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We the Affectariat 

“Inspiring sad passions is necessary for the exercise of power. Rulers need the sadness 
of their subjects.” —Whispered in a bar in Cannes by Gilles Deleuze in the late 1970s

We love questions of who and how. Who is the agent of history? How will social transformation 
come about? The proletariat occupied the position it did in classical Marxism not because of 
some metaphysical virtù, but because Marxists believed industrial workers occupied a position 
in society that equipped them to transform it and thereby lead other social elements in doing so.

This position faltered over the course of the mid-twentieth century economic boom, where many 
of us came to see the labour movement as quite complacently situated on the terrain of power 
rather than leading social change. The ongoing co-optation of social movements organized at  
the intersections of capital’s violence (gender, race, class) cast a concept of agency—premised 
on the overcoming of alienation and the emergence of the authentic self—into question. And 
with this authentic self goes the whole imaginary edifice of collective social transformation. 

Agency and structure are 
co-constitutive. And now all 
we are le f t w i th is a 
humanistic pessimism—an 
insufficient force of social 
transformation. The Oedipal 
foundations of society, 
despite these impressive 
shakings given by various 
social movements, stands 
firm, and is perhaps even 
strengthened.

Gone is the individual self—
the former site and agent of 
our liberation. Gone is the 
unshakable belief in some 
majestic dialectical un-
fo ld ing of our c losed, 
repressed human free-
doms. Flows of desire, the 
operations of social mach-
inery—all along these have 
preceded and determined 
the ‘reasoning individual.’



The sense of a self capable of political agency had 
given many of us an entry point into political action. 
The loss of individual agency threatens to close off 
our only known route to some sort of struggle for 
freedom. It replaces dreams of emancipation with 
nightmares of the little man—the fascist in us all, in 
our heads, in our hearts, in our everyday 
behaviours, it is this micro-fascism which causes us 
to desire power, to long for the very thing that 
dominates us and exploits us.  

Affect offers a new approach to this old problem. 
What latent thing do you and I, two utterly 
powerless, simulated individuals, share that might, if 
activated in some way, endow us with a common 
sense of things, and from there a collective potency? 

Viscerality is not some sort of authentic self buried by oppression—it constructs something new 
in the wreckage of defeat. It assembles collectivity’s against the fascist on your shoulder that 
whispers: “You are totally alone in this—in this dead-end job, this broken home, this bottomless 
debt, this paralyzing depression.”

We must work to embolden the visceral 
potency of the othered—women, people of 
colour, and all of those for whom political 
defeat means confronting the unknow-able 
f a c e o f h u m a n c a t a s t r o p h e . T h e 
consignment of billions of people to poverty 
and precarity, the roll-back of basic victories 
like the right to birth control and abortion, 
the criminalisation and incarceration of 
millions of people of colour, and the utter 
evisceration of the age-old social supports 
on which the poor and working class have 
depended for survival. In times such as 
these, sadness is no longer acceptable an 
an adequate response. 

Sadness is easy—it is the affect of 
impotence, a precarious position that most 
marginalized at the folds of gender, race, 
and class cannot afford to hold. As it points 
towards action, anger is much harder. But 
that is what we must draw upon now. We 
must become an collectively visceral anger 
that will no longer allow itself to be satisfied 
with desiring its own repression any more.
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