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A Social Reational Account of Affect

Abstract

Sociology usually conceives of emotions as indigigepisodic, and categorical phenomena,
while at the same time emphasizing their socialautiiral construction. In this article, | argue

that this view neglects some essential elemergsafions, in particular affects, and how these
are vital to our understanding of sociality. Altlybuaffect is an established notion in sociology,
it has remained conceptually underdeveloped. Ttdatherefore discusses different perspec-
tives on affect from the vibrant field of affectidtes that emphasize their relational and bodily
character. In a second step, | contrast and reledthese views with existing theories of affect
in sociology and social psychology and consideumalmer of essential characteristics that can
be used to circumscribe affect. Finally, | introdwoncepts from relational sociology and con-
crete examples to specify the relational charaaftaffect and to develop an understanding of
affect that is both theoretically and empiricallyitful.

Keywords: affect, emotion, relations, body, soajyio

1 Introduction

The sociology of emotion has developed perspectmesctors, interactions, and societies that
go beyond normative and instrumental-rational antouSociologists have shown that emo-
tions are important for human agency, for socitriactions, and for understanding communi-
ties and societies. A key factor to understandigggotential of human emotion for social af-
fairs is the conjecture that they aaeial andcultural through and through. This means, first,
that emotions do not arise arbitrarily across irdlials, but rather in more or less systematic
ways, for example with regard to dominant powerdnehies or stratification. Second, emo-
tions are closely tied to norms and values, both vagard to the situations in which emotions
arise, i.e., how they are experienced, communicated reflected-upon, and with regard to the
place they have in culture, e.g., whether theyhagkly valued or despised.
While strongly emphasizing that emotions are sbcehd culturally constructed, sociol-

ogists at the same time understand emotions agddi, intentional, episodic, and categorical
phenomena. They usually assume that huimdiniduals “have” emotions, i.e. that they expe-

rience and express “their” emotions. For examphaif (1989: 318) conceives of emotions as
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involving cognitive appraisals and changes in piiggiical or bodily sensations and
Hochschild (1979) defines emotion as “as bodily pgration with an image, a thought, a
memory — a cooperation of which the individualvgage” (p. 551). In a similar vein, Kemper
(1987: 263) suggests that emotions are “autononaitzric-cognitive states”. Sociological con-
cepts of emotion also tend to view emotiongentional because they are directed at or about
something. For example, people are ashaoiesdmebody or angrst their spouses. This as-
sumption clearly requires mind-related principlésntentionality and representation that are
widely attributed to humans.

Moreover, sociology usually conceives of emotioas@sodic, i.e., time-discrete phe-
nomena. People experience an emotion during afgpoieframe and many emotions are
considered to be rather short-lived, lasting sesardminutes rather than hours or days. Of
course, emotions like sadness or guilt may lastmioeger, but the general idea is that most
emotions have more or less clearly defined beggsand endings. Finally, many sociologists
concur with accounts in evolutionary psychologyt temotions are distinct “natural kinds”
(Griffiths, 2004), i.e., that they can be categedizalong clearly defined sets of bodily, cogni-
tive, and phenomenal components (e.g., Turner, )200%s categorical perspective rests on
the assumption of a limited number of emotions kti@ate an important survival value.

Given this — admittedly overgeneralized — view wio¢éions, the social and cultural come
into play as forces that either provide or influerthe circumstances under which emotions
arise, or constitute and shape the ways in whicbtiems are expressed, regulated, or commu-
nicated. In other words, society influences whed how emotiongome into existence and
how emotions aracted upon. In this paper, | want to argue that — although Wesv without
doubt has its merits —, it neglects some esseziBatents of emotions and how these are vital
to our understanding of sociality. | suspect thé heglect is due to early sociological concep-
tions that, although adding an important social antural “edge” to emotions, retained a view
still close to Darwinian and “natural kinds” appcbas, borrowing from them the (limiting)
notion that emotions are individual, intentionglisedic, and categorical “entities”. Although
this may be an adequate conception of whagnastion is, it is unnecessarily restrictive for
those elements that many assume to be at the teneations, for example subjective feelings
or action potentials.

Although feelings are not confined to emotions, arg more or less ubiquitous in our
lives, for example as hunger, pain, or elation, sdrave argued that at the core of an emotion
is anaffect which is often understood as ewaluative feeling, i.e. a feeling that conveys a

positive or negative phenomenal experience, oftiém avcertain action tendency. In fact, some
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sociologists and psychologists have argued thattienware not “natural kinds”, but rather
discursively delineated constellations of affectyagion, and cognitive appraisals (Thoits,
1989; Barrett, 2014). Although the notion of affescimplicated in emotions, it is a broader and
more elementary category that is not conceptualyricted in the way emotions are, for exam-
ple regarding their episodic and categorical charac

Therefore, the concept of affect may open up npeedpectives on how individuals expe-
rientially relate to and make sense of the socm@lldv Whereas analyses of emotion usually
capitalize on momentary and often exceptionallgnse “outbursts” in experience, affect re-
flects a general, ubiquitous, and bodily “mode @hly”. Importantly, it denotes a strong cona-
tive or motivational momentum and is thereforeicaitto action. In the following, | thus want
to further probe the usefulness of the concepffetafor sociological analysis, in particular
for questions of how individuals are embedded ffedgnt social formations. | will do so by
first reviewing different understandings of affdecta first step, | will discuss different concep-
tions of affect in cultural studies, which on theedhand are a major source of inspiration for
how affect can inform sociological inquiry, but thre other hand are hard to operationalize for
empirical research. In a second step, | will introgl two perspectives on affect in sociology
and social psychology and work out differences @mimonalities between these approaches.
Third, 1 will suggest an understanding of “rela@baffect” that retains many of the theoretical
propositions found in cultural studies but is mefblogically sound and hence close to the
accounts in sociology and social psychology. Finalill briefly use this concept to illustrate

how individuals are embedded in social formations.

2 Affect in Cultural Studies

Within cultural studies, affect has come to occapentral place in theorizing and some have
referred to this shift as an “affective turn” (Cighy 2007). Affect is widely believed to be a
necessary counterpart to language, discourse,amptual thought and is valued mainly be-
cause it is closely tied to matter aoatlies of various sorts, as opposed to symbols, language,
and thought. Generally, there is a striking varetyifferent understandings of affect within
cultural studies (Leys, 2011; Whetherell, 2012;g8@irth and Gregg, 2010). Because this is
not the place to review the literature in its estiir | resort to two reviews of the field in an
attempt at systematizing these understandings. (28/1) as well as Seigworth and Gregg
(2010) have suggested that there are at leastistioal perspectives on and conceptualizations
of affect, one that grounds the understanding fgficain a revisionary ontology, whereas the

other perspective is not primarily concerned withodogical issues but rather construes affect
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as the capacities of (animal) bodies to act aradfewt other bodies. Although these approaches
may be seen to reflect opposing ends on a contirafuhfferent understandings of affect, they
are nonetheless fruitful in their potential to agle® sociological theorizing and research on

affect and emotion.

2.1 Affect — an ontological perspective

One perspective on affect is strongly inspiredi®ywritings of Spinoza, Bergson, and Deleuze
and Guattari. Affect in these works initially haslé to do with feelings and emotions, but
rather is part of an ontolodkat centers on processes, relations, and the®ffet bodies have
on one another. As such, these writings can beidermesl landmarks of an “ontological turn”
in parts of philosophy and the social sciences #igtough highly diverse and debated in itself,
is characterized by challenging the central pasiabhuman beings in most of Western social
thought; by the notion that agency should not bdeustood as intentional action, but rather as
“efficacy” that is distributed across assemblagesumans and non-humans; and by the idea
that the social and political are constituted areldd by non-conscious and bodily affect (Joro-
nen & Hakli, 2016).

Within this paradigm, affect is supposed to beatonomous force between bodies that is
best expressed not in terms of feelings or expeegrbut of intensities of relations that impinge
— either by increasing or by diminishing — a bodyXential to act. Affect therefore primarily
refers to bodies’ reciprocal capacities “to affact be affected” (Clough, 2007: 2). Seigworth
and Gregg (2010) state that “affect arises in th#strof in-between-ness: in the capacities to
act and be acted upon. Affect is an impingemergxdrusion of a momentary or sometimes
more sustained state of relations as well as thsguges [...] of forces or intensities. That is,
affect is found in those intensities that pass bodyody (human, non-human, part-body and
otherwise), in those resonances that circulatetabetween and sometimes stick to bodies and
worlds, and in the very passages or variations éetvihese intensities and resonances them-
selves” (p. 1).

In a similar vein, Massumi (2002) as one of the peyponents of affect theory conceives
of affect first and foremost as intensity, decigedbntrasting it with emotion, which he sees as
a form of subjectiveontent. He holds that whereas the term “emotion” is reseifor “person-
alized content”, affect stands for “the continuatids “situational” and “trans-situational” and
“the invisible glue that holds the world togeth@vwfassumi, 2002: 217). Likewise, Thrift (2004)
prefers to not work with notions of “individualizesinotions” but instead with concepts of af-
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fect that carry the notion of “broad tendencies lamek of force” (ibid., p. 175). And for Black-
man (2012), “affect is not a thing but rather refer processes of life and vitality which circu-
late and pass between bodies and which are diffioutapture or study in any conventional
methodological sense” (p. 4).

Although these are only select fragments of anreskée and complex body of scholarship,
they suffice to illustrate the place that affectwgies in an ontology that capitalizes on pro-
cesses, relations, and efficacies within and batvbeelies. Importantly, bodies in this ontolog-
ical framework are not only human bodies, but enuass all kinds of bodies that can affect
and be affected, for instance an animal, a tabbmaok, or a tree. Taking this for granted, it is
no surprise that one of the key characteristicfett in this perspective is that itbedily and
often described as non-conscious, pre-discursive;lipguistic, and “asocial, but not
presocial” (Massumi, 1995: 91).

Because affect in this paradigm is conceived ad &wrce or relational intensity between
potentially very different sorts of bodies, Whe#le(2012: 19ff) notes that affect often seems
to be construed gxreceding the cultural and the discursive and with that uasidorms of
symbolic meaning and signification. In this viewfeat is also considered ubiquitous (although
subject to various dynamics) among bodies, andowiething that has a clear beginning and
end, and hence there is no state of affairs thaves void of affect. Therefore, affect in this
paradigmatic perspective is frequently talked abouhe singular, not least to demarcate its
being distinct from any categorical thinking thantinates standard ontologies and the emo-

tions literature.

2.2 Affect — a bodily capacity perspective

The second widespread understanding of affecinnueh stronger way draws on the psychol-
ogy and neuroscience efotion, in particular on the works of Sylvan Tomkins. Mauthors
have attributed the influence of Tomkins’s approastaffect studies to an essay by Sedgwick
and Frank (1995). Tomkins argued that affect shbaldeen as a separate and basic system of
human functioning that operates independently imedrand cognitions and is firmly anchored

in human biology and evolutionary adaptation. Insppby Darwin’s works, Tomkins suggested
that “affects are comprised of correlated setsesponses involving the facial muscles, the
viscera, the respiratory system, the skeleton,reumic blood flow changes, and vocalizations
that act together to produce an analogue of thicpkar gradient or intensity of stimulation
impinging on the organism” (Demos, 1995: 19). Thesshestrated responses, thare the

affect, and “not an expression of something elg®t(). Moreover, Tomkins held that there is
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an evolutionary stable set of eight orchestrategapses that have evolved to signal urgency
and to initiate action, called “affect programsofikins and McCarter, 1964: 120). This is why
affect in Tomkins’s perspective, much like in thews expressed in the “ontological” ap-
proach, is generated outside conscious awarendsis gmimarily a bodily response towards
some event or object.

Tomkins’s conception of affect stridently madewtsy into cultural studies and promoted
an understanding of affect that is closer to feeéind emotion and hence to human bodies and
their role in thought, cognition, perception, arahavior. Affect here is understood as an indi-
rect “form of thinking” or a “different kind of irlligence about the world” (Thrift, 2008: 175).
Likewise, Blackman holds that “affect refers togbaegisters of experience which cannot be
easily seen and which might variously be descridgaon-cognitive, trans-subjective, non-
conscious, non-representational, incorporeal amdatarial” (Blackman, 2012: 4). And Bren-
nan equally emphasizes the human body when stes stett affect “is the physiological shift
accompanying a judgment” (Brennan, 2004: 5).

The term affect, as it is presently used acroswallstudies and sometimes within the
same theories, thus seems to have at least tweretitf referrents. On the one hand, it is used
to denote a force or an intensity of relationsanething that circulates between different sorts
of bodies, on the other hand it denotes modesabesbf human bodies and the feelings and
capacities that go along with these modes. Althabghusage of the term is somewhat impre-
cise, both views are not entirely incompatible ead be made fruitful for sociological analysis
not least because they have reputable counteripastial theorizing: The focus on relation-
ality is essential to relational approaches toayi(e.g., Donati, 2012; Crossley, 2012) and
the emphasis on feelings and human bodies is arittc established sociological and social
psychological notions of affect (e.g., Heise, 19T®)he following section, | will first discuss
these sociological and social psychological notiohaffect and then proceed to infuse them

with understandings of affect in cultural studiesl @ relational approach to sociality.

3 Sociological and Social Psychological M odels of Affect

Although the individual, intentional, episodic, acategorical perspective on emotion is still
dominant, and emotion and affect are often treajgmnymously, sociologists as well social
psychologists have for some time developed origimadbries of affect that go beyond the lim-

itations of the discrete emotions approach.
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3.1 Psychological Constructionism

Probably the most prominent concept of affect ioiagosychology is part of Russell’'s and
Feldman-Barrett's (1999) “psychological construcisd” theory, strongly inspired by Wundt
and James. In their view, affect or “core affect&fers to the most elementary consciously
accessible affective feelings [...] that need notlvected at anything” (Russell and Barrett,
1999: 806). Examples of affect include tensionagplee, or elation. Affect is thought to be
“free-floating”, like ebbs and flows across timadaa person is presumed to always be in some
affective state. Affect varies imtensity, it can be hardly consciously perceived in low igien
ties, but can likewise overwhelm conscious expegemhen highly intense. Although affect is
assumed to be free floating, itdgused by something, although these causes need not be con
sciously perceived. Despite the view that affeetdheot be consciously directed at anything, it
can become directed at something, for examplerasfpan emotion or when attributed to some
entity (Russell and Barrett, 1999: 806).

Importantly, affect is considered “a basic kindpsfychologicalmeaning” (Barrett and
Bliss-Moreau, 2009: 172, emphasis added), it ipsy¢hological primitive” that is “crucial to
the conscious experience of the world around uatr@t and Bliss-Moreau, 2009: 172). Affect
and changes in affect “are often experienced asepty of an object, in much the same way
as color” is. (Barrett and Bliss-Moreau, 2009: 1TBgre is some consensus that affect can best
be described or represented as combinations af bageriences of pleasure or displeasure and
some degree of arousal. This view stands in notadsigrast to “basic emotion” theories arguing
— along the lines of Tomkins — that universal “affprograms” correspond to a fixed set of
basic or primary emotions. Psychological constamsim denies the existence of this fixed
correspondence and instead argues atyateptual acts differentiate core affect into discrete
emotions (Barrett, 2014). This view also opposepfaisal theories” of emotion elicitation
(e.g., Scherer, 2005) that place stronger emploast®gnitions in generating and differentiat-
ing discrete emotions. Historically, psychologicahstructionism is related to longstanding
debates in psychology on the role of cognition emeyating emotion. In this debate, Zajonc
(1980) had forcefully argued thaffect, which he considered a positive or negative vadec
quality, can be generated without the involveméiibigher) cognitive processes, but that cog-

nitions are indeed necessary for fully blown emuio

3.2 Affect Control Theory

In sociology, the term affect is most prominenHigise’s (1979Affect Control Theory (ACT)

and the works inspired by this theory. Affect ilstaccount does not differ substantially from
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the views of psychological constructionism (see é&sgt al., 2014). However, affect in soci-
ology is often conceived of as the more inclusigegory than emotion. Smith-Lovin (1995),
for example, holds that&ffect is the most general term; it refers to any evalagipositive or
negative) orientation toward an object. It encompagmotions such as contentment and anger,
attitudes such as liking and disliking, and contieéameanings in general” (Smith-Lovin,
1995: 118f). In ACT, more specifically, affect lsought to be “a general mode of conscious-
ness” (MacKinnon, 1994: 123), it “registers ouratgns to objects and events around us”,
“accompanies our anticipation of future events andmemory of past ones”, and “marks the
establishment and dissolution of our most intinaatd intense social relationships” (MacKin-
non, 1994: 9). Furthermore, affect is supposectta tdynamic principle of human motivation”
and an “important basis of human intersubjectiviipid.).

It is not always clear, however, whether ACT makasarp distinction between affect and
emotion, for example when Morgan and Heise (1988gghat “unpleasant feelings and any
sense of potent pleasure are understood readilyrady affective experiences; these are ‘emo-
tions™ (p. 29). In ACT, affective orientations towards the world (e.g., ao8ls people, objects,
ideas) are rather dubbed “sentiments” which reféttte culturally shared, fundamental [affec-
tive] meanings that we associate with particulaiadabels” (Robinson et al., 2006: 186) and
to the culturally established “affective associasieevoked by concepts” (MacKinnon, 1994:
22). They are “transsituational, generalized affeatesponses to specific symbols in a culture”
and “more socially constructed and enduring thampk emotional responses” (Robinson et
al., 2006: 182). In contrast, “transient” sentinsedénote the situative and dynamic transfor-
mations of the more stable and rigid sentimentsl.jibA similar understanding of sentiments
can also be found in affect-based variants of $egiehange theory, where sentiments refer to
“enduring affective states or feelings about onenore social objects” (Lawler, 2001: 325f).

Hence, similar to psychological constructionisnieetf in ACT yields different temporal
dynamics and can be a longer lasting orientatiowels as a short-lived phenomenon. Im-
portantly, ACT alsaconcurswith psychological constructionism in arguing tha#fect can be
described along a number of dimensions (valencagat@r evaluation/potency/activity). How-
ever, sentiments are often theorized as involvighdr cognitions, gestures, and conceptuali-
zations (Gordon, 1981: 565) and ACT typically engbes the symbolic and conceptual rep-
resentation of sentiments and affective meaningeNbeless, recent developments point out
the importance of embodied, sensorimotor repreentafor sentiments as well as their dy-

namic and probabilistic nature (Schroder et afthfmming).
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4  Featuresof Affect

Looking at these different understandings of afféctdeems fair to say that there is some re-
semblance between the “bodily capacity” view intaxdl studies and perspectives on affect in
sociology and social psychology. Both concur tlifgcais a general, ubiquitous, and primarily
bodily mode of being or world-directedness that$mse evaluative and experiential qualities,
bears certain action tendencies, and is in priaciptependent from language, conceptual
thought, and declarative knowledge in establisinmegning. The bodily capacity view in turn
shares with the ontology perspective the fundanmeotzon that affect is relational, i.e. that it
is not confined to individual bodies but part oé imtensities of relations and resonances be-
tween bodies. Both differ, however, in the degretheir ontological premises and a number
of further assumptions. Whereas the term affecot=nthe forces between all sorts of bodies
with little reference to feelings and emotionshe bntology account, it is used to refer to pre-
cisely these shifts in feelings and experiencekearcapacity account. The term affect therefore
either refers to a-personal, situational, and tsatismtional dynamics and forces that constitute
bodies and alter their potential to act, or it gige processes within and certain modes of ani-
mal bodies and their physiological activity.

One way of clarifying this fuzziness in the usdaeriminology might be in going back to
Spinoza’s distinction betweeffectus andaffectio. Seyfert (2012) has taken up this distinction
and notes that affectus (affect) circumscribesceability of bodies to affect and be affected,
whereas affectio (affection) refers to the trackebamlies upon one another. In this view, “af-
fectio is the index of (changing) affective capaigit” and “certain affections are at the same
time modal states of a body [...]" (Seyfert, 2012).3@y aim in what follows is to further
clarify these terms and concepts to arrive at ardteally fruitful and empirically feasible
notion of affect that may advance current theogznd research. | proceed by discussing im-
portant issues frequently used to characterize afiatt is and how it (supposedly) differs

from other, more conventional concepts, in paréiceimotion.

4.1 Body

Probably the most frequently mentioned characterdtaffect, both in cultural studies as well
as in sociology and social psychology, ishtslily or embodied nature. This aligns with what
some have called a “material turn” in cultural sésdand marks a shift away from the explan-
atory value of language and discourse, mentalsstatel conceptual knowledge towards more
“basic” bodily capacities, like the senses, peliogpior affect. On the one hand, this dichotomy
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is of course entirely futile, as decades of disicumss) psychology, philosophy, and neurosci-
ence have shown. Language, mental states, andptaatéhought are as much bodily phe-
nomena as perception or affect are. Preachingaffextt is bodily or embodied is thus mean-
ingless unless one can further qualify how, exaetliyich kinds of bodies affect and are af-
fected.

To some extent, this has been attempted by Tonnkinis idea of affect programs, includ-
ing the assumption that different categories od@f{fand emotion) are realized through dedi-
cated physiological processes. Yet, a range ofarekdinked to the psychological construc-
tionist paradigm suggests that affect and emotremaost likely not generated by such dedi-
cated systems, but instead within more generahbreiworks, involving basic psychological
operations characteristic for both, affective armh-affective processing (Lindquist et al.,
2012).

This poses some difficulties for the ontology pergjve given that it assumes affect to be
a relational force or intensity between bodies iffecent sorts. If we stick to this notion of
affect, | suspect that we learn little about howoescare embedded in and make sense of the
social world, simply because the term is too gdnerée of any explanatory or descriptive
value. Instead, and in line with the capacity veavd sociological as well as social psycholog-
ical conceptions, | suggest to use the term atf@ctenote certain modes or states of animal
bodies that constitute a body’s capacity to acteNbat | would argue that all kinds of bodies
do have the potential &ffect other bodies. But | hold that to b#ected in the sense proposed
here is a feature of animal bodies. This meansothatr bodies may well be “affected” in other
ways, but one of the defining criteria of animatgluding humans, might be their potential to
be affected in the specific ways outlined below.

4.2 Intentionality

The assumption that the term affect applies todmdf various sorts is also reflected in some
scholars’ suggestion that a defining feature ddcffs that it is non-intentional, i.e. that itkac

a specific kind of world-directedness or “aboutridesg., Leys, 2011). Although this is less
explicit in sociological and social psychologicacaunts, they, too, embrace the possibility
that affect does not bear the same intentionalttesahs emotion does. This view is most likely
endorsed to defend the specificity of affect anfditther distinguish in from emotion. However,
descriptions of affect as non-intentional harbdimated view of intentionality as based on
(propositional) representations and mental contenitsh as beliefs. More appropriately, in my

10
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view, others have suggested genuinely bodily actiffe forms of intentionality that capitalize
of human or animal bodies (e.g., Slaby, 2008).

Affect in this view can be conceived of as an eletagy and valenced bodily stance to-
wards the world, similar to what Ratcliffe (2008lls an “existential feeling”. This bodily
stance, in which the body is not so much implicaseda material body but as a medium of
experience — a “feeling body” —, is not necessddbyused on a specific object, but rather re-
flects one’s entire world-directedness. These &ffely intentional bodily feelings may be
aligned towards objects, situations, or actionheworld and perceived as qualities of these
entities and processes. In these cases, it ispalssible that this ,feeling towards” (Goldie,
2002) becomes categorized and culturally labelegedlsas experienced and expressed as an
emotion (Barrett, 2014).

In contrast to this kind of affective intentionglithe intentional character of categorical
and discrete emotions is much more based on mamitdnts and representations. For example,
the fear of a dog requires some mental representafia prototypical dog and the potentially
dangerous behaviors of dogs. In contrast, affeatitemtionality emphasizes the entire situation
in which the feeling body is implicated, includisgnsory perceptions like sounds and smells,

possibilities for action, and various other boditgtes.

4.3 Ubiquity and continuity

In line with the view that affect is constituted ayfeeling body, there is a widely shared as-
sumption that affect is an ubiquitous and contirsuowde of being. | assume that individuals
arealwaysin some mode or state of affect, and that this niodiers” the ways in which people
think, act, and how they relate to the world. luase that the human body is usually affected
by multiple interoceptive and exteroceptive inpod anental contents (e.g., imaginations, rep-
resentations) that bring about steady fluctuationaffect, for example regarding valence or
intensity. Affect can therefore be ever so subdléhsit it is goes almost unrecognized, but nev-
ertheless colors our thoughts, perceptions, arndrestor it can be very intense, being at the
very center of attention and bodily experience.sT¢ontinuity of affect is a key feature that
distinguishes affect from emotion and, as discussia on, is important to understand how

actors are embedded in social formations.

4.4 Meaning

Another alleged characteristic of affect is thas ihon-signifying and non-discursivend that
bodies that affect and are affected are beyondidssense-making”, as Whetherell (2012)

criticizes. This conjecture seems hardly plausgien the concurrent assumption that affect
11
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is an intensity that impinges on a body’s poterntact. If affect can impinge on this potential,
how else can it do so than by conveying somethagismeaningful to a body? This does not
necessarily mean that it is meaningful in any disiee, linguistic, or propositional way, but
may be so in aanalogue way, in a way that dampens or amplifies othernmiation and colors
our every thought and perception. Hence, in linta wkisting approaches, | contend that affect
conveys meaning, it is indeed a specific form ohmeg-making. Meaning in this sense does
not require conceptual representation or propastithought, but may well derive from em-
bodied, sensorimotor processes and structures i(8hap11). It is debatable and a matter of
empirical investigation, whether and how affect bencomprehensively described along dif-
ferent dimensions, for instance pleasant vs. uspleaor arousing vs. calming, as claimed by

some accounts.

4.5 Language and discourse

Another issue concerns the alleged separationsabdrse and affect. Some authors seem to
suggest that affect is distinct from discourse Emjuage and that this is indeed one of the
things that render the affect paradigm novel atet@sting. This view is summarized (and crit-
icized) by Whetherell when she writes that “affeeems to index a realm beyond talk, words
and texts, beyond epistemic regimes, and beyondcomus representation and cognition”
(2012: 19). Certainly, affect in many accounts astiayed as a counterpart to language and
discourse. However, | would argue that both, thiemial to affect and the capacity to be af-
fected are intimately tied to discourse. Firstcdigse itself can be thought of as a body. Dis-
course need not be text and language, but carbalgnages, symbols, objects with the capa-
bility to affect and to cause fluctuations in atfbeyond representational logics. Riley (2005),
for example, develops an argument for an understgrd “language as affect”, and also Butler
(1997) can be read along these lines. Second,seanpinges on social action, for example
in the form of practices, and practices are als@g$ bodily practices.

Hence, discourse contributes to the formation diig®and to their potential to affect and
be affected. In this respect, Seyfert (2011) suiggas interesting analogy to Weber’s phrase
that he (Weber) was “religiously unmusical”. He sisleis phrase to suggest that bodies, as a
consequence of being subjected to certain sociyral, and material environments, develop
specific susceptibilities to be affected. Latoud2) similarly argues that bodies can “learn” to
be affected in a specific way. | would add thas thicludes the susceptibility to be affected by
different bodies (human and non-human) and in giffeways. This is also in line with research
inspired by ACT that has shown how actors withetdtéht cultural backgrounds attach different

12
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“affective meanings” to various concepts (Heis€)20Following Whetherell (2012), | would

think of affect as in some sense “patterned”, algtowith a more dynamic than static impetus.

4.6 Summary

The characteristics of affect discussed so far asigifpat affect is a mode of being and a con-
tinuous bodily orientation towards the world thasimeaningful evaluative qualities. This ori-
entation is achieved not exclusively through lirsgigi representation and thought, but through
basic perceptual and evaluative capabilities obibdy. Because affect is ubiquitous and con-
tinuous (like perception), it is best thought of ae something episodic, but rather in terms of
steady fluctuations along the different dimensionsvhich affect may be described or in terms
of changes in the modes of being and the senghiliind capacities to act.

Importantly, these fluctuations are caused by awe leffects on something. Although they
can be caused by thoughts, memories, and othdrg)igognitive processes, they are equally
well generated outside conscious awareness. Badigstantly register information from the
world through their perceptual systems and hencsteatly shift their affective mode. Most
of the time, this happens subtly, without a subjEshg aware of these shifts. However, as a
matter of intensity, context, or relational pogitiave may become aware of these shifts and
alsoattribute certain causes to them. Affect has effects priparithat it alters body’s capac-
ities to act. This can happen in various ways,ubhoalterations to cognitive and perceptual
processing, to the endocrine and hormonal systerng autonomous and peripheral nervous
system activity.

Another important facet is that through what andvimch ways bodies are affected is
neither universal across animals or species ndommiacross historical episodes — although
the very capacity for affect almost certainly is decades of research have shown, the human
body, in its veryphysiology (not just regarding bodily behaviors, performansgsgings, etc.),
is subject to processes of socialization and ea@tibn. This, of course, includes discourse,
norms, values, and practices that all have a sashather and how a body can be “affectively
addressed” by something.

5 Affective Relations

From the characteristics discussed so far, a gabtiaffect emerges that, although related, is
substantially different from emotions in its poyi@hof how actors are embedded within and
constitute social formations. Whereas emotiongprgodic, categorical, and culturally labeled
ways of feeling, affect is a continuous and bodilyde of being and world-directedness that is

13
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initially detached from cultural classifications and categdions. The view outlined so far
might raise concerns that by taking sides withciugacity perspective and sociological as well
as social psychological notions, the inherentlptrehal character of affect, as marshaled by
the ontology perspective, gets lost on its waythla final section, | will argue that this is not
the case and that the relational character of affees not necessarily require a revisionary
ontology. To further specify the relational quaiof affect, it is useful to first look at some
existing understandings of relationality in afféetories and to subsequently discuss alternative
views from the literature on relational sociology.

Referring to Foucault’s concept of thispositif, Seyfert (2012) has coined the teaffectif
to denote constellations or formations of affecittteflect its relational character. The term
affectif refers to “the entirety of all heterogeneous bsdiwolved in the emergence of an af-
fect” (Seyfert, 2012: 31) as well as “to particutamncatenations of bodies and affects” (ibid.:
33). Borrowing from Deleuze and Guattari, Slabyl@0uses the terms “machinic arrange-
ments” in conjunction with “domains of practice” ¢apress a similar idea. The concept “af-
fective assemblages” (Mulcahy, 2012) is likewisgpired by Deleuze and Guattari and repre-
sents the idea that affect is in itself inheremdiational. A critical argument informing these
perspectives is that affect is framed “in terma @bnstitutive relationality between bodies and
bodies and objects, in the sense that these dymafaions are taken to be ontologically prior
to the entities related” (Slaby, 2016: 4). This gtand in hand with the suggestion to see
“social qualities as irreducibly co-constitutedretation”, where this co-constitution involves
“other social agents and present environmentat&tres (synchronic relatedness), but also the
history of interactions (diachronic relatednessjulhoff, 2015: 1004).

It is noteworthy that this literature refrains fraangaging with established concepts of
relationality that have been a cornerstone of $ogical theorizing for decades, as is well re-
flected in recent debates over the question whettational sociology indeed constitutes a
paradigm shift or is just old wine in new skins. 8@t as it may, the present task is not to
merely preach relationality, but to more precissBte what relations are, how they constitute
bodies (or actors, subjectivities, etc.), and vthay have to do with affect.

Part of this task can be achieved by looking atwbeks of relational sociologists (e.g.,
Prandini, 2015; Donati, 2012). This camp of schglanuch like affect theorists in cultural
studies, criticizes individualism as well as holiand proposes to give “primacy, both ontolog-
ically and methodologically, to interactions, sddias (‘relations’), and networks” (Prandini,
2015: 7). Very broadly, relations in this view da@ conceived of in two ways (see Crossley,

2013)! First, they can be seen@sicrete ties between actors, where actors usually are human
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beings or collective actors, such as governmenggnizations, or groups (ibid.), but can like-
wise comprise objects and non-humans, such as Eiplants, or architecture (McFarlane,
2013). Ties always involve some sort of interactma can be thought of as a “state of play
within an interaction history” (Crossley, 2013: )2%ies may have different properties and
dynamics, involving communication and expectatias;hange and collaboration, conflict,
emotional attachments or antagonisms, and usugligct interdependencies and power rela-
tions. Some relational sociologists focus on ingasing the patterns and structures of these
kinds of ties, often using the techniques of sooetivork analysis, whereas others are more
concerned with capturing the cultural and phenorugical dimensions of relations, for ex-
ample regarding the cultural models, communicatisgsibols, and expectations they involve
(Fuhse, 2015).

Second, relations can be conceived of as relatiggipns in a social space, as described
by Bourdieu (1984). Bourdieu’s social space cossi$tthe dimensions of economic and cul-
tural capital, and one’s position is determinedh®s/volume and combination of capitebsi-
tional relations then are expressed as some people being weahhierothers or some being
more educated than others, but can well be extetodenncompass dimensions such as capabil-
ities and practices, bodily characteristics, otustapower, and prestige. More generally, posi-
tional relations are also reflectedsibject positions and their discursive and political formation
(Torrénen, 2001).

Both of these ideal types of relations compriseilga@ihd material aspects as well as sym-
bolic and discursive features. We can now thinkabrs as embedded into webs of relations
of different sorts and of affect as a common qualitthese relations. Affect as a continuous,
evaluative, and bodily mode of being and world-clieelness in this view is not something that
is an “effect” of interrelated bodies, but ratheconstitutive of both, bodies their relations. A
strong thesis would be that there exists no relatiihout affective qualities and that these
qualities constantly make and re-make the bodieslved" Bodies do noprecede relations
and interactions, but are a result of them andcaffethe main facilitator of this “bodily be-

coming”.

5.1 Examples

One example, taken from Archer (2013), would bet¢aeher-pupil relation. This is a “neces-
sary” relation in the sense that pupils do not tewxishout teachers and vice versa. Teacher-
pupil relations can be described in terms of caecties involving interactions, communica-
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tions, expectations and the cultural models relédetthese ties. Certainly, these relations in-
volve language, conceptual thought and discurdements, but they are equally constituted
by teachers and pupils constantly being affectedadi@cting one another. Teachers “become”
teachers not only qua knowledge and educationidd bt also qua affecting pupils in a certain
way and qua being affected by pupils. Likewise, dffects of teacher-pupil relations are es-
sential for subjectification and the formation effsdentities. These affects constitute concrete
ties as well as positional relations and denoteekample, physical attraction, gender differ-
ences, generational gaps, power interdependemcgtsgutional affordances, etc. The entirety
of these affective relations might then well beelal “affective arrangements”, “machinic as-
sembalges” oaffectif.

A second example are relations of humans with ¢djectworks, or animals. Although
they do not belong to the standard repertoire laticmal sociology (see McFarlane, 2013, for
a critique), they are an integral part of most etftheories in cultural studies. One need only
think of ubiquitous consumer electronics, tech gaslgand specific brands to estimate the af-
fective qualities of human-object relations. Alsajch has already been written on the affective
gualities of architecture which is of course nolyanteresting form the point of view of, say,
aesthetics, but likewise from a spatial and sokpeespective. Furthermore, recent debates on
religious feelings and their being offended, fastance through depreciatory works of art, are
insightful to understand the affective qualitieshaiman-object relations. Even though in my
understanding of affect, these examples first anehfiost see the human body as being affected
in a certain way, there is no reason for categllyiexcluding mutual affection, for instance in
human-animal relations.

A third example are relations between human anatioleal bodies, such as nations. These
relations are necessary in the sense that therecaoitizens without nation states and vice
versa. Also, they are frequently looked at in eovwl terms, for instance regarding the cultur-
ally conceptualized and politicized notions of oatl pride and patriotism. We might equally
come think of these relations in terms of theieefifve qualities that underlie these culturally
labeled emotional episodes. For example, the affibett are inscribed in the concrete ties of
face-to-face encounters during national celebraiioommemorations, or international sports
tournaments or those instigated in gatherings bfiga parties constitute both the bodies in-
volved as well the events, for instance in termwlot some call affective atmospheres (Bren-
nan, 2004). Also, political leaders are frequentigcribed in terms of their ability to produce

shifts in affect, for example when even politicaliginterested persons report being “moved”
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by rhetorical aptitude. Similarly, citizens areeafied by national symbols, such as flags, an-
thems, (invented) traditions, and narratives (iating, for example, positional relations) and
at the same timeonstitute these symbols through their affective meaningssé&tsymbols may
shift one person’s (but not another’s) affectivedmenomentarily or lastingly and alter one’s
stance towards the idea of nation and the mangshaissociated with this idea (e.g., people,

buildings, politics, etc.), and, importantly, altgtizens’ capacities to act.

5.2 Configurations

Given the conceptual cornerstones and examplesedithbove, we can think of human bodies
as constituting and being embedded in social fdonatnot exclusively, but importantly
through affective relations with other actors, slear objects. Because human bodies are con-
tinuously and simultaneously affected by differentities and themselves continuously affect
others, they are part of a “web” or “field” of affethat has both stable and dynamic properties.
These webs or fields comprise both concrete tiewedsas positional relations and can be
longer lasting or relatively brief, exhibiting dym& fluctuations. For all the examples men-
tioned above, the practices and patterns of socgdnization are critical with regard to the
argument that affect is central to sociality. Altlgt affect theorists in cultural studies are keen
to emphasize emergence, fluidity, heterogeneitg, d@range in affect and affective relations,
the notions oéffectif, arrangement assemblage nevertheless suggestaenwance of ordered
social life.

Concepts such as “affective practices” (Whetheg€l,2) or “politics of affect” (Thrift,
2004) are attempts at linking some notion of celtuliscourse, and society with that of affect.
| suggest that this theoretical and empirical @raje can only be addressed by adequately
combining theories and methodologies from cultatatlies and the social sciences. Instead of
resorting to rather vague terminology, it mightfhetful to consider some of the established
concepts of social science theory and researchexample, economic sociology has provided
fundamental insights into the social organizatibcantemporary capitalism and it would be
careless to not use these insights in assessingffdative dimensions of modern capitalism,
but to instead gloss over fine-grained differemtiag with vague terminology. Similarly, to
understand the affective implications of the chagles of multicultural and multiethnic socie-
ties, we need to ask how things like identity podit minority rights, or social inequality con-
stitute different “affective practices” that maymay not resonate with each other. To under-
stand how individuals are embedded in occupatiooatexts in affective terms, one needs to

understand the organizational structures, hierasglaind politics of firms and corporations and

17



SFB 1171 Affective Societies — Working Paper 03/16

how they contribute to the formation of the “modsubject”. Finally, ritual theories provide
insights into the vivid dynamics of face-to-faceceunters and their affective constitution,
which typically is contingent on factors such asm®, conflict salience, or established chore-
ographies.

Although these examples might appear as puttingpm®tof “structure” over those of
“change” and “dynamics”, this is neither necessayintended. Issues of stability and change
can be attended to in different ways. | suggest dffact can be patterned in specific ways,
although this patterning certainly is more likeamnstant re-configuration along similar lines.
For this patterning, discourse, language, ideokgrel their bodily ramifications certainly play
arole. I would even argue that it makes senskstotalk about “affect regimes”, similar to how
Reddy (2008) talks about “emotion regimes”. Thisias to say that discourse and ideologies
somehow keep affective fluctuations “fixed”. Rathieisuggests that fluctuations in affect to-
wards select ideas, objects, or acts remain witlspecific spectrum. More substantial changes
and dynamics in the intensity of affect occur, éaample, when people retract from current,
familiar, or historically grown constellations efdividuals, ideas, and objects and become part
of or initiate other constellations, for instancecases of transnational migration. This, like
many other processes — such as rituals, electotabmes, political turmoil, or economic crises
— changes the constellations themselves, whichrimd¢an produce more intense fluctuations

in affect and lead to substantial re-configuratiohaffect.

6 Conclusion

Affect has become an integral part of many disogsiin the humanities and in cultural studies.
Although sociologists and social psychologistsaliave incorporated the concept of affect in
their theorizing and research even before it codatdd into this paradigm, understandings of
affect between the different disciplines had litbeno contact. In this contribution, | have ar-
gued that understandings of affect dominant inucaltstudies can be fruitful to sociological
inquiry and may complement or extend existing dogical understandings of both, affect and
emotion. | propose to conceive of affect as a fomel@al “mode of being” and a continuous
bodily orientation towards the world with meaninigéwaluative qualities. These modes of be-
ing are ubiquitous and do not have clearly ideaii2 beginnings and endings. They are
brought about by interactions with other bodiesi{hn as well as non-human) and are therefore
best conceived of as more or less dynamic fluainatifor instance in intensity and valence.
Furthermore, | have proposed that although theeatations are independent from con-

ceptual thought and propositional, language-likgesentations, they are specifically animal,
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in particular human, ways of being affected — otiaties might well be affected in ways that
remain to be explored. | have argued that affesusceptible to discourse and culture and is
hardly ever “pre-discursive”. But because bodiesaiten affected without conscious aware-
ness and without necessarily involving concepthalght, “being affected” frequently over-
rides discursive and normative knowledge and camcdndecome a factor in shattering estab-
lished orders.

Although affect refers to bodies and modes of bgdtecannot meaningfully be conceived
of as something an individual body “has”, but rathg a quality of different types of relations
through which interrelated bodies are constituted @onstantly reshaped. In line with works
in relational sociology, relations in this respaot concrete ties between bodies, for instance
bodily interactions, communications or expectati@sswell as positional relations and subject
positions in a social and cultural space. Actors therefore embedded in webs or fields of
relations, which, although in principle dynamic ahdd, do exhibit some sort of order and
structure. Because affect and these webs of reltioe two sides of the same coin, affect
cannot be grasped sound without concepts of orderadl life. | maintain that established and
empirically accessible concepts such as netwonistitutions, organizations, social fields, or
systems are better suited for the task than fuptipms of assemblages or arrangements.

Therefore, in juxtaposition with established pectpes on the social and cultural consti-
tution of emotion, affect yields analytical bengfit that it goes beyond categorical, episodic,
and culturally labeled notions of evaluative fegnThis is not to say that emotions are unim-
portant. On the contrary: Affect, as conceptualibetk, is one of the building blocks of emo-
tions and emotions can indeed be understood agralljt classified, contextualized, and la-
beled affect. Affect in some sense constitutesrdng material” of an emotion, although | hold
that it is not as “raw” as some authors suggest.affact, because it is best conceived of as a
ubiquitous and constantly shifting bodily mode extthan an emotional episode, considerably
advances our understanding of various social faongatnd the actors and objects constituting
these formations, from networks comprising humarsreon-humans, small groups and com-
munities to nation state societies and from dynantgractions in face-to-face encounters to
longer lasting and mediatized attachments.

Last but not least, theorizing in cultural studgesften highly abstract and it has remained
opaque to many how the different concepts invoivethese theories can be operationalized
for research. The understanding of affect propasdte present paper should be fruitful to
empirical research because it is in many ways aghmot entirely — compatible with the meth-

odological tools used in sociology and social psyatyy.
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Notes

' | am not saying that this is an exhaustive clasgibn and that there are potentially
no other types of relations. But these two willtdallustrate the role of affect.

" This in some way reflects Barad’s (2007) concémta-action.
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