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Seeing red. On the Aesthetico-Political Value ofd@matic Affects

(Image 1) In his paper “Fear (The Spectrum SaiBjfan Massumi talks about the
Bush administration and its colour-alert-systemeblasn the use of a five colours
spectrum, from blue-green to yellow-orange-redntiicate the terrorist threat level.
In the essay, Massumi argues: “The system addreéksegubpulation immediately, at
a presubjective level: at the level of bodily psgdisition or tendency — action in its
nascent state. A color shift would trip each bodigadencies into an unfolding
through which its predispositions would regain daieate form in particular actions
attuned to a changed situation. Each body’s indadity performed itself, reflexively
(that is to say, nonreflectively) in an immediatgwous response.” (p.33) (slide) Red
= alarm.

| would like to start from this quote, to highlighiie fact that, with the former
President’'s administration, America (and the whelerld) was faced with a
government that knew how to impact directly on tleevous system, and that, among
other things, had learnt an incredibly subtle useaor. Needing to maintain a
continuous state of alarm, that government hachtetar efficaciously modulate the
chromatic scale between the yellow-orange-red tousig these tones to instill a
sense of fear.

(Image 2) In November 2008, the situation seemsdwe totally changed: the
affective tone has shifted its emotional connotetjdhe alarm state of fear replaced
by the joyous suspension of hope. The technigesigh, and even the ‘suspended
tones’, have not changed: for a government nowerdrof the population’s sacrifice
(blood and tears have been requested by Obamave the financial crisis), hope
corresponds to the other side of the emotionaltspec Hope rather than fear, we
should think it is much better now. (slide) Nowd rmeans hope. And in fact it is
better, apart from one consideration: the fact g@ater still seems to work in the
same way, the same virtual suspension of discernimeaquested, but now under the
guise of a happy confidence that should allow pedpl work hard but without
renouncing (at least for a while) to smile. So, are faced now with a different
emotional connotation, but with the same modalityinbervening on the level of
affectivity, on that instantaneous suspension betwstimulus and reaction, on
‘activation’ in itself (rather than on activities acts). Once again, habituation is the
main modular operator to play with: the constamspnce of hope and happiness is
intercalated by disquieting feelings of insecuatyd fear, in the same way in which
previously fear was skillfully modulated throughetbrange-yellow oscillation of the
chromo-affective scale. (Image 3) And once agdie, importance of colour and
chromatic tones for the affective modulations ofvpo (as we have seen from the
many artistic or simply documentary images depgc@bama’s triumph everywhere,
online, on walls, on t-shirts, placards and flag§ppearing now as the colour of
strength, vitality, hope, and coupled with a qugndf other bright tones, red is still
there. (Image 4) The ‘virtual’ potential or, we tbwalso say, the ‘persistence’ of
colour throughout the variation of its semiotic notations, becomes apparent when,
in May 2009, a British right-wing tabloid invokea &merican left-liberal politician
to get people voting for their candidate of choidpping off Shepard Fairey’s
“Obama Hope” poster from the US elections. “It'ther a brilliant parody”, a blogger
argued, “of Britain’s self-deprecating view of itswvn elections and politicians



compared to America’'s bombastic presidential batiteit's a cringe-worthy effect
that’s crying out for parody.” (Image 5,6,7,8) Eeldoby tens of parodistic remakes,
the “Camobama” icon constitutes an informational palitical non-sense. But in fact
(slide), oscillating between self-deprecation aadody, the only element that again
seems to persist and retain its affective senseolsur: as if to affirm its own
apolitical force supra-partes, red is still theflenages 9,10,11) It can also be easily
noted how the same colour still resonates with gsagf other times, when the
serigraphic process was cmbined with particulaotatisms in order to transform a
face into an iconic symbol of alternatively positior negative value. (slide) A
chromatic association, in this case, becomes theatative link that connects our old
to our new heroes. The red, this time, acts asaneaagent of temporal association,
and induces us to remember.

But let's come back to the present. (Images 124)3l4 times of financial crisis,
when colour has been used as an alarm indicatstatistical diagrams and all kinds
of economic analysis instruments, the red (thietimtended as wine) as been even
deployed as an invitation to toast and forget alines. Financial diagrams (often
with a hint of red) are in fact increasingly becampart of our economic and socio-
political imaginary. The use of colour for the tsamssion of significant (economic,
social etc.) information has become particularlievant, today, in the design of
information management and data visualization syst€lmage 15) Already in 1998
Martin Wattenberg, then a graphic designer at tlaganineSmartMoney in New
York, had the idea to create a “Map of the Markatthe form of a grid. The grid
used the day’s closing share price to show mora 8G0 companies arranged by
sector. Shades of green or red indicated whettstage had risen or fallen and by
how much, showing the activity in every sector leé market. It was an instant hit,
The Economist comments, and brought the nasceldt diedata visualisation to a
mainstream audience. At the same time, it erodedligar demarcating line between
information vsualization and art. (slide) The udecolor indicated in this case a
deployment of chromatic difference to make visisleat cannot be directly grasped
by the human senses. “Visualisation deals withitheman scale of the information
and the need to present it at the very human sufalehat the eye can see,” Mr
Wattenberg says. The rationale behind this chransétategy is, in fact, that the brain
finds it easier to process information presentednazegye, rather than as words or
numbers. It would be possible, at this point, tovsla myriad of other examples from
the field of information and the news, exampleshaf many ways in which colour is
used as a sensorial, suggestive tool of informatmhcommunication.
http://sanfrancisco.crimespotting.org/#dtend=2056t0T23:59:59-
07:00&lat=37.760&zoom=13&types=AA,Mu,Ro,SA,.DP,Na,R”AI, Th,VT,Va,Bu,Ar
&lon=-122.438&hours=0-23&dtstart=2010-05-04T23:538%/:00
http://www.wefeelfine.org/

In all these examples, colour becomes a tool aérclsignificant and efficacious
communication, a transmitter of meaning and a pawérgger of actions, feelings,
thoughts.

Faced with this situation, with the significant (@ignifying’) use of colour by
technological apparatuses of information and spoailiical control, faced with the
subtle affective force of power and its capacityniiuce us to feel, think, or even act,
through the immediate stimulation of our chromagasibility, the question to ask is
not so much what to do or think or feel in orderdsist, and even less a question of



thinking or not thinking, feeling or not feelingrét, because I do not know if it could
be possible to even imagine a state of total netifig and non-thinking, but also
because the apparent suspension of feeling andythos something that official
politics already seems to request from us at tinfiege think of how we are asked to
forget everyday images of violence, abominatiomneenic disparity. Towards these
issues, re-habituation, rather than activationinset® be the key word). At this point,
| would like to connect to Andrew Murphie’s argunheabout the importance of
inertia: the tendency of bodies to resist (rath®ant favour) change in motion.
Governmental politics and information systems of ocapitalist societies often use
perceptual strategies to work on the in-betweeactifation, on re-activity itself: the
‘opposing strategy’, let’'s say so, would therefoegtainly not lie in the question of if,
and how, to re-act. The inertial force of equagstith, but of opposite direction, that
could counterbalance this affective politics, cafyde an opposite force exercised in
the moment of activation itself, when fear is nedrf yet, and hope is not hope, when
the information has not been ‘processed’ and tly l®just ready to run or jump, or
to start crying for a financial crack. (Red) In thrmoment, a colour has not been
transferred to any meaningful content; red is @at, rand it simply strikes as an event.
In order to describe the chromatic impact of cdkyoure potential on the body’s
system of habitual actions and thoughts, we carteqiassumi again: “System.
Routine. At a certain conjuncture, the unfolding tbé physical system’s line of
actions interrupts. The system momentarily suspetsif. It has not become
inactive. It is in ferment. It has gone ‘criticalThis ‘chaotic’ interlude is not the
simple absence of order. It is in fact a super-@destate. In chaos theory, it is
conceived as the co-presence of all possible ghthsystem may take: their physical
inclusion in one another.” (Event Horizon) Hit bglaur, the body’s system reaches a
state of chaotic criticality, a state in which naitip alternative possibilities (to run
away in fear or to jJump with joy), are fused or keat into a singular potential. The
system does not act or react according to physasas of cause and effect, but
critically feeling the affectivity of force and domging that feeling. The contrasting
force would therefore correspond, | think, to algngation of activation in itself or,
we might also say, contemplation.

In the moment of activation, affect is registeredthe body as ‘sensation’. Over-
simplifying, we can say that affective suspensiontinues in the body as a sensation.
In “The Evolutionary Alchemy of Reason”, Massumikg about sensation as
something “inaccessible to active extension andesyatic thinking-out, (...)", an
excessive and abstract dimension infolding everggmion. On the same level of
abstraction, we find thought: the unfolding of pb#gies always interconnected with
sensation. Not a simple substitution, or doubliofyperception, but a moment of
indistinguishability between sensation and thoughtother words, sensation and
thought constitute a sort of abstract continuunoldiig alongside perception. The
concreteness of the world (perceptions and actmmsystematic thoughts) appears in
the encounter between the two: the ‘generationthef concrete happening at the
intersection of two abstractions. Aesthetics andséaest, art, work on this sensation-
thought continuum. Art, aesthetics, a differentssnty to colours, in other words,
appear like a more creative reply to governmerftattve politics: not what to do, or
think, or feel, but how to exercise these facultagether and at their ‘nth’ power. To
paraphrase Stelarc’s recurring expression: IMAGINBagine what could have
happened, if rather than simply react in alarm padic, to the red-orange-yellow
system, people would just aesthetically contempthtese colours. It is a bit like that



perceptual ‘training’ of which Whitehead talks, wahiee mentions artists as the ones
who know how to move between the productive ‘caists’ of causal efficacy and
the sterile nuances of ‘presentational immediacy’.

But more often than not, we are not, or do not eH&ke, artists. So what do we
usually do? (Chair) Instead of imagining or conté&tipg, we just look and see.
According to Whitehead, “We look up and see a ac@dwshape in front of us, and we
say, - there is a chair. But what we have seeheisrtere coloured shape. Perhaps an
artist might not have jumped to the notion of aichde might have stopped at the
mere contemplation of a beautiful colour and a bdishape. But those of us who
are not artists are very prone, especially if we ted, to pass straight from the
perception of the coloured shape to the enjoymétiteochair, in some way of use, or
of emotion, or of thought.” (3) Although of an apgatly more complex nature, the
mental activity required to symbolically pass frdne coloured shape to the chair is
like a sort of ‘inferior’ operation, compared toettmore sophisticated capacity to
chromatically and aesthetically appreciate the rch@ne reason to think this,
Whitehead continues, “is that my friend the artistho kept himself to the
contemplation of colour, shape and position, waerg highly trained man, and had
acquired this facility of ignoring the chair at tleest of great labour. ... Another
reason for scepticism is that if we had been acemied by a puppy dog, in addition
to the artist, the dog would have acted immediabelythe hypothesis of a chair and
would have jumped onto it by way of using it ashsukgain, if the dog had refrained
from such action, it would have been because itavagll-trained dog. Therefore the
transition from a coloured shape to the notionrobhject which can be used for all
sorts of purposes which have nothing to do wittbegl seems to be a very natural
one; and we — men and puppy dogs — require carefaing if we are to refrain from
acting upon it.” (4) The symbolic association ofatmed shapes with other elements
of experience has a direct influence on our actiomhicing us to sit rather than pause
for a moment and see colour. At the same time, &Wb#id notes, symbolic
associations can often be erroneous and, like kisgtagated play of mirrors, they can
totally deceive us. The political importance of testhetic and of aesthetical training,
in order to escape the deceitful capture of théoaekaction, or of the object-
meaning symbolic circuit, is very concrete and @ij@s Whitehead also highlighted
in an essay on “The Aims of Education.” Art, in etlwords, as the most efficacious
weapon to save us from all deceptions.

Paraphrasing Gabriel Tarde, Maurizio Lazzaratoarplhow art is in fact not only a
form of contemplation but also of invention, anentive tendency that comprises all
activities of imagination and intellect. Art, inh&r words, satisfies the need for
inventive expression, or expressive invention, lirfields and in all aspects of life.
Again: imagine what would happen, if the discerntredrvalues, of what is important
and what is not, of what is scary or encouragimg, \&hat is not, could be re-thought
and re-invented, rather than simply re-acted upte. aesthetic sense of colours, for
example, taken out of their ‘content-based’ siguaifit values (fear, hope, and other
humanly emotional connotations) and contemplatethe&ir purely qualitative value.
That could be a change. (Oxygen in the air) The wafl art to foster a different
perception of things, | think, is to be thoughttie context of both global and local
politics, as the infiltration of a political aestlos in life: what if people thought less
about the threatening invasion of foreigners anought-sensed more about the
subtraction of transparency and oxygen from theoaprhere, and then from questions



of oxygen and air to questions of green and gasjeces etc. The aesthetic (as
governmental politics and capitalist economies kvany well) is able to act on the
forces that determine what the needs of a societylsy establishing an accord of
individual desires and by unifying those desire® ibundles. Through art, in other
words, sensations (the non-communicable, becaungelar and vague) can become
socially connected. A discipline of sensitivity aimdagination opposing itself to the
political discipline of already actualized feelingsd thoughts. Art is today present in
most aspects of the information and creative irrthsst At the same time, in every
form of social collaboration, the ‘disciplined’ smnof political aesthetics can also be
deployed as an increased attention for the torfes, silences, the breaks and
continuities, the ruptures and fluidities of a cersation, rather than just relying on its
signified content: as if ideas and sensations waddverse among each other,
through subjectivities. Taking collaborations ireithaesthetic value, rather than
simply forcing them into the net of an impossildéat communication based on the
semantic and subjective content of words, seentg tthe most significant political
strategy for us now.



