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Abstract

This article studies the literary, affective, and political possibilities
generated by digital literary micro-narratives published on Terribly
Tiny Tales, a popular micro-blogging platform in India. More specif-
ically, it will study the narratives which relate to the theme of gender
politics, rape culture, patriarchy, misogyny, etc. within the contextual
framework of a change in the nature of public discourse in Indian dig-
ital spaces after the brutal rape and murder of a young resident of New
Delhi in 2012. This article argues that the peculiar digital and affective
poetics of micro-narratives combined with their modality of circula-
tion and the infrastructure of digital media platforms produces a form
of ambient politics, characterised by its sensory and mundane quali-
ties.

Keywords: affect, ambient politics, digital affective sphere, digital lit-
erature, hashtag, microfiction

On 16 December 2012, a 23-year-old female resident of New Delhi, the cap-
ital of India, was brutally raped and fatally assaulted in a moving bus by a
group of young men. This incident provoked public outcry and furore as
people took to the streets to oppose the pathetic condition of women’s safety
in Indian urban spaces. There were large processions and demonstrations in
front of the legislative house as people demanded more stringent laws and
better policing. At the same time, this incident also led to significant changes
in the nature of cultural discourse in the country as issues like gender stere-
otypes, victim blaming, and women’s sexuality were discussed openly in the

public sphere. Conversations about patriarchal culture and misogyny as an
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everyday experience became a part of different mediascapes. Alka Kurian
and Sonora Jha argue that the 2012 rape case ‘provided a spark to already
brimming emotions of profound discontent within the misogynistic Indian
culture and politicized the consciousness of men and women who poured
into the streets of India speaking rights-bearing language’.[1] On the one hand,
young citizens of the country made their presence felt in physical, material
settings; while on the other hand, the discontent made its way to online plat-
forms in different ways. Besides being used for orchestrating protests and
demonstrations, platforms like Facebook and Twitter were also used to voice
personal opinions and share everyday experiences of gender inequality. It
resulted in the creation of an ever-growing body of narratives which were
written by common people about everyday experiences of gender inequality,
a phenomenon wherein the personal truly became political.

The present article will employ this contextual rubric to study stories/po-
etry/aphorisms related to the theme of gender inequality, feminism, rape
culture, etc. published on Terribly Tiny Tales, an online microblogging plat-
form, in the period between its inception and the present day. More specifi-
cally, I propose to chart the nexus between the literary aesthetic of such nar-
ratives, the affective involvement engendered by them, and the emergence
of new forms of political engagement facilitated through the affordances of
social media platforms. I will argue that the peculiar digital and affective po-
etics of micro-narratives combined with their modality of circulation and the
infrastructure of digital media platforms produces a form of ambient politics.
As digital narratives have adapted themselves to the ecology of online spaces,
they have become increasingly sparse, which in turn stimulates their affec-
tive quality. At the same time, the distinct kind of reading experience pro-
moted by the infrastructure of digital networks facilitates the production of
sensory triggers and stimuli. Within such an affect-inducing space, politics
becomes subject to emotions, and solidarities are established through lived
and felt experiences. This also produces a novel form of politics, which is
conceptualised as ambient in nature, since it saturates the digital environ-
ments by becoming a constant presence constituted by an ensemble of soft
emotions and feelings. By virtue of its affective and ambient nature, the
emergent form of the political signals towards the need to redefine our no-

tions of engagement and solidarity.
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Shortness, sparseness, and digital literary narratives

Terribly Tiny Tales or TTT is a popular Indian microblogging platform es-
tablished in 2018. TTT features stories under 2,000 characters and claims to
have an audience of 20 million people. The brevity of the stories attempts to
target contemporary digital natives with ‘dwindling attention spans’, as the
content posted is ‘quick to read, but hard to forget’, as stated on their official
website/app.[2] In initial stages, all stories on TTT were written by a small
group of 12 writers. However, within a few years of their inception, TTT be-
gan accepting entries from the public. Typically, these entries go through a
selection process before being published online. TTT has a strong online
presence across different social media platforms including Facebook, Twitter,
and Instagram.

TTT is an ideal example of the growing popularity of different forms of
digital literature, consciously produced for and consumed on digital plat-
forms. Other more prominent forms of such literature include Instapoetry
and Twitterature. Twitterature is commonly used to refer to the collection of
literary works on Twitter, which exists in the form of microfiction in 280
characters or less. It also includes poems or fiction which are serialised in the
form of multiple tweets. The earliest example of what came to be known as
Twitterfiction was a real-time thriller created by Matt Richtel in 2008. This
paved the way for a sub-genre of writing on Twitter known as ‘Twiller’
wherein the story unfolds in real-time, one tweet at a time. Bronwen Thomas
argues that this results in a ‘narrative experience where users are not only
followers of the story, but are in turn followed by that story’.[8] The seriali-
sation and pacing of narratives, combined with the affordances of the plat-
form itself, produces an immersive experience for readers. Several estab-
lished authors including Margaret Atwood, Neil Gaiman, David Mitchell,
Teju Cole and Joyce Carol Oates have a distinct literary presence on Twitter.

Instapoetry refers to poems published and circulated on Instagram. These
poems are short, written in free verse and often accompanied by an image. A
majority of the Instapoets are young women of colour and their poems are
often characterised by their exceedingly emotional engagement with themes.
The widespread popularity of such poetry among young audiences has
sparked discussions in literary circles about the merit of such poetry, which
is often flippant and designed in conjunction with the algorithmic demands
of the platform.[4] While the debate about the literariness of such forms of

writing rages on, it is undeniable that they have found a dedicated readership
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among young audiences. The brevity, simplicity, and accessibility of such
narratives has allowed them to garner mass appeal. More importantly, owing
to their distinctly emotional ethos, people tend to get affectively invested in
such micro-narratives.

While performing a thorough analysis of the literary and thematic aes-
thetics of content posted on TTT, it is important to take into account the vis-
ual or design layout of the narratives. As has been mentioned earlier, the nar-
ratives are limited to 2,000 characters and are displayed in a standard font
against a dark coloured background, usually black. On a platform such as In-
stagram, this produces a grid of multiple posts which can be read at a glance
or scrolled through in a quick minute. The conditions of reception and con-
sumption of these posts, facilitated by the mechanics of online platforms, are
central to the meaning generated by them and the potential for solidarity
thus produced. It also has a significant impact on the very process of writing
of these narratives, as their creators make a conscious effort to comply to the
attributes of the digital medium. This will become abundantly clear in the
following section which seeks to delineate the literary aesthetic of such nar-
ratives and the way it interacts with the materiality of digital networks.

Some of the narratives from TTT included in this study directly respond
to the rape case of 2012, which came to be known as the ‘Nirbhaya’ rape case
due to a general practice in India wherein the name of the victim is not re-
leased in the public domain. Several epithets were used to refer to her includ-
ing India’s Daughter or Nirbhaya, which roughly translates to ‘the fearless one’,
before her real identity was eventually disclosed. The following narrative ti-
tled ‘Bhaya’ (Figure 1), published on TTT in 2018, almost six years after the
rape case, comments on the gap between the claims made by politicians
about women'’s safety in public places and the stark reality experienced by
women in their daily lives. The contrast is demonstrated through commen-
taries made on television news shows by people in positions of power and the
real experience of a young woman in an urban space in the country. It ends
on a sombre note — ‘“There is unrest in peace’ — even as the news shows find
something else to focus on. The title itself ‘Bhaya’, which translates as ‘fear’
in English, is a satirical reference to the most popular epithet ‘Nirbhaya’
which was used for Jyoti Singh, the rape victim of the 2012 case. Since
‘Nirbhaya’ is the antonym of ‘Bhaya’ in Hindli, the title seems to suggest that
even as the country was quick to valorise the victim, fear continues to per-
meate women’s lives in the country.
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G aparnaupadhyay

ﬁ aparnaupadhyay Never too late for
wake up calls. Republic Day Special
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Fig. 1: ‘Bhaya’ by Aparna Upadhyay on TTT.

Besides this narrative which has clear allusions to the rape case, there are
many others which comment on sexual violence or exploitation in general.
For instance, in the following post from 2016 (Figure 2), the rod becomes a
symbol of violence and aggression. It is not an exaggeration to state that this
would remind the audience of the atrocious nature of the rape case from 2012,
since metal rods were used to violate the victim’s body. This post inverts ste-
reotypical roles as the woman is forced to resort to violence in order to de-
fend herself. Ultimately, it becomes a comment on the propagation of vio-
lence in different forms and the inability to rid oneself of such aggression.

.9
‘:. ttt_official @
y

That day, his rod broke her

om Mumbai writes
0] on #survive

We revisit those timeless tales that

| love you' creates magic in 10
characters. ‘Abracadabra’, in 11.

only way 1 . Qv [
She had to becor ATana

@

Fig. 2: ‘Survive' by Gazal Dhaliwal on TTT.
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In certain cases, this space is also used by common people to speak back to
figures of authority in the form of open letters. In one such letter addressed
to Kirron Kher, a female member of the Parliament who made inappropriate
comments blaming victims of rape, Anushree Joshi writes that every time
people in power make irresponsible comments such as these, ‘we lose an-
other battle against misogyny’. This post is shared with the hashtag #StopVic-
timBlaming (Figure 3).

To Kiron Kher,

When you say that,
a woman shouldn’t have

gone there and done that,
we lose another battle
against misogyny.

& Appstore | P> Google Play

Fig. 3: ‘#StopVictimBlaming' by Anushree Joshi on TTT.

While the 2012 rape case became a watershed moment in the history of gen-
der relations in the country, a number of posts on TTT articulate the incident
at a remarkably personal and intimate level. A poem titled ‘If I Was Raped’
by Isha Yadav begins with a young daughter presenting the horrifying pro-
spect of her rape to her father over breakfast. The poem counterposes the
banality of everyday experiences like eating breakfast or reading about the
‘urban legend’ of rape in newspapers against the heinous thought of a young
woman entertaining the prospect of her being raped.
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“This morming over breakfast
| asked my father

what would happen
if lwas raped.”

read the entire piece in the caption

& s | | P> Gangerte

Fig. 4:'If | was Raped'’ by Isha Yadav on TTT.

In yet another poem titled ‘Trepidations for Women’ (Figure 5), Yadav artic-
ulates the constant state of fear that marks all her experiences and activities,
right from the roads she walks on to the clothes she decides to wear. Both of
these poems provide an experiential account of the lived reality of women’s
lives. While the former poem does so by entertaining an alarming hypothet-
ical situation, the latter enumerates how the fear of being raped informs
every sphere of the speaker’s lived experience. Interestingly, the poet’s im-
aginary consciousness and their lived reality are equally haunted by the plau-
sibility of sexual violence.

There are several posts which comment on misogyny as an everyday
practice within the patriarchal Indian set-up. For instance, Megha Priya com-
ments on the cultural practice of marital dowry wherein the bride’s family is
expected to give inordinate amounts of money to the groom’s family during
a wedding (Figure 6). Priya questions the logic behind this age-old practice
which continues to be prevalent in contemporary times by asking why only
men are considered ‘eligible’ for dowry even when a man and a woman have

similar merits and achievements.
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16,207 likes

Fig. 5: Trepidations for Women' by Isha Yadav on TTT.
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Fig. 6: ‘Eligible’ by Megha Priya on TTT.

180 VOL 10 (1), 2021


https://www.instagram.com/p/BdmiXiAB_Hp/?hl=en
https://www.facebook.com/terriblytinytales/posts/1544580195692162

SENSATIONS AND SOLIDARITY

This curated selection of posts from the microblogging platform is intended
to introduce some of the predominant tropes related to gender and sexuality
which have found representation in online spaces. Given that the 2012 rape
case led to a definitive change in the nature of public debate and discourse,
one can find many references to it in the narratives. At the same time, even
when it is not addressed directly, its lasting influence can be felt in the pres-
ence of multiple narratives that speak about gender issues at a personal, inti-
mate level. The choice of words and the tone and tenor of the narratives sig-
nal towards an emerging form of personal and political consciousness, one
where the ordinary and banal assume the central position. In order to appre-
ciate this dimension of micro-narratives such as the ones featured on TTT, it
is imperative to study their literary aesthetic and form. Owing to the digital
platforms where these narratives are circulated and received, they are char-
acterised by their minimalism, brevity, and simplicity. They are, quite obvi-
ously, designed for quick reading by people who are casually ‘browsing’ the
internet on a smart device. Therefore, in order to truly contextualise them,
one has to study their literary aesthetic vis-a-vis the ecosystem where they
are shared and read by people. This amounts to delineating a digital poetics
of such narratives which are produced, disseminated, and consumed within
a technologically mediated space.

One of the most prominent dimensions of micro-narratives which is in-
formed by the affordances of new media platforms is their short length.
Twitter restricts its posts to 240 characters while TTT, the platform being
discussed here, allows a maximum of 2,000 characters. Besides these plat-
form-specific limitations, the very ethos of digital media promotes quick
consumption, a phenomenon which is also in line with short attention spans
of the audience. As a result, stories are now being told in their miniature form
and the constituent elements of storytelling including plot, character, and ac-
tion are also being modified to scale. This produces a curious digital aesthetic
of shortness with frugality as its watchword. Not only should the narrative be
small and designed for effortless reading, it must also be able to convey its
central message and leave an impact on the reader. While discussing the short
story as a literary form, Norman Friedman argues that the nature of action
can be inherently small, or alternatively, a larger action can still be captured
within a short story.[5] What is significant is the economy of the narrative or
what the author believes is absolutely relevant for the efficient representation
of action. This need to economise the narrative is felt more strongly in the
case of microfiction or the very short story which is both more petite and
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more contemporary than the short story. In the case of digital narratives, this
economy is additionally informed by the movement from page to screen and
concomitant shifts in structures of communication.

As a result of this parsimonious approach to writing microfiction, it is
stripped bare of anything that is not essential to its composition or aesthetic,
resulting in a narrative which corresponds to Marc Botha’s concept of the
‘minimum sublime’.[6] According to Botha, microfiction is able to convey a
sense of immediacy through a systemic manipulation of scale; as the scale of
the work decreases, its intensity increases. In other words, as the text becomes
increasingly sparse due to the culling of extraneous elements, it is reduced to
‘the very heart of its aesthetic’.[7] The rawness of such narratives, which is
often why they are disparaged as literary texts, is directly responsible for
their emotional appeal. One can argue that extreme sparseness of language
accentuates the intensity of the work. In the spirit of brevity, the narrative is
stripped off of all extraneous details, and whatever remains serves to amplify
the effect on the reader. Consequently, their intensity increases manifold, to
an extent that they are able to provide a sublimity of reading experience. The
narratives posted on TTT, discussed above, exemplify this phenomenon. For
instance, in Dhaliwal’s narrative, the characters involved are simply ‘he’ and
‘she’ and a long, painful history of domestic or sexual violence is condensed
into a few sentences by offering an analogy between the past and the present.
The past is consolidated into the phrase ‘that day’ and the present is reflected
by ‘today’ while the pathos of the proliferation of violence is articulated by
the wielding of the rod. Similarly, Priya’s narrative also summarises the en-
tire lives of its characters from childhood to adulthood, symbolised by
‘school’ and ‘office’ respectively within the span of a few words. The attempt
here is to convey only what is absolutely essential to the text’s meaning; in
this case, that includes impressing on the reader that the two characters had
similar levels of academic and professional achievements, yet social norms
differentiate between them on the basis of their gender.

Due to the principles of parsimony and easy consumption at work, such
narratives can also be classified as ordinary in terms of their thematic focus
and forms of representation. The central action of digital narratives is often
borrowed from the daily lived experiences of people’s lives. In the examples
stated above, the narratives capture events like travelling via public forms of
transport, sitting in a park, deciding what to wear to work, etc., all character-
istically mundane and unassuming in nature. Even when a seemingly unre-
alistic hypothetical is introduced in ‘If I was Raped’, the possible modes of the
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father’s response to the incident are quite foreseeable, especially within the
local cultural milieu. He considers which helpline or ‘neta’ (minister/politi-
cian) he would call (a reference to the practice of approaching people in po-
sitions of political power to extract favours in situations of crisis) or how he
‘will escape the scandals and gimmicks’ (once again, a culture allusion to the
practice of victim blaming in Indian society, where the victim and their fam-
ily often face social ostracisation). Moreover, the very thrust of the poem is
to deconstruct the idea that a father’s daughter being raped is an unlikely
event given the sorry situation of women’s safety in Indian cities. Therefore,
the experiences and thoughts which find place in these narratives are col-
oured in ordinariness. They are usual, run-of-the-mill instances which evoke
relatability from the readers.

At the same time, the form of representation is also equally bare and un-
embellished. To a certain extent, this is a function of the economy of micro-
narratives. Since there is no scope within the text to delineate complex char-
acters or setting, one usually finds generic background and unnamed char-
acters which reflect social types more than specific individuals. The mode of
narration is also largely conversational in nature, resembling the kind of lan-
guage used in daily parlance. Quite often, there is a play on certain words or
phrases, or there is a surprise twist towards the end; however, the language
used to this end is objective to a large extent. Critics like Jean Burgess argue
that it is possible to conceptualise digital storytelling as ‘vernacular creativity’,
a set of creative practices that emerge from non-elite social contexts and
communicative conventions.[8] Within this framework, people use creative
tools which are at their disposal and recombine them in novel ways to pro-
duce something which is recognisable yet can create an affective impact.[9]

Reading, reception, and the hashtag

While the literary aesthetic decidedly contributes to their emotional intensity,
the mode of their reception also has a decisive impact on their meaning. It
has been mentioned earlier that digital narratives are most often read on a
screen-based device like a smartphone or a laptop/desktop. The manner of
reading on such devices is markedly different from a material book. To begin
with, the pace of reading is quicker in the case of online platforms as users
browse through the content casually. At the same time, such content is easily

accessible as these devices are available to a reader at all times. Reading is not
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a time or space-specific activity in this case; one can read multiple digital
short narratives in a manner of a few minutes when they are travelling in
public transport or waiting for their turn in a line. This is not to say that it
was not possible for people to read a material book under such circumstances;
however, it is undeniable that screen-based devices have made it much easier
and more commonplace to read in a wider ambit of situations. Owing to such
technologically mediated changes, reading has become a rather banal activity
divorced from its earlier status as a specialised exercise associated with no-
tions of enrichment or pleasure.

More importantly, this form of reading often takes place in a state of dis-
traction, either when people are taking a break from other more strenuous
engagements or when they are not actively doing anything. With respect to
digital and print literacies, N. Katherine Hayles makes a distinction between
close reading and hyperreading. According to Hayles, close reading is usually
associated with literary texts and entails a ‘detailed and precise attention to
rhetoric, style, language choice and so forth through a word-by-word exam-
ination of a text’s linguistic techniques’.[10] As opposed to the prolonged and
undivided attention warranted by close reading, hyperreading is more akin
to techniques like quick scanning and skimming, sometimes across several
texts which might not form a composite whole. Hayles argues that in con-
temporary digital environments, it ‘enables a reader quickly to construct
landscapes of associated research fields and subfields; it shows ranges and
possibilities... and it easily juxtaposes many different texts and passages’.[11]

Such juxtaposition of narratives in digital environments, coupled with the
shortness of these narratives and the form of social media platforms, leads to
multiple texts/stories being read at once. For instance, the visual aesthetic of
TTT on Instagram amounts to a series of black grids with text in white colour.
Even at a single glance, the eye apprehends multiple narratives at once.
Therefore, digital narratives are seldom read in isolation. They derive mean-
ing not as standalone entities but rather as a network of interconnected pieces.
Writing about literary microfiction, Botha calls it a ‘sociable genre’ and ar-
gues that the question of relation of works to one another, works to readers,
and readers to one another is at the heart of the microfictional enterprise.[12]
In digital environments, such juxtaposition of narratives takes place through
the now ubiquitous symbol of the hashtag. If there is one element that em-
bodies the networked mechanics of social media platforms or the internet in
general, it has to be the hashtag. In the present age, the hashtag is used for a
variety of purposes, right from raising awareness about serious issues to
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curating jokes or memes on Twitter or Instagram. Interestingly, the concept
of the hashtag was a user-led innovation on Twitter in 2007 which was later
integrated into the platform.[18] Since then, its use has spread to all signifi-
cant social media platforms where it is used as a principle of organising,
structuring, and curation of content. Scholars like Andreas Bernard and Eliz-
abeth Losha have studied the hashtag as a socio-cultural determinant of dig-
ital environments. Bernard contends that it is no longer just a functional sign;
instead, it is a social symbol which stands for the production and assimilation
of public attention.[14] At its most basic level, the hashtag was intended to
categorise all content/narratives within certain headings. For instance, all
tweets on Twitter or stories on Instagram pertaining to the Black Lives Matter
movement were accompanied by the hashtag #blm, #blacklivesmatter,
#georgefloyd, etc. All such posts would be grouped together under these
hashtags and form a fluid body of content as more narratives will be added
every day. By simply clicking on one of the above hashtags, a user can have
access to a wide range of posts pertaining to this particular movement.

In politically charged activist movements such as BLM, the hashtag serves
as a significant communication tool by aggregating and classifying the vast
quantity of information and narratives. However, when not functioning as an
active tool of awareness or political activism, the hashtag becomes a means
of navigating the expansive and oftentimes labyrinthine field of social media.
It connects digital narratives in a web-like structure, thereby informing the
manner in which they will be read by users. Even as this process is algorith-
mic in nature and can become typically random and arbitrary at times, it has
an important bearing on the process through which these narratives acquire
meaning and impact their readers. As hashtags aggregate multiple narratives,
a single narrative in the form of a tweet or a post becomes a part of a larger
whole which is constantly changing, both in terms of its sheer size but also in
terms of its dominant discourse. This facilitates a new form of digital story-
telling which is segmented and diffused in nature. It is both spatially and tem-
porally distributed, leading to an assemblage of narratives which are loosely
connected to each other. In his book titled The New Digital Storytelling, Bryan
Alexander invokes Scott McCloud’s iconic definition of the comic form as
‘juxtaposed pictorial and other images in deliberate sequence’.[15] Alexander
argues that digital storytelling can be conceptualised as ‘segmented storytell-
ing’ where each narrative forms a part of a larger whole which is distributed
in space and time.[16] As a result, digital narratives do not simply exist as
standalone pieces with clear beginnings and endings; instead, they derive
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their true potential in assemblages where they exist in relation to other nar-
ratives. Such juxtaposition of narrative is also privileged in the mode of read-
ing prevalent in digital environments, identified by Hayles as hyperreading.

Therefore, a hashtag becomes a means of preserving an event or a theme
in digital memory. Everything related to a particular thread of discussion can
be aggregated and memorialised in digital space using a hashtag. Based on
these unique qualities of the symbol, it has been hailed as a symbol that ex-
ercises ‘an important agency in the constructions of power relations, events
and knowledge’.[17] When someone posts or publishes a narrative in social
media and decides to accompany it with a particular hashtag, they exhibit a
desire to be a part of the discursive field. It becomes a way for them to re-
spond to the issue at hand, even if it is through a joke, a meme, an aphorism,
or a serious insight. Sauter and Bruns argue that ‘contributing to a hashtag
discussion...is a mundane way of engaging with the political context and one’s

own reactions to and understandings of it’.[18]

Affect, ambience, and politics

In addition to being an active discursive space which shapes and reflects po-
litical and socio-cultural currents, the collection of digital narratives aggre-
gated by a hashtag is also reflective of the dominant feelings or moods asso-
ciated with certain issues/events. The ensemble of texts produces a distinct
sensorium or a way of feeling(s) about something. This is possibly due to the
fact that digital narratives like the ones discussed above are characteristically
affect-inducing. Their literary aesthetic, narrative economy, principle of
sparseness, and conversational/vernacular appeal give them a certain imme-
diacy, as a result of which, digital users are able to relate to them instantly. At
the same time, the affordances of networked platforms, including newer
forms of storytelling which prioritise the ordinary and the mundane, and
novel modes of engagement facilitated by digital platforms, promote narra-
tives which have affective appeal. Not to mention that digital narratives are
often read juxtaposed next to one another, as a fluid stream of images in the
form of a ‘feed’ on Instagram or as a collage of tweets on Twitter. At the same
time, the combination of visual, written, and aural media turns them into a
plethora of sensory stimuli. The quick, seamless, and simultaneous reception
of this diverse group of texts produces an ambient feeling, like one is sur-

rounded by sensory triggers. In physical terms, it is akin to being spatially
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engulfed by stimulating texts/images in a museum or exhibition of sorts. In
such a scenario, the pieces have a significant bearing on the affective state of
the individual/user, producing in them a set of soft feelings or emotions.

The beginning of the twenty-first century witnessed the emergence of the
affective turn in critical theory. This was constituted by a renewed interest in
affect vis-a-vis the functioning of the political, economic, and cultural. In the
book titled The Affective Turn: Theorizing the Social, Patricia T. Clough defines
affectivity as a ‘substrate of potential bodily responses, often automatic re-
sponses, in excess of consciousness’.[19] Clough further states ‘affect refers
generally to bodily capacities to affect and be affected or the augmentation
or diminution of a body’s capacity to act, to engage and to connect’.[20]

Clearly, affect is closely aligned with emotions and sensations, yet several
theorists of affect studies have emphasised the need to appreciate fine dis-
tinctions between these categories. Brian Massumi defines an emotion or a
feeling as a ‘recognized affect, an identified intensity’[21] possessed or owned
by a subject. However, affect goes beyond and above feeling as a general way
of sense-making.[22] It comes before conscious and cognitive feeling and is
best explained as an intensity. While it may eventually translate into cogni-
tively recognised emotions, it is not possible to empirically study this phe-
nomenon with certainty. What is particularly fascinating about affect is that
it is found in a ‘realm of potential’[23] which is later contained by the shape
it takes in the form of language or feelings. By studying affect, one can hope
to comprehend the phenomena through which this liminal intensity is trans-
formed into recognisable social structures. An exploration of the presence
and functioning of affect in networked media can be pivotal in understand-
ing the points at which ‘new formations of the political are in the process of
being imagined but not yet articulated’.[24] It can help us understand how
political idioms assume a certain shape and form within the materiality of
digital networks.

Several critics have studied the dynamic relationship between affect and
networked media through different approaches. While Athina Karatzogianni
explores the digital virtual as a zone of affect that enables revolutionary po-
tential,[25] Adi Kuntsman develops the concept of ‘cybertouch of war’ to
study the emotional and informational intersections between online and of-
fline violence,[26] and many others have studied the recent Presidential elec-
tions in America as fertile ground for the flow of affect in online spaces. Zizi
Papacharissi argues that the soft and networked architectures of online media
produce ‘structures of feeling’, famously theorised by Raymond Williams as
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social experiences in solution, which reflect the culture, the mood, and the

feel of a particular historical moment. Williams argues that they pertain to

characteristic elements of impulse, restraint and tone; specifically affective elements
of consciousness and relationships: not feeling against thought; but thought as felt
and feeling as thought.[27]

With special reference to Twitter, Papacharissi argues that streams generated
by the logic of the hashtag and the public collectives called into being are
sustained by modalities of affective intensity.[28] People get affectively at-
tuned to the collective of stories and narratives since they represent a loose,
fluid structure of feeling, or the dominant mood of a particular moment in
time.

Interestingly, such affective structures allow for differing degrees of en-
gagement and involvement. In the case of distinctly political forms of activ-
ism in digital spaces like Black Lives Matter or the Occupy Wall Street Move-
ment, which were backed by the physicality of material struggles playing out
on the street, online spaces are often used to bolster the movement. Here,
there are clearly ideological positions which are carved out through different
forms of digital narratives which are obviously political in nature. On the
other hand, when it comes to softer socio-cultural phenomena which are be-
ing articulated, consciously or unconsciously, through digital narratives, of-
ten not backed by a corollary demonstration on the streets, the type of affec-
tive involvement is markedly different. In such cases, there is no absolute call
for action or no definitive ideological position to be adopted or performed.
Instead, they function as affect worlds where a subtle, ambient form of poli-
tics is constantly brewing in the background.

Lauren Berlant’s idea of the intimate publics is particularly useful to un-
derstand this notion of an affective and ambient form of political engage-
ment. Berlant’s ‘intimate publics’ foregrounds emotional and affective at-
tachments located in fantasies of the common, the everyday and a sense of
ordinariness.[29] The sense of belonging to this intimate public remains un-
defined; in Berlant’s words,

you do not need to audition for membership in it. Minimally, you need to perform

audition, to listen and to be interested in the scene’s visceral impact.[30]

One can infer from this argument that there are different possible degrees of

engagement ranging from a casual passer-by who is affected at some level by
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what they see or hear or read to an involved participant who not only con-
sumes but also produces narratives in some manner.

This points towards the formation of new forms of being political in the
present. What does it mean to be politically involved in a time when so many
political discourses are being shaped in digital spaces? How do affordances of
social media platforms influence the dynamics of solidarity? Is it time to re-
think our notions of political engagement? Berlant contends that in the case
of intimate publics, politics is ‘something overheard, encountered indirectly
and unsystematically through a kind of communication more akin to gossip
than to cultivated rationality’.[81] Applying this notion to the affective realm
of digital spaces, one can argue that the very associations of the term political
are undergoing a paradigm shift. Politics, once associated with rational
thought and premeditated ideological positions, is now articulated through
the immediacy of feelings and emotions. Political involvement is no longer
exclusively contingent on party membership or conscientious activism. It
can now find representation in the form of a continuous stream of narratives
which blend fact with feeling and actual information with experiential ac-
counts. People are more likely to engage in the political realm in the form of
soft feelings or moods via the digital sensorium of narratives mediated
through hashtags on social media. Additionally, the political is negotiated
through the ordinary and the banal and lacks the clarity traditionally linked
to political thought. From being a collection of ideas and principles, politics
becomes something that is felt as a sensory force. Additionally, it is not lo-
cated in obviously political acts or registers; instead, everyday thoughts and
activities are imbued with political ramifications.

It would not be too much of an exaggeration to say that we are sur-
rounded by politics, albeit of a more affective kind. It is akin to an ambient
phenomenon, something that is always on, playing in the background, lightly
impinging on an individual’s senses. Brian Eno, the acclaimed musician who
coined the term ‘ambient music’, quite famously defined it as something
which is ‘as ignorable as it is interesting’. Eno further states that ambient mu-
sic can ‘accommodate many levels of listening attention without enforcing
one in particular’.[32] In digital networks, the ensemble of hybrid forms of
storytelling with their distinct affective impetus articulates a different form
of politics, in the form of a loose, ever-changing cluster of feelings and lived
experiences which is constantly there — it is always on in the background.
This has been made possible partly by the ambient infrastructure of digital
platforms which allow information and narratives to be shared constantly.
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They support constant movement and content is perennially being circu-
lated through the sharing economy peculiar to these digital spaces. As a result,
an effect of ambience is created wherein narratives are always being pro-
duced and shared on digital networked platforms. The concept of ambience
has recently been studied in different art and media forms.[33] In the field of
literature, such studies have explored the emergence of distinctive forms of
reading, listening, and looking delivered through text and audio running on
smartphones and tablets.[34] Simultaneously, research has also been con-
ducted on the processes through which media technologies become direct
participants in shaping sensory environments and underlying moods.[85]
With special reference to Twitter, Alfred Hermida states that ‘broad, asyn-
chronous, lightweight and always-on systems’ are giving rise to ‘ambient
journalism’.[36]

In a similar vein, one can argue that politics has assumed an ambient di-
mension as the political is now being negotiated in a state of inattentiveness
or distraction through characteristically banal registers of belonging. Instead
of having to commit unambiguously to a particular political ideology, indi-
viduals can develop a sense of contingent solidarity as they relate to certain
feelings or experiences. Besides becoming affective and banal, the political
has perhaps truly become the personal within this framework. This paves the
way for hitherto unknown kinds of political engagement which are more in
tune with the contemporary moment and its dynamics. It has a lot in com-
mon with Berlant’s notion of the ‘desire for the political’ as the desire for
creating the sense of a more liveable and intimate sociality through more af-
fective registers of belonging. For Berlant, there is a need to establish new
idioms of political belonging which are ‘not situated in gestures of heroic ac-
tion we associate with the political’ but turn towards ‘deflation, distraction
and aleatory wavering in unusual arcs of attentiveness’.[37]

The micro-narratives posted on TTT produce a distinctly affective envi-
ronment with their immediacy and emotional appeal. Even when they might
not strike one as being overtly political since they might not articulate a tra-
ditional politics of gender, they do mediate the issue at a personalised, expe-
riential level. There is an abundance of such micro-narratives which act as
endless streams of sensory triggers, making people feel and live through the
dynamics of gender relations. They exemplify an alternative version of po-
litical engagement which is political without the politics. In other words, the
brand of politics embodied by such narratives is premised on feelings and
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sensations evoked by the ordinary and the mundane. The assemblage so pro-
duced is diffused, it is amorphous and it is ubiquitous in networked social
media. The affordances of such digital networks facilitate a unique literary
aesthetic of sparseness, narrative economy, and vernacular linguistic compo-
sition. All of this contributes to the distinct affective and emotional appeal of
these digital micro-narratives. At the same time, the technologically medi-
ated ecosystem within which these narratives are read has a significant bear-
ing on their semantic and political undertones. The logic of the hashtag,
along with the ambient infrastructure of digital media, produces a spatially
diffused sensorium where the political is articulated through affective regis-
ters. The very parlance of the political undergoes a paradigm shift from the
special to the mundane, from thought to feeling and from localised spatiality
to ambient atmosphere.
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