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Affective Media  
Regulation: Or, How to 
Counter the Blackboxing 
of Emotional Life

Bernd Bösel

  AFFECTIVE MEDIA  

This contribution argues that with the emergence 
of affective media, affect or emotion regulation is 
undergoing a decisive transformation, because it is 
increasingly facilitated by automated systems that 
process users’ affect expressions and encourage 
certain behaviors to maximize their happiness. It 
further develops the notion that affective media 
regulation itself demands regulations in a legal and 
sociopolitical sense. This argument is developed 
in four stages. (1) A brief overview of the terms 
“affect regulation“ (Norbert Elias) and “emotion 
regulation“ (Allan Schore; James Gross) in sociology 
and psychology provides some insight into the 
increasing centrality of these concepts and their 
position within the Foucauldian genealogy of the 
“security principle“ (Frédéric Gros). (2) The term 
“affective media“ is defined with recourse to 

  PSYCHOPOWER  



52 Affective Transformations

Kittlerian/Winklerian media theory as pertaining 
to affect-responsive media, or media capable of 
processing affect. (3) The near-total reliance of 
present affective computing applications on Paul 
Ekman’s contested, if not outright refuted, theory 
of universal basic emotions leads to some serious 
doubts about its possible effects on users and their 
“emotional granularity“ (Lisa Feldman Barrett).  
(4) Picking up on arguments made by critical 
algorithm studies, Shoshana Zuboff’s critique of 
“surveillance capitalism,“ and legal scholars’ fight 
for a “right to reasonable inference“ by automated 
systems (Sandra Wachter and Brent Mittelstadt), a 
wide-ranging discussion of the dangers and pitfalls 
of blackboxing emotional life through affective 
media is encouraged.

1. Affect Regulation
Thetitleofthiscontributioncombinestwoconceptsthatforheuristic
reasonsdemandsomeseparateconsiderations:“affectregulation“and
“affectivemedia.“Thissectionwillstartwithabriefoverviewoftheterms
“affectregulation“and“emotionregulation,“whichhavebeenusedin
sociologyandpsychologyforsomedecadesnowandrefertoanindividu-
al’scapacitytoself-regulateaffectsoremotions,followingtheassumption
thatsomeaffectiveepisodesasubjectmightexperiencenecessitatea
decreaseoftheirpsychophysicaleffects,whilesomesocialsituations
demandanincreaseofemotionalexpressivityandintensity.1

Inthe1930s,theGermansociologistNorbertEliasestablishedthe
hypothesis that The Civilizing Process largely depends on the progressional 
strengtheningofindividuals’capacitiesofaffectregulation.Accordingto

1 Thequestionofhowaterminologicaldifferencebetweenaffectsandemotionsmight
bearticulatedwillbeaddressedinsection3,“AffectiveDifference.”
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him,“asthesocialfabricgrowsmoreintricate,thesociogenicapparatus
ofindividualself-controlalsobecomesmoredifferentiated,moreall-
roundandmorestable“(Elias2000,369).Constraintsfromtheoutsideare
replacedbyinternalconstraintsinanongoingprocessofsubjectification.
InWesternsociety,the“webofactionsgrowssocomplexandextensive,
theefforttobehave‘correctly‘withinitbecomessogreat,thatbeside
theindividual’sconsciousself-controlanautomatic,blindlyfunctioning
apparatusofself-controlisfirmlyestablished“(367f.).Onehistorically
decisivestepwithinthisongoingprocesswas,accordingtoElias,the
monopolizationofphysicalforce.Bytransferringtherighttoexertforce
tothestate,citizenswerepressuredtodevelophabitsandroutinesthat
wouldholdtheirmoreviolentdesiresandurgesatbay.Sociogenesisthus
goeshandinhandwithpsychogenesis,themodelingorpatterningofthe
psychicapparatus,2whichrequiresanever“higherdegreeofautomaticity“
(369).

Themetaphorofan“apparatus“ismostprobablyowedtotheinfluenceof
SigmundFreud,whoseterminologyoneencountersfrequentlyoverthe
courseofthetext.3ButapartfromhisclearnodtoFreudandthepsycho-
analyticalnotionofunconsciousdefensemechanisms,thewaythatElias
presentshissocio-andpsychogenetictheorypointstowardanongoing
technologizationofaffectregulationaswell.Notonlydoesherelyheavily
oncomparisonsofpsychiclifeinafunctionallyhighlydifferentiatedsociety
withthedangersandpitfallsofpartakinginamodern,urbantrafficsystem
(368),heevenresortstoastrikingmetaphorwhenheassertsthat“as
theconveyerbeltsrunningthroughtheirexistencegrowlongerandmore
complex,individualslearntocontrolthemselvesmoresteadily;theyare
nowlessaprisoneroftheirpassionsthanbefore“(374).Thisimageofa
technicaldeviceassomethingthatpervadesmodernhumanlife,4 and in 
doingsogivestheindividualcapacityforself-controlacleardirection,

2 ThisisastrongparalleltoGilbertSimondon’sconceptof“psychicandcollective
individuation“(seeCombes2013,25–30).ForacomparisonbetweenElias’,Freud’s,
Weber’s,andAdorno’srespectivesolutionsofhowtocrossthe“psycho-social
divide,“seeCavalletto(2007).

3 ForacomparisonofFreud’sCivilization and Its DiscontentsandElias’The Civilizing 
Process,includingsomeheavycriticismoftheirrespectivespeculations,seeRedner
(2015).

4 Theconveyorbeltwasinventedinthelate19thcentury,butonlywithHenryFord’s
introductionoftheconveyor-beltassemblylinein1913wasaturningpointfor
industrialproductionreached.CharlieChaplin’siconicdepictionoftheindustrial
workerwhosemovementsandperceptionsgetentirelyreprogrammedbysuch
anapparatus(inModern Times,1936)isoneofthestrongestcommentariesonthe
purportedneutralityoftechnology.ItisconceivablethatEliassawthatmovieand
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showsthatEliaswasacknowledgingtechnologyasarealmthatinfluences
andtransformspsychologicalmechanisms(moreover,themetaphor
“mechanism“thathadbeenusedtodescribepsychologicalprocesses
sinceatleastthe19thcenturyprovesthattechnologyhasalreadybeen
recognizedasamedium).AlthoughEliasdidnotelaboratefurtheronthis
pre-computerageimage,itreadslikeapremonitionofthingstocome.By
resortingtomoderntrafficandproductionsystems,healmostdevelops
acyberneticstancetowardstheregulationofaffectsandpsychological
processes.Fromadiscourseanalyticalview,hisfrequentuseoftheterm
“control,“bothasnounandverb,exacerbatesthatimpression.Historically
speaking,theconceptionanddevelopmentofautomaticsystemsofcontrol
wasonlyonestepaway,withtheMacyConferencesthatinauguratedthe
cyberneticmovementstartingin1946(Pias2003;2004).Generallyspeaking,
thereisnoreasontoassumethatElias’generalthesisofthecivilizing
processrequiringincreasingly“higherdegreesofautomaticity“wouldcome
toanysortofhaltwiththedevelopmentofcomputerizedsystems.

Apartfromthat,theattentionthatEliasdevotedtoprocessesofregu-
lation—inthiscaseofaffectsanddesires—canalsobeunderstoodasan
informativeexampleofwhatGeorgesCanguilhemoncedescribedasa
general adoption of the concept of regulation that had become increasingly 
centralinlate19th-centurybiologyandhadfromthenspreadintosocial
sciences(2017).

Recently,thehistoricalscopeofregulation—bothasanideaandasa
melting pot of techniques of governance—has been reconsidered by 
FrédéricGrosinhisFoucault-inspiredgenealogicalnarrativeconcerning
The Security Principle(2019).Grosdistinguishesfourseparatedimensions
aswellasagesofsecurity:(1)thespiritualage,whensecuritywasstill
understoodas“tranquilityofmind“(viathetranslationofGreekataraxia 
into Latin securitas,whichliterallymeans“beingfreeofcare/concern“);(2)
theimperialage,whensecuritybasicallymeant“absenceofdanger,“which
wastobebroughtaboutbyamillenarianEmpire(anideathatcameinto
itsownintheHighMiddleAges);(3)themodernage,whensecuritywas
mostly understood as a set of nation-state guarantees that circle around 
thenotionofsovereignty;and(4)thebiopoliticalage,wheninsteadofthe
sovereignstate,thelifeoftheindividualisconsidereduntouchable,so
that“everythingthatisinvolvedinthelifeofcivilpopulationsbecomes
anobjectofsecurity“(Gros2014,23f.).Inthecontextofthiscontribution,

thatthesceneinquestioninspiredhimtocointhisimageof“conveyorbeltsrunning
throughexistence.“
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itisofparticularsignificancethatGrosalsomentions“affectivesecurity“
amongthemanynewlydefinedbiopoliticalsecurityconcerns.Referring
tochildpsychologistsMargaretMahlerandDonaldWinnicott,hethereby
suggeststhatachild“mustfeelsurroundedbyaprotectivebarrier,safe
fromexternalthreats“soastoguaranteecontinuousandregulated“flows
ofcommunicationandaffection“betweenthecaregiversandhim-or
herself(25).Theterm“flow“delineateswhatisprobablythemaincon-
cernofbiopoliticalsecurity—Grosspeaksof“flowcontrol“(27)asthe
(decentralized)controlofmovementsandcommunications;beitcrowds
atairports,trainstationsandborders,beitmoney,information,oraffect,
theflowofalltheseobjectsmustberegulatedatalltimes.Thus,withthe
perspectiveprovidedfirstbyFoucaultandnowbyGros,wecanunderstand
this shift of interest to questions of control and regulation as a general and 
globalshiftinthedynamicsofpower—asatransitionfromolderformsof
powertowhatisnowusuallycalledbiopower,aswellastowhatBernard
Stieglerproposedtodub“psychopower“(Stiegler2010;vanCamp2012).

Giventhescopeofthistransformationofthemeaningof“security“
throughout so many areas of political and social life—the ongoing 
securitizationofterritories,populationsandpropertiesthroughinnovative
techniquesandtechnologies—itissomewhatsurprisingthatwithinpsy-
chology,theterm“regulation“hasgainedprominenceratherlate.Although
questionsofaffectivesecurityhavepervadedpsy-disciplinesfromthe
outset,termslike“affectregulation“or“emotionregulation“onlyseemed
tocomeintotheirowninthe1990s.In1994,theneuropsychologistAllan
SchorepublishedhisseminalAffect Regulation and the Origin of the Self,
whichintegratesaneuroscientificapproachwithpsychoanalytictheories
ofattachment.Schorehypothesizesthat“theinfant’saffectiveinter-
actionswiththeearlyhumanenvironmentdirectlyandindeliblyinfluence
thepostnatalmaturationofbrainstructuresthatwillregulateallfuture
socioemotionalfunctioning“(1994,xxx).Inotherwords,thecapacityto
self-regulateone’saffectsandemotionsissaidtobelargelyconstituted
throughtheinteractionstyleoftheprimarycaregiver.Anyself-regulation
ofaffectthushasa“dyadicorigin“(31),meaningthatauto-regulationis
based on hetero-regulation in such a fundamental fashion that it com-
plicatesthewholenotionofaffectiveautonomization.

There is a second strand of psychological research that raised the term 
“regulation“toprominence.Inthelate1990s,clinicalpsychologistJames
Grossintroducedtheconceptof“emotionregulation“inaseriesofpapers,
andwiththepublicationoftheHandbook of Emotion Regulation(2007),



56 Affective Transformations

the term obviously gained a central status in empirical psychology.5 
Gross’sdefinitionofhisbasicterm,incontrasttoSchore,isfocused
ontheadultpersonwhenwewritesthat“emotionregulationrefers
toshapingwhichemotionsonehas,whenonehasthem,andhowone
experiencesorexpressestheseemotions“(2014,6).Regardlessofhow
thesedifferentapproachescomeabout,theyatleastseemtoimplya
fullyconscious,experienced,andmoreorlessself-reflectiveperson.This
isbestshownbyreferringtohisschematizationoffivegeneralwaysto
regulateone’semotions(Gross1999,559f.):(1)situationselection,which
referstoapproachingoravoidingcertainpeopleorexperiencesthatare
likelytoelicitacertainemotion;(2)situationmodification,whichrefers
to“modifyingthelocalenvironmentsoastoalteritsemotionalimpact“;
(3)thedeploymentofattention,whichcaninfluencethewayanemotion
unfoldsonceithasbeguntotakeitseffect;(4)cognitivechange,meaning
are-evaluationofthesituationcanalteritsemotionalsignificance;and(5),
themodulationofphysiologicalresponding(likecontrollingone’sbreath),
whichcanalleviatetheimpactofevenstrongemotions.Whereasthefirst
twotacticsconcernanindividual’swayofreferringtohisorherenviron-
ment,theotherthreefocusonmodificationsinthepsychophysicalsystem.
Thequestionofwhichtacticsareusedisofutmostimportance,becauseif
onewouldexcludesituationselectionandmodification,onewouldreduce
emotionregulationtoan“inner“mechanismandtherebyradicallyindividu-
alizeandde-politicizeit.Itisespeciallyimportanttokeepthepoliticalques-
tioninmindwhenemotionregulationisbeingautomatizedthroughthe
useofresponsiveoradaptivemedia—whichfinallybringsustothesecond
term that this contribution’s title alludes to.

2.  Affective Media
Eventhoughtheexpression“affectivemedia“hasbeenusedbyscholars
aroundtheglobeincreasinglyoverthelastfewyears,aclear-cutdefinition
is,tothebestofmyknowledge,somethingyettobearrivedat.Theater
scholarDavidSaltzonceassignedaffectivemediaaspecificplaceinhistax-
onomyoflivemediaanddescribedthemas“nondiegetic“and“mostoften
auditory,“asinbackgroundmusiconstageandinfilm,butalsoincluding
visualmeansofcommunicatingemotionsacharactermightfeel(2001,125).6 

5 ItisworthnotingthatSchore’sresearchdoesnotevengetamentioninthe
Handbook,whichcanbereadasaclearindicationabouthowradicallydisconnected
from each other the various psy-disciplines seem to be.

6 Understoodinthissense,“affectivemedia“and“atmosphericmedia“couldprobably
be used interchangeably.
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In2012,inaspecialissueofthejournalFeminist Media Studieson“mobile
intimacy,“theeditorscoinedtheterm“affectivemobilemedia“(Hjorthand
Lim2012),butdidnotbothertoelaborateonitfurther.Inrecentcom-
municationstudies,“affectivemedia“hasbecomejustanotherphrase
for“collaborativeWeb2.0technologies“( Jutel2017,337),morecommonly
knownassocialmedia.

Sohowcantheterm“affectivemedia“bedefinedinameaningfulway?
RosalindPicard,figureheadoftheaffectivecomputingresearchfield,gives
usadecisivehint,assheoccasionallyusesthemoregeneric“affective
media“whenwritingaboutherownresearch(2014).Incontrasttothe
above-mentionedusageofthisterm,herapproachreferstomediathat
donotjustelicitaffectsandemotions(whichissomethingthatcouldbe
attributedtovirtuallyanymedium),butthatpurportedlydetectemotions
andgenerateemotionalexpressions.

TogetabettergraspofthespecificqualityofPicard’s(albeitfleeting)use
oftheterm,FriedrichKittler’sclassicaldefinitionofwhathecalledthe
“threebasicfunctionsofmedia”mightbeofhelp.AccordingtotheGerman
literary-scholar-turned-media-theorist,technicalmediaworkinthree
ways:theytransmit,theystore,andtheyprocess(Kittler1999,244).Now,
conceptualizingstorageandtransmissionofinformation(oraffect—even
thoughthisisadmittedlynotatallKittler’sfocus)asbasicmediafunctions
isaratheruncontroversialmove.Writing,forexample,storesinformation,
andthusmakesitaccessibleacrosstime;italsotransmitsinformationto
readersatadistancefromthelocationwherethewritingtookplace,thus
makingitaccessibleacrossspace.Butwhataboutthethirdmediafunction,
processing?WithinKittler’swriting,itisclearthatheintroducesitalways
inconjunctionwiththecomputer(anditsinternalcentralprocessingunit).
Adoptingthismorespecific,computer-basedmediafunction,wecannow
comeupwithaworkingdefinition:Affective media are computational media 
capable of detecting signals from humans, interpreting them as affects, and 
using this interpretation for interactive purposes.Thus,affectivemediaare
affect-responsivemedia,ormediacapableofprocessingaffect.

Havingcomeupwithaworkingdefinition,themainthesisofthisarticlecan
nowbedevelopedfurther.With the emergence of affective media, affect or 
emotion regulation is undergoing a decisive transformation, as it increasingly 
becomes externalized. Thus regulation decreasingly depends on habitual 
techniques of either self-regulating one’s emotions or regulating the 
emotionsofothers(likecaregiversdo),andisincreasinglyfacilitatedby
automatedsystemsthatprocessouraffectiveexpressionsandnudgeus
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towardcertainbehaviorsand,thereby,apurportedlymoresatisfyingper-
sonal life. With the advent of affective media, we are standing at the beginning 
of what can be called affective media regulation, understood as media-assisted, 
automatic affect regulation of individuals as well as populations.

Still,ashandyastheadoptionofKittler’sthirdmediafunctionmaybe,it
entailsfurtherquestions.Intuitively,theterm“processing“mightseem
toexplainitself,butthecloseronelooks,themoredifficultitbecomesto
graspitclearly.AsmediascholarHartmutWinkler(2015)haspointedoutin
his monograph Prozessieren,itisrathersurprisingthattheexactmeaning
of“processing“hasremainedunquestionedfordecades,whichiswhy
hedubsitthe“neglected“thirdmediafunction.Itwillbeinformativeto
recapitulatesomeofWinkler’sfindings,astheymayprovideinsightsinto
whattheprocessingofaffectbytechnicalmediaactuallymeans.

Stressingthat“processing“isnotjustatermthatpertainstosomething
computersdo,Winklerexplorestheconceptinallitssemanticrichness.
Toprocesscanjustmeantohandleortomanipulatesomethinginthe
neutral sense of the term. Its most simple meaning covers the material 
transmissionofsomething:anitemofmail,anorder,acommodity.Inthe
widestsenseoftheterm,allprocessesthatinvolvemediathusencompass
sometypeofprocessing.But,ofcourse,thingsgetmuchmoreinteresting
whenthereissomekindofchangeinvolved—when“processing“pertains
tosomekindofalterationormodificationoftheveryobjectthatisbeing
processed.Winklerthuscomestohisdefinitionofprocessingas“inter-
feringmodification“(Winkler2015,31).7Thisallowshimtofurtherdif-
ferentiatebetweenagenericconceptofmodification,whichincludesfor
exampletheworkoffilmeditorswhomanipulatefilmstripsandthereby
literallycreateanewproduct,andamorespecificconceptthatWinkler
limitstothe“manipulationofwordsandnumbers,“asdonebyauthorsas
wellascomputers.Bothdimensionsof“interferingmodification“include
materialaspects,eveniftheoutputisnotitselfamaterialproduct,as
isthecasewithcomputationalprocesses.Moreover,everyinterfering
modificationisatthesametimeakindoftransformation(33–37),oran
alteration of a pregiven form.8

Followingthesebasicconsiderations,whichincludenon-computational
processingpractices,itispossibletogetabetterideaofwhatcomputers

7 “EingreifendeVeränderung“intheoriginalGermanversion.
8 Insomecases,ifthesourcematerialcannotbesaidtohavehadaformbyitself,

interferingmodificationcanalsomeantheconferralofform,orin-formationinthe
processualsenseoftheterm(Winkler2015,74–77).
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specificallydo:theyrearrangedatabyfollowingmechanicalandsyntactical
procedures. They transform input data into output data. In the case of 
computer programs that are deliberately designed to create output that is 
meaningfulforusers,wecansaythattherearrangementequalsatransfor-
mationofdataintosymbolicallymediatedinformation(114f.).Byturningto
affectivemedia,wecantrytomakesenseofWinkler’sdescriptionsandat
thesametimetestwhethertheyprovideuswithabetterunderstandingof
whattechnologieslikeaffectivecomputingactuallyachieve.

Thesourcematerialforaffectivemediaprocessingencompassesawhole
arrayofdata.Inprinciple,allmodesofaffectiveexpressionareexploited:
facialexpressions,bodymovements,speechprosody,texts,andinter-
actionswithsoftware,aswellasphysiologicalstatesorchanges,suchas
heartbeat,skinresistance,muscletension,respiratoryrate,andelectrical
brainactivity(Healey2015).Tomeasurephysiologicalsignals,sensorsthat
havetobewornonthebodyarerequired,whichofcoursemakesevery-
dayusagemoredifficult.But“affectivewearables“havecomealongway
sinceRosalindPicardfirstpropagatedtheiruseforaffectdetection(1997,
227–46).Theemergenceofsmartphonesandspecializedself-tracking
gadgetrymakesthefulfillmentofPicard’shopesandpromisesmorelikely.
Apartfromthispassivetrackingofbodydata,so-calledactivetracking
isstillbeingused,whichmeansintentionalinputbytheuser,suchasin
“moodtracking“applications(Pritz2016),whichdependonactivefeedback
(e.g.,throughanemoticonizedanswertotheapp’squestionaboutthe
user’scurrentmood).

AndrewMcStay,whohasspokenwithmorethan100intervieweeswithin
theemotionalartificialintelligence(AI)community,reportsinhismono-
graph Emotional AI: The Rise of Empathic Media that there is a very strong 
biasagainstusers’self-reportingwhenitcomestothegoalofemotion
detection.Manydevelopersseemtosharethe“beliefthatunderstanding
ofaffectthroughobservation,neuroscienceandbiometricsisinnately
moreobjective“(McStay2018,60)thanwhatindividualsmightsaywhen
askedabouttheircurrentemotionalstatus.Obviously,thisfocuson
technology-assistedobservationentailsaratherbehavioristicview,ifwith
atwist,because“theconsciousselfisnotdenied,butinsteadnottrusted“
(60).Theunderlyingassumptionisthatmachines,atleastinprinciple,if
notinpresentreality,candetectwhatanindividualisexperiencingmore
accurately than the conscious self of that individual is able to. 

Thistrustinmachinicsentienceisbasedonawell-publicizedstrandof
contemporarypsychology:thetheorythatthereisafixedsetofgenetically
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programmed basic emotions and that these emotions all have distinct 
andrecognizableexpressivefeatures.Themostfamousproponentof
thistheoryisPaulEkman,whoclaimstohavediscoveredtheuniversal
facialexpressionsofsixbasicemotions,andwhodevelopedtheFacial
ActionCodingSystem,whichhasbeenadoptedbyalargepartofthe
affectivecomputingcommunity.9Affectivemediaapplyingthismethod
areconnectedtoever-expandingdatabasesofexamplesoftaggedfacial
emotions.Theytrackmusclesandmovementsaroundthemouth,noseand
eyesandidentifyso-calledactionunitsthatarethenusedtoinferwhich
emotion(s)arepresentandtowhatextent.

Criticismofthistechnologicaladoptionofatheorythatisfarfromuncon-
testedamongresearchershasbeenmadebothwithoutandwithinthe
affectivecomputingfield(Tuschling2014;LisettiandHudlicka2015).McStay
sumsupthereservationsaboutEkman’suniversalistandreductionist
approachaccuratelyandconcludes“thatfacialcodingisnotneutral
becauseitisladenwithsocialtheorythatinformstheweightingofexpres-
sionclassifiers,algorithmsandinterpretationofthedata“(2018,71f.).
Thisacknowledgmentisfoundedinsocialconstructionisttheoriesof
emotion,whichMcStaysubdividesintoa“strongconstructionistview“
thatarguesagainstthewholeideaofinnatebasicemotions,anda“weak
constructionistview“thatadmitstotheexistenceofbasicemotions
butstressesthatthisexplainslittle,consideringhowinseparable
emotional life is from social and cultural practices that inevitably inform 
emotionalexpressions.Whilerefrainingfromstrongclaimsregardingthe
implementationofautomatedfacialcodinginaffective,or,ashecallsit,
“empathicmedia,“McStaywiselyassertsthatsuchapplications“present
acleararticulationofemotionallife“(69).Inotherwords,affectivemedia
processandtransformphysiologicaldataintomeaningful,butbiased
emotion categories.

3.  Affective Difference
Facialcodingmaybethemostcommonautomatedemotiondetection
method,butit ’sbynomeanstheonlyone.Voice-basedmethodsareused
increasinglyviasmartphoneapps,andgiventhelogisticaladvantagethey
haveoverfacialobservation(whichrequiresthatacamerabepositioned

9 “Usingthismodel,expertFACScodersanalyzeafacialexpressionframebyframe
toidentifygroupsofactivemusclesandthenapplywelldefinedrulestomapthese
muscleactivationpatternsintodiscreteemotioncategories“(Bianchi-Berthouzeand
Kleinsmith2015,156).



Affective Media Regulation 61

infrontoftheuser’sface),theymaybecomeevenmoreinfluentialinthe
future.Apartfromthat,voice-basedaffectanalyticsmayalsoprofitfrom
thewidelysharedassumptionthatitismuchmoredifficulttodeflect
detectionofarousal,worry,fear,orotheraffectivestatesinone’sspeech
thanitistocontrolone’sfacialmuscles.Thesameappliestotrackingsof
physiological data. 

Butregardlessoftheexactmethodaffectivemediause,emotiondetection
is rooted in the assumption that emotions cannot be entirely concealed 
butarealwaysaccompaniedbyinvoluntaryphysiologicalmovementsor
signals—inotherwords,thatthey“leak“(McStay2018,55).Likelythebest
metaphorforthisideahasbeenbroughtforwardbypsychologistandneu-
roscientistLisaFeldmanBarrett.InherbookHow Emotions Are Made,she
recapitulatestheglobalquestforwhatshecalls“emotionalfingerprints“—
theideathateachemotionhasa“distinctpatternofphysicalchanges,
roughlylikeafingerprint“(FeldmanBarrett2017,3).10 If this assumption 
weretrue,thenthepurportedskillsofaffectivemediatocorrectlyidentify
theseemotionswhentheyoccurwouldatleastepistemologicallystand
onsolidground.Thequestionwouldthenjustbehowaccuratedetection
softwareworks,asinprincipleitwouldbeperfectlyconceivablethat
emotionscouldbeautomaticallyandvalidlydetectedandlabeled.But
FeldmanBarrettquestionsthisveryassumption,andherresearchcanbe
regardedasthemostencompassingattackofwhatshecallsthe“classical
viewofemotion“yet.Accordingtoher,thesearchforuniversalphys-
iologicaland/orneurologicalmarkershasratherproducedevidenceto
thecontrary,namelythatwithemotionalexpressiveness“variationisthe
norm,“andthatemotionfingerprintsarenothingbutamyth(23).Heranti-
Ekmanianaccountdrawsitsplausibilityfromherownresearch,whichfor
alongtimefollowedtheclassicalviewofemotions,i.e.,thateachemotion
isaccompaniedandevenconstitutedbya“collectionofmovementson
theinsideandoutside“(x)ofabody—aconceptthatshesumsupwiththe
image of the brain as a container for several distinct emotion circuits that 
functionjustlikeelectricalcircuitsinamachine.

Afterfirsthavingunsuccessfullyappliedthistheoryinherresearch,and
afterhavingthenconductedacomprehensivemeta-analysisof,asshe
claims,“everypublishedneuroimagingstudyonanger,disgust,happiness,
fear,andsadness,“FeldmanBarrettandherteamofresearchersconcluded
thatthereis“littletosupporttheclassicalviewofemotion,“that“nobrain

10 Foraconcisedefinitionofthe“fingerprinthypothesis“anditslocalizationinthe
autonomousnervoussystem,seeSiegeletal.(2018).
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regioncontainedthefingerprintforanysingleemotion,“andfurtherthat
evenconsidering“multipleconnectedregionsatonce(abrainnetwork),“no
suchfingerprintscanbefound(20–22).Leavingtheclassicalviewbehind,
sheholdsthatemotionsaresociallyconstructedandthatwiththeprobable
exceptionofthefeelingsofpleasureandpain,therearenotelltalesigns
thatwouldreliablyindicatetoanobserverwhattheobservedsubjectsmay
beexperiencingatanygiventime.

Aftermakingacaseforastrongconstructionistviewofemotions,Feldman
Barrettreservestheterm“affect“for“thegeneralsenseoffeelingyou
experiencethroughouteachday“(72).Thissimpleconceptionoffeeling
includesjusttwoaspects:valence,asthedimensionofpleasantnessor
unpleasantness,andarousal,asthedimensionofagitationorcalmness.
Affectisregisteredthroughthesenseofinteroception,offeelingtheinter-
nalstateofthebody.Assuch,itaccompaniesasentientbodyduringits
wholelifespan.Itrepresentsthebody’soverallconditionandthushelps
toregulatewhatBarrettcallsthe“bodybudget“:“Youraffectivefeelingsof
pleasureanddispleasure,andcalmnessandagitation,aresimplesum-
mariesofyourbudgetarystate“(73).Theydonotindicateintentionality,
likeemotionsareusuallysaidtodo.Buttheyleadusto“believethatobjects
andpeopleintheworldareinherentlynegativeorpositive,“whichmeans
they are estimated to impact the body budget either to its disadvantage 
oradvantage(75).11 This should come as no surprise since bodies are not 
closedsystems:theyratherexistinconstantprocessualexchangewith
theirenvironmentsandespeciallywiththeir“affectiveniche“(73),meaning
the things and persons in the surroundings that are predicted to have an 
impact on the overall body budget.

Whereaffectistheconstantlyfluctuatingfeelingofabody’scondition,
emotionis,accordingtoFeldmanBarrett,akindofmeaning-makingthat
interprets those physical feelings on the basis of acquired emotional 
knowledge.Itgoeswithoutsayingthatsuchknowledgeissociallycon-
structedandvarieswithinparameterslikeculture,language,milieu,class,
gender,ethnicity,religion,family-basedvalues,andsoon.“Emotionsare
notreactionstotheworld;theyareyourconstructionsoftheworld“(104)—
thisishowFeldmanBarrettsumsupthisshiftinunderstandingemotions

11 ReadersofSpinozawillmostlikelyrecognizethatthisconceptionofbodilyaffect
mirrorstheDutchphilosopher’sdefinitionsofwhathecallsthethreebasicaffects:
the conatus,orstrivingtomaintainthebody’scapacities,joyifthesecapacitiesare
increased,andpainiftheyaredecreased(Spinoza2018).
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onthebasisofwhatcouldbecalled“affectivedifference.“12Inotherwords,
brainsprocessandtransformphysiologicaldataintomeaningful,but
probably(andnecessarily)biasedemotioncategories—justlikeaffective
mediado,aswasexploredattheendoftheprecedingsection.Itmustbe
stressedthat“processing“herealsomeans“meaning-making,“andthat“to
makemeaningistogobeyondtheinformationgiven“(126).Thisisdoneby
applyingcategoriesthathavebeengatheredoverthelifespan.Feldman
Barrettsumsuphertheorywithaninstructiveexample:

Whenyouexperienceaffectwithunpleasantvalenceandhigharousal,
youmakemeaningfromitdependingonhowyoucategorize…Ifyou
categorizethesensationsasfear,youaremakingmeaningthatsays,
‘Feariswhatcausedthesephysicalchangesinmybody.‘Whenthecon-
ceptsinvolvedareemotionconcepts,yourbrainconstructsinstances
ofemotion.(126)

Themoreemotionalcategoriesindividualshaveattheirdisposal,themore
accuratethecategorizationoftheiraffectivestatesisatanygivenmoment.
ThetermthatFeldmanBarrettproposesfortheabilitytoexperienceone’s
affectivestatesinamoreorlessfinegrainedwayis“emotionalgranularity“
(3).Inpsychology,theobservationofpatientswhowereunabletoverbalize
feelingsoccasionedthecreationofaconstructcalled“alexithymia,“
whichgainedterminologicalstatusin1976(TaylorandBagby2000,40).
Alexithymiaisadisposition(orcondition)thatmakesitdifficulttoverbally
expressaffectivedifferences,whereas,ontheotherendofthespectrum,
highemotionalgranularityisasolidbasisonwhichtoverbalizethosedif-
ferences,andeventocreatenewconceptsifthosethatareusedinagiven
languagedonotseemsufficientforcapturingrecurrentcontoursoffeeling.

Wearenowreadytoaskadecisive—andprobablyprovocative—ques-
tion: Is the externalization of affect regulation via affective media the fastest 
way of decreasing emotional granularity among its users, meaning that they 
will gradually lose (or not develop) their ability to verbalize their feelings in an 
adequate and versatile way? In other words, is the implementation of affective 
media regulation in reality the fastest road to collective alexithymia? And 
are we willingly approving a kind of “blackboxing” of affect regulation? Ifwe
rememberthataffectivemediaprocessphysiologicaldataandcategorize
thembyusingsimplestandardmodelsofemotionandemotionalexpres-
sion,thenwealsohavetoacknowledgethatsuchautomatedcategorization

12 TheobvioussimilaritiesanddifferencestoBrianMassumi’sdistinctionbetween
“affect“and“emotion“(2002)cannotbefurtherdiscussedhere.Foradiscussionof
this“affectivedifference“anditspossiblefurtherconceptualization,seeBösel(2017).
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createsaconceptualreality.Affectivemediaregulationthusentailswhat
wecouldcall“self-fulfillingprocessing“13—a processing that fundamentally 
shapesemotionalexperienceinsteadofjustdetectingit,asmanydevel-
operswantuserstobelieve.

4.  Regulating Affective Media
Thephrase“affectivemediaregulation“cannowfinallybeunderstoodin
yetanothersense:astheregulationofaffectivemediathemselves,for
instancethroughlegalframeworksorthroughrulesandcautionsusers
developandfollowintheirinteractionswithsuchmedia.

Thereare,ofcourse,manyreasonswhyregulativeframeworksregarding
thecollectionofso-calledaffectivedatashouldbeimplemented—first
andforemost,thepossible(andactual)abuseofsuchdatathroughthird
parties,suchascompanies,governments,politicalparties,orfraudsters.
InherwidelydiscussedThe Age of Surveillance Capitalism,ShoshanaZuboff
refers,amidstmanyotherexamples,tothedevelopmentofaffective
computingapplicationsoverthepasttwentyyearsandultimatelypoints
outtheirsusceptibilitytoexploitation.Thebasicargumentofherbookis
thatwiththediscoveryofwhatshecalls“behavioralsurplus“byGooglein
theearly2000s,capitalismenteredanewphase.Whereclassicalcapitalism
workedonthepremiseofalackofpredictabilityamongmarketpatterns,
surveillancecapitalismutilizestechnologiesthatgiveitsstrongactorsthe
meanstocollectsufficientlyprecisedatainordertopredictthebehavior
ofusersandconsumers.“Surveillancecapitalismthusreplacesmystery
withcertaintyasitsubstitutesrendition,behavioralmodification,and
predictionfortheold‘unsurveyablepattern‘“(Zuboff2019,497).Shegives
RosalindPicardsomecreditforhavingdevelopedaffectivecomputingin
boththeoryandpracticewithgoodintentions(285),butultimatelycomes
totheconclusionthatPicard“didnotforeseethemarketforcesthat
wouldtransformtherenditionofemotionintofor-profitsurplus:meansto
others’ends.“(291)Inthecourseofsuccessfullyestablishingherresearch
area,Picard,perhapsinadvertently,became“partofthisnewdisposses-
sionindustry“(287).ThecompanyAffectivathatsheco-foundedwithher
studentRanaelKalioubyquicklyturnedtoconductingexclusivelyprofit-
orientedmarketresearchanddiscardingmedicalandassistiveapplications
forwhichtheaffectivecomputingprojecthadbeenfounded.Picard’s
departurefromthecompanydidn’thaltitscommercialmomentum.El

13 IwanttothankmycolleagueSebastianMöring,whoinventedthisratherfittingpun
inaconversationwithme,forhispermissiontouseithere.
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Kalioubyisveryoutspokeninherendorsementoftechnologicalsolutions
totheproblemofhowtooptimizeone’semotionallife,promotingso-called
emotionchipsasstandardmodulesintechnicaldevices,capableofan
ubiquitousandpermanent“emotionscanning.“

Consideringhowvastourknowledgeofthedeliberatemisuseofper-
sonlalizeddatahasalreadybecome,regulatorymechanismsforcompanies
thatprovideaffectdetectionsoftwareseemaninevitabilityifonewantsto
preserve the conditions for personal autonomy that are pivotal in demo-
craticsystems.Consumersandusersshouldhavetherighttobeinformed
aboutaffectivedatabeingcollectedandtheirsupposedemotionalstates
being measured and tagged. Legal scholars have recently pointed out that 
dataprotectionlawsshouldnotjustmakesurethatsubjectshavecon-
troloverhowtheirpersonaldataarebeingcollectedandprocessed,but
alsohowtheyareevaluated,meaning:Whatinferencesarebeingdrawn
byAI?Suchinferencesarebeingused“tonudgeormanipulateus,orto
makeimportantdecisions(e.g.,loanoremploymentdecisions)about
us“(WachterandMittelstadt2019,4).Theauthorsclarifythatinferences
mayhavebeenthemainfactorintheongoingdebateontheethicsofAI
allalong:“Concernsaboutalgorithmicaccountabilityareoftenactually
concernsaboutthewayinwhichthesetechnologiesdrawprivacy-invasive
andnon-verifiableinferencesthatcannotbepredicted,understood,or
refuted“(4).Theyfurtherarguethat“anewdataprotectionright,the‘right
toreasonableinferences,‘isneededtohelpclosetheaccountabilitygap
currentlyposedby‘high-riskinferences‘“(7).

BiasesinAIhavebeenwellpublicizedinthepastfewyears(O’Neil2016;
Pasquale2015).Inthefieldof“artificalemotionalintelligence,“racialized
biashasbeenreportedinastudythatlookedintotheemotionalanalytics
ofmalebasketballplayers’portraitphotos:blackfaceswereinferredas
expressingmorenegativeemotionsthanwhitefaces(Rhue2019).But
thesystemicbiasbeginsevenearlier,namelywiththetaggingoffacial
expressionsorothersensorydataasbeingindicativeofacertaindiscrete
emotionalstateitself.Ifemotionalgranularity,introducedbyFeldman
Barrettastheabilitytoverballyexpressone’saffectivestatesinahighly
differentiatedmanner,isunderstoodasbeingintrinsicallyvaluable,then
affectivemediathatrelyoncontested—ifnotsimplyoutdated—theories
ofsupposeduniversalbasicemotionscontributetowhatcanbecalled
emotionalstereotyping,therebyinadvertentlydiminishingemotional
granularity.Thisproblemcouldattheleastbealleviatedbymakingita
legalrequirementtopointoutwhichpsychologicalmodelsaffectdetection
softwareputsintopractice.
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Regulatingaffectivemediawouldofcoursehavetogobeyondsimply
regulatinghowaffectsgetdetected,captured,andclassified,andinstead
encompassthewayaffectsgetautomaticallyelicitedandmodified.Inthis
regard,affectivemediagomuchfurtherthanmerelyregulatingaffectin
thesenseofNorbertElias,whosetheoryofthecivilizingprocessrevolved
aroundincreasinginhibitionofaffectiveexpressions.Letusimaginefor
amomentthatafullyattentiveandaffectivelyversatiledigitalpersonal
agentdoesactuallyexist:Howdoesitknowinwhichdirectiontosteerthe
personitisassisting?Howistheemotionaltargetstatedefined?

Theliteratureonaffectivecomputingremainsastonishinglyvagueon
thequestionofwhataffectivegoalsitisactuallytryingtoachieve.Ina
discussionoftheethicalaspectsofaffectivecomputing,theutilitarian
imperativeof“maximizingnethappiness“isreadilycited(Cowie2015,
338)—butwithoutaddressingtheobviousquestionofhowhappinessis
definedinthefirstplace.Someresearchersanddevelopersintheaffective
computingarenahavebegunresortingtoMartinSeligman’sandMihaly
Csikszentmihalyi’s(2000)“positivepsychology“andaccordinglycallfor
“positivetechnology“(Rivaetal.2012)or“positivecomputing“(Calvoand
Peters2014),eachofwhichwouldspecificallybedesignedtoincrease
users’well-being.Withthisfocusonpositiveexperience,issueslikedigital
addiction,stress,frustration,orattentiondeficits,whichhaveallbeen
linkedtodigitalenvironmentsandinterfaces,areaddressedandcountered
inawaythatdeservessomerecognition.Atthesametime,thisrelianceon
theseeminglyhelpfulpositivepsychologyframeworkignoreshowmuch
controversyithascausedfromtheoutset(Kristjánsson2013;Ehrenreich
2009;Miller2008;Held2004).Butconsideringtheenormousacademic
andcommercialsuccess,inadditiontothesociopoliticalacceptanceof
thepositivepsychologymovement,theembracingofaffectivemediaby
developersseemsalmostinevitable.Thisiswhyabroaderengagement
withconceptslike“happiness,““well-being,“and“humanflourishing“is
something to be desired. 

Finally,oneremarkonthepossiblefutureofautomatedaffectregulation.
It has become something of a truism to point out the dangers and pitfalls 
ofrelyingtooheavilyondigitalservicesanddevices,startingwiththe
unwantedeffectsofnotknowingwhattodoorhowtodowhatonewants
todowithouthelpfromourgadgetsthatdidn’tevenexistagenerationago,
andendingwithseriousdigitaladdictionissuesorpossiblylife-threatening
mentalhealthproblemsthatarelinkedtosocialmediausage.Never-
theless,theprospectofexternalizingone’scapacityforaffectregulation
apparentlyhasnotyetreceivedwidespreaddiscussionorevenattention.
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Thismaychangewithinthecurrentmedialandscape,whichisswiftnot
onlyinpromotingnewtechnologies,butalsoinscandalizingthemwhen-
everacaseofprecedenceraisesseriousconcerns,evenifonemaywonder
whythishasnothithertobeenthecase.Onereasonmaybethatusersof
digitalservicesareusedtorecommendationalgorithmsthatworkbest
whentheysuggestcontentthatissufficientlysimilartowhathasproduced
positiveaffectbefore,andstillofferssomethingneworsurprising.Aslong
asalgorithmsworkonthatbasis,userswillnotbeseriouslystartledby
thewaytheyareinfluencedbytheirdevices.Asaresultoftheirfunctional
inconspicuousness,recommendationalgorithmsoperatemoreorless
belowtheradarofcriticalattentiveness.Programmedtoelicitemotional
responses,affectivecomputingwilllikewiseusecuesthathaveproven
successful in previous instances. 

Ifyouenjoygoingforawalk,buthaven’tdonesoinawhile,andyourmood
hasbecomeratherunstable,nudgingyoutopickupyourpositivehabit
againisasafebetwithregardtoemotionalwell-being.Letusimagine,in
contrast,affectivemediathatinfluenceyoutobehaveinawaythatisnotat
allinlinewithyourhabitsanddispositions.Adigitalpersonalassistantthat
isnotrestrictedinanywaymightcometotheconclusionthat“maximizing
nethappiness“wouldentailquittingyourjob,leavingyourhome,and
tending sheep in the countryside. Or it might discourage you from further 
pursuingyourpoliticalactivism,becauseitmightinvolvehealthrisks,and,
inthelongrun,willonlyfosteryourfrustrationwiththeglobalpolitical
situation. 

Ascontrivedastheseexamplesmightbe,theyhopefullypointoutthatthe
blackboxingofaffectregulationmightleadtoaseriousdisempowerment
ofmoralandpoliticalsubjects.Dependingonhowcloselyknittheties
betweenprivatecompaniesworkingsolelyoncapitalisttermsandeither
ideologicalmovementsorgovernmentalagenciesbecome,influencing
populations by steering each individual into a targeted emotional dis-
positionmightbecomeanaffordancereadilyprovidedbyfutureaffective
media—whichwouldmeanthatthesemediamaybecomeaserious
threattodemocracy.Aswithmanyotherissuespertainingtothedis-
ruptiveeffectsofnewtechnologies,theconversationonhowaffective
media should be regulated has yet to begin—and this conversation must 
encompassthelegalandsociopoliticalaswellastheethicallevels.
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