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Chapter 3

The Traffic of Affects in Michael Helm’s
Cities of Refuge®

Ana Fraile-Marcos

Affect is by no means a straightforward notion. In Freud’s psychoanalytic
theory it encompasses instincts, drives and emotions. For some writers
emotion and affect, even feelings, are interchangeable terms; for Iréne
Matthis affect is a matrix of emotion and feelings; some other authors,
however, outline the differences between each of these terms.? In this essay I
work with Deborah Thien’s definition of affect as “the how of emotion . .. (in
both the communicative and the literal sense) the motion of emotion” (2005,
451) that may lead not only to agency but also to knowledge. This approach to
affect as a cognitive form links with Baruch Spinoza’s challenge to the model
put forward by Descartes of the existence of an immaterial mind or soul that
animates the body and leads to human agency. Concurring with Spinoza’s
idea that “knowing proceeds in parallel with the body’s physical encounters,
out of interaction” (Thrift 2004, 61), Henri Bergson, Gilles Deleuze and Félix
Guattari, and their translator, the Canadian political philosopher Brian
Massumi, consider that affect exists in the unsolvable tension between mind
and body, between the power to affect and the power to be affected. Similarly,
in his development of affect theory, Silvan Tomkins regards ‘cognition’ as “all
of the ways raw information is acquired, and how it is transformed from the
way it entered the system to however it gets to be used” (Nathalson 2008, xxv).
According to this comprehensive view, cognition involves aspects as vague
but also as real as “knowing, understanding, sensing, and loving; it must
explain aesthetics as'well as the aiming of artillery” (2008, xxv). Tomkins calls
this coassembly of affect and cognition ‘the minding system.’

In Writing the City, Peter Preston and Paul Simpson-Housley draw attention
to the link between understanding, affect, and the city when they remind us
that “the city has always been an important literary symbol, and the ways in
which a culture writes about its cities is one means by which we may
understand its fears and aspirations” (1994, 2). The city of Toronto stands as
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such a symbol in Michael Helm’s Cities of Refuge (2010). In this richly complex
and multilayered novel a gallery of Canadian and non-Canadian characters, of
citizens and non-citizens “tossed together by global forces” (Helm 2010, 73),
strive to understand their reality in the multicultural hub that offers refuge to
immigrants, exiles, asylum seekers, and Canadian nationals alike. If for Nigel
Thrift the city is a “roiling maelstroms of affect” resulting from the encounter
of bodies, and shading “almost every urban activity with different hues that
we all recognize” (2004, 57), for the 28-year-old Canadian protagonist Kim
Lystrander cities are connected to the unconscious and its pre-language
character (Massumi 2002, 30), as they consist mostly of traffic of affects
triggered by a combination of memory and sensorial perception:

Cities aren’t buildings; they’re traffic. They're selected eye contact and
the compassing alarms at night and what they set off, the scurrying,
the looping guesses at haunchweights. The city is held together by
hundreds of thousands of tacit agreements, many forgotten but still in
place. The sheer size of things is not to be acknowledged, for instance.
The cold terror in the sea depths of personal histories, the millions
upon millions of seas. People in their fleeting moments of clarity had
full contact with the place, it was that simple, and no one would stand
still for what they’d seen if only they could remember it. (2010, 156)

Transpiring from the above passage, as well as from the work of theorists of
urban space (Georg Simmel, Doreen Massey, Jane Jacobs, Walter Benjamin,
Michel de Certeau, Richard Sennet, Michel Lefebvre, Edward Soja, or Kevin
Lynch), is the recognition of the traffic of affects and ‘intensities of feeling’
(Massey, Allen, and Pile City Worlds) that occur in urban space. Moving
beyond this identification, I would like to draw attention to Helm’s nuanced
rendition of the twenty-first century city of Toronto as the setting where
analytical reason and sensory perception clash, compete and intertwine in
the characters’ quest for the production of order out of chaos, meaning,
understanding, and knowledge. Though seemingly relying on the dichotomy
reason/emotion for character construction, the novel resists both the
privileging of Cartesian rationalism prevalent in Western thought, and the
wholesale allegiance to affect as an epistemological source consisting of “a
substrate of potential bodily responses, often autonomic responses, in excess
of consciousness” with the capacity both “to affect and be affected or the
augmentation or diminution of a body’s capacity to act, to engage, and to
connect” (Clough 2007, 2).

Analytical reason and experiential-intuitive thinking are dissected in the
material space of the city against a sensory background of local violence that
links to ongoing wars, torture, massacre, and terror outside the borders of the



The Traffic of Affects 33

Canadian city. Thus, the novel begins with a disquieting act of witnessing the
last known moves of a foreign girl who has gone missing in the city.
Subliminally, rape and murder are implicit in her disappearance. The city is
not some remote place in a remote country, but turns out to be Toronto,
which in the collective Canadian imaginary stands as a place of order, safety
and multiethnic conviviality. The reality is, however, that despite the
surveillance cameras displayed all throughout the city both to deter and help
to punish crime, this foreign girl disappears, and her disappearance haunts
the viewer-narrator, for she is, in Ulrich Beck’s terms, the un-excludable
strange-other,!? a foreign familiar face unavoidably connected to us, denizens
of the global city: “we think we’ve seen her, or know her, or someone we know
knows her, and we pace back through the week, looking” (Helm 2010, 2).
Moreover, the narrator registers the sad irony implied in the disappearance of
someone who left her own country — probably escaping extreme violence or
extreme poverty, or both — only to be murdered in Canada, an emblem of
peace and order: “and she’s come all this way to go missing” (2010, 2). Toronto
is thus connected not just to other regions in Canada where, according to
recent police records, nearly 1,200 Indigenous women have been murdered or
gone missing in the last thirty years, but to global atrocities, such as those
taking place in Mexico, Argentina, and El Salvador, for example, where
astounding numbers of young women have also gone missing.!!

After the italicized passage prefacing the novel with the haunting
disappearance of a foreign woman in the city, the plot unfolds around Kim
Lystrander — a drop-out PhD student of history — and her estranged father,
the professor of Latin American history, Harold Lystrander. Kim loves her
father, though she resents his family desertion years before, dissents from
Harold’s approach to the study of history, which she finds amounts to little
else than the shuffling of footnotes (2010, 159) in its scholarly detachment
from the subject matter, and strives to get to know him, despite his
elusiveness. In contrast with Harold, Kim’s emotional approach to the study
of history is perceived to lack “scholarly rigour . . . The problem, as one of her
profs had said, was that critical understanding didn’t interest her as much as
empathy” (2010, 18-19). As a result, Kim quits her studies and engages
actively in the making rather than the analysis of history. Her voluntary work
with undocumented refugees and asylum seekers at the NGO called
GROUND — ‘Group for the Undocumented’ — can be seen in this light. This,
however, is another bone of contention between her and Harold, who
perceives that Kim’s involvement with these non-status people that he
pejoratively calls the rejects is dangerous: “These people you work with, the
rejects, you don’t know them. There are reasons they get rejected” (2010, 24).
To Harold, rejected refugees are bogus asylum seekers, strangers marked by
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the ambiguity of that which is unknown and therefore fearsome. And vyet,
Harold and Kim are also portrayed as strangers to each other. They even use
this term to greet each other. As I suggest elsewhere, this move hints at the
recognition of the ontological indistinctiveness between the citizen and the
noncitizen, and calls for a political and cultural reconfiguration of the nation-
state in the age of neoliberal globalization.!?

Kim thus becomes the nexus between the underground world of
undocumented immigrants in the city and that of Canadian citizens, the world
of state legislation and that of the NGOs and sanctuary churches working on its
fringes. Moreover, Kim’s body moving in the city as she joins in the street traffic
either on foot or riding her bike foregrounds the dramatic encounters between
the foreign other and the citizen. As her ailing mother Marian recognizes at the
end of the novel, “They were all connected through Kim” (2010, 395).

When Kim is assaulted by an unidentified stalker on her way to the Ontario
Royal Museum, where she has a night-shift job as a security guard, the
background violence surrounding the protagonists suddenly hits home. This
single event that turns her from an activist into a victim (provoking a shift from
active to passive subjectivity) ineludibly connects Kim to the foreign girl of the
opening pages, to the refugee claimants, as well as to all victims of violence,
either within or outside the Canadian state borders. Although Kim manages to
escape from her attacker before he can seriously hurt her, she falls into the pit of
a construction site and is badly injured. The incident is recounted immediately
after the narration of the disappearance of the foreign girl in the preface, further
challenging the idea of Toronto, and of Canada by extension, as a safe haven. As
far as urban violence is concerned, Toronto is not different from, Chicago — the
American capital of crime in urban mythologies. Like in a shard of a dream Kim
recalls right before she was attacked, these North American cities facing each
other across the lake on both sides of the US-Canadian border, blend into each
other, the same as an unidentified horror makes the faces of the people of her
dream indistinguishable (2010, 9).

The contest between two different approaches to reason, one analytical and
the other synthetic, encompassing the senses, intuition, belief, and emotions,
is prompted by Kim'’s and Harold’s attempts to explain why she was attacked.
In their respective quests for meaning, Harold’s trust in analytical reason
leads him to try to establish linear causality. However, his logical conclusion
that some bogus asylum seeker among those Kim works with must have taken
revenge on her for having been rejected, is based on nothing but his own
prejudices against refugee claimants. Kim is more inclined to accept that she
has been a circumstantial victim, and stresses the value of emotion, intuition,
and the senses in her search for meaning and moral consciousness.
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Fear is at the core of their respective approaches to the figure of the refugee,
defined by the 1951 UN Convention as a person who “owing to a well-
founded fear of being persecuted . . . is outside the country of his nationality”
(qtd. in Nyers 2006, 47). On the one hand, Kim aligns with the idealist
(emotional) ethos of the Canadian nation that seeks to assuage the refugee’s
fear through compassionate empathy and hospitality, allowing the refugee to
start a new life in the allegedly secure and peaceful Canadian territory. Kim is
nevertheless very critical of the screening mechanisms used by the Canadian
state, which she thinks respond to the pressure of having to deal with the
highest immigration rate in the world and with economic rather than ethical
concerns: “She said, ‘We screen by sending back the poorest unless they're in
danger, so we're bound to make mistakes and send people off to their deaths.
We already knowingly hand them over to torturers” (2010, 24).

On the other hand, Harold believes that the fear that shapes refugees
diminishes them as human beings, because they are motivated by a feeling —
the subjective emotion of fear — rather than by rational deliberation” (Nyers
2006, 61; my emphasis). In Harold’s view they are irrational, instinctual,
unreliable and unfathomable strangers; the opposite of the citizen (himself)
and the state, who are in turn perceived as embodiments of reason and
control, associated to consciousness. Kim's experience of violence, however,
destabilizes this binary as she, too, becomes possessed by fear, a fear that
“was going to have her long after her attacker had” (2010, 42), a fear that was
pervasive, omnipresent, and followed her to her seclusion in the woods: “One
afternoon she closed a book in mid-sentence and admitted she was scared.
Not just of the city but of this cottage, the lake. The vast forest invited the loss
of body and mind. She was scared of the night sky. She lived at a pitch of fear
just below awareness” (2010, 45).

Standing close to Kim’s synthetic reasoning is the Anglican priest Father
André, whose work is presented in the context of the sanctuary churches that
offer refuge to undocumented asylum seekers; and Rosemary Yates, a devout
Christian social worker who provides sanctuary to exclusion refugee cases
regardless of their former crimes. Their religious beliefs connect with Kim’s
trust in emotions and intuition, as intuition can be defined as an a priori
knowledge or experiential belief characterized by its immediacy. Drawing on
the Biblical account of the six cities of refuge, Rosemary goes well beyond
Canadian compassion and hospitality by defending the idea that even
manslayers should be given asylum if their criminal acts were not something
they sought and relished, but the result of seeing themselves involved in
circumstances out of their own control. Harold meets Rosemary via André,
who, he suspects, “must have thought this woman could give him some
perspective, or counsel him to face his emotions more directly instead of
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producing a misleading analysis of the events” (2010, 98-99) that led to Kim’s
attack. However, though different from Kim’s emotional approach to laic
cosmopolitics, Rosemary’s reliance on religious faith equally enervates
Harold, who finds it at odds with his defense of Cartesian reason.

As the Canadian protagonists unavoidably grapple with the sensorium of the
city and the traffic of emotions it incites, Helm undertakes the representation of
perspectives of the city from above and below as an incessant dialogic
interaction, an interplay between closeness and distance, the observer and the
observed, but also between rational-analytical thinking and experiential-
intuitive thinking, until at some point all these distinctions collapse.
Interestingly, Harold, who champions Cartesian reason, seems to favour the
panoramic, aerial perspective of the modernist quest for (spatial) order, whereas
Kim and Rosemary undermine with their street-level experience and direct
contact with the materiality of city space his aloof attempt to instill meaning
and analytical reasoning onto the urban grid. Rosemary even tells him that
“‘[pleople mistake altitude for perspective’,” and adds, “’I'm not impressed by
views.’... No one learns anything without their feet on the ground” (238).13

One interesting scene illustrating ‘Harold’s position as de Certeau’s
disengaged spectator, “looking at the city from rooftop bars” (2010, 67), or
from the heights of his twenty-one storey-high apartment takes place after he
identifies from his windows one of the electronic billboards downtown
“playing its package of ads and headlines” (2010, 240). Instead of letting
himself be moved by the images of war and death that spring to his head,
Harold shifts his attention to the scientific explanations that provide a
rational account of the process through which the mind gives meaning to a
set of sensory signals:

Now that he knew what it was, some impression in the lines and
colours reassembled in the eye the entire image. All he saw were dark
green lines, dead straight, but somehow it meant that another
Canadian soldier had been returned home in a coffin. You glimpse
from a distance or drive past and picture the rest by yourself. The dead
kid’s haircut and uniform, the very frame of the headshot there over
the news anchor’s shoulder (the anchor’s haircut and suit). The
military spokesman (his haircut, his uniform ...). And back to the flag-
draped coffin and the young family standing strong. (2010, 240)

The sanitised picture of the young Canadian soldier in a coffin brings forward
the awareness of our vulnerability to pervasive violence, and enhances what
Brian Massumi terms low-level fear, “naturalized fear, ambient fear,
ineradicable atmospheric fright” (2002, viii), “A kind of background radiation
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saturating existence” that “may be expressed as ‘panic’ or ‘hysteria’ or
‘phobia’ or ‘anxiety’” (2002, 24). This underlying fear, Massumi argues, is
characteristic of modern subjectivity and current capitalist biopolitics, and is
mostly instilled through the media serial transmission of frightful images,
which contributes to the collective perception of the condition of being
human as being a potential victim (Everyday 24). Harold’s mental
reconstruction of this unsettling image of war intercepting pedestrians and
drivers reminds the citizen of the perils and violence lying outside the borders
of the nation-state, but the body of a young Canadian soldier in a coffin also
brings the violence taking place outside Canada to bear upon the Canadian
body (politic). In Harold’s vision, the electronic billboards downtown
establish “the materiality of the body as the ultimate object of technologies of
fear, understood as apparatuses of power aimed at carving into the flesh
habits, predispositions, and associated emotions — in particular, hatred —
conducive to setting social boundaries, to erecting and preserving hierarchies,
to the perpetuation of domination” (Massumi 2002, viii). As a result, the
continuous broadcasting of violence displayed on the downtown billboards
prompts public approval for Canada’s international and domestic security
politics, and reinstates Canada’s stature in the hierarchy of nations as a
peacekeeping state. Yet, Harold typically shifts his attention to rational
explanations that may demystify the emotions of fear elicited by the
electronic screens occupying urban public space.

In addition to the low-level fear aforementioned, the iteration of images of
atrocity mediated by the various electronic screens produces in the viewer a
sort of “stupidity” ‘and numbness ~whereby individual memory and
introspection are supplanted “by collective technologies of storage and
screening” (Massumi 2002, 25).14 Such desensitizing equals a voyeurism that
precludes any affective response. According to Susan Sontag, the media’s use
of the image is “part of the normality of a culture in which shock has become
a leading stimulus of consumption and source of value” (2004, 20). However,
the incessant repetition of images of atrocity no longer guarantees shock.
Rather, the observers become impervious to the suffering of others due to
their inability to do something about it or to learn from it. Helm’s novel is
saturated with instances of this low-level fear foddered by the everyday
broadcasting of images of atrocity in the shape of casualties of war, terrorism,
global warming, human exploitation, torture, natural disasters, accidents, and
crime in general. From Kim'’s perspective, the pervasiveness of violence in the
city is such that the bad news no longer registers, “that thinking of local
sudden deaths was like staring at the rain” (Helm 2010, 151).

Rosemary Yates, however, is haunted by the pervasiveness of images
representing “the worst human actions” (2010, 233). These are all the more
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present to her through her work with undocumented immigrants and through
the media. She deplores the role of the internet in the  obscene
commodification of the inequities and instances of violence in the world:
“The internet brings us beheadings, war deaths, celebrity autopsy reports.
Traffic accidents” (2010, 233). However, the vast repository of images of
violence circulating widely in the hyper-connected world may also function to
avert moral defectiveness by haunting the viewer with the reality of human
cruelty. In this regard, Sontag defends the overwhelming exposure to images
of violence: “Let the atrocious images haunt us. Even if they are only tokens,
and cannot possibly encompass most of the reality to which they refer, they
still perform a vital function. The images say: This is what human beings are
capable of doing — may volunteer to do, enthusiastically, self-righteously.
Don’t forget” (2004, 89). Yet too much remembering embitters, Sontag
reminds us, and Rosemary has certainly become “harder, more indignant”
and “worn down” (2010, 235) after her exposure to a myriad of images of
violence. Her disillusion may lead her to despair, having concluded that
“[tlhis isn’t a new democracy. This isn’t freedom. We’ve poisoned ourselves.”
The question now is “How can we survive this?” (2010, 233). In her own
sanity’s interest, Father André tries to persuade her not to look at images of
atrocity: “It must be stunting to witness so much meaningless spectacle”
(2010, 233). However, Rosemary equates not looking with ignorance, amnesia,
heartlessness. Besides, she retorts, “Everyone looks, Father. If only to see what
the others are looking at” (2010, 233). The alternative, André suggests then, is
“to bring people news from the un-uploadable worlds. The historical, the
private, the spiritual” (2010, 233). To Rosemary, however, this is a lost battle.

The novel offers a complementary perspective on the media’s use of images
of violence when Kim begins writing about the key events of the modern age
for a documentary. The images in the footage aim to be engraved in the
collective memory and constitute the officially sanctioned version of history.
The ethical value of remembering appears faulty, as it relies on a
predetermined selection of images that results in an “insidious softening of
the public record”: ““The truth is,” she says, ‘these images, this voice, they
don’t actually record a thing other than our need to keep our distance. We
pretend to know where we are by pretending to know what we’ve separated
ourselves from’ ... She hates the lack of nuance, the dumb blunt killing
impression that the whole century has been staged” (2010, 113). The worn-
out documentary images of historical violence actually reinscribe a sense of
safety and order with which to feel comfortable in a present that separates
itself from the horrors of the past, or of far-away places. At the core of Kim’s
and 'Rosemary’s sensitivity to images of violence is their capacity for
imaginative empathy.
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Despite his facade as a rationalist Harold is much more moved by feelings,
emotions, and intuitions than he is willing to recognize. His shell of rational
understanding begins to crack when violence strikes closer and Kim is brutally
assaulted and on the verge of dying. Looking down from his window at the
construction site where Kim was attacked, Harold refers to it as “Ground Zero”
(2010, 62). By connecting Kim’s attack to the epochal 9/11 terrorist attacks, he
conveys the magnitude of the emotional upheaval it has caused him. According
to Cosintino, the police investigator working on Kim’s case, the assailant may
have liked the idea of raping her “beneath all the high-rise windows, all the
people who could be looking down” (2010, 43). As one among those potential
lookers, Harold feels repelled by suggestion of an oblivious (even pornographic
and incestuous) complicity with the stalker, as well as impotent for having been
unable to help his daughter. Although Harold admits, “I used to think all the
urban confusions could be resolved in a good prospect” (2010, 238), the
commanding views of his apartment fail to provide him with the knowledge and
understanding that, as John Urry puts it, could be abstracted “from the hustle
and bustle of everyday city life” (2000,'390). As a result, Harold exchanges his
position as distant spectator from a watchtower to that of the ground-level
voyeur as he spies Rosemary drawn by his mixed feelings of perplexity about the
strength of her faith, a faith he scorns as irrational, but a conviction he wishes he
had; sexual attraction for her; xenophobia and mistrust towards the asylum
seekers she hides; jealousy, retaliation, failure as a protective father, and a desire
of self-assertion. Thus, controlled by his own emotions and prejudices, Harold
jumps to the conclusion that Rosemary is hiding a rejected refugee in her house,
someone who may well have passed from GROUND to the Anglican Sanctuary
church where Rosemary volunteers, and who may as well be Kim’s assailant.
Consequently, Harold dehumanizes Rosemary’s guest, the young Colombian
failed asylum seeker Rodrigo Cantero, by construing him as deprived of the
capacity for reasonable speech, a tactic, Nyers argues, that “has historically
being deployed to discursively establish an animal quality to refugeeness” (2006,
xvii). Believing that all the asylum seekers Rosemary protects are, in his own
words, “undocumented semi-literate bloodstained young monsters” (Helm
2010, 304), Harold accuses Rodrigo: “You can barely speak English. I doubt you
can even read your own language” (2010, 306). Subsequently, Harold construes
Rodrigo as a deceitful, violent man and a threat to the Canadian polity.
Presuming that he knows Rodrigo — “I know your kind” (2010, 306) — Harold is
determined to destroy him and destroy Rosemary through sheer physical
(sexual) violence if necessary, thus crossing the line between the supposedly
rational citizen and the irrational stranger: “Fuck them both, Harold thought.
Exactly that. He wanted to fuck them over, fuck up the kid’s pretty face, fuck
Rosemary’s brains out. Fuck them bloody” (2010, 306). Instead, he provokes
Rodrigo into a fight and gets a good pummeling from him, which gives Harold
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the perfect scenario to denounce him and have him deported. The beating
reduces Harold to his physical being, although he is able to reason in the midst
of an astonishing pain. Before Harold loses consciousness, the intensity of
feeling caused by Rodrigo’s blows and general kicking leads to a kind of
communion between him, Rosemary and the undocumented immigrant
indicating the extent to which their lives are interlocked. The beating also serves
as a sort of epiphany for Harold, who realizes that his new victim position can
be used to confirm his suspicions about Rodrigo, thus investing himself with a
moral authority that gives him absolute power over Rodrigo’s life: “The three of
them connected only through his breaking body. He felt what he felt and he
thought he detected some good in it” (2010, 308). When Harold comes to, he has
to grapple with his own Machiavellian scheme as he poses himself the
ontological question “Did he understand Harold? He had never much
understood him, no” (2010, 308).

Kim’s dissection of the moments prior to the attack in search of an answer
to the disturbing question of why she was assailed reveal both her awareness
of lurking threat and her belief in the practice of space as a transformative
politico-ethical act capable of averting violence. Even while she concedes that
it is a matter of time that Canada’s porous borders let in global violence — “It
just hadn’t happened in Canada yet as far as anyone knew” (2010, 28) — Kim
makes it her own ethical mission to claim the potentially unsafe urban space
through a “rhetoric of walking” (de Certeau 1984, 99), thus contributing to the
fulfillment of the national mythos of peace and safety: “[e]ven for a young
woman, she reminded herself, it was still possible to feel safe on foot almost
anyplace in this city. And there was some magical deterrence of threat in
simply walking like you meant it” (Helm 2010, 7). This corporeal occupying of
space extends to her embrace of Jane Jacobs’ notion of ‘eyes on the street’ and
her trust in communal surveillance, which is apparent when Kim locks “her
bike to the stand outside the all-nite coffee shop, where she always left it with
strangers in the window to watch over it” (2010, 6). However, despite all the
walking, watching and surveillance, the allegedly safe city of Toronto turns
out to have'its shadowy spots, and Kim does not only know it, but feels it, as
she did the night when she was stalked:

It was another block before the feeling was back in place. She couldn’t
hear footsteps exactly, but had the sense rather that under her every
footfall, each breath, were other sounds, not hers, the kind of
perception you wouldn’t normally take note of in a city noisescape,
except that this was a side street, admitting silences and distinctions.
And then there was the feeling of being gazed upon. Like many women
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she was semi-used to the gaze, and thought little of it except when it
came darkly, as it did now. (2010, 8)

In her recollection of the minutes before the assault, Kim reaches the conclusion
that she would not have been attacked had she followed her intuition:

The question was whether to trust her intuition and take a longer busier
way to work... or to stay the course... She trusted her reason. And her
wits — she should head for the traffic, join the conflux, risk nothing more
than a jostle at the pedestrian lights. And yet when she came to the next
intersection, she followed habit and turned down the darkest block on
the route, most of it unlit next to a vast construction site. (2010, 8)

Kim disregards both her senses and her rational-analytical thinking and walks
down the dark alleyway. If, as Sara Ahmed explains, in the city we are oriented
towards sites and spaces in relation to how we are affected by them (Gibbs
2010, 188), Kim’s faulty move may be read as a means of denying the idea of
threat and violence in the Canadian city. However, the physicality of the
attack and the permanent scars it leaves on Kim’s body, transform her into a
victim of uncivilized violence and random chaos, canceling her naive view of
the city (and the nation) as rational, civilized, safe space outside the violence
of history. From that point onward, the city becomes permeated by an
uncanniness marked by reflexivity, fragmentation, doubling, recurrent
coincidences, the inevitability of fate, and a feeling of helplessness, confusion,
of being lost. Kim is not only riddled by the question “How had she come to
be attacked in one of the safest big cities in the world?” (Helm 2010, 184), but
by questions that entail the role of the body and the senses in the truthful
perception of reality: “how to account for her sense of being followed? Was the
feeling not intuition but premonition? The other question was why she had
turned down the dark street when she’d thought to trust her instinct and go
north” (2010, 43). In the wake of the assault, Kim reaches the conviction that
the senses are accurate mechanisms of knowing and anticipation — “Your
body knows it before your mind” (2010, 29) — and accordingly embraces her
own body as her most reliable sextant: “She had learned in the hardest of
ways to trust her intuition” (2010, 204).

In an attempt to return her to the rational world and help her to overcome
the trauma of the attack, Harold gives Kim an article that offers empirical
descriptions of fear based on the neurophysiology of trauma: “The fear, in
material terms, was cerebral. The assault would have released a
neurotransmitter in the amygdala that would have set off a calcium reaction
that resulted in proteins gluing themselves to those parts of the brain that
were active before, during, and after the attack, when her adrenalin was high”
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(2010, 46). However, Kim’s body resists analytical logic, reacting
unconsciously, instead, to certain sensorial stimuli that reproduce vividly her
experience of assault: “A fragment of gospel music, the sight of a construction
crane, the smell of coffee [all of which are sensory events that she has
unconsciously come to associate with the night of the assault], and she was
cast back into the event. And Harold. It was just bad luck that he’d been on
her mind in those minutes before it happened” (2010, 46).

At the same time, through her attempts at rationalizing, Kim begins to see
her own unconscious decision to take the shortcut as triggered by hidden
feelings of guilt for her privileged position as a middle-class Canadian citizen
who identifies these unlit urban spaces with an idea of the marginal,
fearsome other, but who wishes to prove herself wrong. Rather than an
advantage, her social class position “is connected to a deficit of experience
and understanding” (Helm 2013, 328) that opens an abyss between her and
those strangers she aims to help and understand, at the same time as it
reinforces the boundaries of the knowable and the unknowable that she seeks
to trespass. Reluctantly, Kim admits the power of unacknowledged emotions
to determine her actions, which poses the philosophical question of free will:

She’d brought it upon herself by working here, as an open host,
constantly aware of her privilege, and she had felt guilty. She would not
have thought that the guilt determined her actions, certainly not her
life choices. But just maybe, one night, the work she did in this place
had made her take a risk. Maybe it had taken her down a dark, quiet
street when she’d thought to head towards a busy one. There was no
other explanation. Either the guilt of privilege had sent her into trouble
or nothing had. She chose to think it was guilt.” (2010, 184-185)

Her guilt also brings to the surface the awareness that her comfortable
position as a middle-class Canadian citizen is grounded in a history of
colonialism, imperialism, and global economic neoliberalism that is
responsible for many of the imbalances, injustices and atrocities in the world.

Kim’s mental recovery seems to parallel the claiming of her own body — “I
want my body back" (2010, 126) — and her bodily re-appropriation of urban
space: “She began the walk home . . . Street by street she was reclaiming each
old path by walking it” (2010, 198). In the process her intuitive thinking is
reactivated, and she gets closer to understanding Harold’s behavior. One day,
while Kim is waiting for him to wake up after taking him to his apartment
from the university, where he had shown up drunk and made an
embarrassment of himself, she looks “into the long sweep of him, imagining
backwards from the man he was to the man he must have been, in stories, in
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photos, a narrowing” (2010, 196), and intuits that she is the reason why he is a
mess. She tries to reassure Harold by telling him about her progress in re-
appropriating the city and thereby overcoming fear — “She wanted to tell him
that it was working, this reclaiming, but it might seem she was asking for
something he couldn’t give her, the sum of his absences” (2010, 198)—and
decides to be more straightforward: ““What happened to me isn’t your fault. Is
that what you've been thinking?’ she asked” (2010, 198). And sure enough, her
intuition proves right, as Harold enigmatically replies: “‘Oh, I don’t know. We
all stand accused of our lives . . . the real always has its revenge, always has the
last word. It’s the same in every language” (2010, 198-99).

Kim’s affective approach to Harold, privileging empathy, is the same she
uses in her work with refugee claimants: “Her heart was willing to imagine
itself into the fears of others, but it was not always capable” (2010, 32). She
invokes affect as a supplement that makes up for the impossibility of
processing the amount of analytical information available to get to know the
other, “The impossible complexity of this volunteer work, never knowing
enough about histories and languages, religions and laws and social
costumes, the migrating politics of gender here, of personal space there, of
scarification, headdresses, the entering of rooms, exposed skin” (2010, 34-35).
Kim faces the problem of overcoming the strangeness of the stranger through
an exercise in empathy that she hopes may empower her to get to know the
other and thus combat the fear that otherness causes. Kim’s deft reading of
the corporeal signs that unleash currents of affect between strangers allows
her, for example, to connect with Sadaf, the rejected refugee woman from
Tehran hiding for a while at GROUND. To Sadaf the corporeality of affect
appears a valuable epistemological instrument, the necessary compass for an
accurate perception of reality and its retrospective rationalization. Having
suffered persecution and now living in a strange land, Sadaf considers her
body as the sextant that guides her — “It corrects my fears and the deceptions
of nonsense and beautiful appearances” (2010, 129) — providing the hope she
needs to lead her former self into a “new world” (2010, 129). As a result of
heeding affect, she achieves the kind of knowledge that allows her to be
transformed, in Kim'’s view, from a paranoid, terrified woman into an elegant,
liberated one, carrying out a “newly undramatic, invisible” life (2010, 29) after
only a few months in Toronto.

Yet, the novel undermines its own insistence on affect by pointing to the
limits of sensory and intuitive perception. When Kim is assailed, she is
“[rleduced to her physical being” (2010, 11). Her marked body and her fear —
a fear that is also described as “physical” (2010, 48) and that controls her —
conflate her with the figure of the refugee, and blur the boundary between the
citizen and the non-citizen, the rational and the non-rational. Yet, from Kim’s
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perspective, what this connection intimates is that “sharp understanding”
only leads, in an intriguing deviation from Socrates’ dictum ‘I only know I
know nothing,’” to the revelation that we do not know enough (2010, 35), that
even when both she and Sadaf are victims, this does not guarantee a full
understanding of each other, nor the self.

The strongest defense of and diatribe against the affective approach to
knowledge and truth in the novel comes in its nuanced discussion of the ethical
value of creative writing, which Kim attempts first as a means to come to grips
with her assailant’s mind and the trauma of the assault. Writing appears as
highly intuitive hermeneutics that relies on empathy to a large extent. In
contrast with sympathy, which only refers to the recognition of the other’s
emotional state of suffering, empathy, Richard Ashby Wilson and Richard D.
Brown argue, “inhabits a site further along on the emotional register and refers
to a projection of one’s own mental state into that of another. Whereas in a state
of sympathy one says ‘I recognize your pain,” in empathy one says ‘I feel your
pain’” (2009, 2). Thus, in a long computer file she calls “R. doc.” Kim tentatively
explores her assaulter’s life until, in her imagination, he becomes one of the
asylum seekers that she knows, his mind “full of the whole history of his
witnessing, what he’s seen first-hand, what he’s seen on TV” (Helm 2010, 160).
By inhabiting the fictional life of R, Kim does not just feel “a great weight for him
that his life doesn’t register in the world” (2010, 160), but she is brought back “to
the plural, present world” (2010, 218).

In the process, Kim also ends up fictionally inhabiting her father’s mind in a
related quest to understand the former trauma caused by Harold’s family
desertion when she was a girl, and which she intuits is related to his secret
past as a student in Santiago de Chile in 1973, at the time of Pinochet’s
military coup: “a part of her wanted to learn that something terrible had
befallen him in Chile, something that could account for his misjudgments
and troubles over the years” (2010, 213). Believing in the healing effect of
telling one's story, Kim prompts Harold to tell her his, and thus voice and
expel his own hidden trauma: “All I've ever wanted to be is a truth
commission” (2010, 215), she confesses to him. Her longing to assume the
role of Truth and Reconciliation Commissions that invite both victims of gross
human rights violations and the perpetrators of violence to give testimony
and work towards reconciliation has several implications. First, it dispels the
innocent myth of the just and humane Canadian nation-state outside of
history not only because Harold may somehow have been complicit with the
Chilean military repression, but because the notion of the truth commission
evokes the Canadian state crimes of the colonial and the recent past against
First Nations, thus striking a chord with the Canadian society at large.
Whereas the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada seeks to repair
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the harm caused by the Residential School System to generations of
Indigenous peoples, it also arouses feelings of shame and guilt, as well as a
wish of social redemption through reconciliation. Secondly, by offering
herself to bear witness to Harold’s plight and suffering, Harold ambiguously
emerges as both victim and victimizer. Finally, she, too, adopts an ambivalent
role as both a member of the truth commission (judging Harold, perhaps?)
and as a victim who is pitted again by memory through all the pain brought
about by his past actions. Story-telling, therefore, appears as a mechanism
fraught with and provoking powerful emotions. However, Harold refuses to
accept its therapeutic function, arguing that “there are no talking cures”
(2010, 215). As a result, Kim undertakes the most empathetic action in her life,
when she, somewhat pretentiously, adopts Harold’s narrative voice to write a
story in which she imagines him sending an explanatory e-mail letter to her:
“Her hope now is to know her father as no one knows him. He is entirely
undiscovered, even to himself” (2010, 218). The story, thus, reminds us again
of Escher's complex self-referentiality, a trope Kim uses at the beginning of
the novel to explain the world (2010, 44). To Kim, creative writing is revealed
as an epistemological exercise in empathy, compassion and forgiveness with
performative power by means of which she can try to dig up the past, inhabit
somebody else’s subjectivity and share his or her burden. Through
empathetic aesthetics she aims at reconciliation and redemption.

Harold, however, rejects the idea of an empathetic approach to the past
through aesthetics: “If we were troubled by the pain, everywhere and through
time, we’d all be on the floor, fetal, dying of empathy. The perfect world we
might aspire to, he decided, would be locked in perfect memory and agony.
Only the worst would survive it” (2010, 137). Kim’s methodology combines
Harold’s empirical research with the cognition she derives from affect, with
astonishingly powerful results, as Harold himself admits: “From so little she
had imagined his days in Santiago so well. She’d conjure them from his
posture, the set of his face, things he was unaware of” (2010, 310-311). Kim
recreates the city of Santiago de Chile in the hope that her story may provide
Harold with the same kind of “reprieve” it gives her (2010, 291):

She’d described the world as he saw it, an evil world guided by an evil
god, but in doing so found a way to penetrate confusion, guilt, anger,
even evil itself. And yes, she held to this word, penetrate, to mean what
she wanted it to mean — she had put herself lovingly inside another.
And writing in his voice, she understood that Harold was someone else
from the inside. In the time it took to truly imagine her father, to
inhabit him, language and thought, the anger gave way to something
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like forgiveness, something she didn’t, finally, have words for. A place
to rest, to stay, so that a soul might find itself. (2010, 290-291)

Kim believes that her affective approach to writing can produce the necessary
emotion in Harold to move him closer to her: “[t|he imagination had force, she
wanted to tell her father. It was real; its movement changed governments and
traffic and air currents in the room. In the right mind, it could do ' good work. Her
own imagination was supposedly healing her. And at some point the fully
imagined world could touch on the world that was” (2010, 356). Above all, then,
Kim sees creative writing as a redemptive art of estrangement that can put both
Harold and herself back in touch with reality and allow for a connecting ground
between both. As she expected, her narrative causes the desired distance from
which Harold can look at himself and see what Kim considers the essence of
who he is, beyond the deception of words and his artful self-image: “Kim had
tried to find the distance, to look back at him. Whomever she’d seen, not him
exactly, but someone he seemed to know, she’d seen with a clarity that changed
everything” (2010, 305). What emerges from her fictionalized account is a
representation of Harold as accosted by feelings of chagrin at having survived
the Chilean coup, unlike the teacher and classmates with whom he was at the
moment when the soldiers took them. Above all, the fictional Harold appears
haunted by the memory of having seen in their faces the suspicion that he had
handed them in, and by their contempt. Indeed, Kim’s creative letter strikes
Harold with its intuitive truth about himself, prompting a genuine emotional
response: “Kim’s letter had stranded him far from the surface” of his reality
“beyond language or control” (2010, 304).

Despite the story’s success, Harold eschews the empathy derived from
aesthetics, and disarticulates Keats’ romantic equation that holds that
“Beauty is truth, truth beauty,”!® ‘arguing that fiction cannot equate the
experience of the suffering, that trauma is unrepresentable and beyond
language, and that story-telling does not constitute an epistemological
source: “We know only ourselves, and ourselves thinly . . . If we acknowledge
this solemnly, we won’t live in ignorance and we won’t make the mistake of
thinking we can pretend our way into knowing” (2010, 339). Yet, Kim reclaims
the transformative agency of writing when she says, “You don’t believe in
talking cures. I do believe in telling ones” (2010, 237). Harold, nevertheless,
retorts, “Fiction, no matter its scope, will always fail history” (2010, 342). He
further engages in a critique of the politics of representation when he argues
that “Good aesthetics don’t promote good ethics” and calls Kim’s fictional
story about his experience in Santiago de Chile an “abomination, all the more
vile ... for its believability” (2010, 339). Harold’s point about the mobilization
of affect through aesthetics not leading necessarily to ethics proves correct



The Traffic of Affects 47

when, horrified by Kim’s perceptive fictional representation of his inner self,
he is moved to commit suicide. Somehow superstitiously he believes that his
former sins are revisited on his daughter (2010, 139), that he is ultimately to
blame for Kim’s assault and for the disintegration of the family. His death
cancels out Kim'’s ethical effort and achieves the opposite of what she set out
to do with her story as she is transformed into both Harold’s victim and his
executioner. The novel, therefore, reasserts the ethical neutrality of aesthetics,
while underlining its affective and performative power.

Furthermore, the stories of refugees also function in the novel as meta-
commentary on the limits of story-telling to achieve further knowledge and
understanding of the other. Helm'’s novel registers both the rescue discourse
that turns refugee claimants into the passive objects of compassion, and its
reverse, the criminalizing discourse that sees the asylum seeker’s narrative as
unreliable. Rodrigo Cantero, for example, “was suspected of having been in a
Colombian paramilitary group that had kidnapped and killed local farmers in
a documented incident” (2010, 356). His own version is that “he’d tried to
stop the shooting of farmers by the narcotics thugs who employed him”
(2010, 366), but could not; as a result, he claims, he had to escape his country
in fear for his life and that of his family. For Rodrigo, exile thoroughly
transforms his status as a citizen in his native country to a noncitizen in
Canada, his humanity into bare life. Unable to prove the authenticity of his
account — how can he prove that he was forced to join the paramilitaries and
that he is not a drug dealer and a murderer? — Rodrigo’s story is rejected by
the Refugee Board granting asylum. Rodrigo’s story hovers in ambiguity. On
the one hand, those who believe his life account of persecution is genuine
view his narrative as' one of victimization, moving them to empathy and
compassion. Based on sensory perception and on the impression he made on
her when they first meet, Marlene, who works at GROUND, totally
sympathizes with the young Colombian man: “She said if you spent five
minutes with him you could tell he had a sweet nature, and that he couldn’t
be blamed for whatever violent world he’d been carried into as a boy” (2010,
186). On the other hand, those who consider that it hides Rodrigo’s criminal
identity are revolted by his narrative. Harold, for one, cannot accept Rodrigo’s
story: “He didn’t believe it, he couldn’t say why. Maybe because the story so
easily invited pity” (2010, 366). Besides, if Rodrigo has been rejected by the
Board, he must be a bogus asylum seeker with a “bogus story” (2010, 307). As
such, he evokes “the figure of the ‘bogey man’, as a figure that stalks the
nation and haunts its capacity to secure its borders” (Ahmed 2010, 47).

The traffic of emotions derived from the characters’ different engagements
with Rodrigo’s refugee narrative prompt them to various kinds of agency.
Whereas Marlene and Rosemary are moved to help Rodrigo, Harold acts to
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have him deported. In both cases, Rodrigo’s story holds political value. For
Marlene and Rosemary, it restitutes his humanity and testifies to his
belonging in the political realm. For Harold, it reinforces the function of the
Refugee Board as a state warrant; that is, as both a sovereign benefactor of the
proper kind of asylum seekers and as a protector of its own citizens. In sharp
contrast, Rosemary presents a thoroughly negative assessment of the state’s
biopolitics regarding both the hosting and the rejection of refugees: ““Take a
thousand people in dire circumstances,’ she said. ‘We take them in, a kind of
miracle to them, and support them only enough until they begin to see that
they can’t really escape their past here, and many can’t ever have a future.
And so they begin to rot. Or we reject them and send them running, with no
hope even of basic security’” (Helm 2010, 176). She points at the importance
of the emotional load of refugee narratives to spur the public into political
action in defense of human rights: “But nothing happens unless someone
tells a single compelling story, usually involving some rare case, between
categories, and it hits the news, and pressures form around it, and a minister
finds himself under siege, and then maybe a bill or some amendment gets put
forward, and it passes or not” (2010, 177). It is only through this appeal to
affect involved in the telling of a story that change may be effected regarding
the asylum laws that at present dehumanize those who, as Father André puts
it, are “in the country but not of the nation” (Helm 2010, 325).

Undocumented Rodrigo plays another important function by connecting
the sensorium of the city to its underlying material relations of production.
The novel’s critique of capitalist labor exploitation is nowhere more acute
than in the scenes describing the jobs available for the undocumented and
their effects on the body. Cleaning up burnt houses after firefighters have put
out the fire pays “the best of any work he’d ever had” (2010, 57), although
“[tlhe work was hard and dirty” (2010,'57). The job also exposes him to images
of destruction that put him in mind of the violent past he is escaping, and
increases the time warp between him and the average Canadian, pushing him
even further to the margins of society: “Most fires were at night. The hours
they worked were backwards to the lives of other people” (2010, 57). Rodrigo’s
body is being mangled, not by the torture that many refugees have suffered
and he has witnessed and probably taken part in (something that remains
unclear in the novel), but by the hazards of his Canadian jobs and his
inaccessibility to health care. Once he falls from a collapsing stairwell and
hurts his hand, “but he didn’t tell anyone and now there was a ridge between
his knuckles and wrist and it still hurt him and was useless by the end of the
day” (2010, 58-59). In his next job, breaking up insulation around furnaces in
old downtown houses, the poisonous fibre fills the air and covers the workers
to the extent that “they looked like they’d been formed out of dust and ash”
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(2010, 161). When Rosemary learns what the work consists of and makes him
quit the job, Rodrigo is already under the poisoning effects, unable even to
come out of his basement for four days, feeling “weak but not sick, tired in
ways he didn’t understand” (2010, 161).

Moreover, the invisible borders drawn by his fear of surveillance, detention,
and deportation keep him from establishing any authentic link with other
human beings, even with those who, like him, live on the borders of
belonging. The crippled condition of his existence in the city as an
undocumented, failed asylum seeker is obvious to him when, dismissing the
alluring sensorial stimuli the street offers he realizes that “[h]is love for this
street had been falling recently because he knew now he would not be
admitted into the possibilities it held” (2010, 200). If Rodrigo, like his
undocumented fellows, is prevented from claiming his right to the city in
Lefebvre’s terms, that is, the right to “urban life, to renewed centrality, to
places of encounter and exchange, to life rhythms and time uses, enabling the
full and complete usage of . . . moments and places” (Lefebvre 1996, 179), he
is even less entitled to “a right to change it [the city] after our heart’s desire”
(Harvey 2003, 939). The views, smells, tastes, and noises of the city that both
citizens and non-citizens share, work generally towards the construction of
what Kimberly DeFazio terms a “false consciousness” (DeFazio 105) that
presents the alluring products of capitalism, while obscuring the deeply
unfair and unequal relations supporting the “’invisible’ structures that shape
people’s lives” (DeFazio 87). By means of the indelible bodily inscription of its
undocumented characters, Helm’s novel brings to the fore the emaciating
effects of labor exploitation and social exclusion.

Meanwhile, Mason, a Canadian schizophrenic misfit and Kim’s actual
attacker, charts the city as “a picture of foreign clusters” (Helm 2010, 221) in
his particular search for meaning and understanding of “the big design”
(2010, 221-222). From his wandering, the image of Toronto as a multicultural
mosaic is reinforced: “Forest Hill was Jewish. Gladstone, Hungarian.
Danforth-Coxwell was Greek and Indian and some branches were crawling
with yowlers. There were pockets of Eritrean, Salvadoran, German, West
Indian, Guyanese, he wrote out the names of the languages and looked up the
strange ones” (2010, 222). Yet, far from relishing this multicultural encounter,
he decries the mobility and the porous borders characteristic of the
contemporary global city: “he didn’t like the peoples if they didn’t hold still,
didn’t stay in their places, or else why have the countries at all” (2010, 222).
His rejection seems to derive from a racial hatred that is actually addressed at
himself for, we discover, “His line had been tainted somewhere and he’d
caught the dark more than anyone” (2010, 222). So in an act of reaffirmation
of his Canadianness, he declares his xenophobia to anyone who would listen
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so as “to separate himself from the impression he made with his skin” (2010,
222). The stalker’s movement in the city and his sensory perception of it
create Toronto as a profoundly racialized space. Ironically, all along, Mason
challenges the idea of the stranger as foreigner by situating the strange,
deceitful and threatening within his Canadian self.

If, as Michael Helm claims, “[t]he strange makes for intensity” (2013, 320), the
emotions of fear and hope emerging from the encounter with the stranger in the
space of the city lead to an intensified perception that combines the rational
and the affective epistemologies only to ratify the idea of an always imperfect
and incomplete knowledge, not just of the other, but of oneself. Yet the affective
response to what the senses grasp may raise the hope of establishing a “genuine
connection with, and respect and space for, the cultural Other” (Sandercock
1998, 125) and the possibility of a postmodern Utopia —new concepts of social
justice, citizenship, community, and shared interest. This is the ‘cosmopolis’
Kim, Rosemary and Father André aspire to through their work with refugees. On
the other hand, fear of the other may elicit a cascade of negative emotions
perpetuating violence. The novel registers both affective responses to the
stranger while pointing that in our search for meaning in a highly chaotic
globalized world, the traffic of emotions emerging from the city challenges
conventional oppositions between analytical and affective reasoning.
Furthermore, the novel links affect to aesthetics in the form of creative writing
and story-telling, only to question the epistemological and ethical limits of the
knowledge achieved through narrative.
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