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FORUM: NEW MATERIALISM

New Materialism as Media Theory:
Medianatures and Dirty Matter

Jussi Parikka

In the midst of theoretical debates and traditions concerning “materialism” (also
new), “realism” (speculative) and “objects” (object-oriented philosophy), one of the
most important things to realize is that a lot of the discourses stem from what
could be called “mediatic” phenomena. This does not mean we need to reduce the
richness of the theoretical approaches concerned—whether they come from
directions of Deleuze, Whitehead, Spinoza, Latour, material feminisms, science
studies or radical empiricsm—to “media” or “technology,” but such an emphasis
is one way to entangle ontological debates concerning new materialism with
historical media approaches. Such perspectives mixing philosophy with media
theory offer an insight to why we are so interested in non-human bodies and
objects, processes that escape direct and conscious human perception, intensity of
matter of technological and biological kinds. In short, it goes something like this:
New materialism is not only about intensities of bodies and their capacities such
as voice or dance, of movement and relationality, of fleshyness, of ontological
monism and alternative epistemologies of generative matter, and active meaning-
making of objects themselves non-reducible to signification. New materialism is
already present in the way technical media transmits and processes “culture,” and
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engages in its own version of the continuum of natureculture (to use Donna
Haraway’s term) or in this case, medianatures. Instead of philosophical traditions,
let us read modern physics, engineering, and communications technology as
mapping the terrain of new materialism: the basis for signal-processing, use of
electromagnetic fields for communication, and the various non-human tempor-
alities of vibrations and rhythmics—of for instance, computing and networks—are
based in non-solids. Writing theory in the midst of such a situation, we have to
come up with elaborated ways to understand how perception, action, politics,
meanings (and, well, non-meanings) are embedded not only in human and animal
bodies, but also in much more ephemeral, but as real, things—even non-solid
things. Such real but weird materialities that do not necessarily bend to human
eyes and ears are not only touchable objects, but also modulations of electrical,
magnetic, and light energies, in which also power is nowadays embedded.’

In a way, one could claim that in the wake of Friedrich Kittler’s pioneering work,
“German media theory” offers exactly these kinds of perspectives.” By “upgrading”
Michel Foucault and other critical arts and humanities theoretical approaches to be
equipped to tackle technical media culture, such approaches have insisted on
technical specificity in terms of how we talk about culture and communications in
the age of scientifically based technical media apparatuses. This brand of theory has
included provocations and distancing from cultural studies (in the Anglo-American
sense) who “know higher mathematics only from hearsay;” as Kittler claimed and is
well expressed in Wolfgang Hagen’s idea that media technologies retain in themselves
traces of the material scientific conditions, principles, and genealogical descent that
contributed to their Dbirth.* Indeed, in such institutional settings  of
medienwissenschaft in Germany, programming languages, mathematics, and thinking
about culture from the point of view of its concrete circuits became integrated as part
of the teaching curriculum, and as such, a part of the humanities tradition in ways
that demanded a new connection from cultural theory and philosophy to science.’
Whereas Digital Humanities is now branded as a new “discovery” of computing in
Anglophone media and humanities departments, we can rethink such claims in the
light of earlier media theorists—or, for that matter, the interdisciplinary circles of
cybernetics—whether in the United States or in the United Kingdom.®

What was often left out of such techno-materialist methodologies was the more
political side of thinking through these new materialities. Indeed, whereas the
demand for specificity (not just “hearsay”) in any analysis of contemporary culture
and media might be useful in order to develop a better understanding of what exactly
is the mediatic and the material in these analyses—even down to the hard core of
analyzing technologies, scientific principles, components, programming languages,
hardware constellations—perhaps as important is the need to be specific about what
we mean by “specificity” Indeed, technological specificity or physics specificity is
perhaps only one possible avenue for such “new materialist” media analyses, and
could be easily complemented with a range of other materialities: materialities of
cultural practice (for instance affective labor”); materialities of relations and
sensations (a wide range of work from radical empiricism to art-driven approaches®);
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as flagged above, materialities of technologies;” but also, as I want to suggest,
materialities of materials."’

The last suggestion from that far-from-exhaustive list is what sounds most
tautological, but deserves a close focus. Picking up inspiration from Sean Cubitt,'' we
can approach media cultures through the various materials, components, long
networks, and genealogies in which media technologies are being produced. Media
history is one big story of experimenting with different materials from glass plates to
chemicals, from selenium to coltan, from dilute suphuric acid to shellac silk and gutta
percha, to processes such as crystallization, ionization, and so forth. What is more,
the materials have their aftereffects, nowadays most visible in the amount of e-waste
our electronic culture leaves behind, which presents one further “materiality” for our
investigation. As such, medianatures is one term that could make sense of this
continuum between mediatic apparatuses and their material contexts in the
exploitation of nature. This level of media analysis—and materiality—is increasingly
important and resonates with recent years of debates about media ecology,'?
electronic waste,"”” and even media archaeology.'* It starts to develop both an
intensive look inside the machines (an under-the-hood methodology that char-
acterizes some of the German media theory directions too) and at the networks in
which machines are being compiled—and discarded.

It is a shame from a new materialist point of view that even such pioneering
thinkers as Michel Serres miss this point concerning the weird materialities of
contemporary technological culture—weird in the sense that they remain irreducible
to either their “hard” contexts and pollution (CO,, toxic materials, minerals, and
other component parts) or their “soft” bits (signs, meanings, attractions, desires). In
Malfeasance,”> these are the two levels Serres proposes as crucial from an
environmental point of view, but he ignores the continuum between the two. And
yet, signs are transmitted as signals, through cables, in hardware, in a mesh of various
components from heavy metals to PVC coatings.

So, in short: Continua all the way down (and up again); soft to hard, hardware to
signs. In software studies,'® the continuous relation from the symbol functions on
higher levels of coding practices to voltage differences as a “lower hardware level” has
been recognized: assembly language needs to be compiled, binary is what the
computer “reads,” and yet such binaries take effect only through circuits; and if we
really want to be hardcore, we just insist that in the end, it comes back to voltage
differences.'”” Such is the methodology of “descent” that Foucault introduced as
genealogy, but that German media theory takes as a call to open up the machine
physically and methodologically to its physics—and which leads into a range of
artistic methodologies too, from computer forensics to data carvery.'® In other
words, recognizing the way abstraction works in technical media from voltages and
components to the more symbolic levels allows us to track back, as well, from the
world of meanings and symbols—but also a-signification—to the level of dirty
matter.

This is the stuff that can contribute to one particular possibility of “new”
materialism—the perspective of minerals sedimented for millions of years before
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being mined by cheap labor in developing countries for use in information
technology factories. After that short use-period of some years, they become part
of the materiality of e-waste leaking toxins into nature after river-dumping or
incarceration, making them into toxic vapors that attach to the nervous systems of
cheap labor in China, India, Ghana, etc."”

So new materialism as media theory, in sum, can be seen as the intensive
excavation of where (and when) actually is the materiality of media—and it should
refuse preset answers. There is a fair amount of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari
involved in saying materialism has to be invented continuously anew—mnot just
discovered for instance in technological specificity or scientific contexts. Hence, we
are also forced to think the media theoretical contexts of new materialism in a slightly
more fluid, novel way than just assuming that specificity concerning the technological
and the scientific underpinnings of media culture is automatically material. Indeed,
materiality is not just machines—nor is it just solids, and things, or even objects.
Materiality leaks in many directions—also concretely (e-waste).

One of the biggest challenges for new materialism is to develop a media theory of
things—and yet not only thing-powers, but process-power. It is very relevant how
Jane Bennett talks about “thing-power” and points towards the various vibrant
energies that push our understandings of objects towards their operationality—that
things do stuff, make a difference, and “become the decisive force catalyzing an
event.””® And yet, I want to emphasize especially the vibrant bit in her characteriza-
tion as otherwise we are going to miss a lot of the material ephemerality of technical
media cultures as well as the long, messy networks in which one materiality is
transformed into another one (which perhaps is exactly the point about decisiveness
that Bennett calls for). For example, how a mineral, itself born as part of the activity
of matter some hundreds of millions of years ago, participates in an assemblage of
information technologies, which are themselves embedded in various levels of
catalyzing forces—global trade, human labor, standardization processes, man-
ufacturing—the multiple circulations of desire that frame electronic media devices
as part of post-Fordist capitalism, the a-signifying operations from magnetic stripes”'
to software code, parts of the abstraction levels of computers and networks. Think
about the perverse, complex ecology of it all: A specific design solution concerning a
screen or computer component has an effect on its becoming obsolescent sooner than
“necessary” while the product itself is embedded in a capitalist discourse emphasizing
newness as a key refrain and fetishistic value driving the purchase decisions. And,
after being abandoned for another device, what is often called “recycling” is actually
waste-trade, wherein old electronic media is shipped, for instance, to India, to be
dismantled with very rudimentary—and dangerous—processes that attach toxins to
the lungs and nervous systems of the poor workers.*?

So the matter of technical media is not only in their object-nature—even if that
would help us think beyond representation, signification, or a correlationist
predisposition. Furthermore, despite the obviously positive side of discovering
“matter” and hence finding this traditionally neglected, fleshy, and non-human side
of existence, not all matter can be seen as liberating. There is a need for a cultural



Downloaded by [Jussi Parikka] at 10:26 10 February 2012

New Materialism as Media Theory 99

analysis of dirty matter, too. The materiality of waste is one concrete way to think
about “new materialism” not only as a “good” agency of matter. There is a whole
materialism of dirt and bad matter too, which is not only about “thing-power” but
about things de-powering in a Spinozian way—bad encounters that reduce the
vitalities of material assemblages in such encounters.

Hence, I propose a multiplicity of materialisms, and the task of new materialism is
to address how to think materialisms in a multiplicity in such a methodological way
that enables a grounded analysis of contemporary culture. Such methodologies and
vocabularies need to be able to talk not only of objects, but also as much about non-
solids and the processual—the weird materiality inherent in the mode of abstraction
of technical media—so we can understand what might be the specificity of this brand
of materialism that we encounter (but do not always perceive) in contemporary
media culture.
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