
 

 

An exercise in affects 
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The most beautiful thing is to live on the edges, at the limit of her / his own power of being 

affected, on the condition that this be the joyful limit since there is the limit of joy and the 

limit of sadness (...)
1
  

 

What is power, what is the relationship between power and art? To be more precise the 

question should be asked differently: “How is it [power] practiced?”
2
 This is undoubtedly a 

difficult if not impossible question. By it we do not mean some kind of representation of 

power (“power does not pass through forms”
3
) nor the notion of power as a solely aesthetic 

experience. Neither is power interpreted as a system of certain relations that call its internal 

operations into being, as for example museums’ legitimation to produce what they name 

(works of art), making rules establishing what is meaningful, who has the authority to decide, 

privilege to speak, and so on. Instead we are interested in something else. Power, as will be 

emphasized in the continuation of this text, is understood as a relation between forces, “a set 

of actions upon other actions”; in other words, an exercise in affects.  

 

Therefore attention should be turned to Spinoza, for whom the question of power was not a 

question of moral norms but above all a question of ethics. Let us then begin our investigation 

on the relationship between power and art with the moment Spinoza asks in his Ethics: “What 

can a body do?”
4
 Not only does he break the spell of the power of the soul over the body with 

this question (for him, the mind and the body are “one and the same thing”) but emphasizes 

that if we are to understand power, we must above all understand what a body is capable of, 

we must discover its internal structures – or put differently “its degree of power”. Ethics is 

therefore considered an issue of becoming active. But there is a crucial moment in 

understanding this position and that is when Spinoza turns towards understanding the power 

to act as a power to be affected: “What a body can do is the nature and the limits of its power 

to be affected.”
5
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Even though Spinoza's philosophical universe is not in tune with many contemporary 

philosophical schools (it has been often said that there is always a new Spinoza to be 

discovered, or that “Spinoza is an anomaly”), his postulates and propositions, especially 

through the writings of Deleuze, can bring us new insights into an understanding of where and 

what the points of connection between art and power are. The power of art, in the traditional 

sense, is understood as the power of emotions. But an emotion is not an affect. When affects 

(or better, their excesses) are delimited or captured the (relevant) bodies become fixed and so 

subjectivity and transcendence emerge
6
; subsequently affects are converted into emotions as 

their residue. Deleuze and Guattari consider this transformation of affect into emotion a 

political issue, a “politics of affect”.  

 

It should be noted that there have been many different interpretations of the relationship 

between affects and art; Greenberg, for example, understood affects as kitsch, as a “shortcut 

to the pleasures of art that detours what is necessarily difficult in genuine art”
7
 and where 

affects distinguish an ignorant observer and an uncultivated spectator who, above all, 

appreciates plastic qualities or a “reflected effect.” Jameson, on the other hand, saw the 

“waning” of affects in the postmodern era where intensities are “free-floating and 

impersonal”; in other words, in the postmodern world the affects have more or less vanished. 

But these authors, it seems, recognize affects as a kind of extension, modification of the 

“vividly recognizable” representation, or even as a fixed structure of experience (emotion), 

which is, as Massumi pointed out, “from that point onward defined as personal.”
8
 But affects 

are pre-personal; they always precede thought and cannot be owned. It is then impossible to 

“imagine” affects without first breaking the hegemonic conceptions of art, starting with 

representation, knowledge and meaning, therefore thinking art beyond representation and of a 

different “asignifying register.”
9
 This is not to say that affects are always bringing change 

towards something better (some kind of liberation); on the contrary, affects can bring change 

something for the worse as well (for example, affects as they relate to totalitarianism and that 

affects can, to some degree, be “orchestrated” etc.).  
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Art, as we have learned through various narratives and concepts (and here the distinction 

between Western or non-Western narratives plays a small role), has to do with history. More 

importantly art, as we know it through various forms, is already part of the past, and it is, to 

put it plainly, of the identifiable and formalized affects that become as such through numerous 

encounters with different bodies, objects, ideas, institutions etc. Both the State and the 

Institution fear the unknown affects, because these affects threaten the established order and, 

for that matter, anything that is fixed (identity), confined (aesthetics) and taken for granted 

(representation). For Agamben, the Museum is not just a physical place with collections and 

exhibitions, but “the separate dimension to which what once - but is no longer - felt as true 

and decisive has moved”
10

, with other words, the museum functions as a space that used to be 

reserved for a Temple. But something, a force, always escapes this confinement and that is 

where the encounters between art and “other bodies” should be investigated. Susan Buck-

Morrs has proposed the idea of somatic knowledge
11

, which she understands as a way the 

body senses reality in an animalistic or biological sense. For her this kind of aesthetics is a 

body's form of critical cognition, a knowledge that can be trusted politically, because it cannot 

be instrumentalized. And if we think of art as a “bloc of affects and percepts”, then art = affect 

is like an electrical shock, which always happens as “event” and only at “this” very moment. 

Affects are therefore a force in-time but this does not mean that all the traces of previous 

experiences are gone; on the contrary, they can be reactivated in different relations as an 

affective memory within the bodies or as a recovery of the intensities. Similarly Massumi has 

put it: “[this kind of memory] might not be acted out. (...) On the other hand, it might well 

catapult you directly into action.”
12

 

 

 

The following registers have molded our exercise in affects: 

 

1. Artists invent new affects. An affect precedes an idea and is therefore a non-

representational mode of thought. “Affects can be, and are, attached to things, people, 

ideas, sensations, relations, activities, ambitions, institutions, and any number of other 
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things, including other affects.”
13

 Artists live the affect; for example
14

 Gerhardt Richter 

becomes-grey in Grau, Marina Abramović becomes-object in Rhythm 0, Mladen 

Stilinović becomes-pain in Pain game.  

  

2. The first and lowest kind of knowledge (or even “ignorance”) that determines the affects 

is, according to Spinoza, affection-ideas or chance encounters with other bodies. They are 

also called inadequate ideas, because they are separated from their cause, therefore we 

know nothing about the bodies or about the relationship between them. 

 

3. Affections are also known as passions and are determined by two affects: joy, which 

increases the power of acting, and sadness, which decreases this power.  

 

4. The negative affection, or an encounter with a body which mixes badly with our own, is 

called a “sad passion”. Sad passion, according to Deleuze, is “any encounter I have with 

the body that does not agree with my nature.”
15

 Subsequently our (my) power to act is 

diminished.  

 

5. In order to becoming-active and to increase our power to act, something agreeable must be 

recognized between the bodies, a certain affirmation, which is called a “joyful passion.”
 

Clarice Lispector put it precisely thus:  

 

       Everything in the world began with a yes. One molecule said yes to another molecule   

       and life was born
16

. 

 

6. Joyful passions are the next step towards increasing the power of action. But this power 

(potential) does not come from the external cause as a spontaneous encounter between 

two bodies as was the case with the first kind of knowledge; instead it comes from the 

inside, as a “cause of our own affects”. It means that we begin to ask what, why and how 

is that my body agrees with the other affective body; or put another way, what can my 

body actually do, what is it that is common between my body and another body, what is 
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the “meaning” of the encounter? This is the second kind of knowledge, which is also 

called notion-ideas. Alain Badiou said that with Spinoza (...)  

 

      (...) we learn that we have to act, not within the violent disorder of the chaos, but within 

      the cold quietness of the stars, because in the most radical action, we have to persist in 

      the most important positive emotion, positive affect (...)
17

   

 

7. There are no unhappy creations in art (Nietzsche: “the tragic hero is happy”). The question 

is: how is it joy is so often transformed into sadness? This is the point of Mladen 

Stilinović work Dictionary - Pain, where he adds to all the words in the dictionary the 

word pain: art - pain, capitalism - pain, communism - pain, comic - pain…the things, 

people, ideas, sensations, relations, activities, ambitions, institutions, etc. that affects the 

artist in a sad way. Sad passions, Spinoza reminds us, are always necessary for the 

exercise of power, to keep the status quo of the Institution, of the State intact. That is why 

people who have power (potestas) always affect us in a sad way. Pasolini understood this 

very well when in his 1963 film Rage (La Rabia) he repeated the following lines like a 

mantra: 

 

       If you don’t cry “Long live liberty!” with laughter, You don’t cry “Long live liberty!”  

       If you don’t cry “Long live liberty!” with love, You don’t cry “Long live liberty!”  

 

8. The third kind of knowledge, according to Spinoza, is essence-ideas or intuition, which 

happens when we “enter into a direct vision.”
18

  

 

Now to some examples, and to the Museum of Affects
19

. The name of the exhibition is clearly 

an oxymoron. And, for that matter, a paradox. Generating paradox is, as in Massumi, a good 

way of breaking the stratified signification and of integrating movement
20

 into the everyday 

and its every detail, to open up the rigid and the stale by setting the systems into motion. 

Museums cannot “store” affects the way they store objects but their task remains, 

nevertheless, to preserve all that which makes art art. And art, as we know, is made of affects. 
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On the other hand, a museum itself is an affective body too, which to some extent defines and 

“orchestrates” other bodies (things, objects, ideas, other affects etc). But the museum's power 

lies, above all, in understanding its limits of being affected, however paradoxical this might 

sound. In a strangely familiar way Ismail Kadare in his novel The Palace of Dreams writes 

about the place where all the dreams of all the citizens of an empire are interpreted, classified, 

and stored, and where dangerous, or so-called master-dreams that might affect the stability of 

the empire, are sought out – similarly, what museums do with affects.  

 

Roland Barthes in I like, I don’t like makes a long list of things, sensations, books, music, 

food etc. that he likes and does not like. He, for example, likes cinnamon, realistic novels and 

the Marx Brothers, and dislikes strawberries, Miró, fidelity and so on. But even though these 

lists are of no importance to anyone and are apparently without any (particular) meaning, they 

also mean: “My body is not the same as yours.”
21

 Barthes writes that it is here where the 

bodily enigma and the intimidation of the body begin. Similarly to Barthes observations, also 

in art the most common encounters are chance encounters, affections or passions where we 

learn nothing and where our bodies are at rest. Some of these affections are sad and some are 

joyful. Only joyful affections can shift the potentials of the body and in the body and this 

transition is about a body becoming something else, it is about bodies in movement, since it is 

only then that we are in “possession” of our power of acting. But it should be emphasized that 

the affect of joy is not analogous to the emotions of happiness, pleasure, or even beauty. 

Instead, joy comes from a completely different register, that of the process of having an idea 

of something that can trigger an emotion; for instance, there is an idea that causes joy, and not 

a process of feeling.
22

 

 

The questions of how not to be separated from our power of acting and how to produce 

adequate ideas then become both methodological and political questions, which concern not 

only individual forces but also collective bodies forming common notions or common 

relations between bodies (it is a knowledge by causes rather than by sensory effects). For 

example, if there is a resonance between art and “resistant corporealities”, art can eventually 

become a resource for revolution. At the most powerful, at the point of conversion, these 

kinds of resonances can become so “overwhelming and bodily that they defy 
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representation.”
23

 We could then even say that the dream of any art is in finding for itself a 

receptive “multitude.”  

 

However, there is a difference in the way bodies were affected, for example by Tomislav 

Gotovac, when he cleaned the streets of Zagreb in 1981, and by the residue of that event, a 

pile of garbage, now at the exhibition; or another event from the same year where Gotovac 

walked naked in downtown Zagreb. This event was an unmediated experience, but only until 

its affects were recognized as “signifying gestures”, perceived as a threat to the order of the 

State (after 7 minutes Gotovac was arrested by the police). Now, what are the prospects of 

affects in the “zone” of a museum? Museum, as any Institution, attempts to prevent the 

appearance of uncontrolled affects. There are, however, exceptions. Well known is the 

performance Rhythm 0 by Marina Abramović from 1974, where she offered herself to the 

public in a gallery as a passive object during which the public could do anything they wanted 

to her. Abramović purposely exceeded her power of being affected to such an extreme that 

after the performance was over the public could not bear to face the artist any longer. What 

happened was that the “threshold of intensity” had been crossed and subsequently a difficult 

encounter transpired.  

 

Otherwise, however, apart from those extreme cases, it cannot be said that experiences of  

“performances” affect another body to a larger extent than a still image or an object in a 

museum, for this would bring us back into the field of representation and emotion, but that 

intensities and reference points of such events are not the same for everyone. What is sad for 

one might be joyful for another. What passes as a chance encounter for one might be the 

beginning of an action for another. However, these experiences also leave traces within the 

bodies, a sort of affective memory, which can be activated in other encounters and actions. 

All this only goes to prove that a work of art is itself a little machine, to paraphrase Deleuze 

and Guattari, and the questions to be answered are: With what other things / bodies / machines 

it (the artwork) does or does not transmit intensities? How? Where are the limits of these 

intensities?  
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Only to come now to the point where we realize that art's most important task is to combat 

sadness. And this is the practical project of Spinoza for today. Sadness as understood in a 

political sense – not in a vague sense, as Deleuze reminds us, but in a rigorous sense. The 

affects of sadness defeated, so (our) life is not dominated or overwhelmed, in the language of 

Pasolini, by discontent, anguish and fear. As we already know, power in art is the 

transforming of passions and chance encounters into actions, into potential to act, and towards 

the understanding of the relations between bodies and the causes of this relations, while 

forming common notions and resonances, only to arrive at the zone where art becomes a 

“liberation that explodes everything, first and foremost the tragic.”
24

 So we no longer 

encounter pain in Mladen Stilinović's Pain but embark on a flight denouncing this sadness 

instead, “taking as a local point of departure joy, on the condition that we feel it truly 

concerns us. On that point one forms the common notion, on that point one tries to win 

locally, to open up this joy.”
25

 And when we then pass into the domain of adequate ideas, then 

we pass into the knowledge of causes. We begin to understand sadness, and when this 

happens we are not severed from our power to act anymore, because now we know the limits 

of our power to be affected. This is the liberation both Spinoza and Deleuze are talking about. 

And finally, only with profound and versatile knowledge and an intuitive access to 

understanding, do we come close to the third and highest kind of knowledge – pure intensity. 

 

 

 

This text was published in the L'Internationale - Post-War Avant-Gardes between 1957 and 

1986, published by JRP Ringier. 
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