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Mood


Mood is a phenomenon whose study is inherently interdisciplinary. While it has remained resistant to theorisation, it nonetheless has a substantial influence on art, politics, and society. Since its practical omnipresence in everyday life renders it one of the most significant aspects of affect studies, it has garnered an increasing amount of critical attention in a number of disciplines across the humanities, sciences, and social sciences in the past two decades. Mood: Interdisciplinary Perspectives, New Theories provides a comprehensive theoretical and empirical exploration of the phenomenon of mood from an interdisciplinary angle. Building on cutting-edge research in this emerging field and bringing together established and new voices, it bridges the existing disciplinary gap in the study of mood and further consolidates this phenomenon as a crucial concept in disciplinary and interdisciplinary study. By combining perspectives and concepts from the literary studies, philosophy, musicology, the social sciences, artistic practice, and psychology, the volume does the complexity and richness of mood-related phenomena justice and benefits from the latent connections and synergies in different disciplinary approaches to the study of mood.
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Introduction


Birgit Breidenbach and Thomas Docherty

Teresa Brennan’s influential book The Transmission of Affect (2004) opens with a scenario all too familiar to any reader: one enters a room and instantly ‘feels’ a certain atmosphere, be it tension, anxiety, or exhilaration.1 Brennan argues that this atmosphere immediately changes one’s body; something that was not present before is added, and it actively envelops and alters one’s affective state:


[i]f I walk back into the atmospheric room in which I started […] and it is rank with the smell of anxiety, I breathe this in. Something is taken in that was not present, at the very least not consciously present, before. But no matter how thoroughly my system responds to the presence of this new affect, it is the case that something is added. Whether this in itself makes me afraid, or whether I respond to fear by producing it within myself after I have smelt it around me (and probably both things occur) the phenomenon cannot be explained by the simple postulate that I am acting out something I already felt or was driven toward feeling by my ‘individual drives.’2



The atmosphere situates the person who entered the room in the midst of what is, by definition, a social phenomenon, which then goes on to affect that person’s possibilities for action. Imagine that you arrive at your workplace in the morning, running a little late after struggling to find a parking space for an extended period of time. You may feel annoyed, mildly embarrassed, and keen to share the reason for your lateness to point out that you are not responsible for it. As you enter the shared office space, you instantly register that your work colleagues seem unusually quiet and uncomfortable. They are quietly looking at one of your co-workers, whose body language suggests that they are deeply upset and struggling to speak. Would you continue to greet your colleagues as you would usually do and explain your lateness? Would you express your annoyance at the inadequate parking provision at your workplace? You will, more likely, attune your actions to this new and unexpected atmosphere—you may greet your colleagues quietly and wait to see how the situation unfolds, or you may inquire whether everything is in order. You will probably feel different now; your annoyance and embarrassment may have made way to a new sense of concern or discomfort, and your actions will change to adjust to the new mood in the room. If you were to proceed with your earlier intention to address the parking provision, your lack of affective attunement to this social situation may result in you being perceived as ‘tone-deaf’ or inconsiderate.3

Brennan concludes her example by stating that ‘[t]he affect in the room is a profoundly social thing. How exactly does it get there?’4 This final question, which addresses the origin of the modes and moods of our daily encounters with one another, is the key consideration for this book, as it aims to interrogate the formation—as well as the social, aesthetic, and political dimensions—of the affective states and relationships that we describe as ‘moods.’ Alongside this pivotal problem, a number of other questions that we can derive from Brennan’s example and our own will be central to our inquiry: the atmosphere, or mood, in the room seems to be more than merely the sum of the different states of feeling that the individuals present bring into the room, although their behaviour, disposition, and attitudes would, naturally, impact on the ‘profoundly social’ presence felt in the room—what is, then, the relationship that exists between the mood of an individual and that of a group? As the one entering the tense atmosphere in your office space, your mood is altered by this atmosphere, but you simultaneously add a new presence to the affective fabric of the group. This aspect reveals another pivotal dimension of mood: its temporal structure and changeability.

Further, perhaps the nature of the room, too, plays into the formation of this mood: would the atmosphere not differ if the room is not an office space but a chapel in a medieval Gothic cathedral or a kindergarten playroom? If the lighting is bright and cheerful or dark and gloomy? Physical and geographical spaces appear to have an intimate, yet elusive, connection to our affective states, which goes beyond mere pathetic fallacy. We commonly speak about moods as if they are containers that ‘envelop’ us spatially, as we think of a person being ‘in a mood,’ or not being ‘in the mood.’ These conceptual metaphors are indicative of the close relationship between space and affect, which Brennan stresses by evoking a room ‘rank with the smell of anxiety.’ The mood in it is thus experienced as a physical presence that is specific to the ‘atmospheric room.’ How do spaces thus impact or determine the formation and experience of moods?

Finally, what impact does the mood in the room have on those who experience it? What are its effects on an individual as well as a social—and by extension, political—level? If mood is of a profoundly social nature, it transcends the individual, going beyond the notion of the self-contained subject and revealing its fluid boundaries with physical spaces and other subjects. Due to this, moods can be, and often are, contagious and collective. If the impact of the atmosphere in the room changes the individual’s behaviour and their possibilities for action or the actions that seem appropriate within a given context, how does it, on a larger scale, affect the opinions, attitudes, and actions of a group? And how does the mood ‘spread’ and unfold within the collective?

Before we entered that room, something had already been happening within it. A mood had already been established, without our presence. Yet, given the simple fact that there is a temporal dimension to mood, my arrival makes me aware of the immediate past, occurrences within the room giving it its complete dynamic and form, when I was absent from this mood. Although my physical presence was not necessary for the prevailing mood in the room, my entrance now—necessarily—provokes a sense that mood, as such, is dialectically set. There is an interplay between my own mood and that of the previously existing collective, and both interfere with each other. Of necessity, my entrance is a moment of dissonance, and my decision to attune my mood to that in the room is an attempt to discover what has been going on prior to my arrival. It stimulates a curiosity, and a decision to listen. To give this a special edge, imagine the scenario in which the conversation that is taking place in the room is actually about you, and you enter just before the others are able to complete what they were saying, behind your back, in your supposed absence.

The dialectic that informs any specific mood is always political, in that it is concerned with the establishment of a new collective. T.S. Eliot famously argued that, when a new poet or ‘individual talent’ arrives, she or he rearranges the entire history of poetry: the individual talent, as it enters the space of poetry, affects and reshapes the tradition; just as the tradition had helped to inform and shape the predilections and preferences of the poet.5 At issue in this is mood in the very precise sense of ‘attunement’, or Martin Heidegger’s concept of Stimmung. To become a poet, for the modern and modernist Eliot, one had to have acquired already the tradition, and this involves great labour, as it cannot simply be inherited in some neutral fashion. The individual talent—the person entering the room—makes a determined effort at a form of attunement, simply in order to make herself heard and to make what she has to say ‘available’ to the existing language or lexicon of moods. The effort and transformative labour is one of listening, of trying to hear and understand what the prevailing language says or means.

We might say, then, that mood is fundamental to each and every single act of human interaction and communication, and that it is determining of the condition of any and all human community. Mood thus speaks to the Being-with others, in Heideggerian terms—or, as Maurice Merleau-Ponty describes it, our shared ‘basis of co-existence’6—which Jean-Luc Nancy has given centre stage in his concept of ‘plural singularity’: by definition, we always exist ‘with’ others and ‘[t]here is no meaning if meaning is not shared.’7 When Nancy further states that ‘[e]verything, then, passes between us,’8 it is that very between which mood indicates on an existential, affective, and social level. Mood, we might say, is literally and intrinsically ‘interesting’ (inter-esse): it stands as the ground of our being together in the world. Mood quite specifically ‘interests’ us, calling us into a social being, but a being that is necessarily conditioned by the changing of moods that is established as the dialectical play between ‘the room’ (or Eliot’s tradition) as it stands and we who enter, at the moment of entry (identified by that entry as a new and specific subject). To learn a language, as an infant, is to attune oneself to the prevailing language in the room, as it were; yet, as soon as one has gained some competence in that listening, one is in a position to re-tune, to change one’s tune, to become thereby fully individual. And this is a process without end, and even—technically—without beginning.

Attunement is never stable, but is always intrinsically linked to change: it is dynamic, kinetic, as well as potential. Consider the tuning of a musical instrument (a process signified by the German word Stimmung alongside the word’s primary meaning of affective ‘mood’). There is a specific vibration of strings, say, that one needs if one is to play and hear a middle C. It is physical; as a vibration, it involves movement in space and across time; it contains within itself the very wave-motion—change as motion or movement—that makes the sound as it reaches our ear. The frequency of the vibration is what makes the sound, but the sound itself is formed by internal and intrinsic motion and movement. How awkward it becomes, then, to get two instruments to attune with each other. Attunement is hard work. My piano is joined by your guitar, and all is well. But then a voice enters. It is out of tune with us, but the singer is in tune with herself. Dissonance results. The singer sings of her difficulty in parking, and we realise that she is not part of this tune, not attuned to this community. She is, as it were, speaking a foreign tongue in the very midst of our attempts to attune with each other, and we name her as a foreigner, ‘barbarian,’ a maker of sounds that disturb our conventions and norms.

Alternatively, however, ‘a voice comes to one in the dark.’9 Alone in the dark. It breaks the silence. Silence also was conditioned by a mood. In Beckett, it might be a mood of failure. The response, however, can never be another silence. Mood is and was always there, and all we can do is to engage productively or otherwise with it.

*

We live a distinctly ‘moody’ age: one that is not only acutely perceptive towards individual, social, political, and psychiatric forms of mood, but one that actively seeks to interrogate the nature of these moods and the questions and concerns in relation to it that have been formulated above. Collectively, we seem to be growing increasingly aware of the impact that moods have on our daily lives, be it through the widespread psychiatric ‘mood disorders’ of the twenty-first century or through cultural moods whose dissemination has ostensibly been facilitated by the speed and ease of digital means of communication. At the same time, attempts to influence, intensify, and regulate mood are becoming ever more common, such as pharmaceutical ‘mood stabilisers,’ ‘mood playlists’ on popular music streaming services like Spotify, and the use of ‘mood lighting’ in public and private spaces.10 Likewise, political and social processes are progressively considered through their relation to communal attitudes and modes of feeling: the so-called ‘Mood of the Nation’ poll at Pennsylvania State University attempted to trace the development of political attitudes and perceptions in the run up to the 2016 US presidential election.11 Likewise, a New York Times article titled ‘An American Mood’ sought to grasp the nation’s mood through artistic representations of different individuals’ feelings and opinions on and after the 2016 Election Day.12 Similarly, in her official birthday message on 17 June 2017, Queen Elizabeth II suggested that in the wake of the terror attacks in Manchester and London as well as of the Grenfell Tower Disaster, it was ‘difficult to escape a very sombre national mood.’13 The discipline of economics, as it notices the importance of these and similar phenomena, attends increasingly to issues of ‘well-being’ or the ‘economics of happiness,’ attempting to measure what it had previously seen as metaphysical values instead of the simple materiality of financial wealth.14

There can be a clear political dimension to mood, then, as these examples suggest. As we now know—or at least suspect—mood has interfered fundamentally with the principles of democratic politics. The recent scandals concerning the harvesting of personal and private data, via Facebook and Cambridge Analytica, for example, have led to a suggestion that the covert manipulation of mood is possible, that its consequences can be massive, and in ways that might be detrimental to democratic politics. Yet, at the same time, we have always known that political rhetoric depends upon shifting and swaying the moods of the citizen. That is what political persuasion is about, and, at least since Aristotle, we have known that logos or reason works alongside pathos or feeling. Both of these work alongside ethos, our sense of belonging to a shared community of interests, a common identity. The difference with contemporary technology is that both ethos and pathos have effectively reduced the standing of logos itself, to the point where our reason is shaped by our emotion and by our preferred social and political identity. Identity politics—where I am fully attuned, as it were, to a particular mood or model of how to live—leads to a condition in which reason is subsumed under identity. Tribalism is the result, and we sometimes call this either tunnel vision or ‘confirmation bias’ or ‘silo thinking’ in the echo-chamber of social media.

Confirmation bias leads to political conformity, and it is this—and the consequent opportunity for political control by those armed with the necessary algorithms and in control of the technology—that provides the new concern about the nature of politics. If we can decide to change the constitutional status of 65 million people, say, through an emotional response to the EU as in Brexit, without recourse to reason, then we have to ask who is calling the tune, who is playing the pipe? Likewise, if 310 million people can be led into a war, say, thanks to Donald Trump waking up one morning and feeling that his masculinist identity is threatened by the ‘Rocket Man’ Kim Jong-un, then we are entering a new phase of politics. In her 2014 essay ‘Not in the Mood,’ Sara Ahmed comments on the circulation of mood through political discourses, arguing that political actors do not merely attribute forms of feeling to political collectives, but give form to existing feelings and thereby make them imperatives for the formation of a national identity. Using the example of a speech delivered in 2011 by the then Prime Minister of the UK, David Cameron, Ahmed observes:


At the time of the speech the security minister Baroness Neville-Jones said to the Today radio programme on BBC 1: ‘There’s a widespread feeling in the country that we’re less united behind values than we need to be’. Speeches like Cameron’s are affective because they pick up on feelings, and give them form. In giving them form, they direct those feelings in specific ways. Feelings of nervousness or anxiety might be prevalent, they might even be widespread (we are living in times which make such feelings make sense). Political discourse transforms feeling by giving that feeling an object or target. We could call this projection: negative feelings are projected onto outsiders, who then appear to threaten from without, what is felt as precariously within. But projection is not the right word insofar as it implies an inside going out. I think these feelings are in some way out and about. They circulate at least in part through being understood as in circulation (the speech act which says the nation feels this or that way does something, it becomes an injunction to feel that way in order to participate in the thing being named, such that to participate in feeling or with feeling becomes a confirmation of feeling).15



If mood is thus instrumental to political change and collective identity—be it through the attribution, evocation, or manipulation of collective attitudes and forms of feeling—we need to be wary of it, but first of all, we need to become more aware of it.

The present volume is indicative of a recent shift in our perception of mood and its pivotal role in our personal and political lives. Increasingly, there is a widespread sense both in the media and in academic inquiries that cultural moods are not simply reactive towards particular events or descriptive of certain ways in which people feel at a specific moment in time; rather, these moods actively shape not only forms of individual and collective feeling but also political, social, and economic actualities. Simultaneously, the study of mood has been growing into a new field of inquiry in its own right within a number of academic disciplines, including psychology, cognitive science, philosophy, political science, and aesthetics. This volume places itself within the growing body of a literature that aims to investigate the nature of mood: its psychological and philosophical stature, its aesthetic forms and functions as well as its political, social, and ethical dimensions. Furthermore, it considers mood as a phenomenon whose study is, by definition, of an interdisciplinary nature.

To some extent, the recent surge in academic attention that has been dedicated to mood across the humanities and social sciences could be seen as a result of the so-called ‘affective turn,’ a term that has been used to describe the proliferation of work focusing on feeling, the body, and emotions as a source for producing knowledge and insight into aesthetic, social, and political phenomena since the 1990s. The works of leading figures in the field of affect studies, such as Brian Massumi, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Patricia Clough, and Teresa Brennan, are oftentimes indebted to and inspired by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s postmodern philosophy of the body16 as they consider the feeling body and its modes of affectedness alongside technoscientific and biopolitical concerns. Affect studies’ ethos of elevating feeling to the status of an epistemological tool that can account for complex sociopolitical and cultural systems has enabled and encouraged a similar reconsideration of mood as a related field of enquiry.

Over the course of the past ten years, mood has become a topic in various disciplines that has sparked sustained academic interest, proving that—as Matthew Ratcliffe has phrased it—mood ‘matters’17 and, at the same time, makes things matter to us. Much of the work that has been produced in a number of disciplines over the recent period emphasises the potential for subverting established forms of understanding and knowing that a mood-based perspective can offer. The New Literary History’s 2012 special edition In the Mood, edited by Rita Felski and Susan Fraiman, is a crucial contribution to mood’s raising stature in intellectual discourses. In their introduction to this special issue, Felski and Fraiman emphasise the extent to which mood allows us to reconsider phenomena whose study seems to have exhausted traditional, binary, and dialectical means of categorising experience and feeling:


The concept of mood […] circumvents the clunky categories often imposed on experience: subjective versus objective, feeling versus thinking, latent versus manifest. The field of affect studies is sometimes taken to task for reinforcing such dichotomies, creating a picture of affect as a zone of ineffable and primordial experience that is subsequently squeezed into the rationalist straitjacket of language. The concept of mood, for the most part, avoids such difficulties. Definitions of mood often emphasize its role in modulating thought, acknowledging a dynamic and interactive relationship between reason and emotion. Mood is tied up with self-understanding and shapes thinking rather than being stifled by thinking. It makes intellectual work possible and inflects it in subtle and less subtle ways, informing the questions we ask, the puzzles that intrigue us, the styles and genres of argument we are drawn to. Mood impinges on method.18



Adopting a mood-based lens, then, means that not only the objects of our enquiry but also the methods and assumptions underlying that enquiry must change. If its vague, elusive nature challenges academic strategies for studying it, mood’s very vagueness and intangibility can be a catalyst for forging new ways of understanding our fundamental modes of coexisting alongside each other in the world.

The prolific work on mood in contemporary philosophy often takes its inspiration from Martin Heidegger’s influential theory of mood, or Stimmung, as developed in his Being and Time (1927). Mood, Heidegger proposes, is more than a subjective feeling or state-of-mind; it is the fundamental condition for our encounter with the world, and we need to recognise it as such. Heidegger thus proposes that ‘it is necessary to see this phenomenon as a fundamental existentiale,’19 i.e., a constitutive aspect of our existence. We are never not in a mood, and this mood—or ‘attunement’—determines the way in which we will encounter, understand, and interact with the world. Writers such as Lars Svendsen,20 Hagi Kenaan and Ilit Ferber,21 Matthew Ratcliffe,22 and Angelika Krebs and Aaron Ben-Ze’ev23 have taken up Heidegger’s philosophy of mood, oftentimes productively critiquing and refining it. Recent publications on mood in the field of philosophy have also taken Heidegger’s proposition a step further in beginning to question the very moods underlying philosophical work itself. In their volume Philosophy’s Moods: The Affective Grounds of Thinking (2011), Kenaan and Ferber raise the pivotal questions of ‘how philosophical thought operates within and through mood’ and what ‘different roles moods play in the history of philosophy.’24 The volume presents an important move towards the type of academic self-reflection that mood encourages, and the way in which—as Felski and Fraiman suggest—it impinges on the very methods that we use to study it.

Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht proposes that this, too, applies to our encounters with art. In his study Atmosphere, Stimmung, Mood: On a Hidden Potential of Literature (2011), a text that has influenced much contemporary work on mood in literary studies, Gumbrecht proposes a mode of reading that concentrates on reading for mood or Stimmung.25 Gumbrecht considers this approach as a ‘third position’26 between the currently stagnating, opposed schools of deconstruction and cultural studies in literary theory. However, he suggests that a mood-based approach to literature and other art forms is in itself no novelty—instead, Gumbrecht argues, we are always already reading with mood in mind. Indeed, we might see some preliminary suggestions regarding the importance of mood, or Stimmung, in a text as early as Longinus’s On the Sublime, written sometime in the first century CE, in which the stimulation of specific sublime moods is seen as instrumental in acts of persuasion, acts that make listeners or readers change their minds on some particular issue. Gumbrecht’s aim, then, becomes to make readers and critics more perceptive towards these moods, to encourage them to register them and engage with them, thereby rediscovering a fundamental aspect of aesthetic experience: ‘the objective is to follow configurations of atmosphere and mood in order to encounter otherness in intense and intimate ways.’27 The question of mood’s aesthetic dimension also lies at the heart of a growing body of work which considers it in relation to literature,28 film,29 music,30 and other art forms, as well as in the formation of culture in general, as seen, for instance, in Ben Highmore’s recent publication Cultural Feelings: Mood, Mediation and Cultural Politics (2017).31

Psychology and psychiatry, the disciplines that are probably the most closely associated with mood, have been instrumental in developing central contributions to our understanding of mood and how its relationship to other affective phenomena can be conceptualised.32 In recent years, psychiatric studies of various mood disorders have increased considerably,33 making them a key topic in contemporary psychiatric research. In addition to this, cognitive psychology and philosophy of mind have found a common ground in considering the affective structures of human existence. Neuroscientists such as Antonio Damasio and philosophers such as Giovanna Colombetti have been considering the architecture of the human mind and the role of mood and related forms of affect in cognitive processes.34 At the same time, recent developments in neurobiological research include the application of computational models to the study of mood.35

In other areas of the social sciences, mood’s role in sociopolitical processes has become subject to extensive study. The ‘socionomic hypothesis’—developed by Robert Prechter36—considers social mood to be a key factor in financial and political developments, and this has inspired a steadily growing body of work dedicated to the impact of social mood on different areas of culture and politics.37 A number of recent publications have also considered the relationship between mood and the internet,38 in particular in relation to social media: for instance, Richard Coyne’s Mood and Mobility: Navigating the Emotional Spaces of Digital Social Networks (2016) proposes that digital social networks not only disseminate but also forge collective moods.39 Work of this nature follows the idea that ‘mood is a social phenomenon before it is individual’40 and emphasises its pivotal role in collective and communal relationships.

Much of the work that has been described above is already, by virtue of its central theme, of an interdisciplinary nature. Indeed, it seems hardly possible to not study mood in an interdisciplinary way, considering its locatedness at the intersection of a number of disciplines, each of which attends to different aspects of mood: philosophy to its experiential and existential meaning; psychology to its cognitive and affective dimension; aesthetics to its undeniable impact on our experience and appreciation of art; and sociology, politics, and ‘Socionomics’ to its crucial role in the formation of social and political actualities. While each of these disciplines has produced its own understanding of mood, a concerted effort to bridge the gap between their approaches to mood and to create a dialogue between them needs to be made. As Felski and Fraiman suggest, mood has the potential to bridge existing distinctions: ‘if moods seem to be everywhere and nowhere, their value may lie precisely in bridging distinctions and lubricating relations between ostensibly separate entities: self and other, films and viewers, thought and feeling, scholarship and daily life.’41 The same can be said for disciplinary boundaries.

*

As scholars of literature, we encountered limitations within our own field when trying to attend to the phenomenon of mood: when attempting to ‘read mood,’ we soon felt that our disciplinary tools for doing so may at times hold back a deeper understanding of the processes at work when we speak about the ‘mood of a text.’ Reading Eliot’s The Waste Land, for example, made us melancholic, nostalgic, but also somewhat amused, exalted, and delighted—but answering the questions of why, how, and with what effect it did so took us into a realm of inquiry that involves a plethora of phenomenological, psychological, ethical, historical, and political problems: how can we describe and account for these moods? How is language capable of evoking them? What actually happens in our bodies as we experience them? How do I know that not only myself but others also experience the same moods when reading this poem? Is there a way of going beyond a subjective experience of these moods and making sense of them through more objective and measurable means? Is it merely the poem that draws us into these moods or are there other factors at work? Historically, where do these moods come from? When and by whom were they invented, and have they to some extent contributed to the ‘invention’ of modernism?42 What gives Eliot’s poem the right to make us feel that way, and why would we let it? And, finally, what are the political implications of entering these moods? Do we experience them because they are collectively accepted, even encouraged, within Western culture, because they are what we are supposed to feel? If so, do they keep us from feeling other, more uncomfortable, or uglier moods?43 Clearly, reading Celan, for example, gave us an entirely different mode—mood—of experience from the kind of moods that we made in the encounter with Eliot. We came to see that a philosophical reflection on the nature of mood and psychological and cognitive considerations of its workings would be crucial to conceptualising it aesthetically; at the same time, we realised that the kinds of relationships that literary mood forges—between reader and author, between reader and text, and between readers—were not only of an aesthetic, but of a social, ethical, even a political, nature.

The chapters included in this volume seek firstly, to provide an overview of the current developments and recent advancements in the study of mood in a number of fields, including philosophy, architecture, musicology, mathematical epidemiology, medicine, classics, translation studies, and literary studies. Furthermore, they recognise the interdisciplinary challenge that mood poses, and engage with this phenomenon in new and innovative ways. The majority of the chapters in the present collection were inspired by papers delivered at the conference Mood: Aesthetic, Psychological and Philosophical Perspectives, which was held at Warwick in 2016. Through this conference, we aimed to explore the interdisciplinary potential that we had found in mood and to create synergy between the insights that developments in different disciplines could offer. As a result of this, the contributions included in this volume make a conscious effort to bridge disciplinary gaps in approaching mood. Broadly speaking, the volume can be divided into two sections, the first of which is mainly concerned with the theory of mood while the other is dedicated to a more ‘applied’ study of specific moods; however, the boundaries between these two are fluid: each analysis of specific moods is inextricably tied to implicit or explicit theoretical reflections on how they can be conceptualised and understood and, at the same time, any theoretical reflection on the nature of mood draws on specific historical, experienced, and observed moods.

Hagi Kenaan’s chapter ‘Changing Moods’ opens these reflections as it, first, revisits and explicates Heidegger’s ontological concept of Stimmung and then goes beyond Heidegger’s considerations in examining mood’s temporality and inherent plurality: Kenaan provocatively suggests that ‘there is no such thing as a mood’ as moods are defined by their inherent processual nature and by the dynamic changes from one mood to another. To understand mood, we need to consider its instability and changeability, as well as the relationships between moods and the dynamic changes between them. Kenaan’s essay is an impactful reminder that it is impossible to consider mood in an entirely abstract, isolated, and theoretical fashion44: only through observing the temporal unfolding from one mood to the next can we fully realise their experiential and existential significance.

Chapter 2, by Jon Arcaraz Puntonet, considers the very intersection of the two dimensions through which mood unfolds: temporality and spatiality. By analysing the relationship between Fernando Higueras’s architectural project 10 Residencies for Artists on El Pardo Hill in Madrid and Manuel de Falla’s ballet El Amor Brujo, Arcaraz uncovers the intimate connection between rhythm, tempo, and space in provoking and eliciting a mood in the observer. Arcaraz thus traces the musical dimension of Stimmung back to the Pythagorean understanding of rhythm and shows how Higueras’s project transposes musical rhythm into the experience of spatial objects. The essay’s trajectory is both intensely specific to de Falla’s and Higueras’s pieces and makes an important contribution to an understanding of mood’s spatio-temporal experientiality and actuality.

Jonathan Mitchell’s essay ‘The Varieties of Mood Intentionality’ addresses a long-standing problem in the conceptualisation of mood. In attempting to distinguish between mood and other affective phenomena, scholars have often cited the idea that feelings and emotions are intentional, that they are always in some way directed toward something, whereas mood is a fundamentally non-intentional state, which encompasses one’s total perspective without having intentional objects.45 Conversely, by distinguishing between first-order and second-order levels of experience, Mitchell presents an understanding of personal-level intentionality that enables him to identify varying degrees of mood intentionality: mood’s intentional objects, Mitchell argues, can be ‘the self,’ ‘the body,’ and ‘the world.’ Ultimately, Mitchell thus sheds light on the ways in which we can psychologically and philosophically make sense of moods as complex states emerging through our experiences of our own bodies, our sense of self and our directedness towards the world.

The fourth chapter, by Erik Wallrup, again revisits Heidegger’s concept of Stimmung, which it considers from a musicological and historical point of view. Understanding Stimmung as attunement, Wallrup traces the conceptual history of attunement in Heidegger’s works alongside Heidegger’s paradoxical rejection of music as an art form. He thereby uncovers two dialectically opposed ways of thinking about music in relation to mood: traditionally, music has either been seen as pure mathematics (entirely ‘rational’) or pure feeling (entirely ‘irrational’). By considering our affectedness by music as motion and emotion, Wallrup presents the act of listening as an act of fundamental attunement. As we have outlined above, our daily engagement with mood is negotiated through the act of listening, one that—Wallrup argues—attunes us to the world and others in a musical fashion.

Chapter 5, by Edward M. Hill and Thomas House, considers this attunement through a completely different, and yet related, lens: based on mathematical modelling, Hill and House present an analysis of how mood spreads in social networks and can thus be considered as being ‘contagious.’ The essay details the methodology and results of a number of innovative studies conducted by the authors and their collaborators, in which they set out to investigate the contagiousness of positive and negative moods in adolescent friendship networks. The studies and data collected shed light on the complex relationship between individual and social mood and enable a better understanding of mood from an epidemiological perspective with possible applications within the health-care sector. The chapter presents us with a nexus of ethical and cultural problems: if we can indeed say that mood spreads in a contagious way, the ethical, medical, and societal significance of mood is vast.

The social dimension of mood also lies at the heart of Chapter 6, by Mikko Ketovuori and Matt Lampert. Considering the relationship between politics, stock market developments, and cultural production, Ketovuori and Lampert analyse the moods reflected in Finnish popular music in the years 2006 and 2009, respectively. Following Prechter’s socionomic hypothesis, they suggest a causal relationship between high and low aggregate moods found in Finnish pop songs with peaks and lows in stock market indexes, national economic performance, and consumer confidence as well as specific political developments in the respective years. Their analysis showcases the complex relationship between politics, economics, and aesthetic production, and, based on the example of Finland, it critically investigates the dynamics behind the notion of ‘national moods,’ carrying important implications for political, economic, and cultural inquiries into mood.

Madeleine Scherer’s essay on mood in the Odyssey opens up another crucial dimension of moods: their historicity, and the historical dimension of the concept of ‘mood’ itself. When considering a text that was composed over two millennia ago, the historically and culturally conditioned nature of our understanding of mood comes into focus. By closely looking at the moods of the Odyssey, particularly that of nostos, Scherer not only considers the ways in which we as contemporary readers can make sense of the affective composition of Homer’s epic, but also rigorously demonstrates how antiquity’s understanding of the human being on the one hand and the social collective on the other hand feed into the ways in which mood is conceptualised. This transhistorical perspective gives us a better sense of the origins of specific moods, such as nostalgia, and their affective histories, thus offering important impulses for both the study of classical texts and for the study of mood’s conceptual history.

Chapter 8, too, questions whether moods are universal and historically stable, but shifts the focus from a transhistorical to a transcultural point of view. By considering how the awkwardness of Marcel Proust’s In Search of Lost Time has been rendered into English, Yasmine Richardson addresses the cultural specificity of moods and asks if it is possible to ‘translate’ them. Richardson provides a lucid analysis of the features that make Proust’s magnum opus ‘awkward,’ examines the translational strategies that have been used to translate this awkwardness from its original French into English, and thus demonstrates the ways in which each language and culture creates its own affective vocabulary. Like the preceding chapter by Scherer, Richardson’s essay thereby sensitises us to mood’s contingency, and it opens up pressing questions for the study of mood, most importantly whether our different affective vocabularies indicate that different cultures experience different moods.

Joshua Burraway’s ‘Altering the Mood: Boredom and Anaesthesia in Itchy Park’ continues the consideration of culturally, historically, and, in this instance, socially specific moods. The essay combines empirical work on the experience of boredom in the homeless community of London’s ‘Itchy Park’ with an analysis of the relationship between intoxication, boredom, and existence through an anthropological lens. Burraway’s interviews with homeless participants, whose boredom has oftentimes driven them into addiction, showcase the temporal and existential dimension of the ‘deep’ boredom they feel—a boredom that is indicative of late capitalism’s complicity in forging specific affective modes of being. And yet, this intoxicated boredom is a mood that is radically rejected by the ethos of our society. It is not even dysphoric in the sense of our socially accepted ‘ugly feelings,’46 but fundamentally ‘a-phoric’ in its detached unbearableness.

Chapter 10, by Rex Ferguson, returns to the question of aesthetic mood and investigates its very nature. Ferguson therein revisits affect studies’ and philosophy’s attempts to conceptualise mood and considers how we can approach the project of ‘mood-reading.’ By analysing the atmospheric spatiality and intensely multisensory narrative of Lawrence Durrell’s The Alexandria Quartet, Ferguson demonstrates how the quartet’s plot becomes constitutive for the formation of a mood that makes itself ‘felt’ in the text. The text’s immersive quality allows for a contagiousness which unfolds in the aesthetic process; the text’s aura, its physical presence, envelops the reader and creates an atmosphere that they ‘breathe’ in. The material presence of aesthetic mood, its encodedness in textual form, thus become the powerful medium of yet another form of contagion—one that enters our bodies through the act of reading.

The final chapter presents an adapted excerpt from Mary Cappello’s book Life Breaks In: A Mood Almanack (2016), a collection of lyric essays that, through its associative, affectively perceptive, and experimental modes of writing, both investigates and epitomises mood’s essence. Cappello introduces us to her reasoning and intentions behind ‘essaying’ mood: the essay genre, Cappello explains, enables her to notice and acknowledge mood ‘without killing it in the process.’ Her sonic repertoire of moods guides us through autobiographically inspired moods of experience and reflection: from a dime hitting the floor unheard in a restaurant via being submerged in a ‘gong bath’ as if in a liquid mood to the mood-inducing quality of the word ‘riffraff,’ the text takes its readers through the minute temporal changes, plurality, and flexibility of our daily moods. Treading carefully so as not to break the moods it evokes, Cappello’s text provides the most organic reflection on mood that this volume offers.

The chapters in the present volume thus present a comprehensive, although not exhaustive, selection of current developments and contributions to the study of mood. Other disciplines, such as linguistics (which considers grammatical moods as well as the different affective vocabularies to which Richardson’s chapter calls attention), human geography (which looks at our affective relationship to space), religious studies (in which religious congregations form affective communities that are constitutive for collective moods), and the life sciences (whose empirical work on the physical basis of mood is crucial to understanding the notion of contagious moods), to name but a few—and the dialogue between the disciplines that are represented in this volume and those beyond its scope—can, and hopefully will, through future work, offer further insights into the phenomenon at hand. While this introduction has attempted to set the scene for the volume as a whole, by outlining the individual chapters’ shared concerns in relation to the spatial, temporal, social, political, and aesthetic dimensions of mood, it has deliberately refused to provide a single definition of mood, its nature, and meaning. Some of the essays in this book demonstrate different ways of reconsidering mood that produce tension, or are even mutually exclusive—which is perhaps a necessary accompaniment of our interdisciplinary project. We believe that it is this latent tension, a being ‘out-of-tune’ with one another, that will perhaps allow the most productive modes of thinking about mood.



Notes


1 Teresa Brennan, The Transmission of Affect (Ithaca, NY and London: Cornell University Press, 2004), p. 1.

2 Ibid., p. 68.

3 As the person entering, your task is to ‘read the room’. Its atmosphere is legible, and one might say that this depends on a certain sense of affective literacy. Hence it is possible to speak of such as thing as ‘mood-reading’, as Rex Ferguson does in Chapter 10 of this volume.

4 Ibid.
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13 BBC News website, ‘London Fire: Queen Reflects on “Sombre National Mood”’, 17 June 2017. www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-40310959 (accessed 31 March 2018).

14 Indeed, some recent accounts, even of Marxism, indicate that economic questions and issues of happiness are intertwined at the fundamental level of how bodies live and relate with each other and with nature. Terry Eagleton put this succinctly in his The Ideology of the Aesthetic (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990, p. 201): ‘If communism is necessary, it is because we are unable to feel, taste, smell and touch as fully as we might.’ The non-Marxist account of this can be found in Keynesian economic thinking, as in Edward Skidelsky and Robert Skidelsky, How Much Is Enough? (London: Penguin, 2013).

15 Sara Ahmed, ‘Not in the Mood’, New Formations, 82 (Summer 2014), Mood Work, 13–28 (p. 25).
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