FollowingAdornoagain,oneofthemostinfluentialtheoristsofthesublime
inthe20thcentury,theanswerisambivalent.Doweneedtobecautious
whenusingtheconceptofthesublime?Yes.Doweneedtobanishand
forgetitasawhole?No,becauseAdorno’sreadingofthesublimedoesnot
severthebondsbetweensubjectandobject,butseesthesublimeasa
modethatallowsthe“greatoutside”toappearaspartofsubjectification
itself.Forhimthesublimeisnot,asitwasforKant,asignofhuman
supremacyovernature,butanappearance,ashowingoftheselfofnature
withinhumanity,showingthatthesubjectinitsbodilyexistenceisof
course nature from the beginning.

3 ThetermwascoinedbyNoys(2010);seealso:WilliamsandSrnicek(2014).
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“Outside”and“inside”finallybegintoappearasfalsealternatives.Here
aestheticandepistemologicalaspectsofthesublimeintermingleinaway
thatforAdornoisofcoursedialectical.Thepointofthematter,however,is
that here the interdependence of inside and outside is not relational in the 
sense of correlationism but recursive and integral. 

Ultimately,aestheticcomportmentistobedefinedasthecapacityto
shudder,asifgoosebumpswerethefirstaestheticimage.Whatlater
cametobecalledsubjectivity,freeingitselffromtheblindanxietyof
theshudder,isatthesametimetheshudder’sowndevelopment;life
inthesubjectisnothingbutwhatshudders,thereactiontothetotal
spellthattranscendsthespell.Consciousnesswithoutshudderis
reifiedconsciousness.Thatshudderinwhichsubjectivitystirswithout
yetbeingsubjectivityistheactofbeingtouchedbytheother.Aesthetic
comportment assimilates itself to that other rather than subordinating 
it.Suchaconstitutiverelationofthesubjecttoobjectivityinaesthetic
comportmentjoinserosandknowledge.(Adorno1997,331)4

“Thatshudderinwhichsubjectivitystirswithoutyetbeingsubjectivityis
theactofbeingtouchedbytheother.”Theintegrationoftheotherorthe
outsideistheseedofsubjectivity.Astonishment(shudder,Schauer)aspart
ofthesublimeistheverymodeinwhichsubjectivitystirsatthethreshold
of being. 
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