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Affect 

Silvia Schultermandl (University of Münster) 

 

Affect describes culturally situated and socially constructed emotional reactions. 

Affect circulates through cultural narratives that contribute to the “construction 

of normalization” (Clough 19). For instance, feelings such as rage, shame, fear, 

love, pride, to name but a few, are not only psychological or cognitive reactions, but 

they originate in cultural narratives and assumptions that suggest what causes 

fear, what is considered shameful, which love is acceptable, and what are 

appropriate forms of expressing pride, etc. Raymond Williams therefore introduced 

the notion of “structures of feeling” (128) to indicate the social dimensions of 

emotions and to suggest that they are not merely individual affective reactions but 

that they resonate with underlying assumptions of normative orders. Similarly, 

Ann Cvetkovich defines affect through the concept of “public feelings,” which are 

collective emotional reactions to individual experiences of precarity, 

discrimination, and oppression. In this vein, Sara Ahmed proposes that emotions 

play an important role in the cultural politics of media representations, especially 

in the construction of binarities between us and them, national and foreigner, 

belonging and threat. For Ahmed, the politics of emotions require attention to how 

emotions circulate and what kinds of public discourses they shape (4).  

 

Representation of migration across media also relies on the circulation of affect to 

engender a certain understanding of the effects of mass-migration. As Sara Ahmed 

has pointed out, the construction of immigrant groups as a threat to national 

security in the UK employs both the notion of patriotic love of England and a 

xenophobic concern for England’s national well-being, including its culture, its 

economy, and its civil rights. This love for England, Ahmed argues, operates at the 

same time as a hatred against immigrant groups (2). In the nationalist logic that 

Ahmed critiques, images and descriptions of immigrant communities contain 

national anxieties about cultural changes. Similarly, the representation of the so-

called refugee crisis in Finland was rife with exaggerated construction of 
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otherness: “By varying visual rhetorical strategies – massification, vilification, 

infantilization, marginalization, or aestheticization – the refugee is depicted as an 

ambivalent figure: a body-in-need, a helpless child, or a dangerous other” 

(Matikainen and Sakki 238), thus proving that “neither stories nor images are 

neutral or objective” (ibid. 236).  

 

Conversely, affects also have the capacity to establish a sense of relationality 

across borders. In Taking Children: A History of American Terror, Laura Briggs 

argues that depictions of the deportation of young children at the hands of the US 

government often focus on the bodily expressions of grief, desperation, and sorrow 

that the children’s mothers emote (9). This, according to Briggs, may give 

audiences of news coverage a sense of the level of inhumanity practiced at the US-

Mexico border. This form of representation borrows from the tropes of sentimental 

storytelling of 19th-century slave narratives, which also centered on the 

traumatizing experiences of family separation (cf. Paul). As a public feeling, 

sentimentalism was designed to motivate white audiences to become politically 

active against slavery, appealing to their sense of ethics, by confronting them with 

the brutal consequences of slavery in the lives of individuals and families.  

 

In video games and virtual reality artistic installations, the affective experience of 

the precarity so common to refugee lives is often made tangible through forms of 

immersion, the simulated first-hand experience of stressful, overwhelming, 

dangerous, and sometimes futile situations. Alejandro González Iñárritu's virtual 

reality installation Carne y Arena, for instance, simulates the experience of a 

border crossing through the hostile terrain of the Sonoran Desert. As Rebecca C. 

Adelman argues, this installation facilitates a form of affective experience best 

described as “immiseration” to denote the “immersive encounter with misery” 

(1106), which the virtual reality experience affords. Similarly, Lisa Nakamura has 

argued that virtual reality films, such as Chris Milk’s Clouds Over Sidra (2015), 

are often used to offer audiences a direct insight into the precarious living 

conditions from which refugees seek to escape, thereby possibly functioning as 
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“empathy machine[s]” (48). Both Adelman and Nakamura raise important issues 

about the ethics of such role play that creates spectacles out of migrant lives which 

privileged audiences may experience. Whether these VR experiences actually 

create empathy is unclear, but, as both Adelman and Nakamura contend, their 

storytelling techniques sometimes rely heavily on racist stereotype (for dramatic 

effect).  

 

Media generally do not radically alter audience’s pre-existing opinions. 

Nevertheless, media do contribute to public debates, for instance about migration, 

diversity, and demographic change. In this sense, the affective dimensions of media 

can contribute to these debates to the same extent. As Claudia Breger argues with 

reference to European film, “the negative intensities haunting contemporary 

public spheres will not be conquered by appeals to reason alone” (3). Breger argues 

that film and other forms of art “encourage us to see, hear, feel, and think again 

about present, past, and future forms of affective belonging” (5). It is in this sense 

that media contribute to the circulation of affect and partake themselves in the 

“affective relationships which emerge from gatherings of people” (Schultermandl 

and Cvetkovich 77). 
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