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Abstract

Within the last decade there has emerged a discourse around biopower which is characterized by two conceptual moves, in particular: the mobilizing of, and placing central importance on, the concept of “affect”; and the jettisoning of the concept of mediation. These two moves are often represented as sharing a mutual cause and effect relationship in the historical narrative of late capitalism: affect emerges as a significant mechanism of social organization in late capitalism when and because the process of mediation has become a redundancy, and is no longer considered an adequate rendering of the modality of that social formation. I argue that the mutual cause and effect relationship between affect and mediation could, alternatively, be called a dialectical relationship. I demonstrate that affect and mediation are not oppositional concepts, but can be understood as two different but interrelated effects of a single historical process.
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 For the present purposes, intensity will be equated with affect. There seems

to be a growing feeling with media, literary and art theory that affect is

central to an understanding of our information-and image-based late

capitalist culture, in which so-called master narratives are perceived to have

foundered. Fredric Jameson notwithstanding, belief has waned for many,

but not affect. If anything, our condition is characterized by a surfeit of it.

The problem is that there is no cultural-theoretical vocabulary specific to

affect. Our entire vocabulary has derived from theories of signification that

are still wedded to structure…
Brian Massumi, Parables for the Virtual
 
Introduction

A critical literature has developed over the last decade focusing on what could be called the “social dynamic of affect” in advanced consumer societies. Drawing on the language of Deleuze and Guattari, Foucault, and Hardt and Negri, this body of work identifies affect as a dominant modality of power in the contemporary social formation referred to as “the society of control.”
 The society of control is characterized by a predominance of creative and immaterial labour (associated with cultural and communication industries), and the intensifying commodification of affect in the form of services, spectacles and the selling of “experiences.” According to the society of control critique, an affective modality of power succeeds the disciplinary modality of power that is associated with social formations of governmentality. If a disciplinary modality of power regulates social subjects indirectly through subjects’ internalizing of the normalizing discourses of institutions and social apparatuses, an affective modality of power, or biopower, works directly on and through bodies in an unmediated way. An affective modality of power does not function by interpellating subjects according to a narrative that articulates their needs, desires, interests, and identities in a certain way. Biopower, rather, is non-narrative; affect “permeates” subjects, incorporating them within an economy of non-symbolic intensities.


In this article, I will look at five theorists who have contributed to the “biopolitical society of control” critique: Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Brian Massumi, Scott Lash, and Nicholas Thoburn. I will focus this reading of their work on three elements that each has in common: First, the work of each theorist illustrates what I will call a post-interpretive approach. A post-interpretive approach advances Deleuze and Guattari’s systematic rejection of interpretive or “depth models” of analysis (such as hermeneutics, Marxism, the dialectic, psychoanalysis) in the move to conceptually “flatten out” the social world through collapsing the distinction between symptom and trauma, manifest material and latent material, appearance and essence, etc. Second, each places a central importance on the concept of a social modality of affect. Third, each dismisses the notion of mediation as being redundant in the analysis of a formation of biopower as an affective, non-narrative, and unmediated modality of power. These three elements are related. In fact, we could say that they are merely the same dynamic articulated three different ways. For example, in the society of control critique, affect emerges as a significant mechanism of social organization and control in late capitalism when and because the process of mediation has become a redundancy, and is no longer considered an adequate rendering of the modality of that social formation. But this is not a chronological sequence of events; the matter could just as easily be described as the reverse: mediation becomes redundant when and because affect emerges as a significant organizing mechanism of late capitalism.


I will argue that the relationship between affect and mediation, in this case, could alternatively be described as a dialectical relationship. The theorists I will discuss would likely reject a rapprochement with the category of the dialectic, which is often dismissed in their work alongside that of mediation. Nonetheless, my aim here is to bring to the work in question a historical and dialectical analysis that would stage that work from a new perspective. I want to demonstrate that from this perspective, affect and mediation can be understood as two different but interrelated effects of a single historical process. Such a perceptual shift reintroduces both the categories of the dialectic and mediation as useful analytical approaches to the present historical object. I will demonstrate that both analytical operations can be understood as compatible with, even as enhancing, the post-interpretive approach.  In some cases, one could frame the matter differently: as a kind of “return of the repressed,” these operations are not in fact absent from certain post-interpretive analyses so much as they travel incognito, under new names, often claiming alternative theoretical ancestry, all the while announcing remarkably similar or compatible lines of flight.

Meanwhile, because affect is a non-narrative dynamic, according to the society of control critique, the categories of discourse and representation are historically redundant in the analysis of contemporary power. Scott Lash, for example, will argue that, as such, the concepts of ideology and hegemony are also redundant as analytical categories in the present formation—that we live in a “post-hegemonic” era. Instead, I will argue that narrative is still a fundamental modality of power and social organization in advanced consumer societies. In fact, I will argue that it is more relevant than ever: the prevalence of affect is the effect of an ongoing development of a much older narrative or representational modality of power and production characteristic of the movement of capital. In other words, the predominance of affect is the phenomenal form of a certain historical stage of a representational modality of power. Mediation, as the dynamic of social interrelation, remains an inherent component of this configuration. However, as mediation acquires a heightened importance, at the same time it becomes ever more unperceivable. Like the predominance of affect, the invisibility of mediation is a phenomenal form—a necessary appearance (the appearance of an absence)—of a certain moment in the development of capitalism. These appearances—the predominance of affect, the imperceptibility of mediation—are not the phantoms of false consciousness. They are objective forms of advanced consumer capitalism itself.

The Jamesonian Dialectic
My task in this discussion is to demonstrate the compatibility between the post-interpretive approach and a dialectical mode of analysis wherein the category of mediation is central. The rapprochement I will stage means reading these post-interpretive analyses against the grain since both the dialectic and the category of mediation are rejected in this work. Staging such a meeting is not intended as a dismissal of the post-interpretive work. My purpose is not to debunk or reveal the mistakes of a certain trajectory of thought or modality of analysis, although I will point out what are some very common misapprehensions about both the dialectic and the concept of mediation more generally. On the contrary, I believe that the formulations proposed in much post-interpretive work are appropriate indices of very real social contradictions and, as such, the categories it rehearses are useful in the production of provisional explanations—or abstractions—of postmodern capitalism and the contemporary social world. As Derrida has said about deconstruction, dialectical analysis is not an exposure of error. Its vocation is not to repudiate other theoretical codes or analytical approaches that, as Fredric Jameson argues, “all in their various ways designate objective zones in the fragmentation of contemporary life” (Jameson 1988, 149). Rather the aim of the dialectical operation is to map the historical situation of these approaches and to “demystify the strategies of containment” by which they are able to claim a singular validity and appropriateness with respect to other categorial systems (ibid.).

Heeding Jameson’s famous injunction in The Political Unconscious to “always historicize” is a better way of describing the goal of the dialectical operation. The movement of the dialectical operation in Jameson’s work is especially close to that of Marx, and perhaps even closest in its difference. The enormous expanse of Jameson’s work over the past four decades has (amongst other things, of course) been dedicated, in particular, to demonstrating the continuing relevancy of the dialectic in cultural, literary and social theory, nay, how and why the analysis of the contemporary modality of capitalism requires the dialectic today as much as Marx required it for the analysis of an earlier stage of the capitalist formation. Jameson’s version of the dialectic remains faithful to that of Marx by recognizing the historical necessity of its own reinvention: since the “form” of dialectical analysis is contingent upon its “content,” i.e., its object of analysis, it will alter from one occasion to the next, from one historical context to another.

In what follows I want to demonstrate how the “content” of postmodern capitalism generates those categories that organize the movement of the post-interpretive critique. Not only is this relationship an example of the productive movement generated by the contradiction between form and content, it is also an illustration of the capacity of a totalizing perspective, to introduce a much maligned and much misunderstood approach in social and cultural theory. The potential of a totalizing perspective is that it allows one to theorize the nature of the relationship between, for example, cultural artifacts—works of art, literature, film, genres of artistic production, technological innovations, new directions in theory and intellectual production, social and political movements, workplace cultures, etc.—and their social, economic and historical environments. To be able to articulate this relationship at all “requires a gradual enlargement of critical focus” (Jameson 1971, 331), a perceptual modality which is itself anathema to the movement of capital (hence, the immanence of a totalizing representational strategy) which organizes the social by means of a logic of atomization and the mutual isolation of its elements.

It is not enough to simply juxtapose an object to “some vaster social reality… or ontological ground” where the former is understood as a symptom or reflection of the latter (ibid, 4-5). The relationship between form and content, figure and ground, particular and universal, and so on, is more complex than that, in part, because while an object can be figured into a larger historical totality, that object never loses its particular, singular quality. The “object’s integrity as independent entity” is recognized at the same time as the theorist attempts to transcend its specificity (ibid., 4). Instead of subsuming the particular in the universal, the figure in the ground, the individual in the collectivity, the intrinsic in the extrinsic, the dialectic moves between or mediates them: “as practice and as a conceptual operation [dialectical criticism] always involves the jumping of a spark between two poles, the coming into contact of two unequal terms” (ibid.).

If in the theorist’s enlarged analytical field, the “cultural object” begins to blend into the political object, and the political object into the economic object, and if what at first appears extrinsic to a situation is revealed as intrinsic, or if effect is revealed to be cause and vice versa, then this totalizing perspective entails a very subtle understanding of the mediation of entities, or the “how” of such interconnectedness. Many have misunderstood mediation as an “artificially induced” articulation—as the subordination of an entity to an external system of meaning that imposes a new form on that entity. This misunderstanding can be resolved, however, upon recognizing that “social life is in its fundamental reality one and indivisible, a seamless web, a single inconceivable and transindividual process, in which there is no need to invent ways of linking language events and social upheavals or economic contradictions because on that level they were never separate from one another” (Jameson 1981, 40).

A figure of mediation is, therefore, not a case of drawing analogies between different levels of reality, nor of finding homologies between different spheres of social production. Nor is mediation a case of observing instances of mechanical, unidirectional causality. The difference between these forms of causality and a dialectical modality of mediation is that from an expanded critical perspective, categories such as figure and ground, individual and collectivity, universal and particular, etc., interact to the extent that each must be understood as both cause and effect of the other, so that the “cultural object… brings into being that very situation to which it is also, at one and the same time, a reaction” (ibid., 82). The term “dialectical reversal” designates the turning of something, over time, into its opposite—the figure which, under scrutiny, fades into the ground, or the fact which is revealed to be an effect of that which it is supposed to have caused, or the problem that turns into its own solution, or the two sides of an antimony which are revealed to be two effects of the same historical process. This latter movement is the kind of productive paradox I will argue constitutes the relation between the modality of affect—the modality of power in “the society of control” according to the post-interpretive critique—and the allegedly outmoded disciplinary modality of representation.
The Biopolitical Society of Control

The story of the emergence of a dominant modality of affect in postindustrial, advanced consumer societies begins where all narratives do: in the midst of everything, in becoming. One of the most comprehensive and influential accounts of these transformations has been Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s Empire. Hardt and Negri represent these “current” developments as part of a social process that extends back to the indeterminate origins of modernity. In fact, we could call this process modernity itself, or capitalism alternatively, the present configuration of which Hardt and Negri refer to as “Empire.” 


According to Hardt and Negri, Empire constitutes a new modality of production, which is also to say a new modality of power. For analytical purposes, the concept of power is abstracted into two registers: power from below (or Hardt and Negri’s expression, “globalization from below”) and power from above. The former refers to the potential for liberation offered by the new situation of the global proletariat (the multitude): increased mobility, greater communicational and hence organizational faculties, and a global orientation that simultaneously preserves and transcends local practices, struggles and constituencies. Power (or globalization) from above is represented by the ongoing, simultaneously obsessive and banal, private appropriation of surplus value and all the mechanisms that service this end: the international division of labor (i.e., the internationalization of the production process), the increasing flexibility, mobility and precariousness of labor, the deregulation of industry on the one hand, and a greater state-intervention on market and trade mechanisms in the interests of industry on the other hand (previously and inaccurately referred to as the redundancy of the nation-state), the drive to commodify every nook and cranny of the life-world as well as the endless invention of new human needs for the new commodities to fulfill, and so on—in other words, all the trademarks of neoliberalism.

If the abstraction of power in the categories of “from above” and “from below” serves an analytical purpose, Hardt and Negri introduce a novel twist to the narrative that serves a strategic (I would argue, utopian) purpose. Unlike more traditional (not necessarily inaccurate) versions of the story, Hardt and Negri argue that Empire has transformed into the regime it is today as a consequence of the forces of “globalization from above” scrambling to keep pace with the innovations, creativity, and impulsive libratory force of the multitude (the forces from below). The emphasis in this narrative is on the emergence of Empire in reaction to the lines of flight taken by the multitude as opposed to positing the multitude as a negative—in the sense of reactive—agent, responding to the oppressive machinations of Empire through various forms of struggle and resistance.

While, rhetorically, Hardt and Negri dismiss the dialectic in their analysis, this formulation is entirely consistent with the movement of a Jamesonian dialectical operation: capitalism both makes possible and requires that force (the proletariat) that seeks to destroy it. In the articulation of Hardt and Negri, the multitude (the postmodern proletariat) makes possible the entity (Empire/capitalism) it will seek to destroy. Each case illustrates the productive movement of contradiction. Through its efforts of crisis management, Empire, a parasite on the multitude, produces a by-product regime of generalized social control—the society of control—animated by a biopolitical modality of power. The dialectical concept of crisis management illustrates the dynamic of Empire: in order to reproduce itself, the configuration of capital evolves into a new configuration; an intensification of the dynamics of disciplinary society produces the qualitative transformations that characterize the society of control. Disciplinary power regulates social subjects indirectly through the subjects’ internalizing of the normalizing discourses of institutions and social apparatuses. The society of control protracts this process and reaches beyond social institutions to turn every surface, nook and cranny of “private” and civil society into machines of social control, collapsing the distinction between public and civil spheres in the process. Biopower now works directly on bodies and brains, alienating them from their own productive creativity and turning the “production and reproduction of [the entirety of] life” into the raw material of power (Hardt & Negri 2000, 24).


The configuration of biopower brings us right up against the idea of affect and the question of mediation. To say that the mechanisms of command in the society of control become “ever more democratic” is to say that they become ever more invisible, imperceptible, unrecognizable to subjects as separate or distinguishable from themselves, from their aspirations and desires, their instincts, fears and feelings, their own bodily functions, from all aspects of everyday life. Hardt and Negri point out that with the society of control we have achieved the condition Marx called the real subsumption of labor under capital, an extension and intensification of the formal subsumption of labor (ibid., 25). For Hardt and Negri this means that there is no outside of capital; every aspect of the spatial totality is immanent to Empire. The distinction between work and leisure collapses into a singular movement of productivity.

In their reformulation of the concept of immanence—a re-articulation of the Marxian notion of immanence—it now comes to stand for a kind of pure identity, the collapsing of non-identity or alterity into a positive identity, pure “facticity” as Scott Lash has called it (as we will see). As opposed to an historical horizon of possibility, immanence is here reinvented as a kind of tautology and introduced as a new more adequate materialism for the day. To be faithful to the terms of their re-articulation of immanence, Hardt and Negri are forced to do away with the notion of mediation entirely. There is no place for mediation in the context of pure identity, pure positivism—“absolute positivity” (ibid., 374). In Hardt and Negri’s analysis, the redundancy of mediation is the signal of complete social transparency.

Hardt and Negri’s analysis of the redundancy of mediation is contingent upon a version of that concept that is, for the most part, particular to the post-interpretive approach. If, however, we take up a Jamesonian figure of mediation, it does not entail a passage outside of anything. Here, mediation refers to the dynamic of relationship—the historical interconnectedness of two or more distinct moments, identities or entities, organs or desiring machines. To use the language of Deleuze and Guattari, it is the function of assemblage. It connects an identity—always incomplete as a positive moment—to an outside (to all other identities, to an alterity) that makes it possible, but to an outside that remains immanent to the mode of production (or in this case, Empire). Mediation is the very possibility of diversity, of two different moments of a network. It refers to the way in which different entities in a system are always, simultaneously connected and separate (i.e., simultaneously identities and non-identities). Immanence is not a horizon of possibility only at the point of real subsumption to capital. The work of Marx, the critical theorists, as well as Jameson have all, at one time, focused on demonstrating how the dimensions of the social world are immanent to capitalism, just as the categories of affect, flow, network, dialectic, multitude, etc. are made intelligible by a certain configuration of that mode of production.

However, what these analyses also demonstrate is that there is always a passage out of capital that is simultaneously immanent to capital. Marx demonstrated, for example, that what is always immanent to capital is the structural possibility of its transformation—a potential way out of capital. Capital has built into it the possibility of turning into something else. Brian Massumi calls this potentiality, “virtuality.” Deleuze and Guattari call it desire, productivity, lines of flight, or schizoanalysis. Derrida referred to it as a weak messianism. By jettisoning mediation, this potentiality is also jettisoned by positing an identity between human agency or imagination, labor, productivity and capital. To put this point another way, for capitalism to have built into it the possibility of turning into something else means that capital cannot be “identical” to itself. Non-identity is a fundamental part of that system as the possibility of its transformation. Mediation refers to the dynamic that preserves the distinction between the elements of a system; it refers to the movement that keeps those elements from collapsing into identity.

Nevertheless, Hardt and Negri argue that because biopower works directly on and through bodies and brains, domination, resistance, and creative productivity are all therefore directly social, i.e., constituted as unmediated social relations. Resistance, for instance, no longer works in the margins targeting an oppressive centre of power. In a society of horizontal networks (as opposed to vertical hierarchies) both power and resistance permeate the spatial totality. Any point in the network is as potentially vulnerable to reterritorialization as any other. Every act of resistance hits Empire at its “centre” because its centre is everywhere. Meanwhile, the direct and immediate, “unmediated relationship between power and subjectivities” (ibid., 26) means that resistance to power and acquiescence to power are indistinguishable in their immanent relation to Empire, such that to speak of the re-articulation of one into the other is already redundant.

Biopower regulates social life through bodies on a deeper, more “interior” level than disciplinary power (ibid., 23). As productivity and power are two sides of the same coin, so too are the creative productivity of bodies, and the body as object of social control. The “value of affect” is the condition that makes possible both of these potentialities: “the labor of the production [of affects] and manipulation of affects”(ibid., 30). Affect is a corporeal or somatic phenomenon, “a feeling of ease, well-being, satisfaction, excitement, or passion” (ibid., 293). Immaterial or “affective” labor produces immaterial products, “such as ideas, images, forms of communication, affects, or social relationships” (Hardt 2005, 176). In control society, the intangible commodities of affective labor—the production and manipulation of affect—surpass the mass production of goods that characterized industrial-disciplinary society. Affective labor refers to service, care and entertainment industries—industries that have a dimension and involve human contact and interaction: healthcare, education, entertainment (film, TV, radio, internet), emotional/spiritual, wellbeing and self-help, fitness and weight-loss, physical or lifestyle training, advertising, pornography. Following Paulo Virno, Hardt qualifies affective labor as entailing an artistic performativity; it is not that “artistic production has become central to the economy, but rather that some of the qualities of artistic production (its performative nature, for example) are becoming hegemonic and transforming other labor processes” (ibid.).

The production and manipulation of affect—affect as a new modality of power—is an index of the centrality of communication and communication industries in Empire. Hardt and Negri make the point, which communication theorists have been pressing for two decades, that there is an organic, synergistic relationship between communication, “new media” and globalization. In Hardt and Negri’s version, however, this relationship—where communication is both “product and producer,” cause and effect, of globalization—is marked by a shift from a transcendent to an immanent modality of power and is therefore another demonstration of the redundancy of mediation.

“Stop Making Sense” —The Talking Heads
Hardt and Negri hang on to the idea that subjects are produced through language, through discursive and symbolic technologies, and through communication practices and industries, leaving the door open to the ongoing significance of a theory of ideology, as well as the concept of hegemony, and the central function of representation therein. Brian Massumi, on the other hand, closes the door firmly on the idea of discursively produced subjects—or a distinguishable “subject” at all for that matter (moving closer to the formulation of Deleuze and Guattari in Anti-Oedipus). In his Parables for the Virtual, Massumi seeks to rid materialism of the unhelpful burden of the discursive body, the body that is “one with its signifying gestures,” the body that is constituted by its representations (Massumi 2002, 2). This body is the “thoroughly mediated body,” imposed upon by discursive systems and forced to “make sense” (ibid.). Massumi rejects what he understands as the model of ideology in cultural studies wherein “ideological apparatuses [or, “mechanisms of mediations”] [structure] the dumb material interactions of things and [render] them legible according to a dominant signifying scheme into which human subjects in the making [are] ‘interpellated’” (ibid, 1-2). Consistently, Massumi also dismisses the “old-fashioned” model of resistance or subversion as a matter of decoding and recoding. Instead, the source of reterritorializing energy comes from precoded bodies, or at least those dimensions of bodies that resist mediation (at least in Massumi’s understanding of the concept of mediation). Discursive (or mediated) bodies make sense, Massumi argues, but they don’t sense (ibid, 2). Sensation is redundant to the mediated body; sensation is an unmediated experience (ibid.). One of the tasks of Massumi’s project is to “put matter [and bodies] unmediatedly back into cultural materialism” (ibid., 4).


Contrary to what one might expect, Massumi’s emphasis on bodies and matter does not amount to a valorization of “the concrete” (the empirical, yes; the factual, yes, but not the concrete). The concrete for Massumi refers to the static and the unmoving—signified identities frozen by structures of meaning. Actual or empirical bodies and matter, on the other hand, are constantly moving, constantly changing, always in a state of becoming. Massumi’s project of “incorporeal materialism” captures the paradox of bodies and matter that are only ever present in passage to some other state. Bodies and matter are therefore abstractions, existing only in process. The problem with many cultural theories, Massumi argues, is that “they are not abstract enough to grasp the real incorporality of the concrete” (ibid., 5). Incorporeal materialism, or “thinking,” real, material bodies, is a matter of thinking movement—of thinking becoming—and thus presses the question of ontology to the forefront (ibid.). It is a question of “how is it?” and “what does it do?” rather than “what does it mean?” Furthermore, process concepts are not simply ontological but “ontogenetic,” according to Massumi; they are concerned foremost with the possibility of new emerging entities:

[P]rocessual indeterminacy is primary in relation to social determination.

Social and cultural determinations… are secondary and derived. Gender,

race, and sexual orientation also emerge and back-form their reality.

Passage precedes construction. But construction does effectively back-

form their reality. Grids happen. So social and cultural determinations

feed back into the process from which they arose…. To say that passage

and indeterminacy “come first” and “are primary” is more a statement

of ontological priority than the assertion of a time sequence.














(Massumi 2002, 8)

We can agree that passage precedes construction but it then begs the question, passage from what? If the answer is from a previous construction then we haven’t established the ontological priority of indeterminacy but the fundamental relativity of indeterminacy and construction, becoming and being, passage and concrete entity, and so on. Holding that fundamental relativity in the head without resolution—without being able to assign priority to either side—is the work of the dialectic. Moments later, Massumi makes a similar observation, arguing for the ultimate inseparability of the moment of change and the moment of freezing-framing while maintaining their separate identities as ontological modalities. If the capturing of movement in theory (in abstraction) is the vocation of the dialectic, as Jameson has it, then mediation performs the work of figuring the dynamic of identity and difference. Once again, the concept of mediation does not entail the reduction of one thing to another—the homogenization of difference—it is the capturing of difference in inseparability; it figures the very possibility of difference.

Meanwhile, Massumi’s figure of “constructions that back-form their own reality” is also compatible with the analytical movement of the dialectic, where the provisional and strategic substituting of an effect for a cause facilitates the spinning of a certain narrative. Sometimes referred to as metalepsis, it is a trope used extensively by Marx in Capital to weave the narrative of the emergence of the capitalist formation—not a chronological narrative but a working through of a certain problematic, namely how to represent the emergence of a spatial totality. Althusser would later approach the same problematic by way of the concept of structural causality. Marx resolves the representational dilemma by telling what I have referred to elsewhere as “origin stories.”
 Several times throughout volume one of Capital, Marx rehearses the emergence of the capitalist formation, each time positing a different historically contingent instance that in retrospect proves to have been necessary for initiating the transformation of mode of production: availability of “free” workers, wage labour, ground rent, abstract labour, the circulation of commodities, cooperation, division of labour. What seems to be Marx’s contradictory positing of multiple origins is rather the articulation of different, yet viable, locations from which to trace the outline of the whole. Each origin story is an “accurate” rendering of the object and stands on its own, as such. However, in the context of all the origin stories taken together, we see that each origin is only a provisional representation of the object. By demonstrating that it is possible to draw out the movement of capitalist production starting from various different elements of that totality, by the end of the exposition, Marx demonstrates that no single element, in itself, is adequate as a starting place from which to trace that movement. 

The problematic of representing a spatial totality (or network, structure, etc.) is also the representational and conceptual problematic of what we earlier identified as “difference in inseparability.” Of course, another word for this problematic is “relationship.” A Marxian (or Jamesonian) materialism reveals the primacy of relationship, which is to say the primacy—the irreducibility—of sociality. Mediation is simply an allusion to the irreducibility of relationship: to say an identity (or a body, entity, etc.) is mediated is to say that it exists fundamentally as an identity in relation, that it comes into being as part of a more expansive social network or matrix. Mediation refers to the (always partial, always provisional by necessity) mapping of those interrelationships, a synchronic mapping, granted—or as Massumi might say, a freeze-framing. Therefore if we bring a different sense of mediation to the question, it is a contradiction (not necessarily an error) for Massumi to call for “putting matter unmediatedly back into cultural materialism,” for it seems to reintroduce the kind of cultural idealism that it was the goal of both the Frankfurt theorists (Theodore Adorno, Max Horkheimer) and the British New Left (Raymond Williams, Edward Thompson and Richard Hoggart) to problematize, namely culture as a set of texts and traditions that can be isolated (or abstracted) from a wider set of social networks.

Although, when Massumi speaks of matter he is also speaking of the experience of matter, which brings us back to the centrality of sensation and to the question of affect in Massumi’s intervention. For Massumi, affect, like sensation, refers to unmediated experience, bodily experiences or feelings that have not yet been coded (signified) as emotions—“the felt reality of relation” (ibid., 16). To say that affect precedes mediation is, for Massumi, to say it precedes the determinacy of coded meaning entailed by speech and writing. Ideas begin in the body before they can become sufficiently “disengaged enough from it to enter speech and writing” (ibid., 89). What is so interesting about Massumi’s analysis is its quasi return to Destutt de Tracy’s earliest formulation of ideology, or “the science of ideas,” as the investigation of the physiology of idea formation as the passage from sensation to concept. With respect to the reception of images—a central political concern in a media society where the cultural environment is dominated by the image and where the pace and dynamic of both the economic and political spheres have been successfully reorganized by the prerogative of the image—Massumi also emphasizes “the primacy of the affective” (ibid., 24). According to Massumi, perceptions, actions, meanings are derived from the feelings and sensations generated in bodies immediately by the image and not vice versa. Further, sensation is generated not through the delivery of content, but through the delivery of intensity. Affect is contentless intensity. Consequently, the investigation of affect proceeds on the register of the ontological as opposed to that of the epistemological. Semiotic or semantic approaches to the image are incomplete or, worse, redundant as keys to unlock the image as social technology. Semiotic analysis can reveal the structure of an image, but it cannot recreate the moment of reception, it cannot register the intensity of the “expression event” (ibid., 26-7). The political significance of affect, then, lies in its capacity to offer a line a flight from established logics, meaning systems or social constructions; affect is thus a force of deterritorialization:

For the present purposes, intensity will be equated with affect. There seems

to be a growing feeling with media, literary and art theory that affect is

central to an understanding of our information-and image-based late

capitalist culture, in which so-called master narratives are perceived to have

foundered. Fredric Jameson notwithstanding, belief has waned for many,

but not affect. If anything, our condition is characterized by a surfeit of it.

The problem is that there is no cultural-theoretical vocabulary specific to

affect. Our entire vocabulary has derived from theories of signification that

are still wedded to structure…






      




(Massumi 2002 27, my emphasis)

I want to make two points regarding this passage. First, we can rethink Massumi’s “correction” of Jameson’s identification of the waning of affect (in Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism) as one of the phenomenal forms of postmodern capitalism if we attend more closely to the dialectical movement of Jameson’s analysis. According to the latter, the contradictory structure of postmodern capitalism is the source of the dialectical reversal of affect in that historical process. In other words, we are confronted with a mode of production wherein a surfeit of something can eventually produce its opposite. In the case of affect, its reversal is primarily a function of commodification, or the need for capitalism to continuously—obsessively—reidentify more and more elements of the life-world as exchange-values, as well as speed up and multiply the exchange of already existing commodities. Whether affect is turned into a commodity itself, as is the case with the film industry and entertainment industry, the “care” industries (health, wellness, spiritualism), service industries, or the travel and tourist industries, or whether affect becomes a mechanism for selling other kinds of commodities as is the case with advertising and the PR industry, the abundance of affect inevitably produces its opposite, that is, the deflating of affect into a surface phenomenon—its waning.

No person today could possibly feel deeply, profoundly, or authentically each time we are cued to do so in the cultural environment of late consumer societies. In these environments, the average person comes into contact with over two thousand promotional messages a day alone, messages which rationalize fear, anxiety, peace, well-being, contentment, ecstasy, or joy as appropriate responses to the consumption of commodities as banal as batteries and shampoo. In one notorious US television commercial in the early 2000s, a woman simulates an orgasm as she washes her hair with a new brand of shampoo. A commercial for a frozen dinner depicts the acceptance, love and unity of a family drawn together around the dinner table. A deodourant commercial depicts the stigma of social unacceptance and ostracism. McDonalds offers a profound bonding between father and son for the price of a happy meal. If affect can be engaged virtually everywhere, it is because it has been hollowed out—a surface version of a former much more rare event. The surfeit of affect is the waning of affect. Affect is everywhere exploded and repressed, at the same time.

Second, for Massumi to say that sensation is unmediated experience—pre-linguistic, pre-symbolic and hence pre-social experience—may be strategic in counter-balancing the relativity of social constructivism, or may provide an alternative to the oppressive seamlessness of discourse and the relentless “always-already interpellated” subject of ideology. However, Massumi runs the risk of reinstating a dichotomy between the individual and the social/collectivity that undermines the useful recognition that allegedly personal or individual moments, instincts, and impulses are just as much social, collective, or historical expressions. Theodore Adorno, Max Horkheimer, and Walter Benjamin, for instance, all addressed, in various ways, the reorganization of human perception, personality, instinct, desire, aesthetic preferences, and the faculties of taste, sight, and listening (the way one “hears” music, for instance) by the logic of capital. One of the goals of this work was to defamiliarize the concept of the personal (individual or subjective) on the one hand, and to interrupt the reified perception that the movement of capital was contained by a set of practices and mechanisms that constituted “the economy,” on the other hand. According to Jameson, what was so revolutionary about Deleuze and Guattari’s Anti-Oedipus in 1972 was precisely the defamiliarization of conventional figures and territorializations of the subject, the “breaking down [of] the barriers between the subjective… and the allegedly objective, the demonstration that the “narrowly libidinal [is] itself a web of social and political representations” (Jameson in Buchanan 1999, 23). For Deleuze and Guattari, even the subjectivity of madness invests across a diverse social field.
For the Deleuze and Guattari of Anti-Oedipus, sense and sensation are collective, fantasy is collective, sexuality is collective, even one’s subjective delirium (or madness) is collective. Here, once again, a figure of mediation—a figure of mediation as a system of difference—can render the dichotomy between the subjective and the objective redundant. To say that sensation is social, or historical, is to recognize it as a distinguishable phenomenon in itself, but also, at the same time, mediated by the larger social totality, by capitalism, in particular, as the only historical mode of production thus far where the gradual (and sometimes abrupt) incorporation of all dimensions of the life world by the logic of exchange is a requirement of its reproduction. This is not the same as saying that sensation is determined by the social totality—the relation of influence is mutual and moves in both ways. It is to say that the “raw material” of sensation, in whatever form it takes—a process marked by contingency and unpredictability—can only be culled from the social totality of a particular time and place since, simply, there is no other source of it. Sensation, therefore, cannot not bear the traces of that social formation to which it is historically immanent.
Post-hegemony, or, the Affective Modality of Power

In post-interpretive analyses, the society of control succeeds disciplinary society. In the society of control, affect succeeds ideology (and hegemony) as the central mechanism of power: “Affect holds a key to rethinking postmodern power after ideology. For although ideology is very much with us… it is no longer encompassing. It no longer defines the global mode of functioning of power. It is now one mode of power in a larger field that is not defined, overall, by ideology” (Massumi 2002, 42). In post-interpretive orientations, the affective address is not a narrative address; it does not interpellate subjects through symbolic means, through discourse, through offering subjects narratives of belonging or legitimation. Affect is a gestalt-effect; it is pre-articulate. (Shortly, I want to argue that affect is not pre but post-articulate, and that what marks this moment of capital is the becoming invisible of the otherwise necessary ideological (narrative, discursive, etc.) foundation of affect.) 


That affect is allegedly not an effect of discourse or ideological interpellation is the reason why it is characterized as an immediate, as opposed to mediated, event. It is an unmediated sensation, according to Brian Massumi. It is also why theorists such as Scott Lash claim that an affective modality of power is a post-hegemonic modality of power—that we have now entered a “post-hegemonic age” (Lash 2007, 55). Lash’s account provides a useful catalogue of the shifts and transformations that are identified as marking the transition from disciplinary society to the society of control. According to Lash, the post-hegemonic, affective age marks a shift from a social logic of reproduction (hegemony) to a social logic of invention (post-hegemony) (ibid., 56); a shift from “extensive” politics to a politics of intensity (ibid.); a shift from a regime of epistemology to a regime of ontology (ibid.); a shift from a regime of normativity (counterfactual norms) to a regime of facticity (facts) (ibid., 56; 62); a shift from a regime of representation to a regime of communication (ibid., 56); a shift from power that works from without to power that works from within (ibid., 59); a shift from power that flows from above to power that flows from below (ibid., 61); a shift from the “factification of value” to the “value-ification of fact” (ibid., 64); a shift from semiotics, or a symbolic order, to the real (ibid., 71); a shift from the currency of representation to the currency of raw sense data (ibid., 64). Lash’s catalogue is useful as a summary of the juggling of categories in much cultural theory that is currently underway and, as such, helpful material for a symptomal analysis of transformations that might be taking place in the mode of production, the “raw material” of categories themselves.


What is interesting, and potentially telling, in Lash’s account is the prolific generation of binaries which, as Jameson reminds us, is the strong form of ideology, implying, in this case, that ideology can sometimes work through the denunciation of ideology itself. It is the vocation of the dialectic to undo these kinds of binaries, as it is of many poststructuralist analyses, including the work of Deleuze and Guattari. The binary is a semiotic function of meaning, a negative representational strategy where the meaning of one term is established through the positing of a negative term, its alleged opposite, or, that which it is not. As Derrida was to demonstrate most comprehensively in his work, the danger of the binary lay in the neglecting of the two terms’ mutual dependency and the colloquial submersion of the negative term and a normalizing of the positive. It is a “danger” that is inherent to even the most banal type of coding process.

However, there is another way in which a representational logic is quietly at work in Lash’s and, I would argue, other post-interpretive analyses. Lash’s examples of the various transitions that characterize the shift to a post-hegemonic social modality take place in a series of various spheres of production (or spheres of invention, for Lash); thus, in biology the shift is marked in one way, in language it is marked in another way, and in economics it is marked in another way again, and so on. In Massumi’s analysis, these examples are called “parables.” Parables are singular events that stand, strategically, for a more general tendency. These examples of transitions, or parables, as Massumi would call them, could also be called, in the Jamesonian lexicon, allegories. Allegory is a method of telling one story by way of another. It marks a representational problematic where a particular totality or movement that is, for whatever reason, unrepresentable, is transcoded into different terms, into a different narrative. The allegorical operation—this kind of transcoding—I would argue, is a central organizational logic, unannounced as such, in the analyses of Lash, Massumi, and Hardt and Negri. The allegorical operation consists of something more—something other than—the positing of a series of homologies where what happens in biology is like what happens in language which is like what happens in economics, and so on.
 However singular each allegory, or parable, may be, the movement of transcoding signals a commonality—a third unrepresentable thing—shared by the narratives. The word for mapping these kinds of interconnections between narratives is mediation—at least in its Jamesonian articulation.

Of course, the most common instance of the representational strategy of transcoding is the exchange relation. When two things are exchanged on the market, like when one thing is transcoded into another, the activity posits a third thing which they have in common—a slight and contentless thing, according to Marx—which facilitates the movement, which constitutes the logic of their possible identity and which Marx called, for want of a better term perhaps, value. For this reason Gayatri Spivak has chosen to refer to transcoding as “value-coding,” drawing attention to the fact that Marx’s labor theory of value is, first off, a social mechanism of representation that continues to underwrite modern society, now arguably more so than it ever did. In other words, so long as exchange survives as a dominant modality of power, so will a modality of representation, no matter how vigorously we may try to explain it out of the picture.

The post-interpretive critique claims that the centrality of a modality of affect, as opposed to a modality of representation, is a function of the predominance of communication in postmodern capitalism. According to Lash, communication is at the heart of a post-hegemonic order (Lash 2007, 65). In the global information society, domination takes place through “the communication,” social relations are reduced to “the communication” (ibid.), and institutions and hierarchical firms have been replaced by the “violence and flows of communications and finance” (ibid., 66). Something may be gleaned from Lash’s use of the definite article: “the communication.” Lash is using communication to refer to a non-symbolic “message” that is transmitted through mass media and information technologies. The communication is light, fast, immaterial, generic, and global (ibid., 65-66). While representations occupy the sphere of the symbolic, communications occupy the sphere of the real. While the communication is transmitted via media, the domination it facilitates is immediate (ibid., 66). The ubiquity of the communication has resulted in the “mediatization of life”:

When media are ubiquitous, interfaces are everywhere. The actual becomes an

interface. People and other interfaces are connected by protocols that connect an

ever-greater variety of interfaces with one another. It is such protocols that make

communication possible. Most important is the ubiquity of code, of mediatic code

pervading more and more regions of beings.









      






 (Lash 2007, 70)

Nicholas Thoburn also puts communication at the heart of control society, and makes a connection between it, the production and manipulation of affect, and the subsequent movement away from signification and meaning (Thoburn 2007, 83). Thoburn’s definition of communication is slightly different than Lash’s; for Thoburn communication is an “operational function”: “the drawing of mutable relations between flows in the production of particular consistencies, effects and forms” (ibid., 83). Here, communication is not the linear transfer of meaning from one point to another, but the simultaneous (immediate) production or positing of patterns—the formation of a “field of simultaneous impulses” (ibid., 84). Unlike the sequential and linear movement of signification, communication is experienced as a gestalt-effect; it produces affect as a kind of intensity—an intensity of joy, fear, love, sorrow, pity, pride, anger, etc. (ibid.). Interestingly, at this point, both Lash and Thoburn make a nod to the media theory of Marshall McLuhan. Unfortunately, neither Lash nor Thoburn really pursue what McLuhan may have to offer an affective model of communication and media. However, the reference itself adds another dimension to the historical analysis of the rise of affect.

Like Lash and Thoburn, McLuhan was not interested in the representations (stories, narratives) transmitted by media, rather the way that media work on sense faculties—the perceptive faculties—of audiences. This is not to say that McLuhan was not interested in content in at least one sense: for McLuhan the content of new media is always old media. But what is different about radio and TV from older linear and sequential media such as print and film is that the mode of address of the former is imagistic. People receive radio and television content passively, subjectively, as a gestalt-effect, by being absorbed into—becoming part of, dissolving into—the process of transmission. The kind of distance required for objectivity and rational scrutiny disappears with a “cool” medium like television. The modality of communication and not the content of communication reorganizes an individual’s sensorium and consequently society in general: “the medium is the message and the massage!” McLuhan’s analysis seems to have been prescient, at least ahead of his time. Thoburn iterates what many communication scholars have also come to understand which is that McLuhan’s ideas seem to make a great deal more sense for people after the 1990s, or, in the era of fully emergent global capitalism, when McLuhan’s once mysterious and cryptic figures begin to jump off the page and into everyday life. The rise of the icon, the star, the brand, have become what Thoburn calls “paradigmatic images of contemporary communication”—of contemporary capitalism, more adequately—and quoting McLuhan, “unified and compressed images… [that] focus a large region of experience in tiny compass” (ibid.). Thoburn continues, “One does not so much read the encoded information, as sense and embody the pattern or the pulsion. Communication, then, is far from immaterial. It is, rather, immanent to the configuration, modeling or transformation of material environments” (ibid.).

Thoburn makes a connection between image society, or “image-based capitalist cultures,” and the “affective state of fear” as an especially pervasive technology of social control. He argues that the kind of fear that organizes contemporary consumer societies is not a specific, nameable fear (such as the fear of losing one’s job, the fear of serious illness without health insurance, or the fear of domestic violence), but a vague, generalized sense of anguish, a “ubiquitous, unforeseeable, constant anguish that is provoked simply by our being exposed to the world” (ibid.). Thoburn argues that it is this vague, non-represented kind of fear that characterizes the fear of terrorism that has emerged in the US and other countries in the geopolitical north after 9/11. The work of such generalized fear, as a social technology of control, is in creating social environments conducive to the establishment of laws, policies, public and private institutions, and to the spending of public money in ways that could never be legitimated in other circumstances: an “affective politics of fear as undetermined threat corresponds to a system of open control, where social modulation seeks not direct outcomes… but the meta-stable organization of affective moods and atmospheres” (ibid., 86). Fear in the workplace, for example, Thoburn argues, is transformed into certain “operational requirements” such as “flexibility, adaptability, and a readiness to reconfigure oneself” (ibid.).

I would argue, however, that Thoburn and others who make similar arguments about the non-symbolic nature of affect, disavow how highly narrativized fear actually is in consumer societies. Fear, for example, is represented, storied, situated and named almost obsessively. We may disagree with the adequacy of the names and the generalized perception of the scenarios to which they make reference, but fear and its alleged sources are categorized, nonetheless, in quite specific terms: fear of religious extremism, fear of weapons of mass destruction, fear of terrorist attacks, fear of natural disasters, fear of gang violence, fear of home invasion, fear of car-jacking, fear of sexually transmitted disease, fear of violent youth, fear of super-viruses, fear of avian flu, fear of global warming, fear of environmental toxins, fear of contaminated food supplies, fear of aging, fear of conformity, fear of not fitting in—the list could go on and on. Each one of these collective fears—and they are indeed expressions of the collective subject, i.e., they are social fears—is supported by, nurtured by, and I would argue the consequence of, the telling of countless stories, narratives, both fictional and “documentary” that are the currency of consumer society and of the many institutions, corporations and industries that are dedicated to their production for various ends but most often for the end of promoting consumer activity and the implementation of policies that grease such wheels.

Workplace fears are narrativized in various ways, however by far the most well-rehearsed narrative is precisely the fear of losing one’s job due to corporate and industry “downsizing” and the competitive pressure on business to rationalize production as an annual event almost as if doing so has taken the place of the at-one-time annual company picnic. In fact, this story has been told with such precision, persuasiveness, and most of all frequency that the popular perception amongst workers (sometimes with the exception those who work in industries with strong unions—a shrinking example) is that industry is helpless to proceed otherwise, being at the mercy of shrinking and unpredictable commodity and service markets. In this narrative, the “villain” is very often unions and workers who are an obstacle to the reorganization of labor in ways that facilitate the rationalization of production. Thoburn’s second example, fear of terror, is as highly narrativized as is workplace fear. After 9/11, and on the “stages” of Iraq and Afghanistan terror often has names and faces, but it always has an M.O. It has tactics and strategies, myths and vendettas, personalities and characters. In the US, terror flies planes into buildings. In Iraq, it takes hostages. In Britain, it bombs subways, in Spain, trains, and in Chechnya, schools. The story of terror always involves a “who” and a “how” and sometimes even a “why”; nonetheless, terror is thoroughly symbolized.

Affect and Hyper-signification

Affect is not the consequence of an absence of popular representations; rather it is the result of a surfeit of them. The production of affect, and an affective social modality, is a consequence of a cultural tendency to hyper-signification. Affect doesn’t replace narrative; instead it is produced by the hyper-ritualization—the playing over and over and over again—of certain social and cultural narratives. The fear of losing one’s job as a result of industry rationalization is a story which has been told so often, in so many job sectors, and which continues to be told as a daily event, to the point where it produces a generalized fear and insecurity amongst workers for whom the narrative has been routinized and dehistoricized until it appears as the natural progression of working life. The source of fear is not lost to representation, but internalized, and no longer requires explicit representation. Its endless rehearsal has become redundant. The situation is reminiscent of the old joke about the new prisoner who enters the prison yard for the first time. Every now and then, one of the inmates shouts out a number and all the inmates explode with laughter. Confused, the new prisoner asks a fellow inmate what is happening. The long-time inmate explains that the prisoners have heard all of each other’s jokes so many times that they can now refer to them by numbers, bypassing the narrative of the joke, while still provoking the laughter of the other inmates (the affect). The new prisoner decides to try it out, shouts out a number, but is met with silence. He tries again and, again, he is met with silence. Shaking his head, the long-time inmate explains to the new prisoner, “remember, the key to a good joke is all in the delivery.”

One could understand, as does the new prisoner initially, the relation between the numbers (the icon, image, brand, communication) and the laughter of the inmates (the affect) as being an immediate relation. However, like the new prisoner, one would mistake what is, in fact, a mediated relation. As the new prisoner soon discovers, the numbers and the laughter are elements of a larger historical process—a system—that requires other different elements in order to function in the way it does: the full narratives of the jokes, the history of having told the same jokes over and over again (i.e., their hyper-ritualization), the conventional association of certain joke narratives with specific numbers, and so on. What has happened, however, both in the context of this old joke and in the present social formation of late consumer economies (for which the old joke stand as an allegory), is that those representational, narrative moments or dimensions of the historical process are submerged—become, to a large extent, invisible. Those mechanisms that produce the group laughter (affect)—the joke narratives, the telling and retelling of the jokes to the point of their internalization on the part of the inmates—appear to have disappeared. Essentially, these mechanisms have not disappeared, rather they are submerged, have become less visible, or less available to general and collective perception. This is precisely what has happened in the social formation of postmodern capitalism: the representational mechanism that capital requires to facilitate exchange (and it is a mechanism that takes different forms in different contexts: the function of abstraction, signification, ideology, value, etc.), to large extent, has been submerged, has become even less visible than it initially was. It has not become entirely invisible, as I argue above; the heavy circulation of various social and cultural narratives that support, amongst other things, the extraction of surplus value persists. However the movement to recognize affect as an emerging new modality of power and production, and the growing belief in the redundancy of a symbolic modality of power, are twin effects of the contemporary process of capital. They are, in other words, mediated by the present process of capital. Meanwhile, the appearance of the ascendancy of affect, and the appearance of the growing redundancy of representation are objective condition of this moment of capital.

The history of advertising and promotional culture in consumer economies, and the subsequent “rise of affect,” especially in North America, offers the best illustration of this dynamic. An especially helpful account of this process is Stuart Ewen’s Captains of Consciousness. Ewen describes the conjuncture of several conditions such as the increasing production capacity of manufacturing industries, the looming threat of a crisis of overproduction, the need to invent “the consumer” and a popular ethic of consumerism, and the growing presence of mass media in everyday life, as the stage for the shift in promotional and ad discourse from a more rational and expository address that announced the function and qualities of consumer goods to a much more evocative and narrative address that focused on the emotional and psychological characteristics, needs and fears of consumers themselves. This shift in ad discourse, beginning in earnest around the 1920s but accelerating significantly after the second world war, took the form of a vast proliferation of social and cultural narratives that circulated publicly and privately as the mass media began to erode this division of “consumer labor.” Ewen reminds readers throughout his account that these developments were “unique” and significant in and of themselves, at the same time as they were thoroughly mediated by the needs of a larger process of industrial production. Producers of advertisements for new consumer goods came to realize how much more effective was the new narrative and “subjective” mode of address. Instead of extolling the virtue of commodities, ads now told stories that portrayed the social world as dream-worlds of immediate pleasure and gratification and, at the same time, as a highly dangerous place, rife with potential hazards and opportunities for embarrassment, rejection, humiliation, abandonment, failure, and ostracism.

The consumption of products is woven into the ad narratives and portrayed as the source of pleasure, the satisfaction of desire, and the means of avoiding fearful outcomes: by washing one’s children with the correct soap one can avoid being labeled a bad mother by one’s peers; by wearing the correct jeans one can avoid the ridicule of classmates; by using the correct breath freshener one can avoid censure from one’s boss; by applying the correct deodourant one can avoid rejection by a potential spouse, etc. The representational strategy continues to be used by advertisers in precisely this manner today with one significant difference, namely a vast increase in the quantity of promotional narratives each person confronts daily. This is an example of the dialectical movement that Jameson describes as a change of quantity that produces a change of quality. In other words, a great enough change in the quantity of a given social element produces, in turn, a different kind of society altogether, marking an historical process that is equally constituted as continuity and rupture. The vast increase in the number of circulating ad messages is made possible in part by a concomitant increase in the number of sites for the delivery of ad messages. Promotional messages are now delivered not just through advertisements and commercials themselves—and the media that circulate those advertisements—but also through our entertainments, on the surfaces of all public spaces, on clothing and other branded goods, and through cultural rituals such as “holidays” and ceremonies (engagements, graduations, birthdays, etc.).

Despite the staggering number of promotional narratives that confront people daily, the range of diversity of the narratives themselves is remarkably narrow. Very similar kinds of stories are represented over and over again with striking consistency. One of the most consistently portrayed narratives in advertising discourse concerns the valorization, pursuit and expression of one’s individuality and the concomitant fear of conformity. Stuart Ewen describes why an ideology of individuality, and more so, why the ideology that one’s individuality can be nurtured and expressed through consumption is of particular importance—is necessary even—in industrial societies where the functional logic is one of mass conformity and standardization. And while the value of individuality is not the only narrative on offer by advertisers of course, the range of human needs, desires, pleasures and fears represented tends to be very narrow. The options and methods for wresting a realm of freedom from the realm of necessity tend to be highly standardized. We may imbibe thousands of promotional messages per day, but the number of different stories we imbibe is comparatively very small. In other words, people in postmodern consumer societies are confronted with similar stories over and over again each day.

These stories—these cultural narratives—are internalized by individuals to the point where their affective responses to the stories can be solicited with only a fragment or icon of, or a vague reference to, the story in question. The process is similar to two old friends who share such familiar old stories that just the mention of a name or a place can generate a flood of sentiment. When social and cultural narratives are internalized so thoroughly in this way, the affective responses they produce—these social and collective responses—are also internalized, claimed, appear to be as “personal” as instincts or impulses, and can be mistaken for an expression of immediate and precoded productivity or desire. Yet, like madness for Deleuze and Guattari, affect is a social and collective event. In the Jamesonian sense, the affective event is mediated—one element in a larger system of different elements.

Conclusion

In the end, I want to argue that the movement of the historical process of the social function of representation demonstrates a dialectical reversal. We came across the figure of the dialectical reversal in Jameson’s theory of the waning of affect in postmodern capitalism (Jameson 1991), where the surfeit of affect eventually produces its opposite: the substantial disappearance of affect. Here, in the case of a social function or representation—and the operation of ideology, by extension—the increased circulation and proliferation of social and cultural representations, the capturing and assimilating of every nook and cranny of the life-world within commercially motivated and highly standardized significations, and the long-time continuity of this process, eventually takes the form of its opposite: the function of representation reaches the point where it takes the form of the disappearance of representation, i.e., it takes the form of immediate and abstracted affect. The appearance of immediate and abstracted (i.e., isolated, non-articulated) affect has led some to conclude that affect is a new dominant social and cultural modality that has replaced the older social and cultural modality of representation. A dialectical approach allows us to expand the historical ground to the point where the relationship between representation and affect can be disclosed and where the emergence of affect is revealed to be just a moment—one “stage”—in the ongoing social process of representation as a modality of power and production.

A narrative strategy that I argue we can call “the production of affect” is an important element of Marx’s method in Capital. As is well known, Marx’s narrative of the emergence of the capitalist formation in Capital is not a chronological narrative. Instead, Marx takes his readers on a very particular kind of narrative journey, the categorial reconstruction of the capitalist formation that Marx refers to as the movement from the abstract to the concrete. The course, or the event, of the reading itself is meant to produce an affective response in the reader. This affective response is a kind of “dialectical shock.” It is the shock of recognizing oneself in relation to the other, in relation to the social totality that at first seems to stand “over and against” (an objective difference) and which one discovers is essentially an extension of one’s own subjectivity.

For Marx, the journey of reconstructing the “meaning” of capital and one’s relation to it was an epistemological operation that nonetheless produces a kind of ontological shift in the reader. The exercise changes the reader: a shift in the way one sees and perceives produces a shift in the way one experiences and lives in the world. This process also works the other way: a shift in the way one experiences the world produces a new way of seeing and understanding it. Epistemology and ontology are two sides of the same coin; it is not a matter of choosing the more appropriate orientation to one’s sociality. Affect, or the dialectical shock of recognition, is an ontological shift that is produced through an exploration of the epistemological dimensions of the emergence of capital. Marx’s dialectical project was to enact an “ontological restitution” of sociality, of the experience of a submerged collectivity. A by-product of this project is the dissolving of the antinomy between epistemology and ontology, revealing the historical movement that turns the one into an extension of the other and vice versa.
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� While there is now a vast and wide-ranging body of work on the question of affect, this discussion will focus only on those theories of the role of affect as a kind of biopower in control societies. 


� Derek Stanovsky offers a particularly good example: Stanovsky demonstrates the potential compatibility between Marx’s concept (and metaphor) of “organism” in his analysis of the organic movement of capital and Hardt and Negri’s nonunified conception of the multitude (Stanovsky 2006, 217-19). Cf. also Fredric Jameson’s comments on the relation of the dialectic to “antidialectical” thinkers in Sofronov, Jameson, Amariglio & Madra 2008, 374.


� Several theorists of affective labor have argued that the immateriality of both the labor process and the product has rendered Marx’s labor theory of value (which expresses the dominance of socially average labor time in production) redundant. Hutchinson describes this argument succinctly: “As the transition toward postindustrialism continues to progress, this creative capacity [of affective labor] becomes increasingly important to production. And, since knowledge work is increasingly abstract and computer mediated, direct labor time ceases to be an effective standard measure of productivity” (Hutchinson 2008, 295). For a thorough and persuasive critique of the argument that the growing centrality of affective labor renders the labor theory of value redundant, cf. Hermann 2009.


� Cf. Best, Marx and the Dynamic of the Capital Formation: An Aesthetics of Political Economy, chapter four, for a discussion of Marx’s use of “origin stories.”


� I would argue that the entire history of aesthetic theory has been a “cultural-theoretical vocabulary specific to affect.” Massumi does not register this possibility.


� In Lash’s analysis, it may actually be more accurate to describe the parallels he draws between the spheres of invention as homologies rather than allegories.


� In memory of Hugh Best’s endless supply of old jokes.


� I explore this dynamic in my book, Marx and the Dynamic of the Capital Formation: An Aesthetics of Political Economy.





PAGE  
1

