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Carolyn Pedwell is a Professor in Digital Media and Head of Media and Film in the School of Arts at 

Lancaster University and was previously a Professor of Cultural Studies and Media at the University of Kent. 

She is a recurring visiting scholar at several prestigious institutions, including the Department of Gender 

and Cultural Studies at the University of Sydney, the Centre for the History of Emotions at Queen Mary 

(University of London), and the Gender Institute at the London School of Economics (LSE), where she also 

completed her PhD in Gender Studies. 

A prominent cultural and media theorist with an international reputation, her research interests lie at the 

intersection of media and cultural studies, sociology, gender studies, and international politics. Her work 

centers on affect and artificial intelligence, digital culture and sociality, the politics of emotion, habits and 

social transformation, alongside feminist, queer, critical race, and decolonial theories. She is the author of 

three major monographs: Revolutionary Routines: The Habits of Social Transformation (McGill-Queens UP, 

2 Gökçe Zeybek Kabakcı, PhD., Research Assistant, Hacettepe University Faculty of Communication Department of Communication Sciences​
gokcezkabakci@gmail.com, ORCID: 0000-0001-8666-3179  

© Yazar(lar) (veya ilgili kurum(lar)) 2026. Atıf lisansı (CC BY-NC 4.0) çerçevesinde yeniden kullanılabilir. Ticari kullanımlara izin verilmez. 
Ayrıntılı bilgi için açık erişim politikasına bakınız. Hacettepe Üniversitesi İletişim Fakültesi tarafından yayınlanmıştır. 

1 Burcu Şenel Alpuğan, PhD., Instructor, Hacettepe University Faculty of Communication Department of Communication Sciences​
busenel@gmail.com, ORCID: 0000-0003-3783-2794 

30 

http://www.momentjournal.org


Moment | 2026, 13(1): 30-44 | Burcu Şenel Alpuğan, Gökçe Zeybek Kabakcı 

2021), Affective Relations: The Transnational Politics of Empathy (Palgrave, 2014), and Feminism, Culture and 

Embodied Practice (Routledge, 2010), and is the co-editor of The Affect Theory Reader 2: Worldings, Tensions, 

Futures (Duke UP, 2023). Her current research entitled, “Speculative Machines and Us: Intuition, AI and the 

Making of Computational Cultures”, supported by a British Academy Mid-Career Fellowship (2024-2025), 

investigates the socio-political, cultural, affective histories and the future of AI and digital computing, 

artificial intuition, and human-machine relations. She is also a co-investigator on the AHRC BRAID-funded 

project, “Animals in Translation: AI, Ethics, and the Future of Interspecies Dialogue” (PI Delphine Grass, 

Lancaster) (2026-2028), concentrating on AI, biodiversity conservation, and more-than-human relations.  

Drawing upon these transdisciplinary fields of research, we conducted an interview with Prof. Carolyn 

Pedwell on affect, digital technologies, and uncertain futures for this issue of Moment Journal. 

First, thank you very much for accepting our invitation. We would like to start from the very beginning, your 

personal academic background. You are a cultural and media theorist with massive work and expertise in very 

broad transdisciplinary research fields such as digital media and culture; feminist, queer, critical race, and 

decolonial studies; affect and AI; habits and social change; and the politics of empathy. Can you tell us more 

about your academic journey and how you carved out your path toward the field of affect studies?  

Thank you so much, Burcu and Gökçe, for the opportunity to take part in this interview and to be part of this 

special issue, which is, I think, so urgent and salient at our current cultural and socio-political moment.   

Part of what led me to affect studies was, I think, the interdisciplinarity of my intellectual training. I did a 

first degree in English Literature and Political Studies, through which I practiced close reading and honed an 

interest in the workings of democracy, governance, and power. During my MSc and PhD in Gender Studies, I 

cultivated feminist, queer, decolonial, and anti-racist habits of thought alongside an appreciation of the 

transnational solidarities necessary for political resistance and alternative world-making. A postdoc in 

Media and Communications sharpened my attention to the political logics of mediation and the affective 

life of cultural technologies. Since then, I’ve worked as an academic across Media, Arts, and Sociology 

settings - with a persistent interest in grappling with problems that emerge at the intersection of scholarly 

fields, from cultural studies and literary theory to cybernetics and digital computing histories. This 

interdisciplinarity meshes well with affect studies, which are not only inherently inter- or trans-disciplinary 

but also, perhaps, undisciplined.  

Affect was also, of course, fashionable in the first decade of the new millennium when I was finishing my 

doctorate and starting my academic career, amid the publication of landmark texts like Eve Sedgwick and 

Adam Frank’s “Shame in the Cybernetic Fold” (1995); Brian Massumi’s Parables of the Virtual (2002), Sara 
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Ahmed’s The Cultural Politics of Emotion (2004), Patricia Clough’s The Affective Turn (2007), Melissa Gregg 

and Gregory J. Seigworth’s The Affect Theory Reader (2010), and Lauren Berlant’s Cruel Optimism (2011). 

Our intellectual interests do, of course, follow the academic fashions of our time, and I am sure this 

influenced my own path. The “turn to affect” also, however, resonated with my longer-term investment in 

feminist theories and epistemologies which have, of course, long engaged the links among “the personal” 

and the political – affective genealogies which Anne Whitehead and I sought to extend in our 2012 special 

issue of Feminist Theory, “Affecting Feminism: Questions of Feeling in Feminist Theory”.   

The rise of affect studies also aligned with my interest in how implicit, embodied, and less-than-conscious 

forces and dynamics powerfully shape our investments, dispositions, and behaviour. Such themes have 

been explored across a range of fields, from philosophy and phenomenology to psychoanalysis and 

neuroscience. Affect theories – particularly the work of Brian Massumi and Patricia Clough, as well as 

Elizabeth Wilson in books like Psychosomatic (2004) and Gut Feminism (2015) – however, offered novel 

perspectives on these issues, linking embodied and sensorial relations to political ideologies and media 

technologies, in ways that felt both eye-opening and urgent. These elements of affect theory have been 

central to my scholarship over the past two decades, as I have turned to concepts such as “embodiment”, 

“empathy”, “habit”, and, most recently, “intuition”, to explore the vital place of “the less-than-conscious” in 

affective relations, political life, technological change, and social transformation in ways that both include 

and far exceed “the human”.  

Focusing today on the logics of intuition and the rise of so-called “artificial intuition”, I remain deeply 

interested in what happens (epistemologically, ethically, aesthetically) when fields, resources, and/or 

perspectives not usually used to enable one another are brought into conversation. How does cybernetics 

speak to affect studies? What ensues from a dialogue between quantum physics and speculative 

philosophy? Where does digital computing meet decolonial theory? What processes of affecting and being 

affected are at stake here, and how might they be vital to intellectual curiosity, expansion, and discovery?  

We are living in a world of profound uncertainties and overlapping crises from climate change, ongoing wars, 

and genocides to the rise of anti-gender and anti-migrant movements, which go hand in hand with systemic 

racist, homophobic, and transphobic violence. Yet, within these turbulent times, we also witness resilient social 

justice struggles, powerful feminist movements, and creative practices of resistance worldwide. What do these 

conflicting forces tell us about the dominant emotions of our era? From your perspective, how would you 

describe the “spirit of our time” through this complex affective lens? 

It feels difficult to describe “the spirit of our time” in any unifying way. Words that come to mind are: split, 

fragmented, polarized, crisis-oriented, angry, anxious, reeling, resentful, resigned, dejected, numb, burnt out, 
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disassociated… but also, perhaps: showing up, ploughing on, finding a foothold, adapting to conditions, 

resisting, surviving, finding sustenance, being surprised, believing that different things can happen…  

I’ve found Ben Anderson and Anna Secor’s book, The Politics of Feeling: Populism, Progressivism, Liberalism 

(2025), quite helpful for approaching these kinds of questions. In the long aftermath of the global financial 

crisis of 2007/08, their vital project is not to describe a shared national or translational political mood, but 

rather to diagnose the differentiated political responses to uncertainty that have emerged amid late 

capitalism, waning neoliberalisms, often toxic digital and AI infrastructures, relentless war, genocide, and 

the looming climate emergency.  

Anderson and Secor draw on Stuart Hall’s writing to characterise our extended present across the UK and 

US as an “unfinished conjunctural crisis” characterised by 1) spreading and intensifying precarity; 2) a 

widespread (though socially differentiated) sense of a cancelled future; and 3) the affective experience of 

the present being digitally mediated in particular ways. A conjunctural crisis is, they note, “characterized by 

its density; it appears to be happening across multiple sites at the same time”.  

Right-wing populism, left progressivism, and centrist liberalism, from Anderson and Sector’s perspective, 

each make available distinct (and often oppositional) forms of feeling that promise (though inevitably fail to 

deliver) an escape from the current political impasse; a way to find an affectively satisfying resolution to 

what has become, for many, unbearable uncertainty and upheaval.  

So, although there is no single or shared political mood to be articulated, we can map the differentiated 

ways in which what Lauren Berlant called “cruel optimism” takes shape and exerts effects across the 

transatlantic political landscape. What also, I think, links the different political dispositions that Anderson 

and Secor identify is an experience of affective overwhelm with which we are now all quite familiar – a 

sense of perpetually reeling as each new disaster lands on top of the previous one: “Turbulence”, as they 

put it, “appears to be the norm … past, present, and future blur”. 

This is why, perhaps, in their posthumous book, The Inconvenience of Other People (2022), Berlant refers to 

“disassociation” as a widespread coping strategy; a desperate way to block out the chaos of the affective 

surround amid relentless precarity, threat, distress, and over-simulation. Here, Berlant writes about how the 

“inconvenience” of being an imperfect subject surrounded by imperfect objects forces us to generate 

alternative forms of getting through existence, techniques that enable continued attachments to life, even 

and especially a cruelly optimistic one.  

A vital question remains, then, of how we can collectively fashion alternative ways of sensing, imagining, 

animating, and materialising socio-political futures, even, or especially, when we are overwhelmed, 
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exhausted, burnt out, dissociated – something which the resilient and creative social justice movements 

you mention continue to do, despite everything with which we are faced.  

Your current research investigates the sociopolitical, cultural, and affective histories of AI and digital 

technologies. Your project, “Speculative Machines and Us: Intuition, AI and the Making of Computational 

Cultures” emphasizes that these technologies do not merely process data; they actively participate in making 

and remaking human worlds. Looking through this perspective, how would you describe the relationship 

between AI and the “spirit of our time”? Furthermore, could you open what artificial intuition means in this 

context within your research, and what are the political and affective implications of intuition’s becoming 

artificial and algorithmic? 

If the spirit of our time registers partly in the disappointment, overwhelm, and disassociation that 

accompany our present political impasse amid a widespread sense of “cancelled futures”, AI is clearly to 

this fraught twenty-first-century politics of feeling.  

Pertinent here, of course, is the proliferation of AI slop; the consolidation of toxic online racism, misogyny, 

and transphobia; and the extractive and surveillant practices central to our algorithmic attention economy. 

Concerns that AI is atrophying or rendering redundant vital human cognitive and creative capacities are, 

moreover, pressing amid the rise of generative and agentic architectures, as are dystopian fears that the 

machines we have created will turn on us, endangering human and planetary existence. 

In this context, my most recent work has explored how “artificial intuition” has emerged as a buzzword 

within AI imaginaries, referring to the ability of machine learning systems to approach problems “intuitively” 

through sophisticated forms of pattern recognition. The promise of artificial intuition is not only that it 

mobilises “gut feelings” akin to a seasoned detective or expert physician, but also that it attunes to 

emergent aspects of reality that elude human perception to surface novel correlations and discover 

“unknown unknowns”. 

Tech industry visions of machine learning’s intuitive capacities are predictably celebratory: cloud computing 

is said to “make us smarter” while AI augments our “innate ingenuity”. Yet as media scholars have argued, 

many of the computing systems referred to as “intuitive” are, in fact, “uncritical mimicking technologies” 

(Sampson, 2020, p. 20).  

For an AI agent to have a “hunch” in current socio-political conditions may essentially mean that it is making 

probabilistic speculations on the basis of iterative biases and prejudices projected into the future (Chun, 

2021; Pedwell, 2022, 2023). As everyday experience is increasingly mediated via profit-oriented machine 
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learning infrastructures, moreover, we may be learning to intuitively confirm to computational categories 

and common senses as much as (or more than) they are learning to simulate us.​  

What particularly interests me in this project, however, is that attempts to automate intuition are far from 

new. Through inhabiting the affective atmospheres surrounding computational innovations on both sides of 

the Atlantic from the start of the twentieth century onwards, my research explores how intuition has shaped 

unfolding relations between “new” technologies and us, itself being (re)made to suit shifting sociotechnical 

and politico-economic interests.  

Tracing how intuition is trained within intelligent systems spanning different “waves” of AI can, I think, help 

us better understand how the affective, ideological, and technological have become intwined in computing 

histories – salient dynamics today amid the growing collusion among Silicon Valley, right-wing interests, 

and political authoritarianism. Excavating interdisciplinary attempts to quantify and codify intuition also 

tells us much about how current data-informed environmental governmentalities of control came to be and 

how, in turn, they might have been otherwise.  

While intuition is, in my view, important to understanding how twentieth-century human-machine relations 

have shaped twenty-first-century computational cultures, it may also be vital to cultivating alternative 

sociotechnical futures. At a moment when statistical pattern recognition threatens to eclipse other ways of 

approaching complexity, change, and possibility, I’m drawn to how reanimating elements of our cybernetic, 

digital, and quantum pasts could remind us how to anticipate, speculate, intuit, forecast, and fabulate 

sociotechnical futures beyond narrow forms of probabilistic prediction.   

In today’s world, the collapse of the public sphere, coupled with neoliberal ideals of individualism and 

maximum efficiency, forces individuals to carry the structural weight of collective crises entirely on their own. 

With authoritarian pressures restricting physical gatherings and deep economic anxieties looming large, digital 

platforms come forth for survival, especially for young people. For instance, lately, we have been observing a 

striking phenomenon among our own university students. Many of them are turning to AI platforms as a coping 

mechanism for this intense isolation, expressing feelings like, “AI listens to me without judgment, and I don’t 

feel alone”, or “It helps me escape the suffocating environment at home.” How do you read this relation 

between AI and affect? What happens to our collective capacity for solidarity when the deep structural failures 

of society and politics are mitigated through private, affective dialogues with AI companions? 

Our now ubiquitous AI infrastructures do, I think, exist in close relation to neoliberal individualism, 

authoritarian pressures, and economic anxieties in the ways that you describe. What you say about your 

students turning to AI agents as a coping mechanism amid a pervading sense of social isolation resonates 
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with some of the ways my own students talk about their relationships with chatbots and other generative AI 

technologies.    

A good deal of public intellectual intervention now grapples with these issues, foregrounding what is often 

framed as a growing technology-related crisis of amid (not only) young people of isolation, loneliness, 

digital dependence, shrinking attention spans, stunted capacities for reading, writing, and critical thinking, 

and so forth. While there are elements of truth in these observations, they often veer into the language of 

moral panic or technological determinism without being able to grapple with the “complexity, contradiction, 

and ambiguity that everyday lives are made of” (Paasonen, 2021, p. 7). Susanna Paasonen puts it well, I 

think, when she argues that critiques of digital culture “risk being both simplifying and totalizing either 

because of their level of generalization or because of their disinterest toward how things are lived and felt” 

(2021, p. 6).  

It’s also helpful, I think, to bring a historical perspective to bear on our contemporary affective relationships 

with AI. Elizabeth Wilson, in Affect and Artificial Intelligence (2010), offers a fascinating discussion of how 

the relationship between artificiality and affect has long permeated debates around digital computation and 

machine intelligence. While much public and scholarly concern has surrounded people’s growing use of AI 

“therapists”, whether through the use of apps designed for this purpose of the more informal kinds of 

conversations with chatbots that our students describe, Wilson emphasises that the structure of the 

patient-therapist relationship has always been premised on a certain kind of artificiality; artifice is, in a 

sense, fundamental to the ethos of “the talking cure”. From this perspective, artificiality itself is not 

necessarily the problem.  

In engaging with the rich work of scholars like Paasonen, Wilson, and others, we could attend critically, but 

also, perhaps, creatively and compassionately, to how human-machine relations might shape the 

management of self-disintegrating intensities, offering relief from a compromised world as we generate 

(virtual) spaces, habits, and rituals of alternative life alongside the threat, breakdown, and crises of the 

present.  

While such AI-mediated relationships may be regarded as isolating, damaging, or indeed antithetical to the 

formation of “real” political solidarities, I do not think they are inevitably so; rather, these more-than-human 

dynamics often speak to tactics of personal and political survival and sustenance that may be vital at our 

present moment.   

Following up on this topic, in such lonely and turbulent times, we increasingly fail to listen to or understand one 

another. This inability to see each other’s values and needs, shaking the desire for coexistence, is also 

aggressively fuelled by political polarization and an increasingly hostile political discourse. We know your 
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prominent work on the politics of empathy and your caution against the assumption that empathy is an 

inherently progressive tool for social cohesion, social justice, and democratization. In a world shaped by 

authoritarian pressures, neoliberal isolation, and the rise of AI companions, where do you position empathy 

today? 

When I was researching Affective Relations: The Transnational Politics of Empathy (2014), one of the things 

that struck me about a good deal of the work on empathy, and affect and emotion studies more generally, is 

how much we had invested in the transformational promise of a kind of “affective revolution” at the level of 

the embodied subject or social collective.  

The promise of empathy, I wrote then, goes something like this: if people could only be affected powerfully 

enough by, for example, being exposed to, or made to witness, the depth of others’ suffering (and perhaps 

their own complicity in the wider structures of power that sustain it), then their ways of being and acting in 

the world could be transformed in the interests of greater social justice; whatever that is understood to 

entail in a given context.  

As I argued, however, these seductive narratives rarely address what happens after empathy in an explicit or 

sustained way – nor do they engage the wider biopolitics and geopolitics that invocations of empathy as 

“affective solution” are wrapped up in in contemporary global relations of power. We inhabit a different 

political moment now, but, for me, the risks of regarding empathy as a necessary balm to deep-seated 

transnational dynamics of oppression, violence, and dehumanisation, as if it could somehow arise apart 

from those conditions, remain pertinent.  

Yet my objective was not to invalidate felt relations of empathy or to suggest its irrelevance; rather, I argued 

that a multiple, ambivalent, and relational idea of empathy is required to negotiate the affective 

complexities of a globalised world in flux. I have been particularly interested in more-than-human 

empathies, which feel increasingly pertinent amid current computational cultures.  

Addressing what you describe as “a world shaped by authoritarian pressures, neoliberal isolation, and the 

rise of AI companions”, I can perhaps now expand on my answer to your previous question:  

In our recent essay in the Capacious journal, Eve Stowe and I tried to think through some of the affective 

contradictions and complexities at play in people’s use of AI and social media interfaces as coping 

mechanisms, in ways that might suggest forms of empathy that could be generative to engaging lived 

experiences of algorithmic life in our current sociotechnical landscape.  
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As we’ve already discussed, the problems of digital media often stand in for wider complex challenges 

related to failed neoliberal promises, social and economic polarization, rising political authoritarianism, and 

a purported transnational epidemic of loneliness. Yet social media and AI interfaces may equally be seen to 

present a “solution” to feelings of isolation, uncertainty, and vulnerability: a means to induce transformation 

that might feel possible from within custom-built, hyper-relevant bubbles which invite us to anticipate a 

highly personalized world: the good life.  

As Stowe and I suggest, these online spaces might register as a safer place to be, an affective escape from 

an unwelcoming world. Entangled with such computationally rendered socialities, we might feel able to 

cultivate alter-worlds from within, as we are brought closer to worlds that feel like they have been 

specifically crafted by, or at least for, us. Of course, there is much contradiction and ambivalence in these 

relations, such hyper-personalization wouldn’t be possible without intensive techno-capitalist surveillance. 

Attending to the ambivalence both/and of algorithmic affect in this way could, we suggest, help us cultivate 

more empathic (and perhaps more realistic) understandings of why we stay attached to digital and AI 

devices, platforms, and infrastructures – encouraging a move beyond the shaming of networked 

attachments (Anderson, 2023) towards an exploration of how social media and AI technologies might be 

both making the ordinary (into a) crisis, and making it more bearable (Pedwell and Stowe, 2024).   

Making the unbearable bearable and the unliveable liveable remains vital to our ability to stay attached to 

(political) life at our current moment, and my sense is that we need to remain empathically alive to these 

realities in our critical engagements with digital media and AI.  

In your book Revolutionary Routines: The Habits of Social Transformation (2021), you deeply discuss the 

relationship between habit, and socio-political change, emphasizing the interconnections between everyday 

minor gestures, habits and affect rather than centring on major revolutionary moments. On one hand, you 

highlight the potential of minor gestures for social change; yet on the other, you caution that everyday habits 

can function to sustain existing inequalities and violence that is invisible. Today, we live in a world where a 

relentless flow of images and news concerning wars, violence, and genocides circulates across digital 

platforms. Systematically curated by algorithms, this constant exposure has turned international atrocities into 

just another repetitive loop in our daily feeds. Being continually exposed to these visuals carries the risk of 

creating a profound sense of desensitization and, as you note, “compassion fatigue.” Given this collective 

routinization of suffering, where can we find the potential for everyday habits to transition from tools of 

systemic invisibility into “revolutionary routines” that disrupt this desensitization and spark political agency? 
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Revolutionary Routines departs in a sense from where Affective Relations left off. One of its starting points 

emerged from noticing how fantasies of empathy as an affective remedy often fail to engage fully with the 

sedimented (though not necessarily conscious or easily discernible embodied, affective, and material 

patterns and habits that keep existing modes of being, seeing, feeling, and acting in place.  

In interpreting social change in a minor key, I wanted to explore how everyday habits constitute crucial sites 

and technologies of transformation, but ones that may be overlooked and cast aside if we focus only on 

major chords. Part of my interest here was to rethink the relationship between affect and habit, which 

relates closely, I think, to the concept of compassion fatigue you mention.  

Contrary to the emphasis on the transformative potential of affective breaks, jolts, or revolutions evidenced 

in much of the writing on empathy and social justice, the well-trodden idea of “compassion fatigue” 

assumes that prolonged or repeated affective responses inevitably lose their affective force and may 

actually prevent meaningful action and change. The more that we are confronted with images of 

exploitation, violence, and suffering, through the more desensitized to their force we become.  

The French philosopher Felix Ravaisson observes this basic point in his 1838 book Of Habit, when he notes 

the differences between repeated sensations and repeated actions: “The continuity or the repetition of 

passion weakens it; the continuity or repetition of action exalts or strengthens it. Prolonged or repeated 

sensation gradually diminishes and eventually fades away. Prolonged or repeated movement becomes 

gradually easier, quicker, and more self-assured.” ([1838]2008, p. 49).  

Yet, as I argue in Revolutionary Routines, a closer reading of Ravaisson’s analysis reveals a more complex 

understanding of the always unfolding relations between affect and habit, in which repeated or sustained 

sensation need not necessarily lead to desensitization or disaffection. In particular circumstances, he 

suggests, feeling or sensing can be “turned into an activity” which can “engender a heightening of 

experience rather than a diminution of feeling” (Carlisle, 2014, p. 82). 

Expanding from this philosophical anecdote, we can, I have suggested, appreciate how feeling and action 

may not be as opposed as we often think; habituated affect does not inevitably deaden radical political 

force; and, moreover, various forms of transformation may unfold through the interaction (rather than 

separation) of affect and habit, including the particular forms of affective (in)attention we bring to everyday 

experience.    

Within current media ecologies and the multiple streams of algorithmically-orchestrated visual and sensory 

content they offer, however, “compassion fatigue” and ideas of desensitization and disaffection seem to 
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find less traction than notions of “brain rot”, “sludge content”, and “enshittification” and their links to the 

extractive, profit-oriented logics of digital platforms.  

Yet compassion fatigue and brain rot are perhaps not unrelated. Both concepts signal potentially interesting 

and important concerns about how media infrastructures and technologies mediate human affects, 

capacities, and cultures in (im)material ways. Yet both are also vulnerable to an instrumentalist “media 

effects” logic that more than five decades of media and cultural studies have focused on debunking.   

There is much vital work ongoing with respect to media ownership, profit-models, and platform decay, and 

information ecosystems, in which I am engaged. For me, however, there also remains something interesting 

to me about how we think “affirmative” or “progressive” change actually happens at embodied and material 

levels – and how transforming sensing “into an activity”, as Ravaisson puts it, might engender forms of 

attentiveness, care, and connection with a range of political and ethical implications.   

Following your inspiring talk “Affect Theory for Uncertain Futures” at the Mobilizing Affect - Affective 

Mobilization conference last year at ICI Berlin, what do you think about how affect theory can help us navigate 

uncertain futures? How can it open spaces for hope, alternative imaginaries, or collective resilience when the 

horizon feels so unpredictable? 

Mobilizing Affect - Affective Mobilization was a wonderful event, and it was great to be able to explore that 

question of how affect theory might help us navigate uncertain futures filled with upheaval, precarity, and 

indeterminacy. Yet I was also aware in Berlin that I was asking this question at a socio-political moment in 

which affect seems to be increasingly posed as “the problem” – whether this is in terms of the “bad affect” 

of authoritarian populism, the lack of appropriately urgent affect amid the looming climate emergency, or 

the intensifying affective manipulation of Big-tech owned AI infrastructures.  

Amid such affective tensions, one of the things that affect theory enables at our present conjuncture is a 

rich understanding of twenty-first-century technologies of affective governance, and the digital and 

cybernetic histories leading up to them. Affect studies help us grasp how, as Ben Anderson puts it, “power 

now operates at the sub or just conscious level of bodily affects” (2014, p. 26).  

My own archival research explores how cybernetic efforts to render embodied intuition algorithmic – and 

their calls for more speculative, intuitive, and flexible approaches to uncertain sociotechnical futures – 

might be interpreted as early stirrings of what Brian Massumi calls “ontopower”: an intuitive power to incite 

and orient emergence that “insinuates itself into the pores of the world where life is just stirring, on the 

verge of being what it will become and yet barely there” (Massumi, 2015, p. xviii).    
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As curated by both states and capital, ontopower entails what Gilles Deleuze presciently termed “control”: a 

form of power characterised by environmental control that is, as Massumi notes, more processually intense 

and far-reaching than sovereign power, disciplinary power, and biopower.  

Interestingly, however, as I spoke about in Berlin, the digital and cybernetic archives I have been immersed in 

also document interdisciplinary Cold War efforts to address the limits and risks of scientific and algorithmic 

prediction; to articulate prediction’s epistemological, affective, and material effects; and, crucially, to 

broaden prediction’s meaning beyond conventional parameters.  

These textured historical resources, which affect studies aid us in interpreting, seem particularly pertinent 

at our present moment when, amid ever-expanding generative AI infrastructures, narrow, self-referential, 

retroactive, and conditional forms of prediction come to stand in for all prediction – colonizing and 

corrupting what it can mean to collectively intuit, speculate, anticipate, and navigate affective futures.    

In its orientation towards inhabiting the complexity and ambivalence of change as it unfolds, affect theory is 

perfectly situated to aid us in navigating increasingly perilous social, geopolitical, technological, and 

ecological horizons – and perhaps also to enable us to develop counter-ontopowers which work 

processually against extractive and exploitative forms of affective modulation and control.   

Part of what makes affect theory both agile and robust in its approach to uncertain futures is, I think, its 

general disinterest in all-or-nothing approaches, mutually exclusive choices, or linear end-points. Rather, 

affect studies are concerned more with attuning to both/and situations – and to what might be generative 

about resonance, process, and transition.    

Amid the interconnected socio-political, economic, technological, and environmental crises of the present, 

Lauren Berlant argues that “the ethical obligation of the cultural critic is not only to offer judgement about 

positions or practices of the world or prefigurations of a better good life”, it is also to cultivate transitional 

terms and genres “that help alter the hard and soft infrastructures of sociality itself” (2022, p. 25-6).  

So, in addition to helping us account for how power and counter-powers work in the twenty-first-century, 

affect theory also prompts us to continue exploring what kind of transitional terms or genres we can 

cultivate to keep us attached to (political) life – to find, as you put it, hope, alternative imaginaries, and 

collective resilience amid the chaos.   

As guest editors for Moment Journal in Turkey, we observe that while the sociology of emotions has been a 

burgeoning field for some time here, research at the intersection of affect and digitality, algorithms, and AI is a 

freshly blossoming field. Given your extensive journey in affect theory in relation to Media and Cultural Studies, 
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what kind of theoretical and/or methodological advice would you offer to scholars who are just beginning to 

map out these “new” technological frameworks through the lens of affect studies? 

In his opening chapter to the Affect Theory Reader 2 (Seigworth and Pedwell, eds, 2023), Derek McCormack 

approaches Raymond Williams’ famous concept of “structures of feeling” anew by attending to the 

elemental imaginary it invokes. In an essay that links affect theory, chemistry, the Anthropocene, the politics 

of weather, social media infrastructures, COVID-19, and racial capitalism, McCormack discusses how “affect 

theories are animated by revisiting and revising concepts, through putting them to work in multiple 

circumstances, and by working with the tensions that ensue” (2023, p. 67).  

This is, I think, an apt description of the interpretive sensibilities and creative possibilities of our field, and it 

chimes closely with how my own approach to investigating affect has unfolded. It encourages us to 

approach affective concepts as “alive” in particular ways; and to attend to how their contours and 

possibilities shift across temporal, spatial, and epistemological conditions. It also prompts us not to shy 

away from tensions but rather to see them as potentially surprising and productive. All of this is, I think, very 

good advice for approaching emerging technologies and their affective implications today.      
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	INTERVIEW WITH CAROLYN PEDWELL ON AFFECT, DIGITAL TECHNOLOGIES AND UNCERTAIN FUTURES 
	Burcu Şenel Alpuğan, Gökçe Zeybek Kabakcı 
	First, thank you very much for accepting our invitation. We would like to start from the very beginning, your personal academic background. You are a cultural and media theorist with massive work and expertise in very broad transdisciplinary research fields such as digital media and culture; feminist, queer, critical race, and decolonial studies; affect and AI; habits and social change; and the politics of empathy. Can you tell us more about your academic journey and how you carved out your path toward the field of affect studies?  
	We are living in a world of profound uncertainties and overlapping crises from climate change, ongoing wars, and genocides to the rise of anti-gender and anti-migrant movements, which go hand in hand with systemic racist, homophobic, and transphobic violence. Yet, within these turbulent times, we also witness resilient social justice struggles, powerful feminist movements, and creative practices of resistance worldwide. What do these conflicting forces tell us about the dominant emotions of our era? From your perspective, how would you describe the “spirit of our time” through this complex affective lens? 
	Your current research investigates the sociopolitical, cultural, and affective histories of AI and digital technologies. Your project, “Speculative Machines and Us: Intuition, AI and the Making of Computational Cultures” emphasizes that these technologies do not merely process data; they actively participate in making and remaking human worlds. Looking through this perspective, how would you describe the relationship between AI and the “spirit of our time”? Furthermore, could you open what artificial intuition means in this context within your research, and what are the political and affective implications of intuition’s becoming artificial and algorithmic? 
	In today’s world, the collapse of the public sphere, coupled with neoliberal ideals of individualism and maximum efficiency, forces individuals to carry the structural weight of collective crises entirely on their own. With authoritarian pressures restricting physical gatherings and deep economic anxieties looming large, digital platforms come forth for survival, especially for young people. For instance, lately, we have been observing a striking phenomenon among our own university students. Many of them are turning to AI platforms as a coping mechanism for this intense isolation, expressing feelings like, “AI listens to me without judgment, and I don’t feel alone”, or “It helps me escape the suffocating environment at home.” How do you read this relation between AI and affect? What happens to our collective capacity for solidarity when the deep structural failures of society and politics are mitigated through private, affective dialogues with AI companions? 
	Following up on this topic, in such lonely and turbulent times, we increasingly fail to listen to or understand one another. This inability to see each other’s values and needs, shaking the desire for coexistence, is also aggressively fuelled by political polarization and an increasingly hostile political discourse. We know your prominent work on the politics of empathy and your caution against the assumption that empathy is an inherently progressive tool for social cohesion, social justice, and democratization. In a world shaped by authoritarian pressures, neoliberal isolation, and the rise of AI companions, where do you position empathy today? 
	In your book Revolutionary Routines: The Habits of Social Transformation (2021), you deeply discuss the relationship between habit, and socio-political change, emphasizing the interconnections between everyday minor gestures, habits and affect rather than centring on major revolutionary moments. On one hand, you highlight the potential of minor gestures for social change; yet on the other, you caution that everyday habits can function to sustain existing inequalities and violence that is invisible. Today, we live in a world where a relentless flow of images and news concerning wars, violence, and genocides circulates across digital platforms. Systematically curated by algorithms, this constant exposure has turned international atrocities into just another repetitive loop in our daily feeds. Being continually exposed to these visuals carries the risk of creating a profound sense of desensitization and, as you note, “compassion fatigue.” Given this collective routinization of suffering, where can we find the
	Following your inspiring talk “Affect Theory for Uncertain Futures” at the Mobilizing Affect - Affective Mobilization conference last year at ICI Berlin, what do you think about how affect theory can help us navigate uncertain futures? How can it open spaces for hope, alternative imaginaries, or collective resilience when the horizon feels so unpredictable? 
	As guest editors for Moment Journal in Turkey, we observe that while the sociology of emotions has been a burgeoning field for some time here, research at the intersection of affect and digitality, algorithms, and AI is a freshly blossoming field. Given your extensive journey in affect theory in relation to Media and Cultural Studies, what kind of theoretical and/or methodological advice would you offer to scholars who are just beginning to map out these “new” technological frameworks through the lens of affect studies? 
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