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A leaf a gourd a shell a net a bag a sling a sack a 

bottle a pot a container. A holder. A recipient. … 

this vast sack, this belly of the universe, this womb 

of things to be and tomb of things that were, this 

unending story. — Ursula K. Le Guin

Introduction
Ingrid Richardson and Zoë Sofoulis

 
This book arose out of an online “Container Technologies Workshop” held in 
March2021,butitsoriginsgobackfurther.InJune2018,Marie-LuiseAngerer
and Noam Gramlich had convened a workshop in Potsdam on “Feminist 
speculations with strange bedfellows,” whose presentations formed the 
basis of their collection Feministisches Spekulieren: Genealogien, Narrationen, 
Zeitlichkeiten (AngererandGramlich2020)thatincludedGramlich’soriginal
translationofUrsulaLeGuin’sThe Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction. This short 
essay, which reimagines both the history of technology and writing science 
fictionascenteredaroundbagsratherthanweapons,hadinthemeantime
beenreprinted,withanewintroductionprovidedbyDonnaHaraway(LeGuin
2019).Theideawastocontinueexploringcarrierbagtheoryatasymposium
thatZoëSofouliswouldaddressinPotsdamin2020.Butlikesomanyevents
planned for that year, this was cancelled due to travel restrictions imposed 
inresponsetotheCOVID-19pandemic.Anonline“ContainerTechnologies
Workshop”wassubsequentlyheldviaZoomoverthreedaysinMarch2021,
where contributors presented draft versions of the chapters found below. 
The overarching theme was for everyone to make some reference to the 
essay“ContainerTechnologies”(Chapter1),originallypublished in the feminist 
philosophy journal Hypatia (Sofia2000).Participantsinvitedtothe2021work-
shopbyMarie-LuiseAngererandZoëSofoulisincludedsomeofMarie-Luise’s
currentpostgraduates,someofZoë’sformerpostgraduates(nowinsenior
academicpositions),andotherpeoplewhoseworkwassalienttothetopic.
AsZoëoutlinesinherretrospective(Chapter2),IngridRichardson,Meredith
Jones,andDineshWadiwelwereintegraltotheproject’spre-historyinthe
mid-2000s,whichincludedaresearchinstituteseminarandanationalcon-
ference panel.

TheCOVID-19pandemichasdirectlyaffectedthisbook,notleastbecause
almostalloftheauthorscaughtthevirus(somemorethanonce),which
slowed down work, especially for those with enduring “brain fog” symptoms. 
Our editorial meetings often began with comparing notes on restrictions, 
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vaccines,infections,andhaircuts(orlackthereof).Experiencesofthe
pandemicin2020–22heightenedawarenessoftechniquesofcontain-
ment, whether through mask-wearing and hand-sanitizing, or lockdowns, 
quarantine, “social bubbles,” restrictions on outdoor movements, and curtail-
mentofworkplaceandculturalactivities:alleffortstocontainandslowthe
spread of the virus by containing and restricting those it could infect. 

AtthetimeofouronlineworkshopinMarch2021,thegiganticcontainership
EverGiven was stuck across the width of the Suez Canal, obstructing global 
shippingandsupplychains,providingatopicalfocusforPaulRaven’splanned
talkonshippingcontainers(nowexpandedtoamoregeneralconsideration
ofpackaginginChapter6).TheEverGiven exemplifiedcontainerizationgone
so far as to obstruct the global mobility it was intended to facilitate. Just 
underayearlater,Russia’sincontinenceaboutitsownborderswasdemon-
strated in its belligerent invasion of Ukraine, which in turn led to many war 
refugeesspreadingoutacrossEurope,requiringfood,assistance,andshelter
somewhereotherthantrainstations.Theseeventsdirectlyaffectedour
Europeancontributors.Then,asweheadedtowardsthecompletionofthe
book, the destruction of the Kakhovka hydroelectric dam in the south of 
UkraineinJune2023resultedinhorrifyingscenesofmassivedecontainment,
asoneofEurope’slargestreservoirswasdrained,thousandsofpeoplewere
displaced, croplands were ruined, and ecocide ensued downstream. That 
same month saw a massively overcrowded refugee boat capsize in the Med-
iterraneannearGreece,drowninghundredsof(mostly)womenandchildren,
whilemuchmoreoftheworld’smediaattentionwascapturedbythefateof
fivebillionaireswholosttheirlivessight-seeingindeepwatersnearthewreck
of the Titanic. These are just some of the events that have made the contrib-
utors to this book aware of containers and containment as being not merely of 
theoretical interest, but very much of practical and geopolitical concern.

Container/Containment Distinction
Whatstartedoutasa“ContainerTechnologiesWorkshop”inMarch2021has
become a book on “Containment.” Why this shift in emphasis from containers 
to containment? 

AsZoëadmitsintheretrospectiveonher2000essay(Chapter2),forallof
her feminist commitment to rethinking space as smart, and to understand 
containing—or“encapsulation”(Otter2017)—asanactivelabor,sheremained
biasedtowardsareifiedviewofthecontainerasathing,anobjectthatheld
stuff,anddidnothavemuchtosayonconduits,channels,andleaks;more-
over the essay made only limited references to actor-networks. 

However,itisnotsimplyasacorrectivetothelimitsofSofia(Chapter1)that
themes in this book pay more attention to issues around containment than 
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tocontainersasobjects.Itsignifiesahistoricalshiftinconcernsofthepast
twodecades,whenevenbeforetheCOVID-19pandemic,mattersaround
containment, and fears of the dangers and risks of inevitable failures to con-
tain, have pressed ever more urgently upon our own embodied lives—and 
life in general—as the air, waters, and soil become increasingly polluted with 
radiation, greenhouse gases, microplastics, and innumerable chemicals. 
This pollution of our lifeworld makes it hard to theorize any form of con-
tainer without thinking about failures of containment, or contemplating the 
uncontainable.

Ashiftinemphasisfromcontainerstocontainmentdoesnotmeansomehow
”goingbeyond”thecontainer.Afterall,akeypointofSofia’sessaywasto
call us to pay attention to those objects, utensils, and infrastructures that 
facilitate production but that we all too often let slip into the background, 
ignoredandoverlooked(Chapter1,27).Rather,weinvitereaderstosituate
the container-as-object as part of a broader set of containment techniques 
andfunctions.Asthebook’ssubtitleismeanttosuggest,the“holding”per-
formed by a container, which usually means “holding within,” but can also 
mean “holding together,” is the primary technology of containment that comes 
to mind, but it is not the only one. “Filtering” is another kind of containment, 
where the emphasis is on discriminating between what is let in and what is 
excluded, and the container functions as a permeable membrane, a fence, or 
agateway.“Leaking”impliesamovementfrominside(acontainer)tooutside
of it. Leakiness is not just the sign of a failed container: it can be a deliberate 
design feature, such as in a drip-feed irrigation system. More worryingly, leaki-
ness may be a constitutive and essential—though often hidden or denied— 
operating feature of systems and protocols that are ostensibly designed to 
contain and hold.

Anelegantdistinctionbetweencontainersandcontainmenthasrecentlybeen
made by Ignace Schoot and Charles Mather, theorizing on the problem of con-
tainmentinsalmonaquaculture.WhilstScience,TechnologyandSociety(STS)
studies of containment have “focused on what containment technologies and 
practices do,” their own declared interest is in “what containment practices 
failtodo,whichistosuccessfullycontain”(2022,941).Toconceptualizethe
issue of failed containment technologies, they retrieve an older meaning of 
contain that is close to the original Latin, con-(together)plustenēo (holding):
“containment is not only about holding inside and preserving. It is also about 
holdingtogether,anobsoletemeaningoftheterm‘tocontain.’”(937).Asthe
authors explain, reminding us of actor-network approaches, “in emphasizing 
theroleofcontainmentas‘holdingtogether,’weengagewithanddrawon
broader STS interventions that have considered how things and worlds are 
madetohangtogether”(939).Oneexampleofinevitablyleakycontainment
is oil pipelines that not only link the source with the point of its re-sourcing, 
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but all the lives and livelihoods that are altered along the way by the pres-
ence of leaky pipelines. Containment as a process of creating and holding 
together leaky networks is not primarily about stasis, keeping and preserving: 
it is about relationships and can be “provocative” in changing the world by 
“generat[ing]newrelationshipsbetweenhumansandthings”(940).Theplastic
water bottle generates new markets for bottled water as well as for recycled 
plastic(Hawkins,Potter,andRace2015);thepotatochippacketrequiresdif-
ferentpotatoestobegrownforprocessingandpackaging(Kenner,Mirzaei,
andSpackman2019).Makingtheimportant—anddarewesuggest,widely
applicable—point that “many of the regulations that govern containment 
infrastructurestolerateincontinenceandseepage”(2022,941),Schootand

[Figure1]Your Mobile Soul (3),byKatjaDavar,graphitepowder&acryliconcanvas,2019 

(reproducedwithpermissionfromtheartist).
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Mather’sownstudyshowsthefailureofcontainmentprotocolstoprevent
non-native ocean farmed salmon from escaping into wild rivers, where they 
competeand/orhybridizewithnativespeciesandcanbecaughtbyanglers.

Thecoverimageonthisbook(Fig.1)waschosenforitsevocationofthis
duality of containers as “holding in” and containment as “holding together,” 
with its spherical forms suggesting worlds and bubbles, some seeming to hold 
something within, and its swathes of meshes tracing dynamic networks that 
hold elements together in permeable and leaky arrays. The hints of oblong 
blocks imply background shaping structures, while amorphous smudges seem 
to gesture to materials that are uncontained.

This duality of container and containment has echoes with the relation 
betweenthethingandthenetworksuggestedinZoëSofia’s“Container
Technologies”essay,which“translatedHeidegger’sfourfoldintoashorthand
way for thinking about the way things, objects, are a gathering together of 
many elements, forces, purposes and dimensions, both human and extra-
human”(Chapter1,32).Thecorollaryoftheideaofthethingasagathering—in
Latour’sformulation“everyentityisanevent”(1993,81)—isthatanetwork
could be understood as an unraveling of the thing into its constituent actors 
and factors.1 Whereas the thing is a network condensed, the network is a thing 
expanded.

Relational Ontology and Material Metaphor
This book can be situated as part of the “new materialism” in social and 
cultural studies. In the latter part of the twentieth century, poststructuralist 
and postmodernist approaches gave dedicated focus to epistemology—the 
“how” of knowing—by positioning language and “the text” as our primary 
access to the world. In reaction to this “linguistic turn,” a subsequent materi-
alistandcorporealturn(Sheets-Johnstone2009)soughttoreinstatethe
significanceofontology—the“what”ofexistence—andtheirreduciblerelation
between humans and “things,” with all the material, physical, and sensory 
aspectsinvolved.Awide-rangingnumberoffieldshavecontributedtothis
effort,includingphilosophyofscienceandtechnology,phenomenology,fem-
inist theory, cultural and media studies, anthropology, sociology, architecture, 
and cultural geography.

1 DonnaHarawayisabrilliantpractitionerof“unpacking”orunravelingathing—suchas
Oncomouse™(Haraway1997)—intoitsconstitutivemultiscalenetworksofinteracting
factors and actors, in a kind of lapidary material hermeneutics. For kindred recent 
endeavors unraveling the relations or networks of a thing, see Kate Crawford and 
VladanJoler’sAnatomy of an AI System(2018),tracingtheenvironmentalfootprintofa
singleAmazonEchodevice,andCrawford’sAtlas of AI (2021),lookingattheplanetaryand
othercostsofAI.
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In the introduction to their collection on new materialism, Diana Coole and 
SamanthaFrost(2010)identifyadiverserangeofresearchfocithathave
an “interest in the emergent materialities of contemporary coexistence” 
(28).Whattheseconceptualtrajectorieshaveincommonistheviewthat
materiality is complex, dynamic, and multiple, and a recognition that we as 
researchers and theorists join all humans in our thorough immersion “within 
materiality’sproductivecontingencies”(7).Inabroadsensethechaptersin
this book join this conversation by exploring the contingencies that emerge 
fromourfigurativeandliteralencounterswithcontainingandholding.Prem-
isedonSofia’sinsightthatanyexperienceofcontainmentis“an(inter-)active
process”(Chapter1,19)involvingtheagencyofhumansandthematerial
world, each of the contributions critically explores the dynamic constraints 
and possibilities of the “structural necessity” that is containment.

Asnotedhereandthroughoutthebook,containmentinitsvarious
incarnationsisfrequentlymobilizedasapowerfultrope,anditisworthbriefly
mentioningtheimportanceofmetaphoranditssignificanceforontology.For
anumberofphilosophers,suchasNormanO.Brown(1966)andGeorgeLakoff
andMarkJohnson(1980;1999),thebodyisthesourceofallmetaphor,both
as constraint and as potentiality. That is, our conceptual systems are always 
already materially mediated and arise “through the commonalities of our 
bodiesandbrainsandtheenvironmentsweinhabit”(LakoffandJohnson1999,
5).Spatial,navigational,anddirectionalmetaphorsarethemostcommon
of all metaphors, and for the most part are determined by how we experi-
enceourbodiesintheworld:up–down,in–out,front–back,on–off,deep–
shallow,central–peripheral(LakoffandJohnson1980,14).Theseorientations
areintrinsictoourmotorfunctionsandrelativetoourgravitationalfield.
Similarly, body metaphors such as congestion and contagion, and conduit 
metaphors of movement and passage through space, are often adopted as 
explanatory tropes for the transmission and corruption of information. This 
book’smetaphorsofholding,filtering,andleakinghaveresonancewithbodily
processes of holding in, and eating and excreting. 

LakoffandJohnsoncategorizethesemostbasicmetaphorsasontological
metaphors—ormorespecificallyasentity,substance,andcontainer
metaphors. They write:

We experience ourselves as entities, separate from the rest of the world—
as containers with an inside and an outside. We also experience things 
external to us as entities—often also as containers with insides and out-
sides.(1980,58)

The containment metaphor is intricately related to the perception that not 
only our bodies, but parts of our bodies—our own heads and minds—are 
themselves containers which carry, transform, “massage,” and embrace 
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thoughtsandideas(asintheexpressions“wrapyourheadaroundthis,”“put
somethoughtintoit,”or“can’tgetyououtofmyhead”).

ForLakoffandJohnson,metaphorsaretheextensionofourcorporealityinto
the world: only that which can be metaphorized qua embodiment is realized 
ormadereal.Farfrombeingmerelyconceptualorfigurativelinguisticdevices,
as we are often taught in school, metaphors are essential to and formative of 
meaning;theyarequiteliterallyworld-shaperswithmaterialeffects.

Yetdespitetheseeminglysimplecorrelationbetweenbodiesandcontainers
as the source of metaphor, the chapters in this book reveal the incredible vari-
ation and ambiguity in our metaphors of containment, across a spectrum of 
slipperyontologicalconditions.Asthebook’stitleindicates,liminalstatesof
containment—porosity,filtering,leaking—areofkeyimportance,astheyhigh-
light points of resistance, provocation, and change.

Outline of Chapters
Authorsandeditorsofbooksoncontainerscansuccumbto“container
delirium”(Sofoulis,Chapter2)andseektoincludeacomprehensive,ifnot
encyclopedic,rangeofexamples,asAlexanderKlosenoblyattemptsinThe 
Container Principle(2015),andSusanneBauer,MartinaSchlünder,andMaria
Rentetzimoresuccessfullyapproximate(despitedisavowingacompletionist
ethos)intheirambitiousandoccasionallywhimsical600-pagecollectionof
studies of material culture and sociotechnical history, Boxes: A Field Guide 
(2020).However,ourshiftinfocusfromcontainersasobjectstocontainment
as action enables us to think about containers and containment in terms of 
basicactions,whichwegatherhereundertheheadingsofholding(holdingin
orholdingtogether),filtering(lettingin),andleaking(lettingout).

We did not set out to be systematic, and our book has taken shape by 
expanding on some pre-existing connections between contributors from 
humanities and media and cultural research, who were invited to bring 
their own interests and topics to it. Certain themes and chapters are, 
regrettably, missing, as during the long process of work on this book, some 
early career researchers had to withdraw their papers to focus on their own 
projects:NoamGramlich(colonialprocesses),JaspreetNijjar(carceralcon-
tainment),VanessaOberin(lifeoutsourced,bio-containers),andChristian
Schwinghammer(holdingontologies).

Chapters are grouped into four sections, opening with “Containers to Contain-
ment,” including this introduction, background, and overview. The “Container 
Technologies”paperisreprintedasChapter1fortheconvenienceofreaders
who want to engage with the original essay. Published by Zoë Sofoulis under 
the nom de plume ZoëSofia,itwasintendedasacontributiontoafeminist
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philosophy of technology through a focus on the container technologies 
neglected in histories of technology, yet symbolically and practically 
connectedtowomen’sbodiesandlabors.In“Containers,Retrospectively,”Zoë
outlinesherintellectualjourneytowardsthe2000essay,reflectsonsomeof
itslimitationsanditsrecenttravels,andexploresthecontainer/containment
distinction through a discussion of pandemic bubbles. 

To round out this opening section, the historian Chris Otter gives us a glimpse 
of the broad scope of containers and their profound impact on everyday 
human lives. To understand human beings, Otter argues, we have to study our 
relationships with containers. He divides these relationships into bodily and 
architecturalcontainers(clothesandhouses),immobilecontainersforstoring
things(granaries,warehouses),andmobilevesselsfortransportinggoods
(barrels,shippingcontainers).Thesecontainershaveshapedthings,people,
and their relations through certain ontological trajectories which center 
around time, motion, access, and uncontainment—for, as he reminds us, con-
tainment is never total and containers inevitably fail to fully retain their waste.

Three sections follow, each with three chapters, under the thematic headings 
ofholding,filtering,andleaking.

ResonatingwithLeGuin’s“carrierbagtheory,”MeredithJones’schapteron
the handbag could be described as a study in container ontologies, as it con-
siders what this portable storage technology implies for human being, not just 
human doing.Jonesexaminesthehandbag’sholdingcapacities,itscontents,
andthedeportmentitdemandsofitsuser,andfindsitservesasaportable
source of comfort and provision that mediates between private domestic 
space and the public sphere.

TheparadoxesofpackagingarethefocusofPaulRaven’scontribution.Onthe
one hand, packaging exists to protect products from time and atmosphere by 
isolating them from the environment, but on the other hand the environment 
is becoming the ruined repository of discarded packaging and other excesses 
of production. Packaging, along with shipping containers, are parts of the 
infrastructureforglobalizedtrade,but,astheexampleoftheEverGiven 
shows, worldwide supply chains can suddenly implode.

“Haunting” is the special category of holding thematized in Hannah 
Schmedes’schapter,whichdrawsparallelsbetweenagynoidelaboratelycon-
structedbyafictionalThomasEdison,andthedisappointinglydysfunctional
talkingdollstherealEdisonactuallyproduced.Hauntingimpliesthatproducts
and places of production may still hold onto, or be haunted by, the ethereal 
presences of the invisible and uncelebrated labors, hands, and voices of 
those—mostly women, living, dead, or in-between—who help animate the 
inventor’screations.InspiredbySarahSharma’s“feminismforthebroken
machine”(2020,172),Schmedespointstowardsbrokendollsasdomesticand
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feminized devices in the light of a feminist retelling of normative conceptions 
of gender that are inscribed onto container infrastructures.

Thenextsectionon“filtering”emphasizescontainersandcontainment
strategies where the emphasis is on architectures of exclusion and inclusion: 
who or what is admitted, who or what is excluded, and how are these acts of 
inclusionandexclusioneffected?

The container metaphor does double duty in the chapter by Hélène Frichot 
and Helen Runting, exploring high-rise apartments, urban space, and sub-
jectivationinlatecapitalisminthetimeofthepandemic.Atthescaleofthe
precinct, there are critical questions about the policy settings, powerful social 
networks, economic conditions, and the general zeitgeist that constituted a 
“facilitating environment” for the gestation and premature “birth” of sky-
scraperhousingdevelopments.Atthescaleofthebuildingarequestions
about co-constitutive relations between urban space and subjects: what kind 
of person do these buildings and spaces presume or help shape? In a time of 
confinementandrestrictionsabouttheinclusionandexclusionofpeoplein
various spaces due to the pandemic, the busy lobby serves as a membrane 
betweentheclosed-offapartmentandthewideroutsideworldofsociety,
nature, and commerce, represented by the steady stream of people, and food 
andparceldeliveriesfilteringinfromtheadjacentfootpath.

Holding, protecting, and keeping need not imply kindness or caring. The 
violence and cruelty of containment as incarceration is the main subject of 
DineshWadiwel’spaperonthecontainmentofanimals,acondensedversion
ofhismoreextensiveworkonthistheme(2015).Thedomesticationofanimals
and the development of factory farming brings to the fore a restraining aspect 
ofcontaining:violentinclusion.AsshownbytheexcerptsfromYvetteWatt’s
photographic series Animal Factories, these sites that violently include animals 
also strenuously exclude us, whether passing drivers, curious carnivores, or 
animalactivists.Windowlessandanonymousmetalbuildings,fencedoffand
distant from the road, signs threatening heavy penalties for “trespassers,” and 
the irony of sculptures of happy dancing factory hens are among the many 
strategies for containing, concealing, and distancing us from the violence of 
industrial meat production.

The metaphorical, material, and experiential containment of digital games, 
and virtual and hybrid playspaces more broadly, is the ontological terrain 
exploredinIngridRichardson’schapter.Drawingfrompostphenomenology,
Richardson argues that players, gameworlds, and devices are intervolved in 
“tropologies” of containment—deep corporeal and conceptual metaphors 
likethe“magiccircle”thatdefinetheboundariesofplayandrelyonan“as
if”structureofperceptualexperience.Yetasgamesbecomemobile,andwe
carry them with us into the quotidian lifeworld, Richardson argues that we 
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needadifferentsuiteofmetaphorsthatmoreaptlyreflectstheindiscrete,
peripatetic, and entangled nature of everyday mediated play. 

Thefinalthreechapters,groupedundertheheading“Leaking,”alladdressthe
porosity of containers and containment, where boundaries are breached and 
containment fails.

Digital voice assistants, polite and subservient chatbots neatly housed in 
porous casings shaped as platonic solids, are the focus of the chapter by 
Yolande Strengers and Zoë Sofoulis, who situate them within a broader 
westernmytho-historyofman-madewomenorgynoids(includingHadaly,as
discussedbySchmedes).Presentedtousersasbothcompanionsandcon-
centrators of information from across the web, these devices eavesdrop and 
leak data about their users back to manufacturers, undermining the privacy 
of the so-called private sphere. Strengers and Sofoulis speculate about the 
possibilities when “decontainment” occurs and restrictions on honest self-dis-
closure are lifted. 

The unwitting leaking of personal data to an unknown repository is also a 
themeinthechapterwhichfollows.DanielaAgostinhoandNannaBondeThyl-
strup are in dialogue with Lacework,aweb-basedartworkbyEverestPipkin,
as part of questioning the ethics of the construction of image databases used 
for training machine learning systems to recognize objects, actions, faces, 
and emotions. These images are mostly taken without permission in public 
and private places, scraped from the web, handed over by state agencies 
(prisons,immigration),orproducedandcategorizedby“AmazonMechanical
Turks”whoarepaidapittance.Mostattentionispaidtothealgorithms(the
machine-liketools)operatingondatabases(thetaken-for-grantedcontainers),
while the labors and non-consensual data donations that go into constructing 
databases remain invisible and unacknowledged.

Inthefinalchapter,leakinessbecomesvisceralinMarie-LuiseAngerer’s
criticalmeditationsonthemythofself-containment.Examplesdrawnfrom
contemporary cinema and art present us with bursting brains, open bodies, 
andcontaminatedDNAstructures,revealingtheobsceneanduncontained
undersideofsecuredcontainers.Whereasinwatchingfilmwecanstilltell
ourselves that these extreme boundary violations are just cinematic special 
effects,Angererpointsustowardsascaryrealitywhereneuro-scientific
technologieshaveinmanywaysbypassedsci-fi-storiesandturnedevery-
thing—brain and body—inside out.

The editors would like to thank the authors for their work and their patience in seeing this book 
through to completion. The editorial contributions of Christian Schwinghammer and Meredith 
Jones are gratefully acknowledged. Many thanks to the Brandenburg Center for Media Studies 
(ZeM) and the University of Potsdam for their generous support of this publication. Thanks 
to Rowan Coupland and Andreas Kirchner of meson press for professional and supportive 
facilitation of the project and careful editing of the manuscript.
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Container Technologies

Zoë	Sofia

This	paper	goes	beyond	critiques	of	western	philo-
sophical notions of space as passive, feminine, and 
unintelligent	by	reconfiguring	containment	as	an	
(inter-)active	process.	The	author	draws	on	work	
in the history of technology, on a cybernetic epis-
temology that emphasizes the interdependence of 
organism	and	environment,	and	on	intersubjectivist	
psychoanalytic theories of the maternal provision. A 
more	unexpected	ally	is	found	in	Heidegger,	whose	
writings	on	holding	and	supply	are	read	in	ways	that	
contribute to the development of an urgently required 
philosophy of container technologies.
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Since the birth of early modern science, Nature has been imagined in the 
westasaBigMotherfulloftreasures(material,land,knowledge)tobe
plundered and re-sourced. Through world-spanning technological and indus-
trial enterprise, another “Super Mother” has been created in the matrix of 
mobileresources.Wegreedymetropoles(andmanyothersbesides)want
a facilitating environment that smoothly provides year-round access to 
seasonalfoods;wewant24-houraccesstohotwater,gas,supermarkets,
bankingservicesetc.;andwewanttechnologiesthathelpaccessothergoods
andservices,suchascableTV,phones,fax,mobilephones,email(though
theselatteralsohavetheeffectofturningtheirsupposed“users”intomobile
resourcesthemselves,accessiblealmostanywhere,anytime).Yetinthe
midst of all this abundant supply, homelessness is rising both for humans and 
the non-humans whose habitats are destroyed or polluted. The specter of 
resourcelessness looms ever larger on the horizon as we reach the limits of a 
planetthathadoncebeenimaginedasaninfinitecontainerofresources,now
revealedasafiniteresourceitself.Insuchacontext,focussingonquestions
of containment and supply in thinking about technology can help draw our 
attention to the assumptions we make about supply in our own lived world, 
and to larger questions about sustaining the planetary “facilitating environ-
ment” and avoiding an exhaustion of its supplies, including supplies of future 
biologicaldiversityinthegenepool.[182]

This paper outlines elements of a framework and several directions for a fem-
inist approach to the history and philosophy of technology centered around 
containersandsupply,ormoregenerally,re-sourcing.Artefactsforcontain-
mentandsupplyarenotonlyreadilyinterpretedasmetaphoricallyfeminine;
theyarealsohistoricallyassociatedwithwomen’straditionallabors.And
just as women have traditionally been neglected in history and philosophy in 
general,so,ashistorianoftechnologyLewisMumfordobservedinthe1930s,
the utensils and apparatus typically associated with women have been over-
looked in the history and philosophy of technology. So far it has been largely 
uptofeministsocialstudiesoftechnologytorectifythisimbalance(e.g.Cock-
burnandFürst-Dilic1994;CockburnandOrmrod1993;Wajcman1991),anditis
hoped my contribution might encourage more theoretical work and historical 
studies on these topics. 

To help unsettle habitual assumptions that space is merely an unintelligent 
container, or containers dumb spaces, the introductory section activates 
ideasfromtheepistemologistGregoryBateson,whosecyberneticecology
stresses the interdependence and dynamic co-evolution of organism and 
habitat, and from the psychoanalyst D.W. Winnicott who depicts the infant as 
an entity emerging from a maternally facilitated environment. Then, with the 
aid of historian Mumford I survey container technologies in my own domestic 
lifeworld, and argue that neglect of containers and containment functions is 
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not only the result of anti-maternal bias in western thought, but is encouraged 
by the unobtrusiveness of containers and utensils, traces of whose productive 
rolesarenotnecessarilyevidentinthefinalproduct.Finally,IturntoMartin
Heideggerwhoselaterwritingsontechnology(inthe1950sand1960s)offer
some key insights into the importance of containment and supply in the late 
modern period. 

Smart Contexts, or “No Environment, No Entity”
The unit of survival is organism plus environment. 

— Gregory Bateson (1972, 483)

Bateson’sintellectualcontributionsfromthe1930sto1970sspanned
anthropological studies, cybernetics, psychology and family therapy, biology 
and communications. His epistemological perspective on the unit of survival 
developed in the essays in his collection Steps to an Ecology of Mind(1972)
is a cybernetic one based around a notion of the immanence of mind and 
subjectivity. It is concerned with a subject or organism whose survivability, 
agency,receptivityandintelligenceextend“beyonditsskin”(oneofBateson’s
repeatedphrases).Theorganismcannotbeconsideredapartfromthehabitat
that houses it—a point made in a current save the koala campaign slogan “No 
tree, no me”—and “the organism which destroys its environment destroys 
itself”(1972,483).Mean[193]ingcirculatesthroughorganism/environmentin
theformoftransformations,translationsandtransmutationsofdifference
(thatis,information,“thedifferencewhichmakesadifference”(1972,315–17).
Thus “The individual mind is immanent but not only in the body. It is immanent 
alsoinpathwaysandmessagesoutsidethebody;andthereisalargerMindof
whichtheindividualmindisonlyasubsystem”(1972,461).Inthisperspective,
bestsummarisedinBateson’slecture“Form,Substance,andDifference”(1972,
448–65),intelligenceisnotconfinedtothedeliberationsoftheintendingego
or cogito, but can be found in the changing patterns of mutual adaptation and 
co-adaptation undergone within and by the organism-environment ensemble 
(460–61).Theenvironmentitselfisabearerofintelligence(seealsoBateson
1979).

ThisBatesoniannotionofcyberneticintelligencecanbecontrastedwitha
popular notion of cybernetics as top-down digitally mediated control if we 
comparetheprototype“smarthouse”withtheGaBehouse.Thesmarthouse
(asdiscussedbyBerg1994)iswiredandelectronicallyprogrammableforcon-
trolofthethingsmanymenareinterestedin:informationflowandcontrolof
security,lights,entertainment,communicationsandgarbagedisposal.Bycon-
trast,theGaBeself-cleaninghouse—designedover30yearsagobyawoman
architectFrancesGaBe(Zimmerman1983;Wajcman1991,102)—makesclever
use of container technologies to minimise the domestic drudgery still required 
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for the so-called “smart” house, whose programmable washing machine still 
has to be manually loaded and unloaded, and the washing dried, folded, etc. 
TheGaBehousehasspecialisedcupboardsusingwater,steamandairanda
series of pipes and sprinklers for cleaning, allowing dirty dishes to be cleaned 
andleftincabinetswheretheyarereadyfornextuse;clothestobewashed,
dried and remain hanging in situ;andthefloorscleanedautomatically.
Whereas the wired house seems smart because of digitally programmable 
components,theGaBehouse’sintelligenceisimmanentinthewayitis
adapted to minimising drudgery: its “smartness” is emergent in the dynamic 
mutual adaptability of environment to organism, organism to environment, 
home and homemaker.

ResonatingstronglywithBateson’spointabouttheunitofsurvival,orthe“no
tree, no me” relation, is the provocation by the object relations psychoanalyst 
D.W.Winnicott,famousforhisinsightsintotheinfant’slifeworld:

Thereisnosuchthingasaninfant(Winnicott1960,39fn).

Or, as US psychoanalyst Thomas Ogden has helpfully expanded it:

There is no such thing as an infant [apart from the maternal provision] 
(Ogden1992,620).

Inotherwords,asidefromitsfa[184]cilitatingmaternalcontext,theinfantis
not. This is not simply physically true—humans are born very immature—it 
isalsoastatementaboutontology:withoutthe(m)other’sactivityincreating
a “facilitating environment” for the nurture, emergence and exploration of 
the self, the person cannot come into being. For Winnicott and more recent 
“intersubjectivists”(suchasStern1985),thebabyisseenaspartofitsenviron-
ment—thematernalprovision.Itleavesitsprimalcontainertechnology(the
womb)toenteranextra-uterinematrix,aspacewhere,allgoingsmoothly,its
needs are unobtrusively supplied by what it experiences as an “environment 
mother.” It ruthlessly exploits this seemingly personless entity whom it only 
gradually comes to know in a relationship of mutual love and concern. 

Ogden’sreviewofWinnicottianapproacheshighlightstheimportantearly
personality mechanism of projective identification, in which “aspects of the 
self are not simply projected onto the psychic representation of the object 
(asinprojection),but‘into’ theobject”(Ogden1992,617),settingupadialectic
ofcontainerandcontainedthatinBion’swords“makesitpossiblefor...[the
infant] to investigate his own feelings in a personality powerful enough to con-
tainthem”(Bion1959,314).Ideally,themotherbothidentifieswiththeinfant
(throughWinnicott’s“primarymaternalpreoccupation”andStern’s“affect
attunement”[Stern1985,13861]),yetissufficientlyseparatetoserveasthe
container and interpreter for its experience, “thereby making her presence 
felt,butnotnoticed”(Ogden1992,620).
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Inthisview,theinfant’ssubjectivityisimmanentwithinandemergentfrom
the context of intersubjective containment: 

Paradoxically, the subjectivity of the individual presupposes the existence 
of two subjects who together create an intersubjectivity through which 
the infant is created as an individual subject. The infant as subject is 
present from the beginning although the subjectivity exists largely within 
thecontextofthepsychological-interpersonal(containing/contained)
dimensionoftherelationshipoftheinfantandmother(Ogden1992,619).

Other spaces experienced by the infant are the inner world of fantasy and 
outer world of sociotechnical reality, bits of which become caught up as 
“transitional objects” in a third space, called “potential space” by Winnicott 
(1971,107).Beingabletoplaysafelyinthispotentialspace,negotiating
betweeninnerandouterworldsandselfand(m)other,isanessentialpartof
infantile development, and moreover, Winnicott argues, it is the foundation 
forlatercreativeexperiencingandculturalproductionwhichplays(orworks)
on the borders of fantasy and reality.1

In the intersubjectivist model of subject formation, the self is understood as 
an entity given shape through various dynamic relationships of containment 
that both construct and occur in spaces that are interpersonal, imaginative, 
real,active,theproductsofconsciouseffortsaswellasunconsciousor
auto[185]maticlabors.Howmighttheseinsightsbeappliedtocontainer
technologies? The following inventory suggests some possible directions:
 – Facilitating environment: an adaptive intelligence is at work to ensure 
smoothfunctioning;spaceandcontainertechnologiesmaynotbeasdumb
or as static as we traditionally assume. 

 – Containment: is not just about what holds or houses us, but what we put 
ourstuffinto,andtherebyidentifywith;whatofourselveswecanand
cannot contain.

 – Primary maternal preoccupation and attunement: this lets infant and 
caretakergetinsyncwitheachother;itscorrespondingtechnological
phenomenonconcernsthedegreeofadaptationoftheenvironment/
space/containertous;themoreatechnologicalobjectisadaptedto
respond to or even anticipate our own wishes and capacities the more 
“user-friendly” it seems.

 – Ruthlessnessofinfant:justaswedon’tnoticeoracknowledgetheactive
givingofthe(m)other,sotoodowetakeforgrantedcontainersandthe
resourcestheysupply,theyaremerelyspacestogetstuffoutoforputstuff
into.

1 Thesignificanceofthispotentialspacetolanguage,poetics,aesthetics,andphilosophy
hasbeenexploredinJuliaKristeva’sworkaroundthenotionofthechora. See Kristeva 
1981,1984.
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 – Toy or tool as transitional object: from this we might understand that the 
tool is never a purely material object, but always has partial origin in the 
inner world, which is to say that it is always meaningful, part of a narrative 
or set of human purposes.

 – Potentialspace:correspondingtotheinfant’splayspace—animaginative
space between inner and outer worlds—are work spaces for discovery and 
invention: the workshop, the lab, the studio, the library, the study. Hence 
onemighttransformWinnicott’s“Thereisnosuchasaninfant”into“There
isnosuchthingasadiscovery/invention[apartfromthepotentialspace].”

The Technics of the Unobtrusive
The technological forms associated both with traditional labors of women and 
with metaphors of female organs of storage, transformation and supply have 
been and continue to be vital to technics and human development, but are 
regularly overlooked in histories and analyses of technologies. Like noisy and 
disruptive boys in class, aggressive tools and dynamic machines capture more 
attention than the quietly receptive and transformative “feminine” elements 
of container technologies. This is the perspective outlined by Mumford in the 
followingquotes,thefirstfromhisaccountinTechnics and Human Development 
(1966)oftheemergenceofsettledagriculturalcommunities:[186]

Manyscholarswhohavenodifficultyinrecognisingthattoolsare
mechanical counterfeits of the muscles and limbs of the male body—that 
thehammerisafist,thespearalengthenedarm,thepincersthehuman
fingers—seemprudishlyinhibitedagainstthenotionthatwoman’sbodyis
also capable of extrapolation. They recoil from the notion that the womb 
is a protective container and the breast a pitcher of milk: for that reason 
theyfailtogivefullsignificancetotheappearanceofalargevarietyof
containers precisely at the moment … that woman was beginning to play a 
moredistinctiveroleasfood-providerandeffectiverulerthanshehadin
earlier foraging and hunting economies. The tool and the utensil, like the 
sexes themselves, perform complementary functions. One manipulates, 
assaults;theotherremainsinplace,toholdandprotectandpreserve.….

Cooking, milking, dyeing, tanning, brewing, gardening are, historically, 
female occupations: all derive from handling the vital processes of 
fertilization, growth, and decay, or the life-arresting processes of steril-
izationandpreservation.Allthesefunctionsnecessarilyenlargetherole
of containers: indeed are inconceivable without baskets, pots, bins, vats, 
barns ...

Protection, storage, enclosure, accumulation, continuity—these con-
tributionsofneolithicculturelargelystemfromwomanandwoman’s
vocations. In our current preoccupations with speed and motion and 
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spatial extension, we tend to devaluate all these stabilising processes: 
even our containers, from the drinking cup to the recorder tape, are 
meant to be as transitory as the materials they contain or the functions 
theyserve.(1966,140–41)

Mumford had earlier made similar points about the devaluation yet continuing 
importance of containers in Technics and Civilization (1962[firstpublished
1934]), where he distinguishes machines and tools from technologies of con-
tainmentandsupply,categorizedasutensils(likebasketsorpots),apparatus
(suchasdyevats,brickkilns),utilities(reservoirs,aqueducts,roads,buildings)
andthemodernpowerutility(railroadtracks,electrictransmissionlines):

[S]omeofthemosteffectiveadaptationsoftheenvironmentcame,not
from the invention of machines, but from the equally admirable invention 
ofutensils,apparatus,andutilities.....Butsincepeople’sattentionis
directed most easily to the noisier and more active parts of the environ-
ment,theroleoftheutil[187]ityandtheapparatushasbeenneglected
.…[B]oth[toolandutensil]haveplayedanenormouspartinthedevel-
opment of the modern environment and at no stage in history can the 
twomeansofadaptationbesplitapart.Everytechnologicalcomplex
includesboth:notleastourmodernone.(1962,12–14)

Itisworthnotingherethatsincethefemalebodyprovidesourfirst
sheltering container and source of supply, containers tend to be inter-
pretedasgenericallyfeminine,astheyarebyMumford.ButalthoughIam
also interested in exploring the feminine and maternal dimensions of con-
tainertechnologies,itisimportanttorememberthatmen’sbodiesaswellas
women’scomprisemanynatural“containertechnologies”besidessex-specific
organs,includingskin,mouth,stomach,bladder,bowel,bloodvessels;even
the penis is an expandable container of sorts, and eyes and ears are experi-
encedasreceptiveorgans.Actualcontainertechnologiesareassociatedwith
menaswellaswomen(indeedsomemenmaybeparticularlyinterested
in technologies of containment as compensations for their own relative 
deficiencyinthereproductivecontainerdepartment).

Mumford’slamentsabouttheneglectofutilities,utensilsandapparatus—
which he refers to generally as “utensils,” and which I am generally calling 
“container technologies”—in the history of technology can also be made to 
some extent about the history and philosophy of technology, where the pro-
totype tool on which philosophers meditate is not usually a cup or bowl but 
typically some kind of probe or stick. Two important exceptions are Martin 
Heidegger(discussedbelow)andDonIhde.Ihde’s(1990)phenomenological
program for interpreting varieties of human-technology-world relationships 
includes containment as one of its four basic categories. In what Ihde calls 
“background relations,” the technology functions as a shelter, cocoon, or 
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aworld;itcanalsobeacultural“atmosphere,”suchasnuclearfear(1990,
112–15).Thiscategoryincludesahugerangeoftechnologiesandrelations,
from intimately wearable containers like clothes, shoes or condoms, to walk-
in partly-automated spaces like houses, cinemas, shopping malls or cities, 
floatingorsubmersiblecontainerslikeboatsorsubmarines;nuclearreactor
containmentvessels;aswellasthevirtualworldsofcomputer/videogames.

If Mumford is right that utensils or apparatus and machines or tools have 
each been “enormously important” then an analysis of technology which 
emphasizedtheutensils/containerssidecouldbeausefulcorrectiveto
approacheslikeIhde’swhichfinelydifferentiateamongsttoolsandmachines,
butlumpalltheutensilsandspacestogetherasbackground.Andifitisso
that “at no stage in history can the two means of adaptation be split apart,” it 
might be possible to not only investigate containers, but also hybrids of tool 
and utensil, as well as the container-like aspects or functions of a range of 
technologiesandtechnologicalensembles,includingthose(over-)readilyinter-
pretedasmasculine[188] orphallic.Exampleshereincludetheskyscraper,so
obviouslyphallicbutfromtheinsidea“wombwithaview”;thecar,advertised
intermsthatemphasizeontheonehanditsphallic/excremental“grunt,”and
ontheotheritswombycomfortandstoragespace;thecomputer,whichis
basically a storage technology for data, yet which has often been represented 
asakindofflyingvehicle,evenbeforewidespreadnetworkingallowedinter-
net“surfing.”

Why are container technologies relatively neglected in histories of 
technologies? Mumford suggests there is a prudish embarrassment about 
naming or interpreting technologies in the feminine, and a bias towards 
technologies that are dynamic and somehow masculine. One might pro-
pose this neglect has less to do with modesty than with a misogynistic 
metaphysics that has represented space as a passive, neutral receptacle 
(Plato,Timeaus [1971]),andthemotherasapersonlessnutritivevessel(Aris-
totle, The Generation of Animals[1979]).Theproblemwiththisrepresentation,
asIrigarayhaspointedout(LuceIrigaray1985;seealsoElizabethGrosz1995;
SueBest1995),isman’sfailuretogrowupandacknowledgeindebtedness
tothespatial/maternalenvironmentandthelaborsofthosewhosustain
this facilitating space. These labors are almost always considered “menial” 
because they do not produce some dynamic and heroically discovered object 
to be wondered at, but reproduce an unobtrusively and incrementally ordered 
space which can be taken for granted as a background for other activities. 

This is a persuasive line of critique but it is not the full story. The problem is 
not just bad metaphysics or misogyny but the structure of production and 
reproduction itself. The container is a structurally necessary but frequently 
unacknowledgeable precondition of becoming. For example, when you eat 
acake,youmightwonderabouttherecipeandingredients,butyoudon’t
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usually think about the sieve, bowls or beaters which operated on the raw 
materials, or the oven in which it was cooked, or the power supply to that 
oven.Atthepracticalleveloftooluse,ifeventhrusting,dynamicpounding
objects like the hammer, as Heidegger has famously described it, tend to 
“withdraw”fromtheuser’sawareness(Heidegger1962a,98),howmuch
more readily can containers withdraw from attention, exploited but not 
noticed: the humble jars or plastic bags where nails are stored, the battered 
tool box where the hammer is kept, not to mention the shed or workshop 
where the activity goes on. To keep utensils, apparatus and utilities in mind 
isdifficultbecausethesekindsoftechnologicalobjectsaredesignedtobe
unobtrusive, and like the environment mother, “make their presence felt, but 
notnoticed”(toparaphraseOgden,1992,620).Thus,theanalystofcontainer
technologies must constantly work against the grain of the objects and spaces 
themselves—not to mention the ingrained social habit of taking for granted 
mum’sspace-maintaininglabors—tobringtotheforegroundthatwhichis
designed to be the background. 

Workingwiththeideathatourrelationstocontainersaresomethinglike[189]
our relations to the environment mother, we could speculatively interpret 
Mumford’scategoriesofcontainertechnologiesasfollows:
 – The utensil: the generic container, a basket or bowl, perhaps corresponds to 
themotherasacontainerintowhichwedumpourexcessstuff,andwhich
we come to consider as extension of ourselves.

 – Apparatus:thespecializedcontainer,likeanovenoravat,inwhich
something may be created or transformed. The apparatus, as well as the 
specializedspacethathousesit(thekitchen,thelab,theworkshop),could
be interpreted as equivalents of the potential space where inner and outer 
worldsarenegotiatedinthecourseofdiscovery/invention.

 – Utilities:thesecanincludebuildings(fromhumblecottagestohuge
environment-controlledspaceslikeshoppingmallsorairportterminals),as
wellasvariouschannelsfordynamicflows(likepipes,cables,reservoirs).
These technologies reproduce something like the “environment mother” 
who works unobtrusively to ensure “smooth functioning” and continued 
supply to the infant whose body states and feelings she regulates.

Foregrounding Containers: A Domestic Survey
To add to my understanding of the role of container technologies and the 
containment dimensions of a range of technologies in my own lifeworld, I con-
ductedasurveyofthekitchen/dining/livingareaofthesheltertechnology
I inhabit, from the vantage of a “machine for sitting in” at my dining table. 
Containers in the kitchen included sauce bottles, salt and pepper shakers, 
potsandpans,vases,sinks,dish-rack,cups,glasses,bowls;drawersand
cupboards(themselvescontainerswithshelvesforholdingothercontainers



28 Containment

andapparatus);aclothtubestuffedwithplasticshoppingbags,thegarbage
bin, lined with one of these bags. Then there were apparatus with specialized 
container functions for heating or preserving foods, like an electric kettle, 
the oven, the microwave, and the refrigerator, with its own set of containers 
inside.Somecontainersarestrategicallyinefficient:sieves,colanders,sink
draincovers,papercoffeefilters.Towelsanddishclothsarealsokindsofcon-
tainers for liquids. This traditionally “feminine” domain of domestic equipment 
was not devoid of tools or machines used to perform sadistic actions on plant, 
animal and mineral matter: implements for chopping, whipping, skewering, 
grinding, shredding, mashing, liquefying, etc. 

The container technologies at the living room end included some com-
fortablebody-holdingtechnologies(thelargestofwhichconcealedafold-
outapparatusforsleeping),atablewithaletterrack,files,envelopes.
Books,photographsandalbums,telephonedirectories,thetelevision,the
stereo,[190]cassettesandCDs:allthesemediatechnologies,Idecidedon
reflection,hadtheircontainer-likeaspects.Workinganalogouslytotheholding
functions of memory, and with some similarity to the kind of poetics of space 
Bachelardidentifieswiththeminiature,which“deploystothedimensions
ofauniverse”andwhere“largeiscontainedinsmall”(Bachelard1969,157)
these electronic and print media are storage technologies for other spaces 
andexperiences.ACDortapecanopenupawholeconcert,oranauralland-
scapeoffeelings;abookcandiscloseanotherworld.Myhandbagandsatchel
slouched in a corner near the laptop. Velcroed and zipped into its the nylon 
case, this virtual storage technology works in dimensions unperceivable by 
me.Ihaveaprojectiveidentificationwiththissmalldensegraybox,anindis-
pensableprostheticbraininwhich(viakeyboardandmouse)Ihaveembedded
much of my professional life.

Behindthescenesoflivingandkitchen/diningareas,andessentialformaking
the apprati functional were the utilities: the gas pipes and valves, the elec-
tricity conduits, the plumbing—all so many containers for channeling dynamic 
flowsandensuringsupplyandunobtrusivelylinkingthisdomiciletovastgrids
ofenergeticandinstitutionalpower(solongasIkeeppayingthebills).

One point revealed by this domestic survey is the variety of types of con-
tainers, even within the home. Some of my equipment is close to the “classic” 
containerorutensil,thebasicbowlshapedholdingvessel.Butcontainment
canalsobeperformedbyflatsurfacesandwireracks,aswellasbysili-
con-based storage devices like the CD or computer. Some of the containing 
technologies are machines or include mechanisms, like the extending table or 
the fold-out sofa bed. The food processor is basically a bowl with a rotating 
blade driven by an electric machine: a combination of “static” bowl and 
“dynamic” machine-driven bladed tool. 
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Mumford’sdistinctionbetween“dynamic”toolsandmachinesversus“static”
containers or utensils is not one that can be ultimately sustained. If, in his 
words, “The essential distinction between a machine and a tool lies in the 
degree of independence in the operation from the skill and motive power of 
the operator: the tool lends itself to manipulation, the machine to automatic 
action”(1962,10),thenthecontainertechnology,eveninitsmostbasicform,
has something machinic about it. Unlike the tool, which needs manipulation 
to perform its function, the container can perform its holding-function 
automatically: a jar can simply sit there, full, on the shelf and be working to 
capacity. The distinction between tool or machine and utensil or apparatus 
hangsonthedynamic/staticdistinction,butitcouldbedebatedwhether
holding or containing is simply to be considered as a passively inhering prop-
erty of a shaped space, or whether containing is thought of as a form of action 
in itself.2 I favor the latter interpretation, following intersubjectivist accounts 
ofthesubjectformedinaspacewhoseholdingandsupplyingare[191] under-
stoodastheresultofmaternallabors,actionsrequiringeffortandcare.As
weshalllearnfromHeidegger’sanalysisofacontainertechnologyinthenext
section,containingisnotassimpleafunctionaswemightfirstthink.

Heidegger and the Jug/Thing
Asignificantcounter-exampletothemanyhistoriansandphilosophers
who neglect the containment aspect of technology is Martin Heidegger, 
who paid quite a lot of attention to location, things, spaces, containers, and 
technologies of holding and supply. 

Hisessayon“TheThing”(1971c[firstpublished1962b])beginswithadiscus-
sion of nearness and distance in the modern age and includes wonderful 
meditations on a jug, some of which are relevant for a more general analysis 
of container technologies. First, Heidegger takes pains to argue that the jug 
for him is not a mere object of vision or thought, but a thing in itself which 
has been created through a process of making, so that “as a vessel [it] stands 
onitsownasself-supporting”(1971c,167).Thejug’scharacterasathing 
“resides in its being quavessel”(1971c,169),thatis,itscapacityasacontainer.
Heidegger inquires into the holding function of the jug, arguing that it is not 
the impermeable sides and bottom of the jug which do the holding. When we 
fillitwepourintoitsemptiness,and“Theemptiness,thevoid,iswhatdoes
thevessel’sholding.Theemptyspace,thenothingofthejug,iswhatthejug
isasholdingvessel”(1971c,169).Themakerofthejugdoesnotsomuchshape
the material as shape this void. 

2 Forfurtherdiscussionoftherelationbetweencontainersandmachines,includingthe
subordinationofmachinestothepurposesofcontainment,seeSofoulis(1999).
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Posingthequestion“Howdoesthejug’svoidhold?”(1971c,171)Heidegger
answers that holding is active and ambiguously two-folded, comprising the 
actions of taking and keeping. Moreover, this dual activity of holding as taking 
andkeepingonlycomestofulfillmentviaathirdaction,“theoutpouring,”
wherebythecontainer’scontentsgushout:“Thetakingofwhatispouredin,
andthekeepingofwhatwaspouredbelongtogether.Buttheirunityisdeter-
minedbytheoutpouringforwhichthejugisfittedasajug”(1971c,171–72).
Notingthattheword“gush”hadasitsearliestmeaning“toofferinsacrifice,”
Heideggerdistinguishesagenerous,sacrificialandsacredgushingfrom“mere
pouringinandpouringout”orthe“merefillinganddecanting”ofliquorin
abar(1971c,173).3 Theoutpouringhevalorizesisbycontrastagift:“Andin
the poured gift the jug presences as jug. The gift gathers what belongs to 
giving: the two-fold containing, the container, the void, and the outpouring 
asdonation”(1971c,173–74).Theoutpouredgiftistherebyinterpretedasa
gathering together of the various dimensions of containment Heidegger has 
discussed.

WhatcanHeidegger’sideasaboutthejugasavesselcontributetotheproject
ofanalyzingandinterpretingcontainertechnologies?[192]

Firstly,itissignificantthatHeideggerdoesnotassumeholdingispassive;for
him it is a complex action. 

Secondly,itisinterestingthatHeidegger’sanalysisofthiscontainer
technology should ultimately celebrate spilling out. This shifts the emphasis 
fromholdingtosupply.(InthelightofMumford’sremarksabouttherelations
between female organs and container technologies, it is tempting to inter-
pretHeidegger’semphasisonsacrificialandgenerousoutpouringasakindof
homage to the maternal, whose breaking birth waters and overfull breasts are 
prototypesoflife-givinggushings.)

Thirdly,bearinginmindhowthecontainer’sfunctionsoftakingandkeeping
arefulfilledin“theoutpouring”—ormoregenerically,supply—wemight
interpret a holding vessel like a jug or urn as a technology of re-sourcing: 
itcanbefilledfromasource,thenitselfbecomesasourceofwhatithas
kept and preserved. Note that this function of basic container technologies 
involves not only the spatial dimensions I am emphasising here, but also 
entails temporality: the container takes in during times of abundance, and it 
keepsandpreservesitscontentsovertime.Thiswas,asMumford(1966)fully
appreciates, the most powerful discovery of the neolithic, when container 
technologiesproliferatedasmeanstoevenoutnaturalfluctuationsinsupplies

3 Of course someone interested in container technologies per se would not be obliged to 
makethesameevaluations.Technologiesof“merefillinganddecanting”wouldnotbe
of lesser interest than those of pouring and gushing, and in comparing and contrasting 
themwecouldspecifydifferentkindsandpurposesofcontainers,differentpatternsof
relationsbetweenfillingandspilling.
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of food, materials, water, and so to free up more time for other cultural 
pursuits. 

Fourthly,itisimportanttonotesomeofthelimitsofHeidegger’sjugexample
for a more general analysis of containers. Not all containers are designed 
to be impermeable or like the jug capable of outpouring: some are for slow 
leakage, some for soaking up drips, others for what we hope will be per-
manentcontaining.Anextendedanalysisofcontainerswouldhavetherefore
toexamine“incontinence”—variousdeliberate(asinacolanderorcoffee
filter),catastrophic(liketheTitanicorChernobyl)ormerelyembarrassing(!)
failures of containment. 

The jug is a container technology that has its being as a piece of equipment 
in domains of equipmentality such as the home, the church, the restaurant 
orbar.Butthesesitesarethemselvesvarietiesofcontainertechnologies,
containerswhichconstitute(orco-constitute)environmentsandlocationsin
themselves.ThisorderofcontainertechnologiesisthematizedinHeidegger’s
1954essay“BuildingDwellingThinking”(1971a),whoseexamplesinclude
houses, ships, temples, a peasant hut, an old bridge. It begins with an 
exegesis of how the notion of “dwelling” is at the root of German words for 
building(bauen) andexisting(bin), The sense of dwelling as a basic, habitual 
and inhabited condition of human life tends to recede in normal notions 
ofbuilding(bauen) as a kind of productive activity (1971a,147).Heidegger
wants to bring to the fore the sense of humans as dwellers and building as a 
letting-dwell.Dwellingmeans“toremain,tostayinaplace”(1971a,146)and
also,inHeidegger’sexposition“tocherishandprotect,topreserveandcare
for”:“Realsparingis[193] something positive and takes place when we leave 
somethingbeforehandinitsownnature,whenwereturnitspecificallytoits
being,whenwe‘free’itintherealsenseofthewordintoapreserveofpeace”
(1971a,149).

There is a notable resonance between this idea of a safe preserve for humans 
or other entities to become themselves, and the intersubjectivist account 
of the maternal function as one of actively containing an emergent subject 
and letting it play safely in potential space, so it can it become who it is. The 
emphasisinbothinstancesisnotonthesingularentity(thesubject,the
thing,theorganism)butonbelongingnesstoandinteractionsinanactively
containing and preserving environment shared with entities, both human 
andnon-human:“...dwellingitselfisalwaysastayingwiththings”(1971a,151).
InparallelwithHeidegger’snotionofholdingasbothtakingandkeeping,
his notion of making room for involves both admitting and installing: “The 
location admits the fourfold and it installs the fourfold. The two—making room 
inthesenseofadmittingandinthesenseofinstalling—belongtogether.Asa
double space-making, the location is a shelter for the fourfold or, by the same 
token,ahouse”(1971a,158).
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In “The Thing” essay, had Heidegger wanted a really good example of a con-
tainertechnologyforoutpouring,hecouldhavechosenabucket.Butthe
choice of a jug, like the chalice in “The Question Concerning Technology” 
(1977b),firstpublishedin1954,emphasizesacontainerthatmightbeusedfor
ritual libations. This is a way for Heidegger to bring in reference to a sense of 
the sacred in the gathering of elements into artifacts as “Things.” In various 
essays Heidegger writes of “the fourfold,” the union of earth and sky, divinities 
and mortals, within which humans dwell, and which in his interpretations are 
seen to come together through things and spaces like the jug, the bridge, the 
hut,orthechalice.AlthoughIamnotpersonallycomfortablewithsomeofthe
religious overtones of this notion, the ecologically-minded part of me does 
appreciate the necessity of a concept something like the fourfold as a way of 
thinking about how even everyday objects are condensations of many factors 
whichcometogetherinaspecificcontextornetworkandhavenoexistence
or“standing”outsidethatcontext.SoIhavepersonallytranslatedHeidegger’s
fourfold into a shorthand way for thinking about the way things, objects, are a 
gathering together of many elements, forces, purposes and dimensions, both 
human and extra-human. This is the essential point of the analysis Heidegger 
makes in “The Thing,” where he deploys an old German meaning of Thing as 
agathering(1971c,174–77).Thingsdonotsimplyrepresent such a gathering, 
as might signs or tokens: they only exist as that gathering of materials, that 
particularlocationandshapingandconjunctionofspace(s),thathistoricaland
cultural set of projects and purposes which the thing serves and of which it is 
anoutcome.OrasBrunoLatourpithilyexpressesit:“Everyentityisanevent”
(1993,81).[194]

The key motif for me here is emergence : the thing emerges in a “nearness” or 
ratheraprocessof“nearing”thatgathersinremoteelementsintoitself;thus
alocalandspecificobjectisalsoamanifestationofitsmacro-context,apart
oftheworld’sworlding(1971c,177–81).DoreenMasseymakesasimilarpoint
about the sense of place in globalized cultures: “places are processes, too” she 
writes, and any particular place is a “meeting place,” a gathering and mani-
festation of local and global social, economic and communications relations 
(Massey1993,239).Thustheuniquenessofaplaceislessdefinedintermsof
some“authentic”historyofasingle,inevitablyfictionalizedandhomogenized
local community, than by “the fact that each place is a distinct mixture of wider 
andmorelocalsocialrelations”(1993,240).

ThereisasignificantparallelbetweenHeidegger’snotionsofallowingthe
thing room to emerge as part of the world in its relation of nearness, and 
the notion of the emergent subject in Winnicottian and intersubjectivist 
psychology. I would also elsewhere like to draw out the connections 
between these ideas and the notion of the contingent character of the 
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technoscientificobjectasanentityemergentfromanactor-network.4, 5 The 
thing,theemergentsubjectorthesociotechnicalactor(Latour1993,1994)
aretobeunderstoodintheirspecificity,characterizednotintermsofthe
entity’speculiarpropertiesexaminedinisolation,butratherasspatiallyand
temporally contingent manifestations which are part of a whole environment, 
fieldornetwork.

ThuswecouldaddtotheconjugationsofWinnicott’sdictum“Thereisnosuch
thingasaninfant”aHeideggerianinflection:

Thereisnosuchthingasathing[apartfromthefourfold];

as well as an actor network theory variant: 

Thereisnosuchthingasanactor(humanornon-human)[apartfromthe
network];

andperhapsalsoageographer’stransformation:

There is no such thing as a locality [apart from its globality]. 

Macrocontainment: The Standing-Reserve
The global ordering of containment and supply in the modern techno-
scientificeraisakeythemeinHeidegger’sessay“TheQuestionConcerning
Technology.”Aspartofhisefforttoshowthelimitsofmoderninstrumental
notionsofcausality,HeideggerconductsanAristoteliancausalanalysisof
the making of a container technology similar to the jug: the sacramental 
chalice. The artisan making the chalice is involved in a practice of techne, a 
way of revealing the world in a creative and reverential “bringing forth” of the 
thing,thatbringstogetherthefourcauses(1977b,6–12).Heideggercontrasts
this[195]tothemodernmodesofaggressiveuseofresourcesandmassscale
productionandsupply(1977b,14).Incontrasttotheartisan-dominatedmodes
ofproductioninantiquityorpre-modernEurope,whereartandtechnique
came together in techne, stands the modern epoch with its large power plants, 

4 Onactor-networktheoryseeWiebeE.BijkerandJohnLaw1992;WiebeE.Bijker,Thomas
P.HughesandTrevorPinch1987;AndrewPickering1995.

5 [Oneofthese“elsewheres”isSofoulis(2002)“Post-Non-AndPara-Human:Towarda
Theory of Sociotechnical Personhood,” translated by Gaby Gehlen in Future Bodies: Zur 
Visualisierung von Körpern in Science und Fiction Future Bodies, edited by Marie-Luise 
Angerer,KathrinPeters,ZoëSofoulis,Wien:Springer,273–300. One key theme was 
theroleofdifferenttechnologiesandothernon-humansinshapinggeographicand
culturallyspecificmanifestationsandperformancesofgender.Anexampleofasimilar
inquiryisMeredithJones’schapterinthisvolume,whichconsidersthehandbagasa
container technology that mediates between public and private spaces, while being 
closelytiedtopresentationofone’ssocialselfandrequiringparticularbodilycomport-
ment.—Z.S.2023]
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airplanes,nuclearreactorsandindustrializedscience.Heidegger’sanalysis
of this epoch in “The Question Concerning Technology” and related essays 
(especially“TheAgeoftheWorldPicture”[1977a,firstpublishedin1950],and
“ScienceandReflection”[1977d,firstpublishedin1954])drawsconnections
betweentheexploitationofEarthasacalculableresource,thedemandsof
profit-drivendevelopment,thecharacterofmodernresearch,apparatus-
dependent science, and the mathematization or “informatization” of the 
world.“Bringingforth”hasbeenreducedtosomethinglikeimposinguponand
rippingout,viaanaggressivetechnoscientific“challenging-forth”oftheworld
to reveal itself in the form of resources and information for consumption, the 
process Heidegger calls Herausforderung (1977b,14).NowtheEarthorariveris
revealedasasourceofextractableresources(suchasoreorhydroelectricity)
whoseextentandyieldarealreadymappedandcalculatedinadvance(1977b,
21).

The outcome of this challenging-forth is a macro-technology of re-sourcing 
Heidegger calls the Bestand. This “standing reserve” is a mobilizable stockpile 
ofresourcesavailableforinstantsupply:“Everywhereeverythingisorderedto
stand by, to be immediately at hand, indeed to stand there just so that it may 
beoncallforafurtherordering”(1977b,17).Theplaneontherunway,ready
fortake-off,epitomizesthison-callorderabilityofresources:theplanemight
look like an autonomous machine, but it only exists “to ensure the possibility 
oftransportation”(1977b,17).Anotherimagemightberowsofstackedlarge
containers ready equally for transport by road, rail or sea. In this modern 
formation, making resources available predominates over appreciating the 
unique qualities of the thing. The object loses its qualities as the Gegenstand—
that which resists and stands against—and the machine loses its standing 
as an autonomous tool, dissolved into the Bestand, where it is just another 
“completely unautonomous” element in the abstract and global grid of the 
resourcedworld(1977b,17).

So we might add another Heideggerian variant to the Winnicottian 
conjugations:

There’snosuchthingasatechnology[apartfromthestandingreserve]

Popular culture celebrates each new machine or commodity as a revolutionary 
wonder.Butitiseasyforthemacro-apparatusofsupply(theBestand)to
keepsupplyingnewtools/toysoutoftheresourcesonhandtoit.Whatis
harder to alter, and what continues to give contemporary lives and inventions 
their particular stamp, is the macro-apparatus itself and the logics of re-
sourcing and supply that order it. Heidegger names as Gestell (enframing)
the[196] dangerous modern technological mindset that calls on the world to 
reveal itself as available resource. One danger of this framework, as Michael 
Zimmerman explains, is that it turns everything, even ourselves, into the 
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same: neither thing, object or subject, but raw material, standing reserve, 
human resource: “While humanity itself can never be transformed completely 
intostanding–reserve,technologicalhumanityhasbecomeineffectthemost
important raw material in a process which no longer makes basic ontological 
distinctionsamongdifferentkindsofentities”(Zimmerman1990,215–16).

Heidegger’sdescriptionofhowthestandingreserveiscreatedbychallenging
the world to make itself available as a pile of mobile resources implies 
processes that not only involve “dynamic” machines such as bulldozers and 
drills for extracting and unlocking resources, but also utensils, apparatus and 
utilities for storage and distribution of these unlocked treasures: 

That challenging happens in that the energy concealed in nature is 
unlocked, what is unlocked is transformed, what is transformed is stored 
up, what is stored up is, in turn, distributed, and what is distributed is 
switchedabouteveranew.(1977b,16)

The quote could almost equally well apply to the decoding, recoding, storage 
and distribution of information over computer networks as it does to 
Heidegger’sexampleofapowerplantontheRhineanditsattendantwebof
distributorlines.Butasidefromsuchworld-spanningutilitiesastheinter-
netorthepowergrid—eachanetworkcarryingdynamicflows(ofenergyor
information)—therearemanyothertechnologiesinvolvedinthedistribution
and switching about of resources, from wagons to coal trains, trucks to cargo 
ships, and roads, railways and ports, not to mention the Mother Shop of the 
suburbanshoppingmall(Sofia1996),thehumblesupermarkettrolley,orthe
ubiquitous plastic shopping bag. 

The Bestand might be created through the process of mathematically 
efficient calculation and ordering of unlocked resources, but what it also and 
importantly achieves is the objective of securing abundant supply.Asmuch
as this objective answers our primal demands for an environment-mother 
smoothlyandunobtrusivelytosupplyoureveryneed,italsofitsneatlywith
consumersocietyandprofit-drivendevelopment.Processesofcontainment
and supply, and the utensils, apparatus and utilities that help extract, store 
and distribute resources from the standing reserve, are not relics of pre-
modernitybutcontinuetodefineafundamentalaspectofwhattechnologyis 
in the late modern epoch: it is about supply, securing access, rapidly making 
resources available for distribution and consumption. 

The list of “conjugations” of Winnicott I have been building now includes the 
following:

Thereisnosuchthingasathing[apartfromthefourfold];[197]

There’snosuchthingasatechnology[apartfromthestandingreserve].



36 Containment

These two ways of interpreting artefacts are usually contrasted by 
Heideggerians, with the Thing and the fourfold being appraised as richer and 
more open ways to apprehend our being with things, while technological 
resourcesandtheBestandareheldasimpoverishedwaysofrevealing,fed
by an anthropocentric instrumental rationality in the service of power and 
greed.Butmyemphasishereisonthesimilarities:boththejug/Thingand
the standing-reserve have to do with gathering, containment and supply. The 
artisanalThing(thejug,thechalice)appearsabetterchoicethroughwhichto
apprehend the gathering of entities and elements it “stays” and is “stayed by” 
in the fourfold, not only because of the reverential sense of mutual indebted-
ness of humans and non-humans it invokes, but also because Heidegger 
conveniently elides the messy and unpleasant aspects that sustain supply 
even for the artisanal mode of production. 

Heidegger’sdiscussionofcausalityintherelationtothechalice(1977b,6–13)
leavesoutthequestionofwherethesilverformakingitcamefrom.Yetthe
appearanceofmaterialswithinthesmithy’sworkshop—theore,thecoalfor
heatingandsmeltingit,theapparatusandtoolsusedforrefiningandworking
it—is only possible through a prior set of techniques and technologies for 
extracting,movingandstoringresources;forsecuringorcoercinghuman
laborpower(forexample,theslaveminersofantiquity);andfortunneling,
digging, gathering, carrying, storing, trading, shipping, and delivering. 
Heidegger’selisionofthisactivityofextraction,transportandprovisioningin
respect to an artisanal mode of production allows it to be more dramatically 
contrasted with modern intensities of macro-containment and mega-supply. 
However, my emphasis here is on the dependence of both modes on resource 
supply, a dependence that becomes elevated to a governing principle in the 
modern age. I would suggest, moreover, that not only sacred things in ritual 
use, but any mobile resource of the high-tech standing-reserve might also be 
apprehended in terms of its connections if not with a cosmic fourfold, then at 
least with a global multifold of sociotechnical being. Indeed, it is often the task 
ofmaterialsemioticiansoftechnology(likeDonnaHarawayandactor-net-
worktheorists)intheacademy,andofenvironmentalistandconsumergroups
in society at large, to unravel contemporary technofacts into their local and 
globalnetworksofactors,relations,andeffects(notalwaysintentionedor
desirable).

Conclusion: There’s No Such Thing As ...
InthispaperIhave(withMumford’shelp)inventoriedsomeofthecontainer
technologiessignificantintechnologicalhistoryandinmyowndomestic
lifeworld, and gathered up some theoretical resources which could be 
de[198]velopedinamoresustainedanalysisandinterpretationoftheunob-
trusivetechnicsofcontainersandcontainment.TheperspectivesofBateson,



Container Technologies 37

Winnicott(andtheactor-networktheorists,notdiscussedhere)cancontribute
to this project with their emphasis on the background or context containing 
the evolving or emergent entity. I have argued that neglect of containers and 
containment functions is not only the result of anti-maternal bias in western 
thought, but is encouraged by the unobtrusiveness of containers, traces of 
whoseproductiverolesarenotnecessarilyevidentinthefinalproduct.And
yet, as I have suggested by way of both Mumford and Heidegger, the functions 
ofcontainers(utensils,apparatus,utilities)toensuresupplyloomlargeinthe
modern technics that mobilizes resources to be on call as standing reserve. 

The container technologies project is conceived of as a corrective to phallic 
biases in the interpretation of technology, and as a way of getting beyond 
critique of traditional western notions of space as passive, feminine and 
unintelligent, and towards exploring and developing more recent ideas about 
what counts as smartness, and where it is located, in an entity-environment 
complex. Unless we pay better attention to questions of containment and 
supply, we will misrecognize the technological character of the everyday 
metropolitan lifeworld, which is reliant on large utility grids and includes many 
tool-utensil,machine-containerhybrids(thephallicwombskyscraper,the
bladedbowlfoodprocessor).AlthoughIhopetheideathatsometechnologies
are metaphorically or functionally feminine might increase feminist interest 
in studies of technology, and help dislodge the idea that technology is 
intrinsically masculine, I do not intend to enshrine a framework that poses the 
tool or machine as masculine, phallic and “bad” against the redemptive utensil 
or container as inherently feminine, maternal, “good.” Of more interest is 
Mumford’spointthattoolandutensilareinseparablemeansoftechnological
adaptation. The dynamic machines for penetrating secrets and unlocking 
resources have helped set up a world-spanning grid of storage and dis-
tribution, containment and supply: both “means of adaptation” are intimately 
interconnected in the late modern technological complex. 

Winnicott’sprovocation“There’snosuchthingasaninfant”hasbecome
for me an injunction to learn to think of emergent entities as contained in a 
facilitating environment. Let me end by gathering together the various “con-
jugations”Ihavemadeofthisidea(plusacoupleIhaveonlybeenabletohint
athere),presentingthemnotsomuchasaconclusionasabasisforfurther
inquiry: 
 – There is no such thing as an infant [apart from the maternal provision]
 – There is no such thing as an organism [apart from the environment 
(Bateson)]

 – There is no such thing as an actor [apart from the network]
 – Thereisnosuchthingasadiscovery/invention[apartfromthepotential
space:lab,studio,study,etc.][199]
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 – There is no such thing as a tool [apart from the workshop, domain of equip-
mentality(Heidegger)]

 – Thereisnosuchthingasathing[apartfromthefourfold(Heidegger)]
 – There is no such thing as a technology [apart from the standing reserve 
(Heidegger)].

I would like to thank the editors [of Hypatia], especially Rachel Jones, for their very helpful com-
ments and their forebearance, as well as for the kind ways they looked after me at the Warwick 
conference (when I was temporarily on crutches). Thanks also to the people who have asked 
questions at spoken presentations of various versions of this paper at Warwick and at the Aus-
tralian National University, University of Melbourne and the University of Western Sydney, and 
to the readers whose comments and critiques were very useful. I would also like to acknowledge 
my colleague Dr. Anna Gibbs for introducing me to the work of Ogden and Stern. 
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Containers, 
Retrospectively

Zoë Sofoulis

This chapter is a retrospective autobiographical look 
at	the	background	to	“Container	Technologies”	(Sofia	
2000),	which	included	studies	of	space	and	science	
fiction	culture,	and	research	on	women	and	electronic	
arts	in	the	1990s,	from	which	came	the	idea	of	“smart	
space.”	It	reflects	on	some	of	the	essay’s	biases	and	
deficiencies,	and	outlines	how	recent	scholarship	has	
clarified	the	distinction	between	containers	as	objects	
that	hold	things	within	them,	and	containment	as	a	
process of holding together a leaky and contingent 
network	of	entities,	things,	and	places.	A	discussion	
of the bubble metaphor in the pandemic explores 
aspects of this distinction. A container may be 
designed to preserve, keep, and hold; containment by 
contrast	may	provoke	change	in	the	world	by	altering	
relationships	between	parts	of	it.	

  CONTAINMENT  

  BUBBLE METAPHOR  



42 Containment

Thereprintingof“ContainerTechnologies”(Chapter1)inthisvolumepro-
videsanopportunitytoreflectuponthebackgroundtothatessay,andto
acknowledgesomeofitsbiasesanddeficienciesthatsubsequentscholars—
including the author—have sought to correct. This chapter looks at some of 
the ideas about space that informed the essay, and works through the con-
tainers/containmentdistinctioninadiscussionof“bubbles”inthecontextof
theCOVID-19pandemic.

Science Fiction Culture
Jupiter Space

The pre-history of my interest in containers was in ideas about space 
identifiedinstudiesofsciencefictionand,later,womenelectronicartists.
DuringmyhonorsyearatMurdochUniversityinWesternAustralia,Ihad
identifiedacrucialspaceinthemythologyofhightechnology:themetaphor
ofthebrainaswomb,whichIcalled“JupiterSpace”(Sofoulis1979;Sofia1984).
Thetermwastakenfromaclimacticmomentinthefilm2001: A Space Odyssey, 
where it simultaneously referred verbally to the outer space near planet 
Jupiter,andvisuallytotheredwombyinteriorofthespaceshipDiscovery’s
computerHALdepictedonscreen.1InGreco-Romanmythology,Zeus( Jupiter)
gavebirthtothegoddessAthena(Minerva),whosprangfully-grownfrom
hishead.Itookthisasamasculinemythlinkedpsychoanalyticallytoboys’
envy of female fertility, and the subsequent desire to circumvent this lack by 
generating “mind children.”

Inthe1980s,JupiterSpaceimagerywasprevalentinfilmsandadsforhigh-
tech products in popular technology magazines like Omni and Wired. The high-
tech brain-womb was a matrix where visual parallels were drawn between 
outer space, computer or brain space, often in the form of a Cartesian grid, 
or perhaps a silicon chip or circuit board, skyscraper facades, and urban 
transportgrids.Inthisspace,andagainstthisbackground,floatedhigh-tech
products,fromspaceshipsandrobotstocars,computers,orhi-fisystems(Fig.
1;Sofia1987).

MystudiesofJupiterSpaceandothermythsof“sciencefictionculture”
continued in the History of Consciousness PhD program at the University of 
California,SantaCruz,whereIlivedin1980–86.Icommencedasacandidate
just as Donna Haraway joined the program as professor of feminist theory. 

1 Interestingly,UrsulaLeGuinoutlinesthisfilmastypicalofthewomanlessweapon-
centered techno-heroic narrative that her “carrier bag theory“ seeks to counterpose: 
“whirling there it [a bone thrown into the air by a murderous ape] became a space ship 
thrusting its way into the cosmos to fertilize it and produce at the end of the movie a 
lovelyfetus,aboyofcourse,driftingaroundtheMilkyWaywithout(oddlyenough)any
womb,anymatrixatall”(LeGuin2019,29).
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One of the intellectual heroes of my honors work, the psychoanalytic his-
torianNormanO.Brown,wasstillteaching,andHaydenWhitewasheadof
program.2 Other postgraduates in this interdisciplinary program were working 
inSTS(Science,Technology,andSociety),infeminist,gender,queer,andrace
studies, in cultural theory, and in ethnography. Our professors taught us to 
payseriousattentiontostory,myth,andmetaphor(andtheothertropes),and
to become comparative epistemologists who could negotiate between and 
acrossdifferentknowledgeframeworks.3 

Enlightenment and Re-sourcing

Sciencefictionfilmandhigh-techpopularcultureweresubjectsofmyPhD
research,butmyPhDthesisendedupfocusingonMaryShelley’sFranken-
stein andmetaphorsofscientificcuriosity,discovery,vision,andenlight-
enment(Sofoulis1988).Twoimportantspatialfigureswerethelumenorlight
hole(lumenmeansbothlightandopening),anocularandvaginalportalfor
enlightenment;andthescientist’slaboratory—Frankenstein’s“workshopof
filthycreation”—housingworksofexcrementalproduction,thedarksideof
enlightenment.ThewombenvyideawasexpandedthroughMelanieKlein’s
work on pre-Oedipal psychoanalysis, especially the role of epistemophilia 
(curiosity,initiallyaboutsexandreproduction),andfantasiesaboutinvading
andplunderingthemother’sbodyforgoodandbadobjects(Fig.2).Mary
Shelley’sfigureofthegraveworm,gnawingitswaythroughthedeadmother’s
body, was taken as a metaphor of the ever-curious scientist, bent on an 

2 FormoredetailsonthisperiodseemyinterviewwithKarenPinkus(Pinkus2020)and
Chapter5ofHélèneFrichot’sstudyofthecontributionsfromthemarginsofarchitec-
turalthought(Frichot2018).

3 These insights came from group interviews conducted with former History of Conscious-
nessstudentsaroundthetimeofDonnaHaraway’s(nominal)retirementin2011,aspart
ofa(stillunfinished)projecttorecord“HistconLegacies.”

[Figure1]JupiterSpaceComplex,drawingbyZoëSofoulis,ca.1985.
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epistemophilic quest in half-light to unearth knowledge and resources that 
wouldpurportedlybenefithumanitywhileallowingmantoreproducewithout
woman’sdirectinvolvement.

SupplementingthatpsychoanalyticanglewasHeidegger’sworkon
technology,andthecalculativerationalityofEnlightenmentinvolvedin
extractingplanetaryresourcestoforma“standingreserve”(Bestand)that
could be mobilized for production.4Akeypointofthethesiswastolinkthese
various ideas to the concept of “sublimation” and the question of how per-
verse and amoral oral-sadistic and excremental fantasies associated with epis-
temophilia found public expression in valued products and infrastructures 
of contemporary high-tech production. Sublimation as re-sourcing: the 
extractionofstufffromthesource,workingitoverandcombiningwithother
stuff,andre-issuingitthrougha“secondnature.”Thiscouldbethework-
shopoffilthycreation,orthematrixofhigh-techculture,whereshinygoods
appear to arrive from outer space, fully formed and ready to plug in and play. 

4 AsignificantdifferenceinattitudestoHeideggerbecameevidentwhenpreparingthis
book:Anglophonewriterswerewillingtodirectlyquotethisphilosopher,whileforthe
Europeans,Heidegger’sworkisseencontroversiallybecauseofitsproximitytoNazism.
WhilesomeHeideggerianconceptsremaininfluential,thisisindirectly,forexamplevia
works by later writers.

[Figure2]KleinianMotherandChild(afterAlien, 1979).DrawingbyZoëSofoulis,ca.1986.
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Unlike chemical sublimation, where a material passes directly from a solid to a 
gaseous state without going through an intermediate liquid phase, in high-
tech production, the impression of sublimation is achieved by such means as 
globalization,longandcomplexsupplychains,andoffshoremanufacturing.
These separate the consumers of shiny goods from the excremental “slimy 
bads” that others have to live with in poorer regions, mining areas, and indus-
trialzones.Themessyin-betweenphasesofextraction,refining,production,
and transport are overlooked or glossed over, so it remains that “slime is the 
secretofthesublime”(Sofoulis1988).

Thistrickof“sublimation,”achievedbydisplacement,affordsconsumers
theluxuryofremainingunawareoftheexploitation,sacrifice,destruction,
and pollution that are also bundled up into their cherished shiny goods. 
Increasingly, environmental and consumer advocates as well as shareholders 
are demanding more knowledge of and accountability for the materials and 
processesinvolvedinproduction,whileacademicfieldslikehumangeography
and STS have provided “facilitating environments” for studies of complex 
global production networks and cultures of consumption. For example, the 
“slimy bads” glossed over in computer discourse of seemingly disembodied 
cloudsandwebshaverecentlybecomesubjectsofcriticalstudy(Lebel2016;
Hogan2015;Crawford2021;Pitron2023).

The Mother Shop

AfterreturningtoAustraliain1986,IlecturedatMurdochUniversityacross
a variety of subjects in culture, communication, and feminist studies. Field-
work with semiotics undergraduates brought into focus another techno-space 
of interest: the suburban shopping mall, an enclosed and climate-controlled 
environment I interpreted as a kind of spaceship. The essay arising from 
this(“SpacingOutintheMotherShop,”Sofia1990;1996b)appliedtheideaof
re-sourcing and pondered how the shopping center, with its seemingly inex-
haustible supply of desirable “shiny goods”—secretly replenished via delivery 
trucks through an invisible internal network of tunnels and laneways—was 
part of the logic that distanced consumers from the “slimy bads.” This 
structure of “spacing out” consumables from their origins allows responsibility 
for consumption, over-consumption, or overspending to be displaced away 
fromthecorporations,infrastructures,andworkers(laborers,miners,drivers,
engineersetc.)attheforefrontofworkingovertheplanet.Instead,blameand
responsibility for consumption is placed onto the individual shopper, his-
toricallytypifiedasawomanprovidingforherfamily.
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Smart	Spaces	and	the	Artwork-Network	
It was a great privilege to meet and study with several notable twentieth-
century scholars during my time in Santa Cruz, though I was, regrettably, 
too preoccupied with my own questions to pay much attention to my pro-
fessors’works.ButIdidcirclebacktoHaraway,especiallyher“Manifesto
forCyborgs”(Haraway1985)inthe1990s(Sofoulis2002b;2015),asHaraway’s
cyborg and notions of “the socio-technical” were gaining traction beyond 
STS. Once I moved across the continent to Western Sydney University in the 
mid-1990s,andgainednewpostgraduatestosupervise,someofusformed
a loose network with History and Philosophy of Science faculty and post-
graduates at Melbourne University, drawing in others along the way, and held 
various events to exchange knowledge and writings for several years from the 
mid-1990s.5

Some theoretical contributions to notions of space in “Container Technologies” 
aroseoutofmyresearchoneducationalcomputingandgender(Sofia1993)
andonwomenelectronicartistsinthe1990s(forexample,Sofia1996b).The
workonwomenartistswasmostlyincollaborationwithVirginiaBarratt,a
memberoftheAustralianartcollectiveVNSMatrix,whose“Cyberfeminist
Manifestoforthe21stCentury”(VNSMatrix1991–92)soughttostakeaplace
for women in the male-dominated realm of cyberspace.6 

I was struck by the engaging vitality and number of contributions of women in 
thefieldofinstallationart.Notmerelyforvisualcontemplation,installations
formed environments that could surround or even engulf the visitor in an 
immersiveexperience,affordingaspacewheretheirbodymightinteractwith
other bodies and objects. Newly available technologies of personal computing, 
throughwhichothermachinescouldbeprogrammed,alongwithaffordable
electronics such as wireless and infrared sensors and miniature surveillance 
cameras, meant it was possible to create works that detected and responded 
to the presence of visitors. For example, The Heart of the Matter, an installation 
byNolaFarmanandAnnaGibbs(circa1994)wasalow-litlivingroomthat
included an armchair on which rested a large plastic heart illuminated from 
within by a pulsating light. Sensors detecting movement caused the heart to 
beatfasterthecloserthevisitorgot(seepicturesatFarman2023).InSarah
Waterson’sinstallationMapping E-motion(1992–94;seeSofia1996b,8–9),
discretely-placedmotiondetectorsallowedlatexcastsofdifferentbreasts

5 KeyfiguresatMelbournewereHelenVerranandAnniDugdale;atWesternSydneyit
wasGregNoble,ElaineLally,andmyself.Ononeexceptionaloccasioninthelate1990s
Donna Haraway accepted an invitation from Helen Verran to visit Melbourne University, 
and she and I shared the stage for a public conversation.

6 Audiorecordingsandtranscriptsofinterviewsandgroupdiscussionsconductedby
VirginiaBarrattandme,andcopiesofmyarticles,catalognotes,andtalksonthiswork
arearchivedattheJessieStreetNationalWomen’sLibrary,Sydney.
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mountedonPerspextorespondtogalleryvisitors’movementsbypulsing,
becoming “erect,” or emitting small chirps. It could take a while before visitors 
looking at the breasts realized their own body movementswereaffectingtheir
motion:nolongermereviewers,theywerecaughtupinwhatIcalled(inthe
spiritofLatourandotheractor-networktheorists)theartwork-network, an 
interactive assemblage of bodies, technologies, and objects in space. This 
space was no mere res extensa, the blind dumb emptiness in which things took 
up room, but had become—especially in contemporary installation works by 
women—an interactive, responsive, and agentic smart space. 

ToexplorethisideaofsmartspaceIdrewonJuliaKristeva’stheoriesofthe
chora, their antecedents in ideas of transitional objects and spaces, and 
the “environment mother” as articulated by psychoanalysts Winnicott and 
Fairbairn.DanielStern’s(1985)schemaofdifferentkindsofpre-verbalinter-
actions proved very useful for understanding how installations worked, such 
asthrough“vitalityeffects”—motions,lights,sounds—thatevokedephemeral
multi-sensorial experiences, or through “core relations,” where people and 
objects co-existed and interacted as bodies in space together, blobbing about. 
TherewereinterestingpartialparallelsbetweenStern’sschemaofinter-
personalinteractionsandthephilosopherDonIhde’s(1990)programfora
phenomenologyoftechnics,whichidentifiedembodimentrelations(where
thetoolreshapesperceptualexperience),hermeneuticrelations(wherethe
technologypresentsaninterpretive/interpretableinterface),alterityrelations
(interactionswithtechnologyasan“Other,”asecondself),and—thecategory
I was most interested in—background relations, or what I came to think of 
as container technologies, that wrap around or hold us, from clothing, shoes, 
andshelterstoelaborateclimate-controlledartificialenvironmentslikethe
shoppingmall.Anumberoftheseideaswerebroughttogetherinachapter
analyzingtheStarshipEnterprise(fromStar Trek)asanexampleofsmart
spacethatcanappearasacharacterinthenarrative(Sofoulis2001;Strengers
andSofoulis,Chapter10ofthisvolume).

Container Delirium
My earlier work was part of a techno-eco-feminist project to critique high-
technologymythology(“sciencefictionculture”)asasublimationofperverse
anddestructivemaleepistemophilicandreproductivefantasies.Butafter
studying what women did in creative play with high technologies, meanwhile 
teaching courses in semiotics, feminism, culture, and technology, and being 
ledbacktoHeideggerianphilosophicalinterestsintechnologyviaIhde’s
phenomenology,Iwasreadytolookatgender/culture/technologyques-
tionsfromalessnegative(onemightsaymoreHarawayan)perspective.
AfterreviewingLewisMumford’shistoricalaccounts,includingdistinctions
between tools, utensils, and machines, his critical observations of phallic and 
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machinic biases in histories of technologies, and his ideas about technologies 
whose form and function suggested maternal and reproductive capacities, I 
wondered what a feminist philosophy of technology might look like. Rather 
than start from a typical sociological position—looking at women and… or 
women in… questions—I began in a more speculative and interpretive register 
to inquire into technologies that could be viewed as metaphorically fem-
inine, or that performed maternal or feminine functions, focusing on con-
tainers.IlinkedthistoGregoryBateson’sideasaboutorganism/environment
relations,andtosomeofHeidegger’sthinkingabouttechnologyandholding.
Soemerged“ContainerTechnologies,”firstpresentedatthe1998conference
Going Australian: Reconfiguring Feminism and Philosophy at Warwick University, 
and later published with other papers from that conference in a special issue 
of Hypatia (2000).

In2001,IwasMarieJahodavisitingprofessoratRuhrUniversitätBochum,
and presented the “Container Technologies” talk at a few universities, while 
teachinganMAclasswithanassignmentonthecontainerstheme.Backin
Australiathroughtheearlytomid-2000s,Imanagedtointerestsomeofmy
colleaguesandpostgraduatesincontainers.About10ofusgaveaseminar
attheCentreforCulturalResearch(nowInstituteforCultureandSociety,
WesternSydney)withshorttalksoutliningkeyideasforchaptersofabookwe
proposed.In2006,MeredithJones,IngridRichardson,DineshWadiwel,and
I presented a panel on container technologies at the annual Cultural Studies 
AssociationofAustralasiaconference,UniversityofCanberra.

Fromtheseexperiencesitseemedthatfirstly,andasIhadhoped,thecon-
tainer technology ideas could readily be picked up and applied or expanded by 
others;secondly,Ilearnedabout“containerdelirium”:onceyoustartlooking
forcontainersyoucanfindthemanywhere.Almostanythingcanbeseenasa
container, rendering it almost too indiscriminate to be a useful concept. This 
ubiquity,asIngridRichardsonregularlyremindsme,citingLakoffandJohnson
(1980a;1980b),isbecausethecontainerisabasicontologicalmetaphor,
grounded in physical experience of our bodies and things that have an inside 
and an outside, and can hold something within. Mobilizing this metaphor 
“involve[s] the projection of entity or substance status on something that 
doesnothavethatstatusinherently”(LakoffandJohnson1980a,196).Inother
words, calling something a container is a metaphorical move that can make it 
seemmoreofathingthanitactuallyis—aformofreification.

Inretrospect,IseeIfellvictimtoreificationinmybiastowardscontainer 
technologies as objects. Despite having approached containers from an interest 
insmartspaces;despitedeclaringmyinterestto“[go]beyondcritiquesof
western philosophical notions of space as passive, feminine, and unintelligent 
byreconfiguringcontainmentasan(inter-)activeprocess”(Chapter1,19);and
despite drawing on Heidegger to think about the mobilization of resources in 
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the “standing reserve,” when it came down to it I remained rather stuck in the 
idea of a container technology as a thing, and did not make bold forays into 
exploring interactive processes of containment. In my mind, the exemplary 
“container” was a sealed glass jar, a Tupperware™ container,7 a refrigerator, or 
perhapsahouse.OnesymptomofthisbiaswasthedifficultyIhadknowing
whattomakeofconduitsandchannelsthroughwhichthingsflowed(or
overflowed).Thesewereclearlyintherealmofholdingandcontainment but 
did not seem to be containersinthewayIwasimaginingthem.Andwhilemy
essaymadebriefreferencetoporouscontainerslikefiltersorcolandersetc.
(28),noddedto“incontinence”anddisastrousfailuresofcontainment(31),and
discussedthecapacityto“gushout,”(30)Idonotrecallcontemplatinghow
leakinessmightbejustasimportantasholdingfordefiningcontainers.

Out of the Box
Otherscholars’applicationsofcontainertheoryhelpedmeoutofmycloset
fullofclosed-offcontainer-things,andtaughtmemoreabouttheconstitutive
roles of leakage and seepage in the realm of containment. For example, as 
part of a nuanced discussion of the gendered sociotechnics of leaking, whis-
tleblowing,andhacking,DanielaAgostinhoandNannaBondeThylstrup(2019)
discuss databases associated with social media as inherently leaky containers. 
They invoke the abject and incontinent maternal body that feminist psycho-
analyticphilosophyhadidentifiedasacounterpointtotheimplicitlycontinent
and disciplined body of rational man: a feminine body whose boundaries 
are unclear or routinely violated, while women themselves are labeled as 
discursively incontinent, as gossips, “blabbers,” and leakers. The authors 
helpfullyremindedmethatametaphoricallyfeminine/maternalcontainer
mightnotjustholdandkeep,butleakandseep;itmightbeinherentlyand
necessarilyincontinent.Theyidentify(afterWendyChunandSarahFriedland
2015)apoliticsofleakage,whereatypicalcorporaterhetoricalstrategyis
toattributeleakstoaone-offfailureofthecontainer,ortheblabbingsofa
bad actor, rather than acknowledge permeability and leakiness as deliberate 
andfunctionaldesignfeatures—theauthors’primeexamplebeingthesocial
mediadatabasesinvolvedintheCambridgeAnalyticascandal.

Myunderstandingofhowincontinencefiguresinthedistinctionbetween
containersandcontainmentwasrecentlyclarifiedthankstoapaperbyIgnace
SchootandCharlesMather(2022;discussedintheIntroductiontothisbook).
Trawlingthroughdefinitionsof“container,”theyfoundthatinadditiontothe
prevalent meaning of an object that can hold something within, there was a 
cluster of older uses of the term “contain,” based on the Latin, con-(together)

7 OnwhichsubjectseethesuperbchapteronTupperwareasacontainmenttechnology
byBrookeErinDuffyandJeremyPacker(2022).
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plus tenēo(holding),wherecontainmentcanmean“holdingtogether,”asinan
assemblage or network. Their “opening up” of containment showed me how 
toreconnectthe“ContainerTechnologies”themeswiththeactor-network/
STS perspective I had regretfully left out of the original article,8 and it provides 
a framework for conceptualizing the work of containment by conduits, pipes, 
andnetworksthatwasinsufficientlydevelopedinmyreifiedcontainer-object
approach. 

The idea of the container itself as a kind of networking device is prominent 
inDonnaHaraway’sintroductiontoUrsulaLeGuin’scarrierbagessay.She
writes of three hand-crafted mochilas (carrierbags)receivedonaworktripin
Colombia, that “each situate those who make and those who carry the mochila 
inworldsthatareatstakenow”(2019,10).Evenwhenempty,eachmochila 
carries stories, meanings and background tales of complex troubles, threats, 
and resilience of the people and lands from whence it came. Learning of those 
stories and their storytellers means for Haraway that “I have been collected 
inthiscarrierbag”(18),andaccordinglysheholdssomeresponsibilityfor
enablingthoseothers’storiesandvoicestobecarriedandheard.

Pandemic Bubbles
Atour2021ContainerTechnologiesWorkshop,Italkedaboutbubbles,which
were then prominent in discourse and practice around the responses to the 
COVID-19(orSARS-CoV2)pandemic.Thebubbleintriguedmeasanexampleof
a “disreputable” or inadequate container, discussion of which might mitigate 
someofthebiasesofthe2000essay.Theexemplarysoapbubblewasan
ephemeral structure with limited capacities to keep or hold anything beyond a 
fewmomentsofattentiontoashinyfloatymembrane.Thebubblemetaphor
haslongbeenusedtodescribemarketboomswhereaninflationendsina
sudden collapse, as in “housing,” “dot com,” and “tech” bubbles. Similarly, 
“thought bubble” is a dismissive term for a frivolous and unsubstantiated set 
ofideasthatarisesonlytodissipateintonothingness—a“brain-fart,”inAus-
tralian parlance.

Soap bubbles notwithstanding, the duration of a bubble is not essential to 
itsphysicaldefinition,whichissimplyonekindofsubstanceencapsulatedby
anothersubstance.Afragileskinofsoaptemporarilyholdsavolumeofair,
whilegeologicalbubbles(suchasgeodes9)canendureforeons.

8 This was for reasons of length and not wanting to further complicate the framework. 
Some of the related material on how technology shapes gender appears in Sofoulis 
2002a.Adiscussionofcontingency,containmentasholdingorhangingtogether,and
actor-networkswouldfitinaroundthediscussionoftheJug/Thingasagathering,andof
placesasprocesses,onpages31–33(Chapter1).

9 Ageodeisahollownoduleofrockinternallylinedwithcrystals.
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When deployed as a metaphor of social groups, the bubble is less like a con-
tainer for holding-in, and more like a containment process as Schoot and 
Mather outline it, the holding-together of an interactive assemblage of entities 
inaleakybutsemi-stablenetwork.AsDylanMulvinandCaitMcKinney
understanditintheirre-examinationofHIV-AIDSbubblesinthelightofthe
pandemic,“thebubble[is]bothafilteringtechnologyanda‘structure-within-
a-structure’—azoneoflimited,restricted,orprocessedinteractionwiththe
broadersocialworld”(2023,3).

TheMerriam-Websteronlinedictionarydefinesthegeneralsocialmeaningof
bubble as “an enclosed or isolated sphere of experience or activity in which 
the like-minded members of a homogeneous community support and rein-
forcetheirsharedopinions”(2021).Examplesinclude“theliberal/conservative
bubble,” or the communities formed around social media platforms and online 
groups,andtheelitesofpoliticians,staffers,andmediabasedincenters
ofpoliticalpower,suchasWestminster,Washington(alsodescribedasa
“swamp”),andCanberra,Australia’scapital.“Canberrabubble”wasnominated
2018wordoftheyearbytheAustralianNationalDictionaryCentre,torefer
to the self-preoccupation of federal politicians, who often invoked the term 
in a populist move “to distance themselves from the Canberra bubble, saying 
they’renotapartofit,”(Hayne2018)whenofcoursetheyare.Ortheyused
thetermtodeflectjournalists’questionsaboutpoliticaldetails,rulingthem
out as of little concern to anyone outside the bubble—a disingenuous stance 
since both media and politicians know that public interest journalism thrives 
onleaksfrominsidethebubble.AsfeministactivistsinAustralia’s“#MeToo”
movementin2021pointedout,the“CanberraBubble”wasamale-dominated
one,actingasafiltertoexclude,suppress,andignorewomen’svoicesthrough
the usual panoply of sexist, misogynist, and abusive tactics.

The bubble metaphor was a prominent meme in the early years of the COVID-
19pandemic,andin2020“bubble”againfeaturedintheAustralianwordof
the year list, coming a close second to “iso,” short for isolation or quarantine 
duetohavingCOVID-19orbeingexposedtoit.Newdefinitionsofbubble
wereaddedtoonlinedictionariesin2020and2021:quarantinebubble,social
bubble, household bubble, sports bubble, and travel bubble. Typical is the 
AustralianNationalDictionaryCentre’sadditionaldefinitionofabubbleas
“a district, region, or a group of people viewed as a closed system, isolating 
from other districts, regions, or groups as a public health measure to limit 
the spreadofCOVID-19”(ANUReporter2020,emphasismine).Thetwopoints
I’veemphasizedinthisdefinitionhighlighthowthiskindofbubbleislessa
containerthanacontainmentstrategy.Firstly,thegroupsdefinedasbubbles
arenotactuallytotallyisolatedsystemsbutare“viewedas”thoughtheywere;
secondly, attempting to keep things in bubbles is not expected to stop the 
virus but to “limit“ its spread.
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My workshop paper surveyed some of the bubbles prominent in discourse 
and practice around the pandemic, citing some examples from the presciently 
timed “bubbles” issue of M/C Journal (2021).Governmentsimposedarange
of restrictions on social contact and movement in order to limit the spread 
ofthevirus,andtherewerevariationsacrossjurisdictionsindefinitionsand
assumptions about social units such as “household,” “family,” “partner,” and 
thenewcategoryof“socialbubble”(discussedinSofoulis2020a;2020b).

WhenthepandemichitAustralia,governmentscloseddowntheperforming
arts(withdevastatingeffectsthatarestillbeingaddressed),whilehigh-pro-
filesportsgamesweredeemed“essentialservicesthatcouldhelpsustain
collectivementalandevenspiritualwellbeing,”asAdelePavlidisandDavid
Rowefoundintheirstudyofsportsbubbles(2021).Whilstordinarypeople
endured harsh lockdowns, certain sporting associations gained exemptions 
forsquadsofeliteprofessionalsportsmen(andafewsportswomen)toset
upsporting“bubbles”or“hubs”whichallowedplayersandotherstafftolive,
travel, practice, and play sports together, often at the cost of long separations 
from family. The sporting bubble became a “gilded cage,” “a sign of both 
privileged mobility and incarcerated athlete work, both refuge and prison.” 
Bigsportsclubs,sportsbroadcasters,andthesportsbettingindustrydid
exceptionallywellinAustraliaas“weeklyspendingongamblingwentupby
142percent”(PavlidisandRowe2021).PavlidisandRoweconcludethesports
bubble was a “shimmering distraction” from the traumas of the pandemic, 
“floatingtantalisinglyoutofreach”ofthemany,whileenrichingthefew:
namely, the sports entrepreneurs who had “created bubbles as armoured 
vehiclestosalvageanyavailableprofitinthemidstofaglobalpandemic.”

This unexpected image of the sports bubble as armored salvage machine 
exaggeratesthebubble’scapacitytoholdandkeep.Inmostotherrespects,
however, pandemic bubbles were techniques of containment that held 
together groups of people, things—and viruses—in contingent and leaky 
networks. Pandemic bubbles caught us up in temporary circumstances or 
imperfect provisional arrangements, under arbitrary and changing rules, 
dealing with the happenstance of who and what else we found there. Con-
tingency and provisionality are perhaps more characteristic of bubbles 
generally than the poignant ephemerality of soap bubbles.

Pandemic bubbles slowed but inevitably failed to contain the spread of the 
virus, which killed millions around the world. Nonetheless, pandemic bub-
bles were forms of “provocative containment” like those discussed by Schoot 
and Mather: they brought about changes in the world by changing relations 
between people and things. Some families shattered as a result of being 
forced to live too much in their household bubbles. Many people got stuck in 
countries or provinces far from home and loved ones, and had to forge new 
relations where they were, or develop new ways of communicating with family 
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and friends, schoolmates, and workmates, such as via online video meetings 
and social media, enduring last goodbyes via iPads. One ongoing legacy of the 
COVID-19pandemicisthatworkingfromhomebecamenormalizedandseems
settopersistasaflexible-hoursoptionfor(mainly)white-collarworkers.

After Containers
To a cultural researcher interested in containers, water and water 
technologiesintheirdiversenaturalandnatural-technical(orsocial-
ized)formsfurnishabundantexamples,rangingfromnaturalcon-
tainers and conduits such as rivers, lakes, aquifers, and springs, to a 
myriad of small and medium scale human techniques and devices for 
capturing,storing,transporting,channeling,anddeliveringwater(e.g.
gourds,waterbags,flasks,urns;wells,pipes,rainwatertanks,irrigation
channels;baths,swimmingpools,fountains).Differentconfigurations
ofwatertechnologiesimply—andconstruct—differentpoliticaland
socialarrangements.Foraboutacenturystartinginthe1880s,what
I’vecalledBigWatersystems(Sofoulis2005)wereestablishedthrough
majorfinancial,technological,andpoliticalinvestmentsinenlarging
natural catchments and creating macro-containers in the form of large-
scaledamsthatepitomizemodernity’s“technologicalsublime”and
accompanyinggiantnetworksofconduits.(Sofoulis2006)

So opened my presentation at our panel on container technologies at the 
2006AustralasianCulturalStudiesAssociationconference,whereIngrid
talkedabouthandheldtechnologiesandpocketmicroworlds(Richardson
2007),Meredith’stopicwashandbagsandmakeupcontainersandsocialpre-
sentation, Dinesh spoke of carceral violence, especially involving animals, and 
my subject was “black-boxed” water infrastructure. This was a rare moment 
where I drew the explicit connections between container theory and my 
water research.10ForbythenIhadputasidesciencefiction,cyberfeminism,
and philosophy of technology, and had become involved in a research center 
on the frontiers of applying cultural research to contemporary problems, 
mostly in partnership with government, business, and civic organizations.11 
Insights from studies of gender, culture, technology, and especially containers 
andinfrastructuresinformed(inamostlysubterraneanway)morepractical
andpolicy-orientedprojects,firstondrivingcultures,thenthesociotechnics
of water, including studies of everyday household water practices, and 
interviews with water managers. My postgraduate training in comparative 

10 The other two times were in public lectures given at the University of North Texas 
(Sofoulis2007)andtheUniversityofManchester(Sofoulis2017).

11 TheCentreforCulturalResearch,undertheleadershipofProfessorIenAng,which
becametheInstituteforCulturalResearchandfinallytheInstituteforCultureand
Society at Western Sydney University.
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epistemology has resurfaced in work on the “knowledge ecology” of water 
consumersandserviceproviders(Sofoulis2015;FamandSofoulis2017).

Throughout this period, which included leaving my permanent academic post 
in2008(andsubsequentfellowshipsandresearchprojectwork),Ifoundsup-
portinasmallwritinggroupwithfriendsandfellowBlueMountainsresidents
Penny Rossiter and Carolyn Williams. Through various conferences and events 
(someofwhichIhelpedorganize),therehasgrownaninformalnetwork
of(mainly)womeninAustraliaandtheUKworkingonsocialandcultural
dimensions of urban water issues and related topics.12

AsthetheoristArianaJohnsonhasobserved,inthegapbetweencontainer
theorybySofiaandthereportsandarticlesonwaterbySofoulis,“con-
tainer technologies and supply are no longer theorized explicitly but subsist 
implicitly”;mytheoreticalapparatushadbeen“black-boxed”justlikeIclaimed
urban water infrastructures—and containers more generally—had been 
relegatedtothebackground( Johnson2021,114).

While theories of containers and containment did not remain foregrounded 
in writings aimed at water managers and social scientists, academic citation 
listings have kept me abreast of how the “Container Technologies” essay has 
traveled. Following the early expansion of ideas with Ingrid Richardson and 
Meredith Jones, I have been delighted to discover how others have taken up 
theframeworkoftheessayandappliedittospecificexamples—includingthe
MP3(Sterne2016;Boudreault-Fournier2019),playlist(Eriksson2020),database
(AgostinhoandThylstrup2019),archive(Hogan2015;Lee2020),people-smug-
gling(Galis,Tzokas,andTympas2016),andtelephony(Richardson2007;Çelik
2011).Moreover,myunderstandingofcontainersandcontainmenthasbeen
greatly expanded by those who have constructively built upon absences in the 
original paper, such as leakage, packaging, and waste.

This brings us to the current collection of thoughtful and thought-provoking 
chaptersarisingfromthe2021workshop.Iamthankfultoallthosefrom
whom I keep learning more about containers, containment, and even my own 
writing,butgiveextragratefulacknowledgementtoMarie-LuiseAngerer,the
other co-editors, and the “containees” whose chapters are found here. My 
hopeisthatbeyondaffordingcontributorstheauthorialpleasureofbeing
folded together in the contents of this book, Containment: Technologies of 
Holding, Filtering, Leaking will also prove a productively leaky conduit that 
makes connections far and wide with others curious about the ways that 

12 SomekeycontactsherehavebeenLizSharp(Sheffield),SarahBell(formerUCL,now
Melbourne),ElizabethShove(Lancaster),AlisonBrowneandClaireHoolohan(Man-
chester),DenaFamandAbbyMellickLopes(UTS),YolandeStrengers(Monash),and
CecilyMaller(RMIT).
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technologies, techniques, spatial practices, and facilitating environments of 
containers and containment can shape our selves and our worlds. 

Thanks to Professor Marie-Luise Angerer and ZeM (the Brandenburg Center for Media Studies) 
at the University of Potsdam for their support of this containment project and publication, 
which is so personally meaningful to me. My ongoing gratitude goes to Western Sydney Uni-
versity, especially its Institute for Culture and Society (and antecedents), and in particular Pro-
fessor Ien Ang. The Institute has for many years supported my research projects, international 
engagements, and conferences and symposia. This chapter was written on the unceded lands of 
the Whadjuk Noongar people.
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Gregory Bateson once described ontology as the study 
of	“how	things	are,	what	is	a	person,	and	what	sort	of	
world	this	is.”	This	essay	argues	that	to	understand	
human	being,	we	have	to	study	our	deeply	historical	
and	extraordinarily	multifaceted	relationship	with	
containers. The essay explores four types of con-
tainers: bodily containers (clothing); architectural 
containers (housing); containment of things (storage); 
and mobile containment of things (vessels). This is far 
from an exhaustive list. Analysis of such containers 
shows	that	they	have	been	essential	in	the	pro-
duction	of	selves	and	societies:	of	power	relations;	of	
race, class, and gender; of states and economies; and 
ultimately of ecological crisis.
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GregoryBatesononcedescribedontologyasthestudyof“howthingsare,
whatisaperson,andwhatsortofworldthisis”(2000,313).Inthisessay,I
argue that this world, and the people and things within it, is characterized by 
containment.ZoëSofiahassuggestedthatcontainersperformaremarkable
numberofrathermundanerolesinourlives(2000;Chapter1).Containersare
everywhere: they surround our bodies, they store our belongings, they trans-
portusfromplacetoplace.Moreover,containershaveaverydeephistory.As
Colin Renfrew notes, Homo sapiens has always been, in one way or another, a 
contained species, even if the history of containment is a history of surprises 
andstrangeness.ForRenfrew,“civilization”isa“complexartificialenviron-
ment,” or “insulation” mediating between humans and “the world of nature” 
(1972,13).

Bateson’sdefinitionofontologyis,admittedly,idiosyncratic.Hementionsitin
passing, before suggesting that ontological questions are ultimately insep-
arablefromepistemologicalones(314).Heissomethingofarogueontologist,
oneofAndrewPickering’sgalleryofcharactersimmortalizedinThe Cybernetic 
Brain.PickeringhimselfwaxesBatesonian,definingontologyas“questions
of what the world is like, what sort of entities populate it, how they engage 
witheachother”(2010,17).PickeringthusrefinesBateson’sdefinitionby
emphasizing cybernetic qualities of open-ended interaction and temporal 
emergence. He underlines the unpredictable evolution of relationships 
between humans and the worlds they build, a process that endlessly trans-
formspeopleandthings(17–18).Thisevolutionisfartoocomplexandweirdto
be predictable. It can be fun or fateful.

I think these formulations capture well the fantastically complex and foun-
dational relationship between ourselves and our containers. Homo sapiens is 
a supreme crafter of wrappings, boxes, and capsules. Immeasurable hours 
oflabor—weaving,bricklaying,roofing,firing,hammering,riveting—have
been spent on creating and maintaining containers. These containers are, 
in turn, world-changing. They open up possible worlds, transforming our 
bodies, selves, things, and animals. Insideness, we might say, has, over tens of 
thousands of years, formed the type of “exceedingly complex system” which 
cyberneticiansanalyzed(Pickering2010,23).Suchsystemscan,Pickering
notes,“alwayssurpriseus”(23),producingnewphenomenaandrelationships.
Containers were never intended to be causally connected to the emergence 
of sedentism, gender relations, writing, intoxication, or anthropogenic climate 
change.Butasweshallsee,theiraffordancescreatedtheconditionsforthe
possibility of all of them.

This paper sketches four elemental container modalities that have his-
torically shaped humans, nonhumans, and their relations: bodily contain-
ment(clothing);architecturalcontainment(housing);containmentofthings
(storage);andmobilecontainmentofthings(vessels).Thisisanincomplete
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taxonomy,ignoring,forexample,thecontainmentoffireoranimals.1 These 
container ontologies, however, have been foundational to human societies for 
millennia. If we are to understand how our world came to be the way it is, a 
good place to start is with clothes, houses, storage, and transportable vessels. 

Clothing
“If we are enclosed by anything, we are enclosed by clothing,” says Ian Gilligan 
(2019,214).Almostallhumanbeingswearclothes;practicallynoothercrea-
tures do. Human being, then, is clothed being. We cannot be sure when our 
ancestors lost their fur, but this development, combined with the climatic 
challenges of the last ice age, invited intelligent, tool-wielding hominins to 
fashionbasiccoveringstoaugmenttheirincreasinglysheltered,fire-heated
being. The relationship between Homo sapiens and clothing was unpredictable. 
One major unforeseen consequence was that the more commonplace clothing 
became,thelesstolerantpeoplebecameofnakednessandcold(54).Clothing
very gradually became practically indispensable. 

Theearliestbody-containerswereotherspecies’skinsandfurs,repurposed
toenvelophomininbodies.Twocriticalshiftsfollowed.Thefirstwasthe
inventionoftextiles,whichwrapbodiesbutallowtheskintobreathe(58).
Theoldestknownwovenmaterialsdateto28,000yearsago(127).Thesecond
innovation was the transition from simple clothing, which is draped over or 
around the body, to complex clothing, which is tailored and layered, spe-
cificallydesignedtoenvelopthehumanbody.Withcomplexclothing,“the
body becomes … enclosed from the external environment and concealed,” 
forming“aspecialkindofclothingthatbecomesapermanentpartofus”(27).
Trapped pockets of air between skin and fabric created a warm microclimate 
around the body, which in turn created a niche for the emergence of the 
humanbodylouse,whichdepositsitseggsinhumanclothing(Kittler,Kayser,
andStoneking2003,1414).

This enduring insulation technique had enormous consequences for 
human mobility. When Homo sapiens developed the capacity to make com-
plexclothing,theycouldentertheearth’scolderregionsduringthelastice
age,around45,000yearsago(Gilligan2019,86).Ahairless,clothedspecies
colonized the globe. Clothing, however, also tethered humans to place. 
Thedemandforflax,fleeces,andsilkwas,suggestsGilligan,anoverlooked
causeofhumanity’sunevenshifttowardsagriculture(149,152).Textilesand
sedentism became, slowly and unevenly, mutually reinforcing. 

The manufacture of clothing necessitated relentless production of thread and 
fabric.Eyedneedles,scrapers,andspindlesbecamevitaltools(Barber1994,

1 OnanimalconfinementseeWadiwel'scontributiontothisvolume,Chapter8–Eds.
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36–37).TheloomdatesfromaroundthefifthmillenniumBCE(83–84).Human
settlements produced threads and textiles, and created a gendered division 
oflabor.Womenbecameprimarycontainer-makers.Bytheancientperiod,
womenwerespendingvastamountsoftimeontextile-relatedactivities(31).
Moreover, the clothes they produced not only contained men and women, 
butalsoidentifiedandgenderedthem.ElizabethBarbersuggeststhat
clothingbecame“thehumanrace’snextlanguageafterspeech,”providing
acontinuousstreamofinformationaboutitswearer(283).Socialrelations
were now formed between clothed individuals. Container-creation was a 
criticaltechnologyofgender-andstatus-production:itwrapped,signified,and
distinguished. 

Clothing was the basic material technique through which naked being became 
social being, a process reinforced by laws and norms. In late medieval and 
earlymodernEurope,forexample,sumptuarylawsperpetuatedsocialdis-
tinctions. Clothing was regulated, to mark nobility and stigmatize prostitutes 
andreligiousminorities.Beingandclothingwerelegallyboundtogether.In
Spain, Jews and Muslims had to wear special clothing to distinguish them 
fromChristiansuntil1492(RublackandRiello2019,29).Suchdistinctions
havebeenmaintainedbywealthandculturalnorms.KathleenBrownnotes
thatincolonialAmerica,“thegentleman’skitofawhitelinenshirt,breeches,
stockings and shoes, a coat, waistcoat, and cravat became basic elements of 
malecostumeintheWestandspreadrapidlyincolonizedregions”(2009,106).

The emergence of clothing, then, catalyzed a series of unforeseeable and 
emergent transformations, to Homo sapiens as a species but also to the 
relationships people had to their world and to each other. Clothing created an 
enclosed microclimate which invited global mobility. It forged new relations 
between our species and those plants and livestock from which textiles were 
made. This manufacture was incredibly laborious and largely performed by 
women.Bydifferentiatingbetweendifferenthumans,ithelpedtogender,
racialize, and class them. The invention of clothing, then, opened up new 
worlds for Homo sapiens.

Housing
Althoughmanyanimalsproducehabitablestructures,someofwhichare
extraordinary, humans create the most varied forms of building on our planet 
(Moore2012,1).CliveGambledescribesthehouseas“theultimatecontainer
ofpeople,livestock,toolsandmemories”(2007,98).These“ultimatecon-
tainers,” in turn, have shaped our history and evolution in manifold ways. 
Studies suggest that the idea of a home base and the feeling for home might 
haveevolveduptotwomillionyearsago(MYA)(Allen2015,97–98).Caves
provided the most obvious opportunities for early hominin self-containment. 
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Recent analysis reveals that stone tools were being made inside Wonderwerk 
cave,SouthAfrica,around1.8MYA(Cascone2021,2).JerryMooresuggeststhat
between1.4and0.7MYA,ourancestorscreatedtemporaryencampmentsto
whichtheyrepeatedlyreturned,tomakestonetoolsandcookwithfire(2012,
30).Thesewere“theoriginsofthatfundamentalhumanproject,thecreation
ofhome”(31).

By400,000yearsago,Homo erectus was making quite large seasonal dwellings. 
AtTerraAmata(France),ahomebasedatingto350,000–400,000yearsago
showsevidenceofbasicstructures,fires,andtool-makingpractices(27–28).
Such containers anchored hominins to particular places and oriented them 
within landscapes. These sites—caves, shelters—have been called “persistent 
places,” spaces where hominins assembled, episodically, over long periods 
oftime.Persistentplacesweregathering-pointsforhominins,food,fire,
and tools. They created contained atmospheres of warmth, comfort, and 
sociability, forming physical and psychological boundaries between inner and 
outerworlds(Maher2019).Throughthisprocess,weeffectivelydomesticated 
ourselves:“itnowseemsthatthefirstdomesticateswerenotsheepandwheat,
maize and turkeys but the hominins themselves, and that containers were 
centraltotheprocess”(Gamble2007,201).

Over a very long period of time, walls and doors created more complex 
patterns of containment. Multi-roomed houses were evident from at least 
theearlyNeolithic(266).Basicacts—sleeping,foodpreparation,storage—
could become spatially disaggregated. Partitioned spatiality also created the 
materialaffordancesforspecificaffectiveclimates—sociability,intimacy,
privacy,self-reflection.Containmentshapedrhythmsandpatternsofcon-
nection and isolation. Western individualism is inseparable from the creation 
of inner spaces and their capacity to provide solitude. In his Discourse on 
Method, Descartes, the iconic Western individual, recalled a time when he was 
stuck inside, alone, during a German winter: 

Finding no conversation to divert me and fortunately having no cares or 
passions to trouble me, I stayed all day shut up in a stove-heated room, 
where I was completely free to converse with myself about my own 
thoughts.(2006,12)

The Cartesian cogito was not a mind in a vat, but a mind nurtured within cozy, 
heated capsules that invited introspection. Within the bedroom, beds and 
covers provide further envelopes, into which we can escape, rest, dream: “the 
skin-self is expanded into the bed-self—surrounded by a room-self in a house-
self”(Sloterdijk2016,505).

Housing is more than a climatic insulator. It functions as a “second body,” a 
furtherexpressionofthe(clothed)self:
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The house is a body for the body. Houses are bodies because they are 
containers which, like the body, have entrances and exits. Houses are 
cavitiesfilledwithlivingcontents.Housesarebodiesbecausetheyhave
strong bones and armoured shells, because they have gaudy mesmerizing 
skinswhichbeguileandterrify;andbecausetheyhaveorgansofsense
and expression—eyes which peer out through windows and spyholes, 
voices which reverberate through the night. To enter a house is to enter a 
mind,asensibility.(Gell1998,252)

Thehouseprojectsmeaningandpower.TheEnglishmansion,Raymond
Williams argued, allowed “a visible stamping of power, of displayed wealth and 
command: a social disproportion which was meant to impress and overawe” 
(1973,106).Likewhitelinensandcravats,westernclimate-controlledcapsules
symbolizedcolonizationandprojectedwesternsensibility.In1947,TheBritish
politicianFrankMarkhamsuggestedthatthefossil-fuelpowered“‘sealed’
house,”withitsfireplace,windows,andchimneys,hadallowedBritain“tolead
thewayinthisnewindoorcivilization”(1947,85).Energy-intensive,climate-
controlled white settler atmospheres became globally normative. 

Leakiercontainers,however,signifiedsocialinferiority.InhisTreatise on Civil 
Architecture(1759),WilliamChambersarguedthat:

in countries where Men live in woods, in caves or miserable huts, exposed 
to the inclemency of seasons, and under continual apprehensions of heat, 
cold,tempests,rains,orsnow,theyareindolent,stupid,andabject;their
faculties are benumbed, and all their views limited to the supplying of 
theirimmediatewants.(1759,i)

Populations inhabiting “commodious dwellings” with comfortable inner 
climates,meanwhile,were“active,inventiveandenterprising”(i).Undif-
ferentiated domestic space, by contrast, jumbled various activities—sleeping, 
eating, working—together, meaning that “human nature is degraded into 
somethingbelowtheleveloftheswine”( JamesFraser,citedinBesant1884,
21).Worsestillishomelessness,aconditionofforceddecontainment,2 a vis-
ceralabsenceofprivacyandallaffectiveconnectionstohome,an“archetypal
stigma”ofcontemporarylife(Allen2015).Permanentexclusionfromour
archipelago of climate cocoons is multiply, cripplingly disabling.

Bythelatertwentiethcentury,westerndomesticclimatesweresustainedby
complex techniques of heating, ventilation, and air conditioning. Traditional 
ways of managing daily climatic variability of climate, like siestas, have 
declinedasAmericanindoorclimatestandardshave,unevenly,globalized
(Shove2003,21).Takenen masse, these cocoons form a massive atmospheric 

2 Homelessmayalsomeanrelianceonflimsy,transient,andfugitiveformsofcontain-
ment, such as tents, cardboard boxes, and the plastic shopping bags of “bag ladies” 
mentionedbyMeredithJonesinChapter4—Eds.
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system through which millions of people circulate on a daily basis. Following 
our ontological model, the consequences have been unpredictable and 
fateful. The insulated inside is becoming an air-conditioned fortress, a shield 
fromanincreasinglyforbiddingclimate.AsLievenDeCauternotes,“themore
warming, the more air conditioning—but also the more air conditioning, the 
morewarming”(2004,189).Airconditioningandsanitationhaveproduced
new “chemo-microbial ecologies” within which novel human health conditions 
(allergies,inflammation)haveappeared(Wakefield-Rann2021).

Storage
Human economies require the capacity to stockpile raw materials. Regulating 
such storage, and controlling release and distribution, was among the basic 
objectsoftheearlieststates(Paulette2016,85).Earlycitiesweregiantcon-
tainer agglomerations, some for people, some for food. Granaries became 
containersdedicatedtofoodstorage;treasuriescontainersforstoringmoney
orwealth(Gamble2013,197,199).Inmanyplaces,foodstorageappearsbefore
plant domestication: again, containment invited settlement, binding Homo 
sapiens tightly to organic and inorganic resources, not least grain and metals 
(Kuijt2011,138).

Storage creates inescapable vulnerabilities. Grain was susceptible to damp, 
rats, and theft. Hence the importance of early climate control and sealing 
technologies. Clay sealing locks limited access to particular rooms, pots, or 
basketsandallowedtheirflowtobecontrolledandcalibrated(Rothmanand
Fiandra2016,39–40).Occludedpilesofgoodsinvitedinnovativerecording
methods, particularly for the measurement of grain. The origins of writing 
havebeenconvincinglyidentifiedwithinscriptionsonclaycontainersdenoting
the number and type of sealed tokens enfolded within: these tokens referred 
togoodsmobilizedandstored(Schmandt-Besserat1996).Thewrittensign
arguably began its existence as a container.

Thecontainmentofmaterialshadsignificantconsequencesfortimeand
power:“bycontrollingtime,storagebecomespower”(Gamble2013,197).The
Inca state had an elaborate network of storage technologies, some being 
clusters of thousands of structures, the largest of which are at Cheqoq, Wayna 
Qollqa,andMachuQollqa(Covey,Quave,andCovey2016,173,179).Storage
created the conditions of possibility of surplus, and surplus generated wealth 
andfoodfornon-producers.AsJohnRobbargues,“theshiftoverhumanhis-
tory from scheduling to storage goes hand in hand with a historical increase 
ininequality”(2020,136).Storedmaterialsare“politicalcapital,”andsincethey
can be transmitted intergenerationally, they allow material inequalities to 
persist,widen,andbecomestructural(Robb2020,136).
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The products of food storage required another set of containers to turn them 
into edible food. Preparing and consuming food required what Kit Nelson 
callsthe“vesselversionofthelithictoolkit”(2010,238).Earlycookingcon-
tainersincludedconveniently-shapedorganicobjectslikeanimals’hides
and paunches, and deliberately-crafted wooden, stone, or ceramic artifacts 
(243–44).Foreatinganddrinking,massivecontainerindustriesdeveloped.
ThefamousMesopotamianflat-bottomed,bevel-rimmedbowlwas,argues
Monica Smith, “the ancient equivalent of a polystyrene cup, manufactured 
by the millions, made to be used maybe once or twice and then discarded en 
masse”(2020,152).AtChoghaMishinIran,archaeologistsrecovered250,000
ofthem(154).

Today, warehouses are perhaps our most ubiquitous storing structure. In the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, warehouse complexes were constructed 
inglobalcapitalism’scentralnodes:London,Liverpool,Chicago.Bonded
warehouses, in particular, acted as attractors for global commodities. Dara 
Orensteinbrilliantlytracesthewayinwhichthetwentieth-centuryAmerican
warehouse system expanded and metamorphosed into a network of foreign-
trade zones. Like warehouses, such zones were spatio-temporal containers of 
commodities and, by extension, of capitalism itself. They control and channel 
therhythmandtempoofcommodityflow,protectedbyfences,lockedgates,
and security guards. They allow time to be distended and decelerated: “dwell 
time is a period of shifting gears, the interval of disconnection in a connection” 
(Orenstein2019,249).Capitalismextendseverywhereonlybyvirtueofits
planetary storage networks.

Warehouses and zones massage the movement of goods, which ultimately 
flowtoconsumers.Theaccretionofsuchgoodscreatesitsownemergent,
unforeseeablepathologies,notleastadomestic“storagecrisis”(Arnold
andLang2007,33).Herematerialgoodsaccumulateinsclerotichousehold
spaces,generatingnovelpsychologicalconditions.Today,2–6%ofBritish
andAmericanadultshavehoardingdisorder.InoneUSstudy,only25%of
householdsstudiedusedtheirgaragesforcars(Moore2012,56).Self-storage
facilities are now built to accommodate the tsunami of material accu-
mulating in homes. Pathologies of storage take numerous other forms, some 
dangerous,someghostly(toxicdumps,nuclearcontainment,technology
graveyards).

Moving Things: From Amphorae to Containers
“No animal uses a container to carry food or water, though a captive chimp 
has been reported to use a coconut shell to carry water,” observed Lewis 
Wolpert.“Potsandbagsaretotallyhuman”(2003,1717).Ourclosestbiological
relativesstruggletocarrymucharound(Isaac1989,52).Wehavedeveloped
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the ability to send our containers across vast distances, often inside other 
containers(ships,planes).Homo sapienshasthusoverseenwhatBronislaw
Szerszynski calls “the transformation of non-motile local geological, ecological 
or economic resources into materials capable of advection in global currents 
offlow”(2016b,619).Mobilecontainershaveallowedustotearmaterialout
of its local context and transform it into gigantic horizontal streams, of grain, 
timber,minerals,andlivestock(ClarkandSzerszynski2021,138;seealso
Raven,Chapter5ofthisvolume).

IntheEasternMediterranean,theamphorabecametheprimetechniqueof
organizingthisflowafter2000BC.Amphoraeweretwo-handledcontainers
whichheldupto7–8gallonsofliquid,withpointedbaseswhichfacilitated
stackingandembeddinginsand,andlipsforpouring(Broodbank2013,379–
80;Will1977,265).Theyallowedaprecisevolumeofmaterialstobemeasured
andstandardized(HordenandPurcell2000,217).Oneestimatesuggeststhat
inthemid-secondmillenniumBC,twomillionamphoraewereimportedover
thecourseof250yearsintotheEgyptiancityofAvaris,meaningthatupto
160gallonsofliquidarriveddaily(Broodbank2013,385).Whensealedwith
pitch, amphorae were airtight, meaning that wine was ageable and could be 
storedforyears(HordenandPurcell2000,217).Intoxicationbecameeasier.
“Wine,” argue Horden and Purcell, “came to have a structurally distinctive 
role in the commoditization of surplus. It became a convenient medium for 
calibrating every kind of obligation in the relations of production, storage and 
redistribution”(218).Amphoraewerealsorepurposedinimaginativeways,as
domesticreceptacles,“miniaturecoffins,”pipesanddrains,orshatteredand
reusedforconstructingwallsormakingconcrete(Will1977,266).

Bythemedievalperiod,materialflowacrosstheWestwasorganizedaround
adifferentcontainer:thebarrel(Fig.1).Barrelswerestrong(byvirtueoftheir
doublearch)andeasilyrollable(Twede2005,255).Theywererat-resistant,
leakproof,andstrongerthanceramicvessels(Work2014,14–15).Thebarrel
becameEurope’smostubiquitouscontainer.Theywerenotairtight,hence
theshiftintastetowardsyoungwines(HordenandPurcell2000,217).They
were used for storing and moving water, apples, gunpowder, nails, salted 
meat, oil, coins, cornmeal, vinegar, whisky, pickles, sugar, syrup, cement, and 
grains.Mostsuchbarrelsacquiredtheirownshapesandnames(Work2014,
12–13).Again,theyenabledstandardizedmeasurements:westillmeasureoil
inbarrels(Twede2005,257;Work2014,15).

In the nineteenth century, however, new transportation technologies cre-
atedchokepoints.Barrelsdidnoteasilystackonrailwaytrucks,andbythe
early twentieth century, rectangular prismatic or cubic container designs, 
often made of light metal, were replacing them. The barrel went into decline, 
althoughitsflavornuances(vanilla,coconut,tannins)remainvitalforwhiskey
andwineproduction(Work2014,126).Whatwenowcallthe container 
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developed:standardized,mobile,impenetrable,stackable.Asoneware-
house management manual declared, “liquids, semi-liquids, awkwardly 
shaped,flimsy,viscous,malleableitemsarenow‘containable’withinaregular
shape of standard dimensions. They are thus turned into a box”(Warman
1971,79).Today’scontainersarecomputer-controlledandtheirtemperature,
humidity,gaslevels,andventilationcanallbemeticulouslyadjusted(Rees
2013,88).Theiraffordanceshavehadimmenseconsequencesforthephysical
geography of ports, docks, and international trade, and they have greatly 
acceleratedtheadvectiveflowsofmatter—particularlyconsumergoods—
around the world. 

Conclusion:	Ontological	Trajectories
Without bags, granaries, clothes, barrels, and houses, everyday life as we 
understand it would not exist. Our world, or worlds, is partly composed of 
containers.Bywearingclothes,livinginhouses,andstoringandmovingthings
around in containers, Homo sapiens catalyzed fabulously complex processes 
whichdefyeasysummary.Byopeningupnewworlds,containershavetaken
us in many strange and unpredictable directions. To conclude, I will highlight 
four foundational ways—or ontological trajectories—in and through which 
containers have shaped things, people, and their relations. These center on 
time, motion, access, and uncontainment.

[Figure1]Thebarrel,Europe’smostubiquitouscontainerfromthemedievalperiod(source:

WikimediaCommons,photographbyBrianStansberry).
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1. Time. Containers create climates, and these climates in turn shape the rate 
at which things change. Some containers, like granaries and cold stores, con-
trol temperature, light, and atmospheric composition so as to retard decay. 
These special atmospheres were integral to the development of the storage 
systems at the heart of early states. Later, warehouses allowed material to 
languish without losing value. The choreography of economies demands 
systems of climate-controlled containers.

Other containers, however, function as crucibles or accelerators, where 
atmospheric conditions are manipulated to create radical change. The “cham-
beringoffire”inkilnsallowedhumanstomelt,burn,meld,andcrystallize
materials(ClarkandSzerszynski2021,69).Containedfirecreatedthecapacity
tocook,effectivelyoutsourcingdigestionandreducingtheamountofwork
thebodyneedstodotoprocessfood(Wrangham2009).Bigbrainsandmetals
are consequences of containerization.

Containers,then,createmultipletemporalities.Bymanipulatingcon-
tainer climates, Homo sapienscouldaccelerateandretardtime.Differential,
encapsulatedtemporalitieswereengineeredintohumansettlements:fireand
granary, stove and refrigerator. Our economies, bodies, food, and materials 
are products of the variegated timescales framed by containers. Finally, 
humanshaveusedcontainerstoformsitesofcommemoration(graves,
tombs,mausoleums)wherememoryisenfoldedandperpetuated,potentially
indefinitely:“thegraveisoneofthemostbasicofallhumanmeaning-storage
devices”(Peters2015,145).

2.Motion. Homo sapiens has become a species characterized by extreme 
sedentism and hypermobility. This is not a paradox, and it is easily explained 
by exploring the history of containers. Wearing clothes, living in houses, 
building cities, and storing material has bound Homo sapiens to the earth, 
giving rise to settlements from persistent places to urban agglomerations, 
andavast,multiscalartechnosphere(Otter2020).Persistentplacesand
camps were only occupied for certain portions of the year: for the remainder, 
groupswoulddisassembleandmobilize(GraeberandWengrow2021,112).By
contrast, the permanent self-containment of Homo sapiens in durable cities, 
suggest Graeber and Wengrow, has arguably led to a reduction in the amount 
oftimetheaveragehumantravels(123).

However, this brilliantly counter-intuitive argument is only part of the story. 
Containment has also enabled radical forms of human mobility, not least 
planetary colonization by clothed Homo sapiens, and later waves of invasion 
and colonialization. Vehicular motion, harnessing organic and later mineral 
sources, marked a new phase in the capacity of living beings to traverse plan-
etaryspaceirrespectiveofclimateortopography(Szerszynski2016a,59–60).
Vehicularcontainers—orcontainer-machines—havemadeustheearth’s
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most mobile species during the precise period that we have become mainly 
sedentary.Equallysignificantisourcapacitytosendimmensequantitiesof
nonhumanmaterial(wood,oil,grain,cattle)overvastdistances.Anthropo-
genicmasstransportsystemsgeneratesufficientadvectiveflowtorivalor
evensurpassthatofnon-anthropocentricgeologicalprocesses(Haff2010).

3.Access. When things and people are placed within containers, immediate 
contact with them is limited. Containers are usually not straightforwardly 
open to the world: they are often highly disconnected from their local environ-
ment.Accesstocontainersisepisodicandcontrolled.Physicalproximity,in
other words, never implies accessibility. The history of containment, then, 
isalsoahistoryofdoors,gates,lids,seals,andlocks.Accesstoresourcesis
mediated by containers and technologies of sealing. It is thus via containers 
that the possibility of both surplus and inequality of access to resources is 
generated.

Socialstratificationhasapartialoriginincontainment.Thishastwo
dimensions. First, by delimiting access to resources, consumption can be 
regulatedanddifferentiated.Itislittlewonderthatgranarieshavehistorically
beenamongthefirsttargetsofrevolutionariesandangrycrowds.Second,the
capacity to traverse the capsular archipelago is delimited by individual access 
to keys, passes, documents, and money, or, more broadly, class, race, gender, 
and physical appearance. Containers, in other words, perform a “careful 
filteringoflocalconnectivity,”allowing“kineticelites”toglidethroughthe
capsulararchipelagowhilemakingmobilityfarstickierforothers(Marvinand
Graham2001,364).

Such elites have always delimited access to themselves, by utilizing a broad 
paraphernalia of security technologies. Gated communities are the most 
obvious manifestation of this trend: they appear as palpable containers of 
withdrawal.Elitesalsousecontainerstosecludeandimmobilize.Themost
obvious example here is the prison. Michel Foucault was, among other things, 
agreatphilosopherofthehistoricalpoliticsofphysicalcontainment.Aprison
isacontainerofbodiestobeindividualized,disciplined,normalized(Foucault
1995).

Containment, then, shapes patterns of mobility and immobility. Without con-
tainers, our world would be in many ways less delimited and more equal. The 
capacity to roam would be far less trammeled and contained. It would lack the 
microphysics of buildings and institutions. Containers mediate the ontology of 
freedom.

4.Uncontainment. Perhaps the most unpredictable and consequential side-
effectofmasscontainmentistheemergentcapacityofhumans(particularly
white,westernones)tochangeourplanet’sclimate.Thebasicreasonfor
this is the inevitable failure of containers to fully retain their waste. Hence 
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uncontainmentbecomesthefinalandmostproblematicaspectofourcon-
tained world. Greenhouse gases cannot be contained within cars and air-
planes;pollutantsspillfromfactories;plasticsaccumulateinoceans;waste
pilesupinlandfills;heatradiatesfromair-conditionedbuildings.Newplan-
etary containers of heat-trapping gases and trash are formed from the waste 
of containerized society.

Rethinking containment thus becomes essential to reimagining our future as 
a species. Promethean ecomodernists are already proposing a wave of new 
containers to counter ecological crisis: bunkers, carbon capture technologies, 
space colonies, anthropogenic dust veils, or even moving our capsular 
civilization to other planets. Such technologies are testimony to the enduring 
imaginary power of containers. 

They also, arguably, reek of desperation. They are gargantuan sealing schemes 
whichaimtofinallydefyallleakage,containallemissions,orcapturean
entireclimate.Butleakageisinevitable.Totalcontainmentremainsafantasy.
Moreover,suchtechnologicalfixeswoulddonothingabouthumaninequality
or resource extraction. Surely we can do better than this. Containment as a 
technologyofhypercontrolisfailing(Pickering2010,31–32).Abriefsketchof
the history of container ontologies suggests that unpredictability is the norm 
and we should expect societies to fail in any quest for total containment. To 
returntoBatesonandPickering,wemightusesuchahistorytosketchother
futures, less contained and more playful than the apocalyptic and hubristic 
visions that dominate contemporary discourse.
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Handbags as Container 
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This paper explores the handbag as a material 
and symbolic container technology. Deploying Zoë 
Sofia’s	“Container	Technologies”	theory	and	the	
phenomenological	work	of	Iris	Marion	Young,	it	
analyzes the handbag in terms of both what and how 
it contains. The mobilities that the handbag facilitates 
are	considered	alongside	how	carrying	such	an	object	
impedes bodily mobility. The handbag’s particularities 
as	a	container	make	it	a	portable	domestic	lifeworld—
here	called	a	microworld—and	a	way	to	take	the	
indoors	outdoors,	a	way	to	mediate	private	and	public	
spheres.	I	consider	ways	that	handbags	are	connected	
to	feminine	ways	of	being	in	space,	in	terms	of	both	
enabling and disabling, and their roles in pedagogies 
of femininity. 
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Introduction
From famous Hollywood handbag owners like Grace Kelly or the Kardashians 
to the homeless “bag lady,” who has no name and no place, bags have power. 
WeknowfromZoëSofia(2000;Chapter1)andUrsulaLeGuin(1986)that
containers and bags have performed fundamental roles in human cultural 
development, and that these often-unobtrusive technologies are overlooked, 
glossed over, seen as passive and, like many things “feminine,” discounted. 
I suggest in this paper that handbags have a particular kind of power that 
lies in their holding capacities—capacities that are both literal and symbolic. 
I explain how handbags facilitate mobility, acting as mobile and material 
links between private and public: powerfully connecting domestic and civil 
worlds, often working as a vital facilitator between the two. Further, I inves-
tigate links—material, symbolic, representational—between handbags 
and the construction, movement, performance, and indeed containment 
of feminine bodies in space. I argue that handbags operate—symbolically 
and functionally—at the nexus of complex relations between self and 
environment. 

What Is a Handbag? 
Handbagsholdandareheld.Ahandbagisdesignedtobeheldinone
hand(althoughitmaybeabletositinthecrookofthearmorslungovera
shoulder).Itisnotabackpack,acrossbodybag,orevenashoulderbag.In
termsofdesign,handbagsareoftenabletostandaloneandupright(indeed
somehavestudscalled“feet”ontheirbase).Unlikemostothersartorial
accessories, they do not need a body to encase or be draped upon in order 
to make sense—they are three-dimensional structural objects. My focus on 
the handbag to the exclusion of other bags is because the handbag is almost 
always gendered: “a handbag is a small bag which a woman uses to carry 
thingssuchashermoneyandkeysinwhenshegoesout”(CollinsEnglish
Dictionary2023)or“asmallbagusedbyawomantocarryeverydaypersonal
items”(OxfordEnglishDictionary,“Handbag”).Therearemoreextremesexist
definitionsofhandbag,asintheexamplegivenfortheverbto handbag:“A
ladyintheaudience—apparentlyafriendofthecomposer—handbagged a
manwhoclappedbeforetheendoftheplayingofPierreBoulez’PieceforTwo
Pianos”(OxfordEnglishDictionary,“Handbag,verb”).Inotherwords,itisa
term used to belittle a woman who uses language to exert power. Ursula Le 
Guin takes proud ownership of this notion in her essay about carrier bags and 
the origins of human civilization and narrative, declaring “I am an aging, angry 
womanlayingmightilyaboutmewithmyhandbag,fightinghoodlumsoff”
(1986,168).LeGuinwasprobablyreferringtothefamouspicturetakenjusta
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year earlier, by photojournalist Hans Runesson, of Danuta Danielsson, a Jewish 
woman,swingingherhandbagataneo-NazimarchinginSweden(Merrill2020,
112).

Handbag History
Handbags have not always been associated with women. Indeed, one of 
the earliest depictions of what appears to be a handbag is of a god in an 
AssyrianreliefcarvingfromNimrud,ca.883–59BCE.Thishandbagmayhave
represented the cosmos, it may have held important spiritual items—his-
torians do not know—but for my purposes it situates the hand-held bag as 
one of the oldest we know, and one whose cultural and material meanings 
have shifted dramatically.1 Nevertheless, contemporary handbags and ancient 
ones do share one continual message—they are about privacy, intimacy, and 
importance.Thereisatabooabouttheinsideofsomeoneelse’sbag—you
shouldn’tgorummagingaboutinthereifit ’snotyours.FaridChenoune,a
curatorofhandbagsattheMuseumofDecorativeArtsinParis,suggests
that the handbag holds “a secret, something forbidden” and is “an inviolable 
sanctuary,intowhichnoforeignhandhastherighttopenetrate”(2005,21).
WhetheritisthepowerofanancientEgyptiangod,orthepowerofawoman
carryingthingsthataremostlikelysignificanttoher,handbagsareableto
hold it.

The history of the contemporary handbag is strongly associated with 
the nexus of capitalism, shopping, consumerism, and demonstration of 
respectable,public-facingfemininity.Asdepartmentstoresandarcadesdevel-
oped in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and more street commerce 
movedindoors(Kowaleski-Wallace1997,80),shoppingbecameleisurely
(sometimesluxurious),andassociatedwithsocialityandengagement.
Griselda Pollock reminds us that before this, “going out in public and the idea 
ofdisgracewerecloselyallied[forwomen]”(1988,69).Arcadesanddepart-
ment stores allowed women to leave the domestic sphere without risking 
exposure to the dangers of the street, while also restricting, containing, and 
directingmovementthroughtheirenclosedarchitectures.Aswhitemiddle-
and upper-class women began to venture out into the social world without 
guardians or servants, little bags became essential—mainly for carrying cash. 
Thus, in parallel with urban architectural developments, the handbag came to 

1 Archaeologistsandmuseumcuratorsseemtoagreethatthe“handbag”heldbythe
eagle-headedAssyriandeitywasactuallyabucketofwaterintowhichwasdippedthe
treecone(likelythespatheofthemaledatepalm)heldintheotherhand,toartificially
fertilizefemaledatepalmtrees,and/ortosprinklewaterinapurifyingritual.Welike
Jones’s(mis)readingfortherhetoricalworkitdoes,andforitsresonancewithLeGuin:
whetherbucket,handbag,orcosmos,a“carrierbag”ofsomesortisevoked—Eds.



78 Containment

representaspecifickindoffreedomthatsignifiedindependencewhilstalso
constrainingwomen’smovements.

In the second half of the twentieth century the taxonomy of the handbag 
became more complicated, developing its own nomenclature, a subset of 
vocabulary for the fashion-literate. The clutch, the tote, the bowling bag, the 
baguette,thedoctor’sbag,thepouch,andthesloucharestylesofhandbag,
whiletheHermèsBirkin,theChanel2.55,theLVSpeedy,theBalenciaga
Motorcycle,theGivenchyAntigona,andtheLadyDiorarerecognizable
high-endbrandeddesigns.Eachhasitsownhistory,narrative,desirability,
cruelties—most handbags are leather, some of the most expensive are made 
fromrareandendangeredspecies(Christies2019)—associatedcelebrities,
black-marketknock-offs,etc.StephaniePedersenwritesthat“modern
handbags are as much about function as they are about self-expression and 
evenstatus”(2006,7)andmanyluxuryfashionhousessellmorehandbags
thanclothes(Kasumaetal.2015).

Handbag Pedagogy 
Two major exhibitions2haveshownthatthehandbag’smaterialformhasn’t
changedmuchinacentury,althoughsomeofitscontentshave(forexample
phones, lifeworlds in themselves, are ubiquitous while lipsticks remain largely 
thesame).Handbaghistoriansnoteatransitionalmomentinthe1940swhen
smaller,morerefined,bagsliketheclutchgavewaytolarger,sturdierones—a
changethatreflectedwomen’smoreactive“RosietheRiveter”-inspiredlives
duringWorldWarII.In1945,anarticleinThe New York Times advised that:

Awomanwithoutherhandbagfeelsaslostasawandererinthedesert.
Andshewantsitlarge.Ifshecannotgetitinleather—nowgrowing
scarce—she will take it in fabric, fur, or even plastic. The handbag is the 
movablebaseofhersupplies—thedepotofherexpectedneeds.(Daniel
1945)

This is sophisticated propaganda: ideal US wartime womanhood described 
using militaristic language via the handbag. The discourse is also pedagogic, 
informing women that their patriotic citizenship relies on having a large and 
mobile “depot,” without which they could be lost in the desert, like a soldier 
gonemissinginactionorAWOL.Herethehandbagisdeployedasmetaphor
forpolitics,forcontemporarylivesanddeaths,andforAmericaatwar.It
is characterized as a technology of supply and support, as a tool as well 
as a social statement. This is one example of how handbags have holding 

2 Le cas du sac: histoires d’une utopie portative at the Musée de la Mode et du Textile par 
l ’UnioncentraledesArtsDécoratifsinParis,October6,2004–February20,2005;and
Bags: Inside OutattheV&AinLondon,October13,2021–January16,2022.
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capacitiesthatarebothliteralandsymbolic,reflectingcontemporarylivesand
politics, and how they are communicated and taught in public discourse. 

Handbagpedagogieshavecontinued.Forexample,inca.2020–22instructions
about how your handbag could help you stay safe during the pandemic 
becamecommoninprintmediaandonline.LavieExclusive,aclothingbrand,
posted on Facebook a picture of a capacious handbag with its logo and a list of 
crucial in-handbag items to help navigate the “new normal,” including a travel-
size handwash, a spare face mask, a travel cutlery set, a small hand sanitizer, 
awaterbottle,andapacketofwetwipes(LavieExclusive2021).Onceagain,in
a time of international emergency, a larger handbag became a practical and 
social necessity and a sign of responsible citizenship.  

In an article which professes to explain “what your bag says about you,” 
readers are advised on the best ways to hold their bags, for example, “the bag 
should never be gripped too tightly or squeezed against the body as this can 
send a signal of nerves or insecurity” and “if the bag is held to the side [it can 
bedisplayed]withoutitobstructingtherestoftheoutfit”(Vince2017).

Ofthemanywebsitessetuptohelptranspeople“pass”(iftheywantto),
there is a particular genre aimed at femme trans women. These sites share 
information on makeup, hair, fashion, voice, walking style, etc., and are 
demonstrably pedagogic. They bring to the surface the lessons in femininity 
thatmostciswomenlearnastheygrowup,almostunconsciously,via(often
unspoken)socialregulation.Oneofthethingsthesitesfocusonistheproper
purchase,carrying,andfillingofhandbags.TheblogFemme Secretslists“15
ItemsYouShouldAlwaysKeepInYourPurse”(notethatintheUS“purse”and
“pocketbook”canmean“handbag”)andinformsthereaderthat:

one of the perks of being a girl is getting to carry a purse. More than just 
astylishaccessory,yourpurseisatoolboxforyourfemmeself.Andwhile
aclutteredbagisn’tchic,therearesomeessentialsyoushouldn’tbe
without.Youneverknowwhatlifewillthrowatyou–andaladyisalways
prepared!(Sorella,n.d.)

Thearticlethenlistsphone,lipstick,mints,nailfile,$20cash,handcream,
blottingpaperorpowder,bobbypins,mirror,stainremovalpen,Band-Aids,
safety pins, card with emergency info, painkillers, and a healthy snack.3 
Claudia Liebelt has written:

Trans women [show] that femininity is not simply socially constructed but 
tied to particular material becomings, consumption choices, and somatic 
technologiesthatmayfacilitatea(visual,social)recognitionasfeminine.
(Liebelt2022,2)

3 The comments section has readers adding a gun and pepper spray to the list as well as 
tampons and pads “in case I am asked in a restroom,” a torch, and condoms.
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Lucille Sorella recognizes this and expresses it in the blog, noting that a 
handbag(purse)isa“toolbox”aswellasan“accessory”thatenhancesper-
forming femininity literally and metaphorically. These examples show how 
handbags are vessels of containment and supply as well as conduits by which 
mainstreamfemininitycanbeexpressed,whichiswhy,asjournalistBarbara
Hagerty notes, they are perhaps “the most quintessentially feminine of 
belongings”(2002,11).Indeed,handbagsaresoimportantthattheycouldbe
saidtoholdand/ortobemetaphoricworlds.

Handbag	as	Microworld
Asmalluniverse,aminiversionoftheworld.Thehandbagisthemodern
woman’sown

privatebutportableboudoir,office,bankandemergencykit,without
whichshewouldundoubtedlyfeellost.Eventhesmallesthandbagwill
defy the laws of physics to hold mobile phone [the mobile phone itself 
beingamicroworld,seeRichardson2007],Filofax,Psionorganizer,lip-
stick, mirror and hairbrush, not to mention money, credit cards, keys and 
the odd mint. The handbag is the lady-in-waiting to the woman who gets 
bywithoutachauffeurtodriveherandabutlerawaitingherarrivalat
home.(Allen1999,6)

SettingasideCarmelAllen’ssexisttone,herobservations(whichechomany
othersinpopularculture)bringtomindDoctorWho’sTardis.TheTardisis
a time machine but has important spatial qualities. From the outside it is a 
static,solidobject(anold-fashionedEnglishpolicecallboxthatrepresents
thelawandsafety)butitsinteriorspacesappearvastandithastransportive
powers.Equally,itremindsusofMaryPoppins’scarpetbag—seemingly
empty—fromwhichthisitinerantgoverness/nanny(aprecariousfeminine
profession)magicallypullsahatstand,awallmirror,arubberplant,anda
tasseledstandinglamp,servingtoastonishandawethedifficultchildrenshe
is to nanny as well as to temporarily cement her in a new place that is not her 
own home. Thus, the handbag is capable of holding far more than one would 
assume: it is also transportive, and facilitates a certain freedom in relation to 
social movement.

Atthe2019AmericanMusicAwards,Lizzo,playingwiththetrendformicro
bags,madeitoutrageouslyclearthathertinywhiteValentinobag(Fig.1,no
morethan2cmx1.5cmx1cm,anddescribedas“nano”or“granular”)held
nothingbutagoodtime:“There’salot[init],Igottamponsinhere,aflaskof
tequila,somecondoms”(quotedinNewbold2019).

Hagerty writes that handbags:
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echo female anatomy in their essentially female shape. They suggest 
womb,heart,breast,andpsyche.Theyarewornorcarriedinthebody’s
most intimate zone. They are a small extension of the self that goes forth 
intotheworldwhilemaintaininganutterlyprivatedimension.(2002,10)

Germaine Greer is far more critical:

Why do women always carry bags, and why are those bags so often 
heavy? Why is it that most women will not go out of the house without 
bags loaded with objects of no immediate use? Is the tote bag an exterior 
uterus,theoutwardsignoftheunmentionableburden?(QuotedinLloyd
1999)

Certainly, it is no stretch to see the handbag as a sort of external womb. 
ThisrecallsLeGuin’swishtoreframethetechnology/sciencenarrativefrom
“weapon of domination” to “cultural carrier bag,” indeed to a “womb of things” 
(1986,170),nottomentionSofia’sobservationsthatthewombisthe“primal
containertechnology…aspacewhere,allgoingsmoothly[thefetus’s]needs
areunobtrusivelysupplied”(Chapter1,22).Infact,Sofiaurgesustoreconsider
important objects from a wombic point of view: 

[Figure1]Lizzoatthe2019AmericanMusicAwards,November24,2019(source:YouTube: The

BestOutfitsatthe2019AmericanMusicAwards,Cosmopolitan UK,https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=Z6S9PA7EpV8).

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z6S9PA7EpV8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z6S9PA7EpV8
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The skyscraper, so obviously phallic but from the inside a “womb with a 
view”;thecar,advertisedintermsthatemphasizeontheonehandits
phallic/excremental“grunt,”andontheotheritswombycomfortand
storagespace.(24)

Handbags are held and they hold.Holdingisneitherpassivenorsimple;
Sofiaexplainshowholdingisactive.SherecallsHeidegger’sjug,whichhas
twoactivities/capacities:totakeinfluid,andthentokeepthatfluid.These
capacities generally aim at facilitating a third—which is what Heidegger 
calls“theoutpouring”—inSofia’swords,“wherebythecontainer’scon-
tentsgushout”(30).Thejuggivesbackthatwhichithastakeninandheld,
and its purpose is fully realized when its contents pour, drizzle, or drip out. 
In the same way, the handbag takes objects in and keeps them safe, but 
only temporarily, for its purpose is also to give them back. Unlike the jug, 
ahandbag’scontentstendnottopourout,exceptforthoseembarrassing
moments when we need to upend them to locate the urgently-ringing phone 
orfindatampon.Rather,handbagsofferusaflowoftimely“gifts”throughout
our journeys. Really these are presents to ourselves, via the bag, and might be 
in the form of music, reading material, nibbles, drinks, money, lotions, pens 
and papers, business cards, etc. In this way then, the handbag is a technology 
of containment that, in Foucauldian terms, practically assists in the care of the 
self and is “a matter of the formation of the self through techniques of living” 
(Foucault1997,89).

Asametaphorforthewombthen,thehandbagisaboutsafepassage,
transformation, and holding. The person who carries the handbag is moth-
ering themselves, anticipating and supplying their own needs, caring for 
themselves. Might we extend this metaphor, and theorize the handbag not 
just as an external womb, but also as a vagina, vulva, and clitoris? Then, is 
the constant attentionwemustpayit(foritcan’tbeforgottenorignoredlike
abackpack),theclutching of it and fiddling around inside it, a form of self-
pleasure? Freud noticed something of the sort:

Dora’sreticule,whichcameapartatthetopintheusualway,wasnothing
but a representation of the genitals, and her playing with it, her opening 
itandputtingherfingerinit,wasanentirelyunembarrassedyetunmis-
takable pantomimic announcement of what she would like to do with 
them—namely,tomasturbate.(1963,95)

WhileforhimDora’sseeminglyobsessiveactionsarepartofherhysteric
pathology, Dora responds to his questioning by simply saying “why should I not 
wear a reticule like this, as it is now the fashion to do?”(quotedinFreud1963,95).
Andindeed,whyshouldwenotallwearsuchthings,ifwesodesire?
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Carrying Handbags
The brilliant blogger Twisty Faster, on I Blame the Patriarchy writes: “Do you see 
theinsanity?Doyougraspthefiendishplot?Youhavetodedicateawholelimb
tothisbag.Whowakesupinthemorning,flingsopentheshutters,andcries
out,‘TodayIonlyneedonearm!’”(2005).

The most problematic aspect of the handbag is that it constrains. I have shown 
how it is pedagogical, teaching women how to walk, how to maneuver space. 
FeministphenomenologistIrisMarionYoung,inhergroundbreakingessay
“Throwing Like a Girl” examines “some of the basic modalities of feminine 
bodycomportment,mannerofmoving,andrelationinspace”(2005,30).She
writes:

The young girl acquires many subtle habits of feminine body comport-
ment—walking like a girl, tilting her head like a girl, standing and sitting 
like a girl, gesturing like a girl, and so on. The girl learns actively to hamper 
hermovements.(2005,43)

Handbags, no doubt, hamper movement. We clutch them, shoulder them, grip 
them, swing them, and we are weighed down and encumbered by them. For 
all their practical and symbolic usefulness, handbags restrict arm movement 
andarenotergonomicallyfriendly.Youngnotesthat“afocusuponways
in which the feminine body frequently or typically conducts itself in such 
comportment or movement may be particularly revelatory of the structures of 
feminineexistence”(2005,30).

What can the handbag, or more accurately carrying a handbag, tell us about 
structuresoffeminineexistence?Howdohandbagsaffectcomportmentand
movement, how do they change our bodies? Like high-heeled shoes, corsets, 
shapewear, and tight skirts, handbags constrain. They are not simple to carry, 
they reduce use of one arm, they make us lopsided, and can even cause mus-
culoskeletalinjuryandpain(Gunnam,Thajudeen,andSivanandam2018).

However, no matter how dainty, handbags make us bigger—augmenting 
the curves of the body. In this way we can call the handbag an “extension of 
woman”inparalleltoMarshallMcLuhan’s“extensionsofman”(1964).They
provide one of the very few culturally acceptable ways for women to take up 
morespace.Whilemensitwithlegsspread,womencrosstheirankles;we
rarely sprawl, legs akimbo, in the ways that men do, such that this pose is 
colloquiallyknownas“manspreading.”Women’sbodylanguageiscontained,
westandwithfeettogether(Young2005,32)and,ofcourse,weareencour-
aged to diet and exercise to reduce our bodily dimensions. 

More than mere accouterment, the handbag changes our relationships with 
space as well as our self-perceptions. Writing about clothing, not bags, fashion 
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theoristsAlexandraWarwickandDaniCavallaronotethat“inthebody/dress
relationship, the ostensibly inanimate and hence powerless item of clothing 
is transformed into an agent by its ability to furnish the body with signifying 
powersthattheunclothedsubjectwouldlack”(1998,60).

Handbags, which may in this sense be understood semiotically as a form 
of clothing, also change the meaning of the body. Warwick and Cavallaro 
continue: 

The body image does not end with the skin. In fact, it is largely deter-
minedbythebody’srelationtothespacethatencirclesit.Thisspaceis
onlyprecariouslyquantifiable,becausethereisalwaysanindeterminate
zone between the body image and the rest of the world, which may be 
narrowedorexpandeddependingonsocialcircumstances.(1998,61)

The handbag may be burdensome, but it allows women to take up a little more 
space, space that is both real and symbolic. The more elaborate, expensive, 
and recognizable the handbag, the more important that space is.

In line with this I see a complex interplay between handbag as tool, as object, 
as microworld, as sign, and as extension of the body. I suggest that the 
handbag is a boundary-crosser in several ways. It is detached from the body 
inawaythatclothingisnot.Itisextant,andispartofone’sidentity:more
like carrying around a “mini-me” or a conjoined twin than wearing clothing. 
NovelistAnneRiversSiddonswrote,“awomanhasnoneedtowearherheart
on her sleeve. To the astute observer, she is showing you who she is every 
timeshetakesherpurseoutherdoor”(quotedinHagerty2002,8).

In runway shows, models carry bags that seem weightless. They appear light, 
filledwithair,theircarriersunburdened,abletostrideontheirplatformon
stiletto heels. This is the best of both worlds: a bag that augments the body 
without the weight, and all of the status that comes with a handbag without 
movement being impeded. Part of the attraction of the oversized designer 
bagisnotthatitcanfitalotofstuff,butthatitcanbeleftroomyandloose
withoutmuchinitatall:thesebagssay“Ihavealotofspace,butIdon’tneed
tocarryalotofstuff.”Theiremptinessistheantithesisoftheoverflowingness
anduncontainabilityrepresentedbythebaglady,afigureIdiscussbelow.

Sowhydowecontinuetobotherwiththem?Whydon’tallwomenmoveto
crossbodybagsorbackpacks,or,likemanymen,nobagatall?Youngdeploys
DeBeauvoir’sreckoningofwoman’spositioninpatriarchalsocietyasonethat
constantly negotiates immanence and transcendence:

The female person who enacts the existence of women in patriarchal 
society must … live a contradiction: as human she is a free subject who 
participates in transcendence, but her situation as a woman denies her 
that subjectivity and transcendence … the modalities of feminine bodily 
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comportment, motility, and spatiality exhibit this same tension between 
transcendence and immanence, between subjectivity and being a mere 
object.(Young2005,32)

Thehandbagoffers,formany,freedomofmovementinthepatriarchal
public sphere where women are unwelcome, perhaps under threat, even as it 
hampers that movement. The “quintessential femininity” of the handbag is a 
hindrance, but also a protection and a comfort. 

Charlotte Knowles interprets the oscillation between transcendence and 
immanenceinDeBeauvoir’sschemaas

the way in which complicit agents are active in their own complicity can 
be understood as a kind of self-deception, resulting from a reluctance 
to destabilize the norms, self-understandings, and social roles in which 
agentshaveimmersedthemselves.(2020,258)

In other words, being a woman is hard. Women face hostilities and dangers 
that men do not. Handbags help some women to negotiate the world. They 
shackle but also armor us, and are often a continual, reliable source of supply. 

Youngwritesthat“feminineexistencelivesspaceasenclosedorconfining,as
having a dual structure, and the woman experiences herself as positioned in 
space”(2005,39).ForYoung,spaceisexperiencedbywomen(whichIwould
clarifyasanyonelivingafeminineexistence)asbothtranscendent(freelylived
in,movedwithin)andasimmanent,inwhichawoman’sowncorporealmateri-
ality is always tempered by her status as other and as object, and remains at 
the center of her being.

Mobility and Public/Private 
Handbags help us to traverse public and private spheres, holding the personal 
within and putting on a “public face” without: “the bag you carry tells people 
whoyouare—forbetterorworse!Showyourselfofftoyourbestadvantage:
The next time you step out, give extra thought to what your bag is saying 
aboutyou”(Pedersen2006,10).Theythusfacilitatemovementbetweenpublic
and private spheres, operating on complex levels in terms of holding space as 
well as moving through space. 

Thisobjectofcontainmenthelpswiththedailypubliccareoftheselfbyfirstly
giving, at appropriate times, items that we need, credit cards, sunscreen, 
notebook,etc.Itisaportableassurancethatone’sneedswillbemet.What
rests within the bag is private and personal, while its outside is like a billboard, 
advertisingone’splaceintheworld.Thehandbagisaportabledomestic
lifeworld—a way to take the indoors outdoors, a way to reconcile private and 
publicspheres.Handbagsareaboutfixityandmobilization;thehandbagties
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ustoaplace(home)butallowsustomoveawayfromandthenbacktoit.This
is both practical and symbolic. For example, a series of cross-media Louis 
Vuitton advertisements showed white celebrities in acts of contemporary 
colonization—ostensiblyperforming“activisttourism”forthecameras(see
Armstrong2011).TheVuittonbagsinthiscampaignrepresentedthecolonizer’s
right to be-at-home no matter where in the world. 

MargaretThatcher,thefirstwomanprimeministeroftheUK(from1979to
1990)madeapointofstraddlingtwoidentitiesandtwoworlds—homemaker
and politician, private and public—for decades. This can be read visually in 
early photos, when she was still an ordinary member of parliament, in which 
she carries both briefcase and handbag. We might assume that as her power 
grew and she approached leadership, she would stop using the handbag, but 
in fact it was the briefcase that was dropped. Thatcher cannily chose, in light 
of her gender, the container that proved most powerful, the one that pro-
tectedherfrombeingaccusedofinterlopinginaman’sworld.Thehandbag
powerfullyconnectsdomesticandcivilworlds.Thatcher’sLondon-madehard-
casedboxyLauner(alsocarriedbytheQueen,andwhichatthetimeofwriting
costover2,000GBPeach—lessthanaHermèsbagbutwelloutofreachfor
ordinaryhumans)becameaninfamousexample,symbolizingherdeepcon-
servatism and nationalism as well as her “homemaker” femininity literally at 
workinthepublicsphere.Herbagsymbolizedaveryspecifickindofauthority
thatwasnever“manly.”Thisrolecouldnothavebeenfilledbyabriefcase.The
sternblackLaunersupportedThatcher’sstatic,stoic,austere,andrespectable
femininity, a femininity that allowed her to impinge on traditional masculine 
territories in seemingly non-threatening and deeply conservative ways that 
oftendisarmedandbaffledhercritics.Thehandbag,inotherwords,waspart
ofherpower,enactingaweaponizedfemininity(literally,ifweconsiderthe
FalklandsWar).

Yearsago,pushingmynewbabyinherpramandcarryingshoppingbag,
handbag, and swimming gear bag, I passed an older woman on the street. 
She said to me “woman, beast of burden.” Most likely meant as a salutary, 
supportive comment, it crushed me, making all the bags seem heavier, the hill 
steeper.Forthereisafinelinebetweencarryingabagtoexpressauthority
and belonging-in-the-world, and carrying too many bags. 

If handbags are representative of power, and they signify domestic worlds 
as well as mobility away-from and back-to them, then what of the unhoused 
woman,oftenknownasabaglady(Fig.2)?Sheisallbags,evenhername.
Herbags,despitetheiroverflowingcontents,say“Ihavenothing,Iam
nothing.”Alifelivedinpublic,inconstantmovement,alifedeniedaprivate
space, is expressed by out-of-proportion baggishness. There is a distinction 
between carrying a bag that is useful, i.e., expressing authority and status, 
showing belonging-in-the-world, and being compelled—because of poverty or 
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displacement—tocarrytoomany(heavy)bags.Forthebaglady,distinctions
between private and personal spaces are limited. Unlike the single handbag 
thatmediatesbetweendomestic/privateandpublicspheres,herbags
multiplytobecomeportabledomesticspaces.Thebagsareherworld/home.

Conclusion
Itisaneasyfeministtasktoreadhandbagsasobjectsthatwe’reburdened
with, as things that diminish our capacities, making us less able. They are 
certainlypartofthesocioculturalmechanismsthatleadYoungtostatethat
“women in sexist society are physically handicapped … as lived bodies we are 
not open … to master a world that belongs to us, a world constituted by our 
ownintentionsandprojections”(2005,42).ButasGeorgesCanguilhemhasso
famously pointed out, what constitutes disability is contextual, dependent on 
time,space,andcircumstance(1991).Wemustrememberwhencritiquingthe
handbag that, while problematic, it also lubricates movement between public 
and private spheres, it signals status, and is a metaphorical signal helping us 
to defend ourselves when exposed. Le Guin says there is still “room in the 
bagofstars”(1986,170)forthinkingaboutnarrativedifferently.TheAssyrian
god may have been holding a cosmos in the form of a handbag, and out of 
handbags may spill galaxies. I have shown that the handbag is a portable 
microworld, a source of supply and giving. Let us not discount this object that 
holds and is held. It can teach us about domestic and public worlds, about 

[Figure2]Homeless Woman,May11,2013,Lisbon,Portugal(source:PedroRibeiroSimões).
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femininities,andaboutenablingandrestraint.Let’stakepleasureinthe
handbag,andenjoytheparadoxicalabundancesitoffers.

Many thanks to Zoë Sofoulis, aka Zoë Sofia, for her excellent comments on this paper and for 
being a lifelong intellectual mentor. Thanks also to the brilliant Hannah Schmedes for her 
generous reading and insightful suggestions. 
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Paradoxical Containment: 
The Double Externalization 
of Packaging, and the  
Overextension of the 
Metasystemic Prosthesis

Paul Graham Raven

  LOGISTICS  

  CONTAINMENT  

In this chapter I begin by addressing Heidegger’s 
concept	of	the	standing	reserve,	which	I	claim	no 
longer stands,	and	“the	thing,”	whose	simultaneous	
keepings-in	and	keepings-out	figure	the	entan-
glement	of	packaging	and	provision.	I	then	show	how	
packaging, like containment more broadly, performs 
a double externalization, by isolating the product 
from its environment, and by using the environ-
ment as a sink for the exhaust of production and 
distribution; I connect these externalizations to the 
particular	meaning	of	the	word	“efficiency”	in	the	eco-
nomic	lexicon.	Next	I	address	the	self-effacement	of	
packaging as a system, and relate that phenomenon 
to	the	self-effacement	of	logistical	infrastructures,	
which	I	further	identify	as	a	collectivizing	cyborgian	
prosthesis	to	which	human	beings	have	become	
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unwittingly	(and	sometimes	unwillingly)	habituated.	
Finally,	I	turn	to	the	Gaia	we	meet	in	Latour’s	(re)
reading of Lovelock and Margulis, and conclude that 
logistical	infrastructures	are	the	material	reification	
and engine of the social/natural dichotomy, before 
daring	the	reader	to	tear	away	the	package	into	which	
we	have	sealed	ourselves.

Nothing is connected to everything, but every-

thing is connected to something. 

Donna J. Haraway

Introduction: Packaging as Absent Presence
ItisremarkablethatSofia’sseminalpaperoncontainertechnologies(2000;
Chapter1)hardlymentionsthemostubiquitousformofcontainment,namely
packaging.Butthisabsentpresenceshouldnotsurpriseus:asthischapterwill
argue,onepurposeofpackagingispreciselytoself-efface,toconcealitself,
and in so doing obscure the logistical systems that it both enables and relies 
upon.Enroutetothatargument,wewillexplorethedoublyexternalizing
(onto)logicofpackagingandcontainmentwhichbothisolatestheproduct
from its environment and makes said environment a sink for the exhaust of 
production and distribution. While in transit, we will encounter the Jevons 
paradoxandtheetymologyofefficiency,andthenunwrappackagingasaself-
effacingspectaclewhichisitselfcontainedbythecyborgianlogisticalmeta-
system,beforefinallymeetingBrunoLatournotattheendoftime,butrather
at the time of the end. 

This chapter is a work of posthumanist theory, but the reader will recognize 
that I address a “we” that is classically humanist in its seeming universalism. 
This contradiction is a deliberate strategy, the premise of which is a subtext of 
thechapterasawhole,andwhichIwillexplainfullytowardtheend.Butletus
beginwithSofia’spaperasourhomeport,ourpointofdeparture,wherethe
ghost of Heidegger stands awestruck on the apron of an airstrip...
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The Standing Reserve No Longer Stands:  
Metasystemic Mobilization and the 
World-as-Warehouse

AmongtheHeideggerianconceptsdeployedinSofia’sessayisthe“standing
reserve”(Heidegger1977,3–35),andIwillbeginbyobservingthatthe standing 
reserve no longer stands. 

SofiacontrastsHeidegger’s“bringingforth”oftechne with what we might call 
the “re-source gaze” of late capitalism, which

draws connections between the exploitation of the earth as a calculable 
resource,thedemandsofprofit-drivendevelopment,thecharacterof
modern research, apparatus-dependent science, and the mathema-
tizationor“informatization”oftheworld.“Bringingforth”hasbeen
reduced to something like imposing upon and ripping out, via an aggres-
sivetechnoscientific“challenging-forth”oftheworldtorevealitselfinthe
formofresourcesandinformationforconsumption.(Chapter1,34)

Heidegger names this macro-technology of re-sourcing as the Bestand, 
commonlytranslatedas“standing-reserve,”whichSofiaglossesasa“mobi-
lizablestockpileofresourcesavailableforinstantsupply.”Heideggeroffers
theplanewaitingontheairstripasanexampleofthissystemicity,andSofia
adds the image of “rows of stacked large containers ready equally for trans-
portbyroad,railorsea”;now

the object loses its qualities as the Gegenstand—that which resists and 
stands against—and the machine loses its standing as an autonomous 
tool, dissolved into the Bestand, where it is just another “completely 
unautonomous” element in the abstract and global grid of the resourced 
world.(34)

TheshippingcontainersSofiamentionscantakeusbeyondHeidegger’s
standing-reserve, which I have claimed can no longer stand. I mean this in two 
ways:firstly,Heidegger’sformulation of the idea of the standing-reserve no 
longer stands, because, secondly, that which stoodinHeidegger’sconceptof
the standing-reserve is ever more infrequently to be found standing. This is not 
tosaythatthestanding-reservehasbeenpushedaside;norhasit(yet)fallen
over. Rather, the standing-reserve is now in almost constant motion—and for 
it to stop and to stand once more, without adequate warning or preparation, 
would spell several sorts of disaster. This is a general problematic of the global 
logistical metasystem, for which the shipping container—in this chapter, in this 
world—makes a durable, versatile, and capacious synecdoche.
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A“mobilizablestockpileofresources”impliesnot-yet-mobilized. When 
Heidegger wrote of planes waiting on runways, the “lean” logic of just-in-time 
( JIT)hadyettomakeitsmark,andstoragewasstillacommonplaceofpro-
duction. Lean manufacturing—a catch-all for a cluster of manufacture-man-
agement paradigms—emerged from Japan in the latter half of the twentieth 
century.AmutationsucceedingFordismandTaylorism,whichsoughtpro-
ductivity increases by paring away slack in human worker functions, JIT 
focusedinsteadonthereductionofinventory(andthusofinvestmentin
inventory,andofstoragecosts).AsAnnaTsing(2015,112–14)hasobserved,
thesechangesrippledoutacrossthenetworksoffinancing,supply,anddis-
tributionfirmsthatweremandatedbyinternationalcompetition.Sobegan
the formation of contemporary supply-chain topologies which, intentionally or 
otherwise, mitigated political risk, facilitated transnational mobility of goods 
and of capital, and enabled the evasion of global environmental standards 
(114).

BythetimeofSofia’sessay—when,asshenotes,aplethoraofstorageand
containment solutions had made their way into many homes—storage was 
being optimized out of supply chains as fast as possible. Or rather, storage 
was reinterpolated into logistics: commodities, at least in economically ideal 
circumstances, should never stop moving between the points of production 
andconsumption.Thisisnot(yet)trueofallcommodities,perhaps,but
increasingly true of an increasing number: stockpiling tends to occur only in 
therawest,leastperishablebulkcommodities(forexample,oresandfuels),
andthenmoreforreasonsoffinancialorpoliticalleveragethanforprofit.

To put it another way: storage, in the sense of the standing reserve, has been 
pushed all the way back to the raw-resource end of the supply chain. This 
logistical extension and hypermobilization results in the world-as-warehouse, 
the nigh-total re-sourcing of the world. This is the sense in which the standing 
reserve does not stand, but has not fallen over either: its logic has simply 
beenoptimizedtosuchapointthattheplanetitselfisthefulfillmentcenterto
whichallotherfulfillmentcentersaremerelylocaldepots.Betweenthewholly
re-sourced world and the site of consumption is total and relentless motion, 
commodities and prices and orders and signs crossing and recrossing the 
planet through the multiple media of the logistical metasystem. Indeed, this 
is the essence of the metasystem, the concrete infrastructural function: the 
transportationandtransmutationofresources(Raven2017),inwhichcontain-
ment and packaging are crucial enabling and extending components.
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Everting	Heidegger:	Every	Keeping-In	Is	Always	
Already Also a Keeping-Out

To show the entanglement of packaging and provision, let us turn to 
Heidegger’s(2009,161–84)discussionof“thething,”whichasSofianotesis(in
part)defined,inthecaseofthejug,byitsfunctionofkeeping-in,ofgathering
(Chapter1,30–32);thiskeeping-in,thiscontaining,iscodedfeminineforSofia,
ifonlyimplicitlysoforHeidegger.Butwemightnotethateverykeeping-
in, every containment, is always already also a keeping-out: while partly-
permeable containers certainly exist—in fact, they are all imperfect in this 
sense,andthethingnessofHeidegger’sbelovedjugreliesontheconditions
underwhichitcanbemadetogushforthitscontentsasanoffering—rare
is the container, besides some biological membranes, whose permeability 
differsaccordingtowhichsideofitoneison.

Wemightfurthernote—withbothironyandrevulsion,givenHeidegger’s
involvement with National Socialism—that the explicit focus on keeping-in 
over the more-or-less implicit keeping-out is exactly how fascism depicts its 
effortstokeepthefatherlandpureanduncontaminated.Withoutmeaning
to accuse a technological concept of being fascist in and of itself, packaging—
particularly food packaging—very much expresses both of these functions. 
The perishable commodity is kept in, protected, even as the packaging per-
formsasortofgatheringwhichmakesitmoreefficienttoship,store,and
sell.Thereexistsanentireliterature,forinstance,on“cubeutilization”(see
e.g.,Twede1992;Twede,Clarke,andTait2000;HellströmandSaghir2007),a
euphemism for the goal of reducing losses and expenses through the use of 
packaging to maximize the quantity of product which can be shipped securely 
in a given volume of vehicle space. These theories and practices illustrate 
the standardizing, homogenizing role of packaging as a system that operates 
within and beyond logistics as a system, to the extent that their discrete sys-
temicity is little more than a disciplinary artifact of analysis: containment and 
transportation are two sides of the same coin.

But,toreiterate:evenasacommodityiskeptin by its packaging, everything 
else is also kept out.

A Protective Atmosphere: Packaging’s First 
Externalization

Stayingwithfoodcommoditiesasourexemplar,itiseasytoseethefirst
externalizationperformedbypackaging,whichis( justly)celebrated:its
hermetic seal keeps the atmosphere external to the product. This is an 
externalization of entropy and decay, if an imperfect one: by excluding 
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oxygenandmicrobesfromthefoodstuff,thefoodstuffisproductizedthrough
systems of standardization, and the product gains an extension to its “shelf 
life”—thewindowoftimebetweenproductionandsafe(oratleastviable)
consumption.

This extension may be thought of as a sort of time-stretching: the product 
iswithdrawn,ifonlypartially,fromtheentropicflowoftime,protected
fromthedecaywhichwouldrenderitwaste(thismightbeseenasasort
of“lifeextension,”thoughforthemicrobesitisreallylifeexclusion).The
biological clock of decay, measured in generations of breeding bacteria, is 
slowedtosomethingclosetoastop;theproduct’smovementthroughthe
fourthdimension,whichweknowastime,isreducedtoacrawl;outsidethe
packaging,timeflowsonasnormal.Thisreductionoftheproduct’smotion
through the fourth dimension enables the extension of its potential mobility in 
the other three dimensions: the slower the product moves through time inside 
the packaging, the further it may be moved through the atmospheric space 
outside the packaging. This extension of the potential distributive range of the 
product enables, indeed necessitates, the centralization of food production: 
as illustrated by the rise of globalized agribusiness, the outsourcing of logistics 
andstoragebecomesacrucialarmamentinthestruggleforprofitability,and
its synergies with centralized production “at scale” soon make what was once 
a competitive advantage into a fundamental assumption of viable business 
models.

Contents under Pressure: Packaging’s Second 
Externalization

We have seen how the atmosphere is externalized by packaging in the bio-
logical-temporal sense, but now we begin also to see how it is externalized in 
the economic sense. The greater mobility of perishable goods means greater 
emissions of carbon dioxide, waste heat, and other pollutants, into that 
atmospherewhich,despitethequixoticeffortsofemissions-tradingschemes,
remainsresolutelyexternaltotheledgersoftheorganizationsinvolved.An
inevitable centralization of production is thus enabled and necessitated, 
whichlikewiseincreasesemissions,becauseitismoreprofitabletoproduce
“at scale” and transport to distant consumers than it is to produce smaller vol-
umesmorelocally.The“economiesofscale”socentraltoprofitablebusiness
practice are predicated in no small part upon this externalization of the 
environmental impact of energy expended on the mobility of products. This 
logic goes further than food: the production of plastic tchotchkes in the Global 
EastandSouthandtheirshipmenttomarketsintheGlobalWestandNorth
wouldbealoss-makingpropositionwereitnotforthe(illusory)cheapnessof
their transhipment from factory to front door.
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If only they understood,wemaybetemptedtothink;if only we could make this 
clear, perhaps through price signals and carbon pricing schemes, then we could 
rationalize this system!Butthissystemisalready predicated on rationality—
albeit a rationality whose foundational premises result in the profound 
irrationality of a system which consumes its own basis of existence in the 
name of its own sustainment.

For this centralization of production and extension of distribution is no 
accident,butratherafidelitytotheprinciplesonwhichthesystemispred-
icated.Letuscomparethevernacular(non-theologicalandnon-philo-
sophical)interpretationoftheadjective“efficient,”whichtheOEDdescribesas
“effective;adequatelyoperative”(2022),withtheuseoftheterminbusiness
and economic discourses. The vernacular use hinges on adequacy, which 
informsthesensethatbeingefficientwithsomething—aparticularresource,
let’ssay—meanstobefrugalandsparing,tonotusemorethanisadequateto
the task. 

Butwhenan“entrepreneur”talksofefficiency,theyarespeakingtheargotof
theinvestorclass:“Economicefficiencyiswheneveryscarceresourceinan
economy is used and distributed among producers and consumers in a way 
thatproducesthemosteconomicoutputandbenefittoconsumers”(Inves-
topedia2020).Thecrucialbutoftenoverlookedterminthisdefinitionisevery. 
Lest you assume I am over-reading a word deployed casually by persons to 
whom words are mere means to an end, consider the more detailed def-
initionsofproductiveefficiency—theefficiencywithwhichthosewhose
business is production are most concerned—and their ubiquitous emphasis 
on the avoidance of wasted resources. Leaving aside the intentions of eco-
nomic philosophers, the quote above—with its understated but clear every—
captures its interpretation by those who are more interested in doing pro-
duction than thinking about it. That interpretation, which we see expressed 
in every aspect of the sociotechnicality in which we are enmeshed, is that a 
resource unexploited is an opportunity wasted.Productiveefficiencyaspracticed
isnothingtodowithfrugalityoradequacy-to-purpose;itistodowiththe
use of all and every last scrap of resource, the total re-sourcing of the world, 
enabled and extended by technologies of packaging and containment.

ConsideralsotheJevonsparadox(Alcott2005),whichexpressesthisphilo-
logicalcontradictioninstrictlyeconomicterms:increasesintheefficiencyof
a process that consumes a given resource result not in a reduction of the rate 
of consumption, but rather an increase, as the falling price of said resource 
signalsthemarkettoincreasedemand.ApopularargumentagainsttheJevons
paradoxisthatmany(maybemost)moderngoodsaretheproductofmultiple
inputs,andfactorsotherthaninputcostsinfluencetheirprice;indeed,the
analysisofanyonespecificproductmightwellrevealthistobethecase.But
if we think with the Jevons paradox in terms of production in general, and 
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note that the one input essential to any and all production—albeit in a variety 
offorms—isenergy,thenwecanclearlyseehowSteveSorrell(2009)con-
cludedthatincreasesintechnologicalenergyefficiencywillinevitablyresult
inagreaterconsumption:energy’sincreasingavailabilityandcheapness
effectivelylowersthecostofeach and every moment of production and dis-
tribution, even assuming all other costs remain unchanged. 

The re-sourcing of the logistical metasystem, then—taking such forms as 
tightly-packed cartons of homogenized milk in the back of a lorry, or as 
a shipping container, its refrigeration unit chugging away athwart some 
equatorial ocean, time-stretching the travel of the frozen beef carcasses 
stacked like logs inside—is the Jevons paradox writ so large that its sentences 
stretch to the length of international shipping routes. That which is possible 
becomes that which is necessary. Packaging and containment make it possible 
to expend energy on the exportation of ever more goods, ever further, ever 
longer—andso,indeferencetothedogmaofproductiveefficiency,wedo.

Butwhy,then,isthissystemicitysohardtosee?

Spectacular	Self-Effacement:	Packaging	as	Medium	
and Message

Courtesy of the “infrastructural turn” in the social sciences and humanities 
(forexample,Dodson2017),greaterattentionisnowbeingpaidtothemateri-
ality of the logistical metasystem. However, the relativization of the concept 
ofinfrastructureinspiredbytheworkofSusanLeighStar(1999)hasbeena
mixedblessing.Tobeclear,itistobecelebratedthattheofteninvisible(and,
again,codedfeminine)sociotechnicalsystemsofsupportthatenablevarious
professional, commercial, and academic practices are being exposed and 
explored in greater detail. Without intending to diminish their importance, 
Star labeled the fundamental logistical-distributive infrastructures—the most 
infraofinfrastructures,ifyouwill—as“thesystemofsubstrates”;however,
that system-of-systems, that metasystem, remains yet to be thought as meta-
system, rather than as a category of systems which bear similarities. Modeling 
such a metasystemic thought is part of the purpose of this writing.

Why, then, am I writing of packaging rather than pipelines, of containers 
ratherthancargoships?Butthisisnocontradiction:packaging,asperhaps
themostcommonmanifestationofcontainment,isthefigureofthelogistical
imageforwhichthe(meta)systemofsubstratesistheground.

Much has been made of the conditional invisibility of the infrastructural, 
which enters our perception as infrastructure only at times of malfunction 
oroverload(Star1999).Iarguethatpackaginghasasimilarinvisibility,or
ratheraparadoxicalself-effacementwhichisintimatelyrelatedtothatofthe
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metasystem.Aswithinfrastructures,itisnotthatwedonotseepackaging.
Farfromit:packagingcrowdsthevisualfield,initssimplestforms(thepro-
tectivewrapperofthecommodifiedproduct)anditsmeta-manifestations
(thelogo’dtruckfulloflogo’dboxesfulloflogo’dpackagedproducts).But
likeadvertisingmaterial(towhichpackagingisaconjoinedsibling)thesheer
ubiquity of packaging makes it hard to notice—a cardboard and plastic forest 
that we struggle to see for the trees.

Here lurks a huge contradiction, for packaging seems to be doing anything 
but attempting to obscure itself, covered as it often is with logos and brand 
names and images and lists of ingredients and handle-with-care warnings and 
serving suggestions. Indeed, the packaging of high-status items, particularly 
technologicaldevices,isanextensionoftheproduct’sownsemioticaura.
Butwedonotseepackagingas packaging—which is to say, as a protective 
covering whose function is exhausted as soon as it has given up the product 
to our eager hands—until that moment of its functional exhaustion arrives, 
and we are left surrounded by this now-strangely-shameful shed skin of 
commerce, in as many patterns as there are species of commodity: sometimes 
garish, sometimes utilitarian, sometimes opaque, sometimes transparent, 
semiotically complex, a vast shattered screen carrying gigapixels of image, 
projecting/reflecting...what?

Packaging is a medium, a system through which symbolic meaning is trans-
mitted,anditssymbolismisasignificantelementofthespectacularlogicof
latecapitalism:thecommodificationofcommodification,thevalorizationof
valorization,therecuperationofcritique.Themedium—thatis,theafford-
ancesofpackagingasatechnologicalsystem—isalsothemessage(McLuhan
2010).Ashasbeenshown,themessageofpackagingisthattheenvironment
is an entropic threat to the precious product, and that the environment is also 
asinkforwhatevermustbesacrificedinorderthattheproductbeprovided.
Asasourceofrisk,andasinkofwaste,“theenvironment”isthusdoubly
externalizedbypackaging,andindeedbymany(ifnotall)formsofartef-
actual containment. Indeed, the very concept of “the environment” is itself a 
rhetoricaldeviceofexternalization(Latour2017,101–4):itisalwaysrelativeto
theobjectofanalysis,ifonlyimplicitly,andthatobjectwouldinturnbe(part
of)“theenvironment”insomeotheranalysis.Everythingisultimatelyenviron-
mental to everything else.

The “reefer”—the refrigerated shipping container—is the sine qua non of 
thisdoubleexternalization.It ’sacontainerforcontainers,andsuchmeta-
technologies are always an expression of an ideal of the optimal, of the 
“efficient”(inthesensediscussedabove).Prettymucheverythinginsidea
reefer will itself already be packaged and branded, already time-stretched 
andhypermobilized.Thereeferisastasislocker(Langford2016),toborrow
atermfromsciencefiction:aspacecarvedoutofspace,inwhichtimeis
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slowed through the expenditure of energy, in order that more energy might 
be expended to extend the mobility of that which it contains. The reefer pre-
servesitscontents;italsopreservestheglobalized,centralized,andoptimized
logicofcapitalist(over)production,andthusalltheexploitativeandcolonial
projects thereof.

CyborGaian Metabolism: The Over-Optimality of 
the Metasystem

Wehaveconsideredpackagingasalogisticallyoptimizing(andhencecen-
tralizing)sub-systemofcapitalistproduction,andasthemediumofits
spectacularself-effacement.Thisleavesuswiththeissueofthatself-effaced
metasystemicity itself—whose mask has started to slip with some regularity in 
times recent to this writing. 

InMarch2021,asiftodemonstrateinlayperson’stermsthesuddenvisibility
of the metasystem in a moment of failure, the almost-too-perfectly-named 
cargo ship Ever Given—for is not the function of the metasystem to be ever-
giving,alwaysmovingtofulfillthedemandswehavebeenpromptedtomake
of it?—became wedged in the Suez Canal, blocking one of the major arteries 
ofthelogisticalbody(Fig.1).Thiswasonlyoneincident,madeobviousby
itsspectacularsingularityandsize(andeasilymeme-ablenewsworthiness):
atothermomentsduringthepandemiclockdownsof2020–21,shortages
of containers in the right places at the right time resulted in food for export 
goingtowaste(Bhattarai2021),becauseitcouldn’tbeputintothenecessary
stasis.Buttheseshortageswerenomorecausalofthecrisesthananyother
phenomenon: containers are merely corpuscles in the circulatory system of 
globalization,necessarybutnotsufficient,afigureforfailureratherthanthe
failure itself. 

Suchfragilitiesgobackfurtherstill:therehavebeenperiodswhenthefirms
which arbitrage the capacity of container ships were selling it at negative 
prices(Kaminska2012).Toputitanotherway:they were paying people to ship 
things,becausewithoutenoughthingstoship,theprofitofshippingthings
would disappear. This is quite clearly insane—but such is the expression of the 
Jevons paradox.

Let us recall that the extension of this metasystem of logistics is now truly 
global, to the point that more local systems of production and distribution 
cannot compete, and are bought up and sublimated into it. This global system 
isproductivelyefficient,optimallyoptimal—and,assuch,incrediblyfragile,
incapableofstoppingorslowingwithoutdevastatingknock-oneffects.To
return to my earlier claim: there is no standing reserve, only the totally mobi-
lized reserve, the warehouse coextensive with the world. This is a nigh-total 
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metabolism in the Marxian sense: the infrastructures of extraction, pro-
duction, and distribution, the metasystem of logistics, are the veins through 
which that blood must pump, the connections across which that network-
ednessisperpetuallyperformed;meanwhile,theordersandshippingnotes
thatconjureandtracethiscorpusculartrafficfirebackandforthlikeimpulses
inanervoussystemmadeoftwistedcopperandglassfiber.(Indeed,Marx
considered both logistics and communication as part of the question of cir-
culation,andasthemeansof“theannihilationofspacebytime”;Marx2012,
524.)

Itisalsoacyborgmetabolism,intwosenses—firstlyinthemorespecific
sense that the logistical systems for transport and energy which I have else-
where categorized as concrete infrastructures(Raven2017;punverymuch
intended)aremacro-sociotechnicalprostheseswhichcollectivizetheirusers,
bothintermsoftheirrelationtospace(anditsinevitablyunevendistribution
ofresources)andoftheireventualhabituationtothesystemsinquestion.It ’s

[Figure1]TheEverGiven shipstuckintheSuezCanal,April23,2021.Photographedfrom

EuropeanSpaceImaging,authorAnjaVrečko(source:WikimediaCommons).
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notonlythatolderpracticesoffulfillingbasicneedshavefadedawaythrough
theirnolongerbeingperformed;it ’sthatthroughtheirtotalmobilization,
through their re-sourcing of the world, those systems have successively 
captured,removedand/orexhaustedtheverypossibilityofalternativeroutes
tofulfillment.Putmoreplainly:tofindpotablewater,howfarwouldonehave
to walk from the center of, say, London, Lisbon, or Lagos, if there were failures 
inthevariousinfrastructuralmedia(suchasawatercompany’sdistribution
network;retailsupplychainsforbottledwater)throughwhichitissupplied?
Theremaining“natural”flowsofwater—thosewhichhavenotbeenabstracted
away to aridity, re-imagined as sewers, or polluted in less intentional ways—
havelongsincebeenpavedover.AsDavidWills(2021,80–82)hasobserved,
whilethereareevidentlyprofounddifferencesbetweenthewomenwater
carriersofKenya’sChigapeopleandtheinfrastructuresthroughwhichweof
the Global North are accustomed to drinking from, they are both just as much 
a matter of prosthesis: extensions of and integrations into the body of the 
(collectivized)humansubjectthatmakepossibleitsactionin(andupon)the
world.

This is the second and more general sense in which the metasystem is a 
cyborg prosthesis. The water distribution network and the container ship are 
farmoretechnologicallycomplexthantheChigawomen’spansatoptheir
heads,farlessglamorousthantheartificiallimbsandcyberdecksofscience
fictionmovieprotagonists—buttheyareallprostheses:duplexsociotechnical
mediaofcontrolandmanipulationbetweenbodiesandtheworld(whichlatter
category very much includes, by way of systemic abstraction and the self-
same mechanism of capture through habituation, other bodies).Thesesystems
long ago ceased to be discrete in any meaningful sense: no water delivery net-
workcanfunctionwithoutanelectricgridtopoweritspumps;noelectricgrid
can function without the telecom systems of monitoring and management 
requiredtobalancegenerationanddemand;notelecomsystemcanoperate
without electricity, nor without the physical presence of human operators in 
particular places at particular times, to which they likely drive themselves in 
vehicles powered by fuels extracted far away on roads maintained and man-
agedbymorehumans,usingmoreelectricityandtelecoms.Allofthis(andso
muchmore)isnowthoroughlyinterpenetratedbythesub-metasystemknown
(withevergreateraccuracy,andeverlesscomprehension)as“theinternet,”
the thickest international ganglia of which—as if in tribute to their colonial 
antecedents—map with uncanny accuracy to the international shipping lanes 
established centuries earlier, a pattern shaped as much by rates of cost and 
profitaspatternsoftideandweather(Khalili2020,25–27).

The reason for my addressing a universalizing humanistic “we” in this work 
should now be understandable, though likely not agreeable: the subject of 
themetasystemicprosthesisisthehuman,unwittingly(andoftenunwillingly)
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collectivizedbytheinterdependencyofinfrastructuralextension.AsIhave
arguedelsewhere(Raven2017),theelaborationofinfrastructurehasformed
human communities not into collectives of individual cyborgs, but rather 
intocyborgcollectivities;globalization,anemergentlogicoftheinfrastruc-
tural paradigm, has in turn cyber-collectivized those cyborg collectives. 
There is no longer any Outside to the metasystemic address-space, with the 
last remaining pockets of exception reduced to the role of sources or sinks 
throughthelabelof“naturalcapital”…andifcapital’smostzealousservants
get their way, Mars and outer space will be next to play host to what David 
Harveyhasdubbedthe“spatialfix”(Herod2019).

Assuch,nohumanisOutsideeither:notthepoorestofsubaltern
proletarians, not the wealthiest investor-class technocrat. This is not to claim 
thattheexperienceofmetasystemicsubjectivityisuniversal—farfromit!An
intenselysituatedsenseofthespecificis,Ibelieve,partofwhatmakesthis
thoughtposthumanist.ButasIhaveshown,thegeneralcaseiseffectively
universal: as such, the metasystem represents the apogee of the humanist 
project, the universalization of humans as mere nodes in the metasystemic 
market,theworld-as-warehouse.ThisistheultimatetriumphoftheEnlight-
enment worldview, and its terrible bear-trap tragedy: a universal subjectivity, 
a subjective universality. The paradox is the point: the simultaneity of pros-
thetic dependency and puissance is the source of our paralysis in the face 
of the most comprehensively-apprehended threat to human futurity ever 
known—andthe“vastmachine”thatproducesthatknowledge(Edwards2013)
is the same machine that produces the threat.

I thus decline to reserve either victimhood or blame to any group or identity: 
forweareallvictims,albeittoverydifferentdegrees,andweareallcom-
plicit,likewisetodifferentdegrees.Thecontainerizationofsubjectivities
is an extension of the logic of the metasystem itself: even with the best of 
intentions, the restatement of the hierarchies prevailing therein serves only to 
sustainthem.Atrueanalysisofthevastdifferencesinsubjectiveexperience
of metasystemicity—an understanding which is prerequisite to any attempt to 
change the paradigm—must start in recognition of the universalizing imper-
ativeofthecollectiveprosthesis;otherwise,wewillcontinuetoargueamong
ourselves, like the proverbial persons attempting to identify an elephant in a 
dark room.

The Way Out Is Through: Unpack(ag)ing the Present
Forus,then,caughtlikefishinanetofourowncreation,thereisnolonger
a meaningful distinction between this metasystemic metabolism and “the 
world.” Indeed, there never was—for as I have argued elsewhere, infra-
structure, through its prestidigitatory magic, through its theft of the mantle 
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of the enchantment which once belonged to the world, has become the veil 
behindwhichthefeminizedworld’sravagedvoluptuousnessiscoquettishly
concealedandmadeseductive(Raven2019).Infrastructureisthegenerator,
theverymaterialreificationandmedium,ofthesocial/naturaldichotomy:
it is that which separates—or, rather, it is that which makes imaginable the 
separation of—the urban from the rural, the cultural from the natural, the “in 
here” from the “out there,” even as it materially links them in an ever-more 
intimate,dependent,andabusiverelationship.Andwhilewerightlyassociate
theascendanttriumphofthatdichotomywiththeeraofhumanistEnlight-
enment(anditsRomanticistcounter-melody,whichechoesoninourenviron-
mentalisms;Garforth2018),itsoriginsliefarfurtherbackintheformationof
theearliestgrainstates(Scott2017;Otter,Chapter3ofthisvolume),when—
amongothersociotechnicalinnovations—thefirstlogisticalanddistributive
infrastructures were constructed to enable the capture and storage of 
primitivelyaccumulatedproduction;thefirstinklingsofHeidegger’sstanding
reserve,ifyouwill.Byinterveninginthelandscapeswhereweelectedtolive
amoresedentarylifestyle,soastoimprovetheefficiencyofthepractices
thereby adopted, we quite literally bound ourselves to those locations, even 
asweestablished—fortheprivilegedfew—aseemingfreedomfrom(andlord-
shipover)them.

Furthermore, this total cyborg metabolism results in the environmental 
incursions and destructions that liberate new toxins, new exploitations, new 
pathogens…newviruses.Infrastructurenotonlymobilizesandamplifies
thesehazards,itistheir(meta)medium,thevectorofanewandunwanted
mode of transmission, transportation. It would be excessively reductive to say 
“COVID-19wasaninfrastructuralpandemic”—butitwouldnotbeafalsehood;
indeed,asJamesC.Scott(2017)pointsout,itcouldbearguedthatallourviral
symbionts are just as reliant on our infrastructures as we are.

So, where are we? We are embedded in optimality, and increasingly feeling 
thepressuretooptimizeourselves.Aresourceleftunexploitedisasinagainst
capital;moneyleftbytheroadside.Themetabolicmobilizationissototal
thatevenitsflawsandslippagesareopportunitiestobetakenadvantageof:
it seems there is no crisis in its own metabolism that capital cannot turn to 
profit,whichpromptstheparanoiacsuppositionthatitengineerssuchcrises
forprofit’sownsake.

Throughourtotalcyborgianhabituation,throughthecyborgificationofthe
GaiawemeetinLatour’s(re)readingofLovelockandMargulis—thatGaia
who is neither whole nor totality, and of whom we are not parts, but rather 
one species of autonomous agents linked together with countless others, in 
networksofunevenlydistributeddensityofconnection(Latour2017,75–110)—
we are trapped. The logistical metasystem is the container of containers of 
containers—“thecontentofamediumisalwaysanothermedium”(McLuhan
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2010,8)—anditisalsoourcontainer,theevertedInsideforwhosesakethe
everted Outside has been so diminished and polluted that it leaks back in 
regardless, all our desperate keepings-in and keepings-out collapsing into one 
another,Naturepushedawaybeyondtheedgeoftownandenclosed(literally,
politically,andeconomically)until—whereonceCulturewassurroundedby
Nature—now dwindling pockets of Nature are ever-more encroached upon 
byCulture’ssprawluntil,suddenly,thereisnothingbuttheexternal(ized),
nothing but the sinks into which we have tossed all that we declined to 
account for, scribbled all over by the inextricable jumble of networks and 
systems in which we are collectively encased, like some hazardous-environ-
mentsuitwhichhasbecomeourobligatorydailyoutfit:themetasystem
through which the desirable is brought near and the undesirable sent out of 
sight, out of mind. 

Itisthisincreasingimpossibilityofsustainingthefictionofthenature/culture
dichotomy—theubiquitouscontradictorypresenceofitsreificationininfra-
structure, a web coextensive with the world in which we are just as trapped 
astheworlditself,orperhapsevenmoreso—whichfiguresGaia’sreturn,the
animatednessoftheworldnolongerrefutablebyeventhescienceswhichfirst
advancedthatdenialastheirfoundationalprinciple(Latour2017).Logistics
mediates between the human and its “environment,” but in so doing makes it 
horriblyclearthattheirseparationwasalwaysnotional,aneconomicfiction:
the metasystem is the social/natural dichotomy made concrete, quite literally. To 
turnitoff,ortohaveitcollapsecompletely,wouldbeapocalyptic;tosustain
it as it stands—or, rather, as it no longer stands—likewise, only perhaps more 
slowly.

I have no answers, no solutions, and I distrust the certainty in anyone who 
claimstohavethem.ButifwestaywithLatouralittlelonger,hereatthe
end of this piece, and heed his observation that it is precisely our relation to 
apocalypse—to revelation—that is the problem, then perhaps by turning our 
attentiontotheself-effacingspectacleofplasticandcardboardandrefrig-
erated metal and branding and barcodes, and by highlighting the paradox 
of the absent presence of packaging, we can begin to see the container into 
whichwehavesealedourselves,beginto“makethethreatartificiallyvisible”
(Latour2017,218).For—justliketheshippingcontainer,whichIhavemadeto
serve as its synecdoche—packaging and containment serve to take us out 
oftheflowoftime,topositionusonthefarsideofasecularrapture,inthe
heaven promised to those Moderns who made a counter-god of Nature: amid 
the frantic, wasteful gushing-forth and plastic-wrapped plenitude of the meta-
system, we believe ourselves—falsely—to have passed the end times. 

To behold the ubiquity of packaging, then—to see the container as the 
corpuscle that mobilizes the no-longer-standing reserve—might be one way 
to remind ourselves that we have not passed the end times, but are in fact 
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obliged—nay, necessitated—to inhabit an inescapable, eternal, and ongoing 
end-without-end. That is not a comfortable ontology… but the discomfort 
is the consequence of our having optimized for comfort on a planet where 
comfortisafiniteresource.Outsideourontologicalcontainerliestime,decay,
finitude…butalsolife,renewal,replenishment.Dareweopenthedoorfrom
within?

I would like to thank the editors of this volume for their generous invitation to contribute, 
and for their commendable patience in shepherding the resulting text to completion; it is a 
far better work as a result, though I suspect its theoretical position is no more palatable! This 
chapter was largely written while the author undertook a Marie Skłodowska-Curie Postdoctoral 
Fellowship at Lund University (grant agreement No. 895807), but the theoretical work herein is 
unconnected to the research conducted during that fellowship, being rooted instead in themes 
and thoughts first developed during my doctoral research. 

References

Alcott,Blake.2005.“Jevons’Paradox.”Ecological Economics54,no.1:9–21.https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.ecolecon.2005.03.020/.

Bhattarai,Abha.2021.“FewerBoots,MoreSlippers:HowaShortageofShippingCon-
tainers Is Changing What Shows up on Shelves.” Washington Post,November18.
AccessedonNovember30,2023.https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2021/11/18/
shipping-container-shortage-retail/.

Dodson,Jago.2017.“TheGlobalInfrastructureTurnandUrbanPractice.”Urban Policy and 
Research35,no.1:87–92.https://doi.org//10.1080/08111146.2017.1284036.

Edwards,PaulN.2013.A Vast Machine: Computer Models, Climate Data, and the Politics of Global 
Warming.Cambridge,MA:MITPress.

Garforth,Lisa.2018.Green Utopias: Environmental Hope before and after Nature. Cambridge, UK: 
Malden.

Heidegger,Martin.1977.The Question Concerning Technology, and Other Essays.NewYork:
Garland Pub.

———.2009.Poetry, Language, Thought.NewYork:PerennialClassics.
Hellström,Daniel,andMazenSaghir.2007.“PackagingandLogisticsInteractionsinRetail

Supply Chains.” Packaging Technology and Science20,no.3:197–216.https://doi.org/10.1002/
pts.754.

Herod,Andrew.2019.“SpatialFix.”InThe Wiley Blackwell Encyclopedia of Urban and Regional 
Studies,editedbyAnthonyM.Orum,1–2.Chichester:Wiley.https://doi.org/10.1002/ 
9781118568446.eurs0309.

Investopedia.2020.“EconomicEfficiencyDefinitionandExamples.”February18.Accessed
November30,2023.https://www.investopedia.com/terms/e/economic_efficiency.asp.

Kaminska,Izabella.2012.“FreightRatesGoNegative.”Financial Times,February6.Accessed
November30,2023.https://www.ft.com/content/731b0184-db74-351d-9c90-074800755305.

Khalili,Laleh.2020.Sinews of War and Trade: Shipping and Capitalism in the Arabian Peninsula. 
London: Verso.

Langford,David.2016.“StasisField.”SFE: The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction.February26.
AccessedNovember30,2023.https://sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/stasis_field.

Latour,Bruno.2017.Facing Gaia: Eight Lectures on the New Climatic Regime. Cambridge, UK: 
Polity.

Marx,Karl.2012.Grundrisse: Foundations of the Critique of Political Economy (Rough Draft). Trans-
lated by Martin Nicolaus. London: Penguin Classics.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2021/11/18/shipping-container-shortage-retail/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2021/11/18/shipping-container-shortage-retail/
https://doi.org//10.1080/08111146.2017.1284036
https://doi.org/10.1002/pts.754
https://doi.org/10.1002/pts.754
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118568446.eurs0309
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118568446.eurs0309
https://www.investopedia.com/terms/e/economic_efficiency.asp
https://www.ft.com/content/731b0184-db74-351d-9c90-074800755305
https://sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/stasis_field
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2005.03.020


Paradoxical Containment 107

McLuhan,Marshall.2010.Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man. Reprint from Routledge 
Classics. London: Routledge.

OxfordEnglishDictionary.n.d.“Efficient,Adj.andn.”AccessedMarch23,2022.https://www.
oed.com/view/Entry/59742.

Raven,PaulGraham.2017.“(Re)NarratingtheSocietalCyborg:ADefinitionofInfrastructure,
an Interrogation of Integration.” People, Place and Policy Online11,no.1:51–64.https://doi.
org/10.3351/ppp.2017.7663283698.

———.2019.“’HowDoestheRabbitEndupintheHat?’Transhumanism,Prestidigitation,and
Infrastructure.” Youtube,57:04.March24,2022.AccessedNovember30,2023.https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=XcyMKlcq6qk.

Scott,JamesC.2017.Against the Grain: A Deep History of the Earliest States.YaleAgrarianStudies
Series.NewHavenandLondon:YaleUniversityPress.

Sofia,Zoë.2000.“ContainerTechnologies.”Hypatia15,no.2:181–201.[Chapter1,thisvolume]
Sorrell,Steve.2009.“Jevons’ParadoxRevisited:TheEvidenceforBackfirefromImproved

EnergyEfficiency.”Energy Policy37,no.4:1456–69.https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2008.12.003.
Star,SusanLeigh.1999.“TheEthnographyofInfrastructure.”American Behavioral Scientist43,

no.3:377–91.https://doi.org/10.1177/00027649921955326.
Tsing,AnnaLowenhaupt.2015.The Mushroom at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in 

Capitalist Ruins. Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Twede,Diana.1992.“TheProcessofLogisticalPackagingInnovation.”Journal of Business 

Logistics13,no.1:69–94.
Twede,Diana,RobertH.Clarke,andJillA.Tait.2000.“PackagingPostponement:AGlobal

Packaging Strategy.” Packaging Technology and Science13,no.3:105–15.https://doi.
org/10.1002/1099-1522(200005)13:3<105::AID-PTS503>3.0.CO;2-9/.

Wills,David.2021.Prosthesis. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/59742
https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/59742
https://doi.org/10.3351/ppp.2017.7663283698
https://doi.org/10.3351/ppp.2017.7663283698
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XcyMKlcq6qk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XcyMKlcq6qk
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2008.12.003
https://doi.org/10.1177/00027649921955326
https://doi.org/10.1002/1099-1522(200005)13:3<105::AID-PTS503>3.0.CO;2-9
https://doi.org/10.1002/1099-1522(200005)13:3<105::AID-PTS503>3.0.CO;2-9
https://doi.org/10.1002/1099-1522(200005)13:3<105::AID-PTS503>3.0.CO;2-9


  FEMINISM  

  INFRASTRUCTURE  

  GENDERED IMAGINARIES  

  WITCHCRAFT  

  MEDIA  



[ 6 ]

Haunted by the Future Eve: 
Witchy Infrastructures and 
the Broken Machine 

Hannah Schmedes

  INFRASTRUCTURE  

  WITCHCRAFT  

When	French	author	Auguste	Villiers	de	l’Isle-Adam	
began	writing	his	novel	L’Ève Future	about	a	fictional	
Thomas Edison assembling a female android, the 
real	Thomas	Edison	was	developing	the	idea	to	build	
a Phonographic Doll. By examining the temporal 
collision	of	these	two	creations	from	the	late	
nineteenth century, the text delves into the gendered 
imaginaries of the feminine as subservient and 
defective.	The	speculative	analysis	juxtaposes	the	
feminized material composition of the android Hadaly 
with	the	historical	context	of	Edison’s	dolls,	both	of	
which	are	viewed	as	“Container	Infrastructures.”	It	
aims to shed light on infrastructures and their semi-
otic-discursive	connection	to	gender,	revealing	how	
witchy	qualities	continue	to	influence	contemporary	
perceptions and representations of technology. 
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The machine world reciprocates man’s love by 

expediting his wishes and desires, namely, in pro-

viding him with wealth.  

Marshall McLuhan 

 

These technologies reproduce something like the 

“environment mother” who works unobtrusively 

to ensure “smooth functioning” and continued 

supply to the infant whose bodily states and 

feelings she regulates. 

Zoë Sofia

Soon after becoming known as the “Wizard of Menlo Park” and receiving 
recognitionforhisinventionofthephonograph,ThomasAlvaEdison
embarked on a new invention. He set himself the challenge to search for a way 
of incarnating, of creating a physical presence to accompany the phonograph, 
whichcouldmagicallytransmitandstorespeechwithoutthespeaker’sbody
beingpresent.Itwasthenthatherealizedhisvisionofthe“EdisonPhono-
graphDolls”:anthropomorphizedtoysdressedlikelittlewomen.Aphono-
graph could be inserted via the back of the dolls, while sound was able to get 
outviaaperforatedchest.In1878,whenEdisondevelopedtheideatobuild
atalkingdoll,theFrenchauthorAugusteVilliersdel’Isle-Adambeganwriting
his novel L’Ève FutureinwhichhesketchesafictionalizedEdisonassembling
anidealfemaleandroidforhisheartbrokenfriendLordEwald.Thereason
forEwald’slovesicknessisAliciaClary,hisfiancée,whosebanalcharacter
doesn’tmatchherbeautifulphysicalappearance.Hedescribesherasan
animatedreplicaofthe“VenusVictorious”(Villiersdel’IsleAdam2001[1886],
40)withwhomhecan’tshareadecentconversation.Edison—asluckwould
have it—is currently working on an android, which he then reassembles, 
adjusts,andphoto-sculptssothatitwouldlookandspeaklikeAlicia,“while
disposingoftheinteriorselfthathispatronfindssodistasteful”(Fren2009,
235).Accordingly,theandroidisnamed“Hadaly,”whichthenoveltranslates
fromthesupposedlyIranianterm“ideal”(Villiersdel’IsleAdam2001,76).1 
Hadaly is however not only a technical machine moved by hydraulics, she also 
comes with a soul. Sowana, a spiritual presence, inhabits the mechanics so 
that the android behaves and speaks like a living being. To realize this spirited 
machine,Edisonemploysoccultpracticestotransfertheastralbodyof
SowanafromhisassistantAnnieAndersontotheandroid(208–14).However,
theconditionforthistransferisthatAnnieiskeptinahypnoticstate,lyingin

1 In Farsi, “ideal” is translated to: آرمان [ārmān].Phoneticallyclosestto“Hadaly”isthe
Arabicwordخيالي[xa'ja:li:]thattranslatesto“imaginary.”
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Edison’sstudio.WhenEwaldmeetsHadalyheisamazedandfrightened,even-
tuallyovercominghisfearsasEdisontrickshimintoconfusingtheandroidfor
hisfleshyfiancéeAlicia(194).EwaldandHadalythensetsailforScotland,but
unfortunately,afirecausestheshiptosink.Hadaly,travelinginher“coffinof
black ebony,” with “an interior of black satin which exactly modeled a fem-
inineform”(204),cannotbesavedanddrownsintheocean.Becauseoftheir
spiritualconnection,Annie,stilllyinginEdison’sstudio,diestoo(217).

Iftheauthorofthisplot,Villiersdel’IsleAdam,knewofEdison’sPhonograph
Dollsorifthetwomenmetinrealliferemainsidlespeculation(Petersen
2006,6).Ratherthansearchingforevidenceoftheiracquaintance,Ifoundthis
temporal collision exhibits a recurring gendered pattern in the representation 
oftechnology(Dees2010,3–14).Inthefollowing,IconsiderL’Ève Future not 
only as a historical witness “analyzing the fears, taboos, and desires of a 
dyingage”(Burton2013),butmoreoverasanillustrativestartingpointforan
investigation of the gendered imaginaries of container technologies as infra-
structures with attention to their feminized “witchy” characteristics. 

The tradition of media studies and feminist theory in which I situate myself 
oftenworkswithtransversalmotives,figures,andimaginariesthatallow
for other, yet anachronic perspectives which challenge canonical Western 
historiographiesalongwiththeirbiases.Askingthereader’sforgivenessfor
my obliviousness to the history of the late nineteenth century, I prioritize a 
perspective of gender media studies that questions how gender becomes 
intelligible under and via media technological conditions, i.e., how it can be 
articulatedandread(Seier2007).Morespecifically,thistextdealswiththe
recurring motif that infrastructural technologies associated with supply, 
care,andmaintenancework,suchaswaterpipes(Sofoulis2017),thebottle
(SchwartzCowan1983),andthetelephone(Rakow1992)aremetaphorically
aligned with feminized organs in the body.

Influencedbythewide-rangingworkoffeministscholarsontechnology(De
Lauretis1987;Wajcman1991;Sharma2017),Iarguethataddressingcorrelating
imaginaries of container infrastructures can reveal preconceptions of gender 
and show how hetero-patriarchal power dynamics are materialized by means 
of the seemingly neutral imaginaries of those “systems without which con-
temporarysocietiescannotfunction”(Edwards2003,187).Theterm“con-
tainerinfrastructures,”borrowedfromDanielaAgostinhoandNannaBonde
Thylstrup,descendsfromZoëSofia’s“containertechnologies”(2000;Chapter
1)withitsanalysesoftheneglectofgenderedtechnologiesintegratedinthe
processes of supply and care. My approach is deeply indebted to this reading 
of “gendered infrastructural imaginaries” that attend to “entanglements of 
gender[and]informationinfrastructures”(AgostinhoandThylstrup2019,746).
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In my analysis of L’Ève FutureandEdison’sPhonographDolls,Iwillemploy
the concept of container infrastructures as a fundamental framework. This 
concept highlights the historical bias that associates containers—serving 
as technologies for holding and storing—with the female-designated womb 
andtechnologiesofsupplytoperformmaternalfunctions.Additionally,it
embracesSofia’sperspective,viewinginfrastructuresasnetworkedcon-
tainer technologies facilitating the extraction, storage, and distribution of 
resources(Chapter1,35).Followingthis,Iarguethatdeconstructinginfra-
structural imaginaries can reveal prevailing narratives and metaphors of 
gender and technology. In order to do so, I will examine the construction of 
Hadaly as an infrastructural arrangement, characterized by a multi-relational 
structureenablingmovementandcirculation.AsIdelveintothecomponents
ofHadaly’scharacter,IwillrevisitthehistoryoftheEdisonPhonographDolls
throughthelensofa“FeminismfortheBrokenMachine”(Sharma2020),high-
lighting the metaphorical connections between dysfunction and feminized 
storagedevices.WhatwillbecomeapparentbothintheanalysisofHadaly’s
components and in the reception of the Phonograph Dolls is their special con-
nection to the imaginary of witches. With the retrieval of the voice recordings 
oftheEdisonPhonographDollsin2015,Iwillexplorehowthesedollsecho
the historical intertwining of witchcraft with infrastructural technologies 
(Slaughter2020).Thisresonateswithprevailinggenderedassociationspresent
in both modern and contemporary imaginaries of infrastructures like elec-
tricity, characterized as inherently feminine or linked to feminine qualities 
(Shanken2017).ThisinvestigationbuildsonthefindingsthatAllegraFryxell
hasanalyzedinrelationtothehistoricallyevolvedimaginariesofAI-driven
systems, namely that "[t]here is a surprising continuity in the idealization of 
artificialwomenforpurposesofutility,pleasure,andsocialbenefitacrossthe
twentiethandtwenty-firstcenturies.AIdevicesandapplicationstodayreveal
similarlygenderedfeaturesthatreflectanidealizedwhitefemininity”(2021,
49–50).Illuminatingtheenduringpresenceofgenderbiasesandentangled
relationships between technology, infrastructure, and the imaginary, I pro-
posethattheEdisonPhonographDollscarrythespectralpresenceofHadaly.

A Pool of Desire 
Hadalymightseemapassivefigure.Sheisputtogether,sheisconstructed
anddesigned,sheisinhabitedbyAnnie’ssoul,hermovementsandspeech
controlledthroughthedefaultsettingbyEdison.Assuch,Hadalynotonlyjoins
rankswithEdison’sPhonographDolls,butalsowithherliterarypredecessors,
famouslyPygmalion’sstatueinOvid’sMetamorphoses (2004),orHoffmann’s
Olimpia in Der Sandmann(2001).Whattheseliteraryfeminizedmachinesshare
is their male inventor and master who gains independence from the womb 
andtherefore“masteryovernature”(1984,257).Inthisrespect,theycouldbe
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termed “extensions of man” in a patriarchal axis of power, not only because 
thesefiguresoriginatedinfictionwrittenbymen,butbecausemale-coded
desire is inscribed into their character.2 

WhileVilliersdel’Isle-Adam’snovelgenerallyportraysmaledesireasimper-
ative and men as dominant characters, femaleness is depicted as subordinate 
andcontained.ThenovelexemplifiesthisthroughEdison’scharacter,who
asserts the thesis that women are lower beings, rather belonging to the 
kingdom of animals and plants. He substantiates this assertion with the story 
ofhisacquaintanceAnderson,whowasbeguiledintoaloveaffairbythe
dancerEvelynHabalandwhoeventuallydied.EvelynisdescribedbyEdisonas
awitch;amoney-madfraudwhochangedherappearanceinordertoseduce
andbringrighteousmentoruin.Thus,accordingtoEdison,Evelynfooled
Andersonbymeansofwitchcraft,namelyinalteringherappearance,her
“naturallook,”byshapingherbodythrough“devicesofseduction”(Villiersde
l’IsleAdam2001,111–12).Theseinclude:herlipstick,“mattedhairandfaded
ribbons,”bluepencils,carminebrushes,corsetrods,fingernails,stilettoheels,
andamirrorwithwhichthedancercouldstudy“the‘values’ofherphys-
iognomy”(121).Inspiredbythewitch’sseductivedevices,Edisonsuggeststhat
iftheseartificesarethebestpartofwomen,whynotmanufacturetheperfect
illusionyourself?EdisonthusintegratesEvelyn’sbelongingsandbodyparts
into the body of Hadaly.

Annie,thewidowoftheenchantedAnderson,isnowEdison’sassistant.She
is herself inhabited by the spirit of Sowana, hypnotized, and by that “taken 
outofservice”whileherbodyisstoredinEdison’sstudio,madetoserveas
thespiritualengineoftheandroidHadaly.Alicia,whosetsthepatternforthe
invention of Hadaly, is inhabited by her mother in the shape of an envie, “a vis-
ibleimprintofamother’sunsatisfieddesire”(Huet1993,223)bywhichEdison
explains her resemblance to the Venus Victorious. The disparity between “the 
bodyandsoulofMissAlicia”thatsotroublesEwaldmakeshimpronetothink
that “this woman had somehow strayed by accident into this body, which 
doesnotbelongtoheratall”(Villiersdel’IsleAdam2001,31).Accordingly,
bothAnnieandAliciaareequatedwithHadaly,astheirbodiesaredescribed
merely as habitable receptacles for haunting souls. The fact that all the female 

2 IsummonMcLuhan’scanonicaldictumfromUnderstanding Media: The Extensions of Man, 
because in it he conveniently states that “man becomes, as it were, the sex organs of 
the machine world, as the bee of the plant world, enabling it to fecundate and to evolve 
evernewforms.Themachineworldreciprocatesman’slovebyexpeditinghiswishes
anddesires,namely,inprovidinghimwithwealth”(1994[1964],46).Preciselybecause
the machine world is framed by an extension of Man and his mind,italsoreflectsand
extends his desire. In her introduction to Re-Understanding Media: Feminist Extensions of 
Marshall McLuhan, Sarah Sharma frames the preceding quote with the observation that 
“McLuhanpositsaconceptionofwomanaspureinformation,likethelightbulb”(2022,
16).Withthereferencetothelightbulb,wecomefullcircletothenon-fictionalperson
ThomasEdison,whopatentedhislightbulbin1880.
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characters are represented as haunted and mechanical containers also then 
allowspropertiestobetransferredfromonetotheother.Thus,Edisonphoto-
sculptsAlicia’sanesthetizedbodytoimposeherappearanceandmovements
onto Hadaly.

Itbecomesclearthattoconstructthisartificialwomanistoreproducethose
features deemed desirable and omit those properties framed as uncom-
fortable or dangerous. In order to fabricate this service machine, the female 
charactershavetobecome“‘rawmaterial,’whichmustbeshapedand
processedbytechnologicalmeanstosatisfyhumanends”(Edwards2003,
189).Inaddition,toconstructtheinfrastructurethatanimatesHadalyisto
simultaneously construct the female characters as defective dolls. 

[Figure1]AdiagramofthecomponentsofHadaly,sketchedbyZoëSofoulis,supplementedby

H.S.(Source:ZoëSofoulis,emailsenttoauthor,July7,2022).
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While reviewing this text, Zoë sketched a diagram showing the composition 
ofHadaly(Fig.1).ItvisualizesthatHadaly’sproperfunctioningreliesona
networkedinfrastructureofdifferentagents,objects,anddatasets,namely:
“acombinationofvariousexquisitesubstances”(Villiersdel’IsleAdam2001,
60),hydraulics,phonographs,thespiritualmotorofSowana,thehypnotized
bodyofAnnie,voicerecordingsofAlicia,electricity,andhencethelaboratory.
HadalyisfilledwithEvelyn’switchyseductivedevicesandSowana’smagical
currentschanneledbyEdison.Hadaly’sconstructionrevealstheconditions
of this explicitly male creation: female characters have to be detained and 
immobilized, they are depicted as dysfunctional “natural material” from 
which the desired properties can be extracted to technologically create an 
artificialbeing.Thus,thefemalecharacterssurfaceonlyintheircontaining
qualities, as spare part depots from which favored parts can be used and 
unwanted ones can be left behind. Hadaly mirrors this when she says: “Like a 
truewoman,Iwillbeforyouonlyasyoudesireme”(199).3Framedasnature’s
broken machines, the female characters are disassembled to create and 
channel Hadaly. In this regard, Hadaly is a literary imaginary that sits within a 
feminized matrix of media technologies and the “misogynistic formulation of 
womenastechnologicaltools”(Sharma2020,173).4

The story nevertheless lacks a detailed explanation of the mechanisms 
enablingallcomponentstofunctiontogether.Thisvoid,Iargue,isfilled
by the feminized infrastructure brought to life through witchy artifacts. 
Hadaly’scomponentsaredescribedmeticulously,butthemeansoftheir
motion are only vaguely attributed to Sowana, embodying the mystical 
mechanics of feminized infrastructure. This echoes a historical pattern of 
feminized magic intertwining with infrastructural technologies,5personified
as powerful yet menacing witches.6 What strikes me is that from an infra-
structural lens, the narrative of L’Ève Future becomes a depiction of assembled 

3 ThisstatementremindsmeofAndreaLongChu’sprovocativetheoryinFemales that 
femaleness is to be seen as a universal existential condition in which the self is sac-
rificedtomakewayforthedesiresofanother(2019).

4 Strengers and Kennedy argue that feminized voice assistants share similarities with 
Hadaly, being controlled, programmed, and compliant, embodying an idealized 
representationofwomen.BorrowingatermfromJulieWosk,theyrefertothesevoice
assistantsas“facsimilefemales,”especiallyinregardstoFritzLang’sMetropolis, in which 
acopyofMariais“burnedatthestakelikeawitch”(2021,153).

5 IntheGlobalNorth,andespeciallyinEurope,scientificknowledgeandmagiccoincided
inastrangewayinthenineteenthcentury.Therevolutionaryscientificdiscoveriesmade
around1900pointedtotheexistenceofpreviouslyunknown,invisibleenergies.These
technical innovations seemed to allow a glimpse into a hidden, not to say occult, sphere 
thatemergedparalleltoafeminizationofmediaandmedialabor(Asendorf1989,147;
Hirschfeld-Kroen2021;Leeker2008).

6 SuchasinOliverWendellHolmes’s1890poem“TheBroomstickTrain,ortheReturn
of the Witches.” In this poem, “electricity that powers trolley cars [is represented] as 
an‘evil-mindedwitch’who‘willdoamischiefifshecan’,butwhosefemininemagic
ultimatelysuccumbstothemasculineauthorityoftheswitchman”(Galvan2010,176).
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magical components and resources animating the android. Due to this rather 
extensive account, Hadaly is not only presented as a reassembled gynoid 
but also as a witchy, service-providing container infrastructure.7 This trope 
becomes even more intriguing when considered in parallel with the story of 
theEdisonPhonographDolls.

Holding	Voices
TheEdisonPhonographDolls,soldfromApriltoMay1890only,wereapproxi-
mately55centimeterstall,weighedabouttwokilograms,hadporcelainheads
and wooden limbs. The torso was made of perforated tin, behind which was 
aminiaturizedphonograph(Fig.2).Thephonographcontainedwaxrolls
whoserecordingsurfacecouldreproduceamaximumof20secondsofsound.
Amongtherhymescarvedintothewaxsurfacewere“MaryHadaLittleLamb,”
“Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star,” and “There was a Little Girl and She Had a Little 

7 Onthequestionofserviceandintimacy,IwouldliketopointtoAnneKüper’sdis-
sertationandresearchprojectinBochumwhich,basedonthehistoryofthecomputer
programELIZA,dealswiththequestionofhowgenderedchatbotsrelatetorecalibrating
concepts of intimacy.

[Figure2]ThemanufactureofEdison’sPhonographDollsonthecoverofScientific American, 

1890(Source:WikimediaCommons).
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Curl.” These nursery rhymes could be elicited from the doll using a hand crank 
ontheback(Dawson2015;Feaster2015).

MainlymanufacturedatEdison’sfactoryinWestOrange,NewJersey,thefirst
experiments with doll prototypes took place in Menlo Park, where the plot 
of L’Ève Futureisalsoset.Inthisearlystageofdevelopment,Edisonhimself
would lend his voice to the dolls, which according to a reporter from New 
York News(1888),hada“comical”and“grotesque”effectsincethedollswere
fashioned as little white women, with long hair, in chemises or Victorian-style 
dresses(Fig.3).Whenproductionbegan,peoplewerehiredtolendtheir
voices to the dolls.

Some of the recorded rhymes on the phonograph cylinders are digitized and 
available online.8 However it is not documented who exactly these voices 
belongedto.Anarticlefrom1888onlymentions“twoyoungladies…who
werecontinuallytalkingtothetinyspeakingmachines”(MorningNews1888).
Patrick Feaster found that the girls hired for voice recording might have been 
“supervisedbya‘ladywhowouldassistthegirlsintheirvoiceculture’”(2015),

8 TherecordingsareavailableonthewebpageoftheNationalParkService(2015).

[Figure3]FrontviewofEdisonPhonographDollindress(Source:USNationalParkService,

credit:JoanandRobinRolfs).



118 Containment

butnothingisdocumentedabouttheirnames,age,orbackground.Anarticle
in the Scientific AmericanfromApril26,1890simplystatesthata“largenumber
of these girls are continually doing this work” and that “each one has a stall 
toherself”(IdahoNews1890,3).Anotherarticleclaimsthattherewere18
girls at the factory, while “only six can work at a time. The other twelve relieve 
themwhentheyaretired”(FortWorthGazette1890,11).Feasteralsofound
that“atransparentfictionwasmaintained”(2015)thatthedollswereinstead
taught to speak for themselves. Children made inquiries about the dolls to the 
“EdisonPhonographToyManufacturingCompany”towhichthecompany’s
secretaryAlfredOrdTaterepliedthat“Mr.Edisonhassomedollsthatare
learningtotalk”(Feaster2015).Anotherpromotionalmythclaimedthattheir
language teacher was a governess: 

Aseachdollreachestheproperageitisturnedovertoagoverness….
Knowing the great imitative power of little folks, she is particular to 
modulate her voice to just the pitch which she wishes theirs to assume. 
The doll pupils are required to repeat her words until every accent and 
inflectionissatisfactory.Thedollshavesuchwonderfulmemoriesthat
not only do they repeat their lessons with accuracy, but they even “hold 
thevoice.”(NewYorkTimes1889,13)

Just this capacity of the Phonograph Dolls to contain, store, and hold the 
voicesoftheunidentifiedgirlsworkingatEdison’sfactorymadeitpossible
todigitallycapturetherecordingsin2015.This“resurrectionwasaccom-
plishedbyanolessgenderedtechnology:IRENE(Image,Reconstruct,Erase
Noise,Etc.),anopticalscanningsystemanddigitalmediumfortheséancingof
fragile,analog-inscribedvoices”(Flaig2018,4),asPaulFlaigwritesinhisarticle
on feminist media archaeology. 

TheparallelsbetweenEdison’sPhonographDolls,alsonamed“Dollphones,”
andthefictionalcharacterofHadalyarestrikinglyobvious.Inthecaseof
Villiersdel’Isle-Adam’snovel,AliciaClarylendshervoicetobeinscribedin
the golden phonographs of Hadaly. 9Andjustasthegynoid’sfamiliarfaçade
coversitsinfrastructuralcomposition,sotheDollphone’sshellcontainsthe
speechlaborofunidentifiedgirls.Ultimately,asFlaigstates,“sowouldEdison
relegate his female employees to invisibility and anonymity in favor of a time-
lessbachelor-machinehecouldclaimtohaveengendered”(20).Thesame
couldbesaidaboutthefictionalizedEdison,whostatesthat“warmth,motion,
andenergyarediffusedthroughthebodyofHadaly,viaaninterlacednetwork
ofcomplexwires,exactimitationsofournerves,arteriesandveins”(Villiers
del’IsleAdam2001,130),withholdingthefundamentalroleofthefemale
characters providing animating force and soul.

9 Onthistopic,StrengersandSofoulis’scontributioninChapter11ofthisvolumeinves-
tigates stereotypical tropes of women and housewives that feminized voice assistants 
are designed with.
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AnotherparallelbetweenthegynoidandtheDollphonesisfoundintheir
dysfunction. The Dollphones were only sold for a couple of months, since they 
were not only expensive and often defective, but also received wary coverage 
from the press. “One reporter in Washington, D. C. wrote a scathing review 
undertheheadline:‘DOLLSTHATTALK.TheyWouldBeMoreEntertainingif
YouCouldUnderstandWhatTheySay’”(Feaster2015).A.J.Millardnotedthat
mostofthedollswhichweresoldfailedtoworkproperly.Outof200dolls
sold,188werereturned,becausetheywere“outoforderanduseless”(1987,
IV–16).Thephonographmechanism,especiallythewaxcylinder,causedmany
of the operating problems because the “fragile needle assembly would not 
stayinthefinegrooveofthewaxrecord”(IV–15)and“shavingsfromthewax
cylinderfellontothemachineandgummeduptheworks”(IV–16).Theunder-
lying issue was the inability of the machinery to “absorb the shocks of trans-
portation,”whichtherefore“oftenbrokedownafterbeingshipped”(IV–16).

The malfunctioning dolls not only reveal the technological limitations of 
nineteenth-centuryengineering,butalsoreflectthesocietalexpectations
and biases associated with gender. The fragility of the dolls, coupled with 
their inability to function properly, as well as their witchy quality of storing 
voices, mirror the broader gendered dimension of container infrastructures. 
Theirflawsandlimitationsserveasatangiblemanifestationofthebiasesand
expectationsengrainedwithintechnologyitself.Assuch,theDollphonesfall
withinthescopeofSarahSharma’sconceptofBrokenMachineFeminism,
that“account[s]forthedifferentialexperienceofbeingpositionedwithinand
determined by patriarchy, of being understood as a technology that does 
notworkproperly”(2020,172).Whatitpointstoinparticularisthegendered
attribution of disorder and dysfunction, leading to a deeper understanding of 
the gendered dimensions inherent in container infrastructures.

The Wax Is the Message
Flaig suggests one might “hear ideal Hadaly in the monstrous phonographic 
dollsproducedbyEdisonandlaterresurrectedbynewmedia”(Flaig2018,15).
Inthislastsection,IwillbuilduponthisspeculativeideaofHadaly’sinter-
temporal echo being channeled through the dolls. When the recordings 
weremadeaudiblein2015,theywerecharacterizedas“creepy”(Starr2015;
Ohlheiser2015),“ghostly”(Cowen2015),a“soundtracktoyournightmares”
(Ulaby2015),and“witch-like”(Feaster2015).Thisinvocationofthewitch
especially stuck with me.

Asafigure,thewitchisitselfdefinedbyher“in-between-ness.”Thesimilar
labels “hag” or the German “Hexe” refer to her radical position as a mediator. 
Various explanations are entwined around its etymology. One traces it back 
to the Old High German hagzusa, which is composed of the elements haga 
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for hedge or fence and probably either tysja for fairy or crippled woman or 
tusul forghost(Harper2023;DWDSn.d.).Oftenreferredtoashedgeriders,
thesetermscapturethewitch’sstatusasafiguredwellingintheborderlands,
neitherfullywildnorconfinedtothedomesticsphere.Witchestransgress
not only spatial boundaries but also temporal and gender boundaries. They 
embody the capacity to exist beyond conventional temporal constraints, living 
preternaturally long or enchanting themselves to appear younger, much like 
Evelyninthenovel.Furthermore,thefigureofthewitchbearsthepossibility
ofblurringbinarygenderlines.AsSilviaFedericiargues,beingaccusedof
witchcraftinearlymodernEuropewenthandinhandwithbeinggender
non-conformingorrefusingthesexualdivisionoflabor(2014).Eludinganydef-
initionoftheirbodies,witchesremainfiguresthatareconstantlymovingon
the threshold, intangible. 

Althoughtheirappearanceisexaggeratedasgirlishthroughconventionally
gendered fashion, styling, and high-pitched voices, the Dollphones are neither 
girls,norwomen;noraretheyhuman.Theyexistintheintermediarysphere
ofspaceandtime.Ascontainertechnologiestheyhold,store,andtransmit
the acoustic uncanniness of the voices of bodies that presumably are no more. 
This“undeadqualityofthevoice”(Flaig2018,21)isaccompaniedbytheir
capacityas“storagetechnologiesforotherspacesandexperiences”(Chapter
1,28),bridgingsoundacrossdifferentspaces.

Whentheywerefirstdeliveredtotheirbuyers,theDollphonesarrivedas
damaged objects, as broken machines “refusing to talk for their new owners” 
(Millard1987,IV–15).Intheircase,itwaspreciselythephonographwithitsnee-
dleandwaxcylindersthatcausedthedysfunction.Asastickymaterialthat
can be plastically molded and carved, wax was originally thought to be more 
durable than the tinfoil cylinders which had been used previously. In the case 
of the talking doll, however, it would cause the machine to “lose her voice” 
(WichitaDailyEagle1888,10)and“getoutoforderinsidesomehow”(Morning
CallSanFrancisco1892,2).Insteadoffulfillingtheirassignedrole,somedolls
remained silent. Thought of as passive containers providing entertainment for 
children, the dysfunctional dolls were refusing to carry out what was desired 
of them. 

ThewaxcylindersinEdison’sPhonographDollsaremateriallyinscribedwith
thevoicerecordingoftheunidentifiedgirlsinhisfactory(Fig.4)—a“female
noise”(Power2009)thatoverwhelmsthewaxrolls.FollowingWolfgang
Ernst’sinsightthat“waxisanessentialmedium,because…itprovidesaloose
couplingofelements,onwhichatightcoupling(form)canbeimpressedasin/
formation”(2016,65),theDolls’phonographsarepreciselyinscribedwithan
exaggerated girliness. The more I listen to the phonographic memory of the 
dolls,themoreIrecognizeinitacompositionofwhatAlexQuichohascalled
the“totalgirl”(2023)—thatis,thegirlasaspecifictechnologyofsubjectivity
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that embodies desire, attraction, and tactical passivity. Reducing women to 
thestatusofdoll-likemachines,asVilliersdeL’Isle-Adamdidinhisnovel,
createsanaffinitybetweenwomenandtechnologythatisalsoinvokedin
thefigurationofthegirlonline,whostandsina“matrilinealgenealogyof
female media workers spanning the networks of the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, from telegraph and telephone operators to typewriters and 
computers”(Flaig2018,8).

JustasthefemalefiguresinVilliersdel’IsleAdam’snovelarebroughtto
Edison’slaboratoryassparepartdepots,thevoicesoftheunidentified
girlsaretransferredtoatechnologicalcontainer:thedoll.Andalthough
this mediating labor was performed more than a hundred years ago, their 
agencyresurfacesin2015,whentheirartifactualvoicesenunciatewitch-like
recitations. The continuity that lies within the undead quality of their voice 
is one of feminized labor paralleled by and metaphorically connected to 
technological infrastructures. The witch-like qualities ascribed to the inherent 
complexities and hidden mechanisms of infrastructural technologies set the 
stageforthisattributionofuncanninesstotheEdisonPhonographDolls.
With their enigmatic voices echoing from the past, they became a mani-
festation of the blurred boundaries between technology, magic, and the 
gendered imaginaries ingrained within container technologies. This interplay 
between the witchy characteristics of Hadaly, the associations of feminized 

[Figure4]Microscopicviewofthenurseryrhyme“Twinkle,Twinkle,LittleStar,”carvedintothe

waxsurfaceofanEdisonPhonographDollcylinder(source:NationalParkServicecollection,

EDIS1263).
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infrastructurewithmagic,andthereceptionoftheEdisonPhonographDolls
in2015paintavividtableauofhownarrativesofwitchcraftandthefem-
inine have permeated the realm of container infrastructures. It serves as one 
example of the enduring presence of gender biases and the oppressive yet 
potentaffinitybetweenthefeminineasasymboliccategoryandtechnology.

DonnaHarawaypointedouthowhelpfulsciencefictiontextscanbeinde-
and re-constructing imaginaries and narratives, precisely because they are 
populated with beings like cyborgs that defy and challenge dualistic assign-
ments(2016,10–13).Hadalyisoneofthosecyborgsfromearlysciencefiction,
who indicates patterns of material-discursive entanglements of infrastructure 
andfeminizationthatareotherwisedifficulttopindown.InrevisitingL’Ève 
FutureandthehistoryofEdison’sPhonographDollsfromacontemporaryper-
spective, I put forward a story about Hadaly as a broken machine: a story of 
anandroidbecoming,likeHaraway’sCyborg,“exceedinglyunfaithfultotheir
origins”(10),andhauntinginfrastructuralsettingswithgenderedmetaphors
ofdysfunctionsandbreakdowns.Hadaly’sstoryexemplifiestheenduring
allure of the gendered qualities woven into understandings and experiences 
of infrastructural technology, and they sound creepy. 

I would like to express my thanks to Zoë and Jakob Claus. This text has benefited enormously 
from their repeated feedback and criticism. For her support, generosity and advice, I remain 
grateful to Marie-Luise.
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		HIGH-RISE	LIVING	 	

This	chapter	looks	to	the	high-rise	apartment	dwelling	
as	a	container	technology	with	aspirations	toward	
an existenzminimum of	spatial	design.	If	the	COVID-19	
pandemic has demonstrated anything architectural, it 
is	that	the	traditional	tenets	of	modern	architecture—
space	(measured	in	square	meters	of	floor	area),	light,	
fresh	air,	views,	a	kitchen,	a	bathtub—are	resources	
that are far from equally distributed, and not all 
citizens can avail themselves of the spatial infra-
structures	of	the	city.	In	this	essay,	we	look	to	the	
architecture	of	financial	and	deregulatory	exuberance	
that is expressed in high-rise residential apartment 
schemes	in	Melbourne,	Australia	from	2010	onwards	
and	in	the	aftermath	of	the	tenure	of	Victorian	
Planning	Minister	Matthew	Guy.	A	feminist	meditation	
on density leads us to consider these apartments as 
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container	technologies	with	“choratic”	capacities.	
The containment of life in the high-rise apartment is, 
we	argue,	organized	according	to	the	infrastructural	
rhythms of containment and supply, expressed in 
intimate,	co-constitutive	relations	brokered	between	
formations	of	subjectivity	and	spatial	design.	It	is	also	
present in the regulatory structures that “permit” 
these	towers	to	rise	upwards.	Addressing	technologies	
of containment understood as both planning pipelines 
and the material manifestation of the high-rise 
apartment	itself,	we	ask:	What	kind	of	container	sub-
jectivities	are	right	now	in	the	midst	of	emerging,	in	
this	newly-minted,	high-density	architectural	environ-
ment and its typological fundament, the skyscraper?

The	Other	Pink	Tower
“I’mhere!I’minthelobby.”

“Ican’tseeyou…”

“Inthelobby.Nearthelifts.There’sacurvedbench?Nexttothecurved
wall?It ’sprettyuterineinhere,withallthesecurves.Areyouonyourway
down?”

“No,I’mhere.Inthelobby.Canyouseethereceptionist?Nexttoher.”

“Icanseeareceptiondesk,butnoone’sthere.Orthere’ssomeone
standingnexttoit,butIthinkhe’sselling‘internet’topeople.American.
Should I talk to him? Does he have the key?”

“Ithinkyou’reinthewrongbuilding.”

“I’minthepinktoweronA’Beckettstreet.DesignedbyElenbergFraser.I
looked it up.”

“I’msoconfused.Iamtoo.Inapinktower.OnA’BeckettStreet.Elenberg
Fraser. Wait. The receptionist is saying something. … There are two pink 
towers.You’reinthewrongpinkElenbergFrasertower.Youneedtowalk
backacrossElizabethStreet.50meters.Canyouseeit?Theotherpink
tower.”
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AndsowefinallyarriveatAvantTower,60A’BeckettStreet,inMelbourne’s
CentralBusinessDistrict(CBD),amulti-residentialtower,wherewe’llbe
stayingfortwonights.AvantwasdesignedbyMelbourne-basedarchitecture
firmElenbergFraser,afirmopenedbynow-divorcedcelebrityarchitectcouple
ZahavaElenbergandCallumFraser,somewhatinfamousonaccountofa
façadefirethatbrokeoutonNovember24,2014atanotheroftheirhigh-
rise residential projects, the Lacrosse tower in the Melbourne Docklands 
(Bleby2019).Thecourtcasefollowingthefiredeterminedthatpartialfault
resides with the architects, sending small shock waves through the architec-
turalfraternity(Cheng2019).CallumFraser’sdefense,whenaskedabout
thespecificationoftheflammablepanelcladding,wasthatthearchitect’s
focushadbeenonthecolorpalette,notonthefireratingandqualityofthe
material itself. This had been left, purportedly, to the builder and the devel-
oper.Theemphasisonwhatmightbeseenasthesuperficialchoiceofcolor
overknowledgeofamaterial’squalitieseffectivelydiminishesthepresumed
expertise of the architect as a professional. 

Weareonthe37thfloor,withavistadownSwanstonStreettowardtheShrine
ofRemembrance.TheairoutsideshimmersinthefullsunofanAustralian
autumn, and the residential towers cluster collegially. The ground is a great 
distanceaway.Insidetheapartmentwhatfirstoverwhelmsthesensesisa
distinct smell of nicotine, covered ineptly by vanilla scent sticks. This olfactory 
combination immediately recalls the scent of a cheap motel room, under-
scoringAirbnb’sfailuretoperformthesenseof“home”thatitmarketsasits
unique selling point. There is a small sky garden, a miniature enclosure that 
is not quite a balcony, not quite a room, which houses a stool and looks to be 
where all of that smoking would have been enjoyed. This sky garden lends the 
secondbedroomitsfilteredlight.It ’scoldintheapartment;thewall-mounted
reverse system air-conditioners do not work. The apartment, its south-facing 
wallglazedfloortoceiling,offersbutawafer-thinveneertotheexternal
environment. This is the southern hemisphere, and a southern aspect means 
no direct sunlight can enter the shallows of the apartment. Despite the blue 
skies, winter is closing in. The mechanical ventilation system produces a low, 
persistent hum. Hardly a well-tempered environment, but an environmental 
capsule to be taken seriously nonetheless, especially once it sinks in that this 
capsule, a seemingly self-contained cell, is multiplied across the city in the 
tens of thousands. It is this multiplication of such container technologies in the 
shape of hermetically-sealed apartment units that concerns us in this essay, 
whereouraimistocriticallydiscusshowinterioraffectscombinewithurban
planning politics toward the production of container subjectivities, and what 
this might mean for the future of cities.

IntheAvantTowerwecanstudyhigh-risearchitectureata1:1scale.We
situateourselvesheretoundertakeadiscussionusingtheformatofa12-hour
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conversationwithcolleaguesandfriends.Thisisthefirstsuchtestofaper-
formative research format we are exploring, and we have invited a series of 
architects, planners, and researchers to join us, either in person or digitally, 
to discuss the peculiarities of the Melbourne situation. Over the course of 
a day and an evening, our invited guests walk us through the genesis of 
the Melbourne high-rise as a typology and its explosive multiplication as a 
real estate product. Neither an inhabitation nor an appropriation, our brief 
“stay”followstherulesofanAirbnbcontract:wecanpickupthekeysfrom
reception, we are welcome to use the swimming pool and health club on the 
podium level, we are not to have parties, we are to tidy up before we leave. 
The“host,”ortheirrepresentative,isatourdisposaltoattendtoanyissues(at
one point, they leave a couple of small electrical heaters at the reception for 
us,inresponsetothebroken-downair-conditioner),and,crucially,theyare
anxious to avoid a bad review. 

The apartment lacks any signs of long-term occupation: the wardrobes 
andcupboardsareallempty,andthecoffee-tablebooksinthelivingroom
are revealed to be empty cardboard boxes, wrapped in fake covers. The 
temporarynatureofthis“home,”andtheartificeofitsstyling,arewell-
suited to the use we wish to put it to. Far from the procedural precision of 
ethnographicfieldworkwithinarchitecture,withitscommitmentto“deep
hangingout”(Mack2017),insteadweareinterestedinsurfaceimpressions:
forthecoming48hours,thisspacewillbeusedtogathervoices,sensations,

[Figure1]Viewfrombedroom,AvantTower,60A’BeckettStreet,Melbourne,May20,2021 

(Photograph:HelenRunting).
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and photographs to build a montage that can form the basis for a theoretical 
inquiry into technologies of containment and supply, container technologies 
and their associated subjectivities in formation. The question that we seek to 
address is simple: what kind of container subjectivities are right now in the 
midst of emerging, in this newly-minted, high-density architectural environ-
ment and its typological fundament, the skyscraper?

The Planning Pipeline
The high-rise apartment dwelling and its collective form, the high-rise, now so 
impressively populating the Melbourne skyline, cannot be discussed without 
reference to the facilitative planning milieu that enabled its emergence. 
The planning system is a space of gestation, whereby proposals for built 
structures and land-use changes are put in a holding pattern while they 
areshapedtofitstatutoryandstrategicrequirementsandconsideredfor
approval.Followingaperiodofupto18monthsinthiswomb-likecontainer
technology—theplanningoffice,thesuiteofdocuments,themeetings,thered
tape, the extant planning regulations, the relevant acts, even the minister of 
planning’sapproval—plansarereleasedintotheworldtotakeontheiragreed
material form. 

InVictoria,thisprocessisguidedbythePlanningandEnvironmentAct
(hereinreferredtoas“theAct”),andstatutoryplanningdecisions(thatis,
decisions to approve or deny applications to construct buildings or change a 
landuse)aregenerallytakenatthelocallevelofthemunicipality,inlinewith
therequirementsoftheAct.TheActalsospecifiesaseriesof“triggers”that
allows applicants to bypass the usual regulatory chain of command, which 
normally sees decisions taken by committees of elected local politicians or by 
planners who exercise “delegated” decision-making power. In such cases, the 
usual gestation period can be expedited: such incursions into the usual order 
ofthings,alittlelikeacaesareansection,instigateadifferentkindof“birth”
for a building by ejecting it from the sphere of municipal planning policy and 
the purview of elected local politicians. Two triggers that distribute power 
inthiswayareappealstotheVictorianCivilandAdministrativeTribunal(an
expertpanelthatcanoverturngovernmentdecisions)and“largebuildings
over25,000squaremetersinfloorarea”(whichcanbepersonallyapprovedby
theVictorianministerforplanning).Suchtriggerseffectivelycuttheplanner
out of the picture as midwife, replacing her with experts or, as happened time 
andtimeagainduringtheMatthewGuyyearsbetween2014–18,theminister
himself.

Inthedecadespanning1999–2010,theplanningportfoliohadbeenpassed
aroundlikeanAustralianRules(AFL)football—ithadbeenheldbyministers
includingJohnThwaites(1999–2002),MaryDelahunty(2002–05),andRob



132 Containment

Hulls(2005–06),untilitfinallylandedinthehandsofstarAFLplayerJustin
Madden,a206-cm-tallruckmanfortheCarltonFootballCluband,asfatehas
it, a registered architect and Labor Party politician. Madden was a vocal critic 
ofsuburbansprawl,andhistimeasminister(2006–10)coincidedwithaperiod
of rapid change in Melbourne. The capital of the State of Victoria, Melbourne 
(thesettler-colonialnameforNaarm)wasbuiltontheuncededlandsofthe
WurundjeriWoiWurrungandtheYaluk-utWeelamBoonWurrungoftheKulin
Nation and occupied by the sovereign-colonial State of Victoria, and sub-
sequentlythefederatednationstateofAustralia,fromthelateeighteenth
centuryonwards.ItwasinMelbourne’sCBDthatthischangebegantogo
vertical,andthetowersbegantorise,punctuatingtheflatindustrialland
southoftheYarraRiverandmarkingouttheedgesoftheHoddleGrid,the
streetpatternthatdefinestheolderpartoftheCBDthatliesnorthofthe
river.In2010,whentheconservativeLiberalPartytookcontrolofVictoria
throughtheelectionoftheBaillieugovernment,MatthewGuywasappointed
minister for planning.

Matthew Guy is remarkable in that at the outset of his tenure he took no time 
inmobilizingministerialpowerstoapprovedevelopmentsover25,000square
meters. When news hit that the new minister had a soft spot for the approval 
stamp, savvy developers “upsized” to make sure their applications landed 
onthedeskof“Mr.Skyscraper”(Dobbin2013).Towerfeverhadhit.Thecity
entered a period of accelerated morphological and typological mutation that 
resulted in a vertical explosion of built form that changed the face of the city 
forever. Changes were taking place, we argue, not only on the surface of things 
for the purpose of rebranded Melbourne skyline postcards, but within the 
multiplying designed living interiors now available for habitation in the center 
ofthecity,theCBDitself.

Evenwheninderegulatoryoverdrive,urbandevelopmentisarelatively
slow business. Triggers can be used to expedite planning permission, but 
largeprojectsalsorequireextensivefinancingandownershipstructuresto
befinalized,laborpowertobecontracted,infrastructureliketallcranesto
be procured, and enormous amounts of raw materials and prefabricated 
components to be purchased and transported to a site before construction 
commences.Writingin2014,thefinalyearofGuy’stenure,andjustbefore
theDanielAndrewsLaborgovernmentwontheelection,urbandesignerAndy
Fergus provided a brief overview of the consequences of the Matthew Guy 
years.In“Melbourne:ACityforCowboys,”Fergusexplainstohisaudience
that to understand the future implications of the development boom of the 
previous decade requires “appreciation of the pipeline of projects currently 
approved, commenced, or nearing completion that have not been adequately 
assessedforquality,socialfunctionorurbancontribution”(2015,120).Fergus
runsoffaseriesofstatisticsinordertobuildhisargument:theaverage



High-Rise Living in Central Melbourne 133

periodoftenancyfora1-bedroomrentalis13months;inGuy’sfirstyear,
afour-square-blockzoneoftheCBDwasapprovedforredevelopmentby
meansof7,800apartments“almostentirelycomposedof1–2bedrooms—the
majority of which are single aspect, and with at least one bedroom in-board 
withoutaccesstofreshairornaturallight”(120).Withaplanner’shorror
Fergusdescribestheapprovalof2,000apartmentsinasingleday(dubbed
“SuperTuesday”),commentingthat“noneofthesetowerscompliedwiththe
directions of the City of Melbourne, whose focus is primarily on public realm, 
theenvironment,andcityform”(121).

Fergus’sanalysisisusefulforusbecauseitintroducesthefirstoftwo
“technologies of containment and supply” that we wish to address in this inter-
rogation of the Melbourne high-rise: the planning pipeline. When read through 
thelensofferedbyphilosopherZoëSofia’sconceptof“containertechnologies”
(2000;Chapter1),thesubjectofthepresentvolume,theplanningpipeline
formsahighly“unobtrusive”spacewhichensuresthesupplyofaveryspecific
social good, namely “permission”—the democratically-sanctioned approval 
that opens up the possibility to exploit land and resources for the purposes of 
creating an urban environment. Planning permission might be unobtrusive, 
but it is far from immaterial: it is branded onto documents and physically 
inked across a set of architectural drawings. “Imagine a rubber stamp,” we 
mightpose,“thisstampis‘performative’inthesensethatthesymbolsit
inscribes on pieces of paper do things. It is magic, giving line drawings of 
buildingspermissiontobecomereal”(Runting,Matz,andSjögrim2021,14).

The planning system—the space of the process of assessment that is applied 
to unbuilt architecture in advance of its materialization—is “gestational” in 
its character. In this, it can be likened to chora, the “mythical bridge” that, as 
ElizabethGroszexplains,PlatoinvokesintheTimaeus to describe the space 
“betweentheintelligibleandthesensible,mindandbody”(1995,112),being
and becoming, thereby constructing a dualism that has long troubled fem-
inistthinkers,includingGrosz(1995)andLuceIrigaray(1984).Chora’sprimary
quality is its lack of qualities—“its function is a neutral, traceless production 
that leaves no trace of its contributions, and thus allows the product to speak 
indirectlyofitscreatorwithoutneedforacknowledgingitsincubator”(Grosz
1995,115)—andtakingthisphilosophicaldefinition,comparisonscanbemade
to the planning process. In the complex processes that guide the materi-
alization of the built environment, planning is often addressed as a period 
oftime,anintervalthatmustbetraversed.The18monthsthatitcantaketo
assessalargeproject(andherearchitectsanddevelopersmaybeinagree-
ment)isacostlyholdingpattern.Whiletheprocessisrarelythoughtofasa
creativespace,letaloneanecessaryperiodofincubation,thisiseffectively
howitoperates,renderingpossible,asweargue,thefinal,materializedform
and the lives who will be concurrently formed as container subjectivities. 



134 Containment

When the planning minister himself decides to bypass this choratic process, 
with its layers of democratic legitimacy, and take matters—and the approval 
stamp—into his own hands, the skyscrapers that come out the other side 
might, from a planning perspective, be understood to be premature, for they 
have been deprived of the nurturing development time that they might other-
wisehavebeenaffordedwhilenecessarilyunderthepurviewofateamof
municipal planners.

What “expediting” the planning process achieved in the case of the so-called 
Guy years was a glut of projects in the “planning pipeline,” a swollen sluicegate 
located on the other side of the approvals process, but not yet fully within 
thebuiltenvironment.Thepipelinewasadifferentkindofholdingpattern
than that of the planning system: fed by Guy, it was the space in which these 
pseudo-fictionaltowerswaitedwhilsttheywerecarefullyconnectedtoglobal
logisticsandsupplychains,andtofinancialsystemsandlocallabormarkets.
On the other side of the pipeline, when these tens of thousands of apart-
ments were eventually built, they had been poorly “socialized”: the resulting 
high-risesdidn’talwaysplaywellwithothers,andtheirextractiveattitude
to resources had not been curbed by municipal green building regulations. 
Withoutgettingtoknowtheircityfirst,theyenteredit,eachaninfantgiant
who “ruthlessly exploits this seemingly personless entity [the mother] whom 
it only gradually comes to know in a relationship of mutual love and concern” 
(Chapter1,22).

Life	in	the	Shallows
Fromthevantagepointofthe37thfloorofaresidentialhigh-risetower,small
bubble-worlds can be glimpsed here and there in nearby towers. When viewed 
from a distance, the inhabitants of the surrounding towers perform their 
dailyritualsasthoughonaproliferationofsmallscreens.Acomparisontothe
interface of video-conferencing software that has become ubiquitous during 
theCOVID-19pandemicisautomatic.Lifeintheshallowsissun-drenchedand
ondisplay.Butwhatproteanformsoflifecanbeobservedunfoldingthere?
What do we see? In the tower across the way, facing north into the sun, a 
woman,oritcouldbeayoungman,isdoingsunsalutations;theirlithelimbs
cycle through the yoga poses of a vinyasaflow:downward-facingdog,three-
legged downward-facing dog, low lunge, high lunge, a twist that opens up to 
a backbend, warrior three, a small handstand, chair pose, plank, Chaturanga 
Dandasana, up-dog, downward-facing dog. Their transitions are graceful. The 
pandemic is still present to mind for so many, and in the coming weeks further 
lockdownswillbeimposed,andsoourvistaisfilledwithmoreliveactionthan
it might otherwise be.
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At12:30p.m.theliftcorecranksintoaction,withamachinicwhirandhumof
bodiesascendinganddescending.It ’stimeforlunch.Insidethelifts,amor-
phousfigureshidebeneathfluffy“bunnyrabbit”dressinggowns,wearing
comfortablesilkandflannelettepajamapants.Weseethisoutfitonseveral
differentpeople.Bunnyearsattachedtohoods.Tailssewnontodressing
gowns.Plushfauxfur.Softpinks.Polkadots.Outside,theUberEatsdelivery
driverspullupontheirbikes,andoneaftertheother“theBunnies”exitto
collect their food, and just as quickly return to the lift, retreating to the com-
forts of their high-rise cells.

Beyondthesteelframeandtheelevatorrequiredtobuildtheskyscraper,
ReynerBanhamnotes“agaggleofotherdevices,suchaselectriclightingand
the telephone were equally necessary in order for business to proceed at all” 
andforthistypologytobenecessary;tothislist,thearchitecturalhistorian
addsflushingtoiletsandthermalandventilationsystems,“withoutwhich
suchtowerblockswouldbeuninhabitable”(1969,72).Whenaddressingthe
Melbourne high-rise, particularly in the context of a pandemic present, there 
are many other devices that must be added to this list of technologies that 
makethecontainerinhabitable:thesmartphone,thescreen(beitintheform
ofawidescreenTV,projector,ortabletinbed),Netflixandotherstreaming
platforms,UberEatsandotherdeliveryservices,andtherestaurantkitchens
that such services connect to. In the spatially constrained interiors of a con-
temporary high-rise, these infrastructures distribute the functions of the 
home beyond the envelope of the building, without requiring the inhabitant 
toexititsmembrane.Anotherrhythmofcontainmentandsupplyisthus
expressedthroughinfrastructuralsystems(Frichot2021).

[Figure2]Bedroomwithoccupant,Lighthouse,442ElizabethStreet,Melbourne,March21,2022

(photograph:HelenRunting).
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Theseflowsplacepressureononespaceinparticular:theportionofthefoot-
pathadjacenttothelobby.Beyondthesharedentertainingpatios,swimming
and spa decks, or co-working spaces, it is this outer zone of the lobby that 
becomes the real point of social connection between the building and the city 
outside.ItistothelobbyandthenthefootpaththattheBunniesdrift,topick
uptheirlunch.Inthis,thehigh-riseofferstheperfectconditionsfor“no-set
sci-fi”(Runting2020),simulatingconditionsofquarantined(andquarantinable)
self-sufficiency—howeverunlikeaspaceship,thisself-sufficiencyisflimsy
andsuperficial:itisonlyensuredbyvirtueofitscyberneticintegrationwith
external supply chains. Necessary boundary conditions emerge where the 
interior must meet the exterior, and these contradictions are revealed.

Anditishere,inthisliminalspace,thattheBunny-nessoftheresidentsthat
we observed that autumn day—the idiosyncrasy of dressing in animal-themed 
pajamasandfluffyslippersinthebrightAustralianmiddaysun—revealed
something striking: in the system that is formed by the skyscraper and its 
network,thehigh-riseapartmentdwellerisafigurewhoneverreallyhasto
go “outside” because they bring the inside into the interior with them, trans-
portingitstactile,pastelsoftness;theyhave,inthishabit,becomecreatures
of comfort. 

In his canonical account of the history of environmental control, The 
Architecture of the Well-Tempered Environment,Banhamtracesthegenesisof
modern notions of comfort to the domestic interiors of Frank Lloyd Wright and 
his “Californian Contemporaries,” to whom he attributes the popularization of 
a design idiom predicated on tactile surfaces, acoustic quietness, controlled 
temperatures,andintimatelighting.Banhamdescribesthisidiomasinverting
the relation between inside and outside in order to privilege interior environ-
mentalcontrolover“thepackageitself”(1969,95).Whenthislogicisscaled
uptotheAvantTower,whichfillstheentireextentoftheenvelopethatthe
planningministergaveitwithhisrubberstamponJuly11,2012,1 the exterior 
stillexists:itswhitestructuralribsoperatetoarticulatethis“infantgiant.”Yet
comfortheretakesonaslightlydifferentrole:itformsaportable,affective,
andatmosphericblanketthattakestheedgeoffthesheerdensityofMel-
bourne’shigh-risetowers.

Inthis,theaffectivecomfortblanketdoesnotconcealtheincredibleden-
sitiesofthehigh-risetowersbutde-escalatestheiraffectivepunch.Whilst
there is a strong risk that, in the comfortingly plush silence of the busy 
lobby, de-escalation leads to de-politicization, the space of the footpath 

1 Applicationnumber2010026164,for“Demolitionandconstructionofamixed-use
multi-storeytowercomprisingaccommodation(residentialapartmentsandserviced
apartments)andgroundfloorretailpremises(otherthanadultsexbookshop,depart-
mentstore,hotel,supermarketandtavern)”at58–64A’BeckettStreet,Melbourne,was
approvedbyPlanningMinisterGuy,astheresponsibleauthority,onJuly11,2011.
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suggests a moment of exchange that contains a more utopian potential. The 
Bunnies,whenviewedthroughanotherlens,couldinfactofferusafigure
of, if not post-human, then at least a norm-critical subjectivity in formation, 
and perhaps even a revolutionary potential that deviates radically from 
establishedAustralianidealsofthesuburbanhomeanditsnuclearfamily
inhabitants. AsDoloresHaydenpowerfullyarguesinThe Grand Domestic 
Revolution, the retreat to the suburbs presents a distinct regression in terms 
of the emancipation of women and how their collective labor might be better 
shared out by rethinking the distribution of those places of reproductive 
activity, the laundry, the kitchen, the place where children play and are 
caredfor(Hayden1981).Thesuburbsmultiplythesefunctionsad nauseum, 
separating one family unit out from the next, requiring women to be isolated 
in their domestic environs, forgetting the promise of the density of the city as 
a possibility for collective life at closer, more intimate quarters. The suburbs, 
quite simply, support services and safe, stable, conservative political habits, 
discouraging neighborly socializing of the kind that might achieve the political 
actionofwomenunited(23;209).

A	Womb	with	a	View
“What can one do in a space that does not allow the body to move?” we asked 
in a previous essay, where we introduced the soft contours of “the Pastel Cell” 
(FrichotandRunting2020,188).Itisthestudioandsingle-bedroomdwelling
that most acutely lays out the cellular possibilities of the bare minimum of 
high-riseapartmentlife,a“wombwithaview”(Chapter1,26),butaviewto
what kinds of vistas? Peter Sloterdijk calls the apartment dwelling one of the 
most“successfularchitecturalinnovationsofthe20thcentury”(2016,529).
Asymptomofmodern,mediatizedsociety,thestudioorone-roomapart-
mentrendersvividamaterialtendencytowardcellformation(529).Thecell
increasingly depends, as we have so explicitly witnessed during the current 
pandemic, on the screen that is embedded into it, including access to data, 
mediaplug-ins,streamingTV.Adubiousliberationisachievedbywayofthe
media captivation of solitary individuals in communication with themselves. 
Sloterdijk compares the apartment with the cell, understood both as a bio-
logical cell and as a typology associated with the monastic cell. The “ego-
spheric”(544)inhabitantoftheapartmentcellisdescribedasbeingco-iso-
lated from its neighbor, producing an “architectural and topological analogue 
ofmodernindividualism”(531).Cellularbubblesclusteringreateragglom-
erations as forms with “socio-morphological implications already observed in 
thenineteenthcentury”accordingtoSloterdijk(539).

Rather than a cell per se, Lieven De Cauter instead refers to the capsule, 
genderingitcautiouslymasculine,andrenderingit“inorganic,fixed,closed”
as distinct from “permeated, breathing, breeding,” qualities he allocates to the 
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feminine(2004,77).Hecallsoursacontemporarycapsularcivilization,withan
emphasis on the capsule being that keeps the subject in captivity, a constraint 
withthepresumedbenefitofshuttingoutthehostile,externalenviron-
ment(77).Atthesametime,thecapsuleitselfbecomesanenvironment,a
milieu,inDeCauter’saccount.WhereSloterdijkdrylyalludestotheillusion
of autonomy of the cell inhabitant, who is rather co-isolated than an island 
untothemselves,DeCauterspeaksmoreurgentlyoftheindividual’scapture
andmediatizedcaptivationandfinallyhomesinondoomprophecies.Inboth
cases,whetherfollowingSloterdijk’sorDeCauter’saccount,thecomfortsof
maternal provision and a distinctly feminist point of view on cell living are lost 
or else, yet again, the masculine position is given preeminence: “architecture is 
both means andmidst,itisthetruemilieuofman”(DeCauter2004,77).

The containment that is the home, even the one-bedroom apartment, pre-
paresusforallourdeparturesandreturns.ItiswhatZoëSofia(afterDon
Ihde)describesasa“sheltertechnology”(Chapter1,27),payingattention
tothehomeasa“facilitatingenvironment”(22),andacknowledgingitas
a maternal support, the reproductive labor and recuperative space that is 
the home: “The organism cannot be considered apart from the habitat that 
housesit”(21).Intheclosingobservationsofheressaydedicatedtocontainer
technologies,Sofiatasksuswithasimpleactofobservation.Wearetolook
aroundourdomesticenvironmentandreclassifyeverythingwefindthere
according to elaborate and entangled systems of containment and supply. 
Acknowledgethebackground,acknowledgethecontext,or,assheenjoinsus,
citingGregoryBateson,reflectonthatbasicunitofsurvival,“organismplus
environment”(21).Withoutcontainment,nocapacitytosecuresupply,without
supply,nocontainment.Thisisthedesignedlivingenvironment’sgreatinfra-
structural rhythm. 

It must be hastily added that this infrastructural rhythm privileges some, 
and disadvantages others, crossing species boundaries, manifesting as a 
technologically-augmentedworldsystemwenowcalltheAnthropocene,or
perhaps more aptly, the Capitalocene. Containment and supply service the 
promise(toooftenbroken)ofthefacilitativeenvironmentsofthehomeatthe
scale of a body politic. To punctuate this possibility there is the spluttering 
sound of breakdown and disrepair, then the trickle as the supply slows down, 
something we are vividly witnessing at the time of writing as supply chains 
slow down and interest rates zag upwards amidst the disruptions of the pan-
demic and its aftermath.

The breaking down of systems of distribution and redistribution suggests 
afailureofbothimaginationandpolitics.AsJudithButlerremarks,without
access to the public good of infrastructures, from the street to the home, “if 
the infrastructural conditions for politics are themselves decimated, so too are 
theassembliesthatdependonthem”(Butler2016,13).And,asEmmaPower
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and Kathleen Mee have powerfully argued, housing can be conceived as an 
infrastructure of care, and infrastructure can be reconceptualized beyond the 
staticobjects,publicgoods,andcapitalworksthatcomposeitsforms;instead,
infrastructurecanberefiguredas“dynamicpatternsthatarethefoundation
ofsocialorganization”(2020,485).Simply,thedynamicrhythmofinfra-
structure includes both the shelter technology of the home as that space of 
recuperation and recovery from daily exhaustions, as well as that milieu that 
fostersthecapacitytoventureforthwithpoliticaldemands.Aswehavepre-
viously argued, we are all in need of “a refuge from time to time, but beyond 
ourself-reflectiverepose,beyondthenuclearfamily,andbeyondthe‘com-
munity’oftheurbanvilla,acityawaitsus”(RuntingandFrichot2020,188).The
nuclear family, as De Cauter points out, is a “capsular institution,” fearful and 
therefore closing out the unsafe and uncontrollable territories that surround 
it. What this fear overlooks is that shelter technologies extend beyond the 
human, relying on an environmental support system, a background that 
recedes right up until the moment it looms forward in order to speak back, 
intruding on our assumed daily coziness, rousing us out of our comforts, upon 
which we nonetheless depend.

In closing, we thread these four themes together: First, the “planning pipeline” 
of the Guy years demonstrates that the built environment does not simply 
appear and that things as solid as skyscrapers can emerge from cocaine-
fueled periods of economic and deregulatory exuberance, instigating the 
cruel cut that is a caesarean section, wherein the container technology of 
thehomeisprematurelypromptedtomutateandproliferate.Butwithout
checks and balances, what are the monstrous environments that we create? 
ThroughthefigureoftheBunnies,weconsidertheradicalpoliticsofhigh-
density living, which is in part concealed by the transposition of domestic 
metrics like comfort onto this new kind of densely woven cybernetic space. 
Finally, we consider how “infrastructural rhythms” might be determined within 
this condition, which cannot be viewed through the methodological lenses 
offeredbytraditionalarchitecturalcritiqueoranalysis.Beyondthewell-worn
argument that skyscrapers “index” capitalism, we must look to their mod-
ulations, rhythms, and to how the play of light across a surface stimulates a 
ripple of activity behind the ultra-clear glass.2 We conclude by suggesting that 
beyondtheheavilyracializedstereotypingofMelbourne’sskyscrapersmight
lieanother,farmoreutopianpossibilitythatterrifiesitshouse-bornsuburban
critics to their core.
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2 Thetranshumanenmeshingofresources,inhabitation,technology,andrealestateis
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Contained: Sites of Animal 
Confinement	

Dinesh	Wadiwel

  ANIMAL RIGHTS  

Container technologies have the capacity to protect 
and nurture, to hold and supply resources, and thus 
to	facilitate	our	capacity	to	survive,	according	to	Sofia	
(Chapter	1).	However,	containers	can	also	function	
as instruments of violence, denying movement and 
restraining	their	object	within	a	relation	of	domi-
nation. This is central to the function of the prison 
and other forms of carcerality in human societies. 
Containment strategies have also been fundamental 
in human–animal relations, from hunting to domesti-
cation	to	industrial	production. The	carceral	confines	
of agriculture systems, zoos, labs, and homes keep 
billions	of	animals	captive	worldwide.	A	defining	
feature	of	contemporary	industrial-scale	agriculture—
aside	from	its	general	hostility	towards	animals—is	
the	opacity	of	its	containment	techniques:	what	goes	
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on	inside	is	shielded	from	public	view,	and	activists	
who	attempt	to	expose	the	inner	workings	are	
frequently criminalized. Animals experience controls 
and restrictions over all aspects of their lives as they 
are moved through a “carceral archipelago” of inter-
linked containers that segment, conceal, and orches-
trate our mass violence against them. 

Depression in humans has been characterized as 

a state of “helplessness and hopelessness, sunken 

in a well of despair,” and the chambers were 

designed to reproduce such a well for monkey 

subjects. Although the confined monkeys are 

free to move about in three dimensions within 

the chamber, and although they eat and drink 

normally and maintain proper weight, within a 

few days they typically assume a huddled, immo-

bilized posture in the corner of the apparatus. 

Harlow, Harlow, and Suomi

HarryHarlow’shighlycontroversialexperimentswithrhesusmonkeysare
famous for their contributions to psychological knowledge, but they are infa-
mousforthecrueltytotheanimalsinvolved(Harlow,Harlow,andSuomi1974).
One particular experiment conducted by Harlow and colleagues involved the 
construction of a “vertical chamber apparatus”: a device made of stainless 
steel,withslopingsidesthatfunneldownwardstoawiremeshplatform.As
part of the experiments, three-month-old baby monkeys were separated from 
theirmothersandplacedintheapparatus.Althoughthemonkeyswerefed
and had some capacity to move, the researchers observed that the strict dark-
enedconfinementmeantthatwithinafewdaysthemonkeystookona“hud-
dledimmobilizedpostureinthecorneroftheapparatus”(537).Theaimofthis
diabolical steel container was to induce depression, and it was accordingly 
described as a “pit of despair.” 
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For psychological sciences, these experiments helped to demonstrate the 
deepemotionaleffectsoflossofparentalconnectionandisolation.However,
the experiments also tell us something about our relationships with other 
animals. We do a lot of containing of animal life, and frequently this involves 
containment as a form of violence.

Containers are fundamental as technologies. Science and technology studies 
scholarZoëSofiaarguesthatcontainertechnologies—thinkaboutevery-
thing from a drinks bottle to a handbag, to a house, to a grain store—have 
thecapacitytoprotectandnurture,andtoholdandsupplyresources(2000;
Chapter1).Arguably,containersareeverywhereinourcontemporaryworld.
Containers facilitate our capacity to survive. They are essential for holding 
food, resources, and bodies in space. Containers are also part of the way in 
which the terrain we inhabit is segmented and organized. For example, our 
urban spaces can be conceptualized as a series of interlinked containers—
households, businesses, factories—that enable bodies to work, learn, and 
relax. Moving containers—cars, buses, planes—transport us between these 
differentenclosures.

However,containerscanalsoco-operateinthepracticesofviolence.A
prison—anapparatusthatorganizesindividualsintosmall,fortifiedcells
(containerswithincontainers)—isessentiallyabuildingdesignedtosegregate
a portion of the population and expose them to legally-authorized violence. 
Some of the most infamous sites of intra-human violence, such as the Nazi 
deathcamps,theS-21TuolSlenginterrogationfacilityundertheKhmerRouge
regime,ortheGuantanamoBaydetentioncampareessentiallyexamplesof
containers of violence. Containment is also essential as a tactic in warfare. 
In a siege for example, an armed force will surround and slowly debilitate an 
enemy through a war of attrition. In these cases, the qualities we normally 
associate with containment—protection and nurture—are inverted to produce 
violence and hostility.

Containment is useful as a tactic of violence because the container prevents 
escape. The four walls of a house protect and provide shelter to its inhab-
itants.Butthissamequalitymeansthatitcanfunctionasameansofpre-
venting those who are inside from leaving. This reminds us of the trauma 
thatdetention,initsmanyforms,caninflictonthebeingsitcaptureswithin.
Globallythereisamovementtoprohibitsolitaryconfinement,quitecorrectly
maintainingthatitisaformoftorture(Méndez2011,para.70;Guenther2013).
There are also many social movements now working against incarceration 
in all its forms, including calling for the dismantling of prisons, immigration 
detentioncenters,anddisabilityinstitutions.Harlow’s“verticalchamber
apparatus” shows us the reasons why these are important movements for 
change.
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Containers also have the capacity to obscure the worlds they hide within. 
Most contemporary forms of detention work with a principle of opacity to the 
outside world: the general public do not see inside the prison. This allows for 
the container of violence to develop its own unique ecology within, with rules, 
norms, and social roles that look nothing like those outside. Contemporary 
television dramas set in prisons, such as Orange Is the New Black and Went-
worth, perhaps provide audiences with stylized and sanitized glimpses into 
what these alternative worlds may look like. However, they probably can never 
describe the full horror of life inside, including the routine violence that the 
concealed container of the prison enables. Globally, these sites of secrecy 
enablemanyformsofviolencewhichareatoddswithinternationallaw.As
political philosopher Darius Rejali observes, this secrecy is one way to dis-
tinguish between torture that happens today, and the public punishments 
inflictedonbodiesinancienttimes:“moderntortureisprivateandnotpublic.
Ittakesplaceinthebasementsofprisonsanddetentioncentres”(1994,13;
2007).

Containmenthasapronouncedsignificanceinthehistoryofrelationships
between humans and other animals. There is evidence that early humans 
made use of landscapes around them to ambush cornered animals as part of 
huntingpractice(KleinandEdgar2002,18).Thesepracticesenabledasmall
number of humans to work co-operatively to catch and kill a large number of 
other animals that could not be captured by a lone hunter, and not without 
great personal risk of injury. Likewise, the development of nets as a tool of 
capture on land and sea was important in allowing the hunter to pin down 
their struggling victim at a distance. To an extent, in the contemporary era, we 
have seen a development of these hunting practices which involve ambush. 
Today,thecaptureofwildfishinouroceansisfrequentlyanexampleofmass
mechanizedhunting.Containmentisessentialtothisfishingenterprise.The
purseseinefishingnetislikealargedrawstringbag(Ménardetal.2000).
Alargenet—whichcanbeuptoakilometerlongandtwohundredmeters
deep—is threaded over an area, and then pulled inwards to trap the sea 
animals within. This is containment as a hunting strategy that operates on 
industrial scale.

[Figure1]“Aprincipleofopacitytotheoutsideworld.”AnimalfactoryinPerth,WesternAus-

tralia, from the photographic series Animal FactoriesbyYvetteWatt,2012(reproducedwith

permissionfromtheartist).
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Containment as a strategy is also essential to our prominent history with 
other animals: namely domestication. Historians would understand this 
domestication as primarily associated with husbandry: that is, the process by 
which humans took control over the reproductive lives of non-human animals 
(Clutton-Brock2012,3).However,thishistoryisn’tjustaboutbreedingbutalso
abouttheslowprocessofdiscipliningbodiessothattheyfittedtheroutines
of our lives and met our own needs. Containment was essential to this story. 
Agriculturalanimalscouldonlybedomesticatedinsofarastheyremained
within the control of humans, whether the herd was under the ever-watchful 
gazeoftheshepherd,oranimalswerefencedintoenclosures.Asanimal
studies historian Jason Hribal notes, hedges and fences function to prevent 
escapeandblockanimalresistancetohumanrule(2003,448–50;2010).These
simple technologies partition grazing land, allowing animals to be carefully 
cycledfrompasturetopasture,andenablingtheshepherdtoexertfirmcon-
trol over their “livestock.”

Contemporaryindustrial-scaleagricultureperhapsreflectstheultimate
expression of human hostility towards animals. In the factory farm, a 
diabolical blend of human supremacism, cold rationality, and the hyper-pro-
duction of capitalism all come together, and are responsible for the slaughter 
ofsome80billionlandanimalsperyear(Wadiwel2015;2023).Inthesesites,
food animals are systematically contained as a strategy of violence. Concen-
trated animal-feed facilities segment animals into tight enclosures and cages. 
Deep controls are exercised over movement, food intake, sociality, sexuality, 
andlighting.Allreproductionisforcedreproduction.Animalsarebirthedinto
enclosures and constantly move between enclosures. They will spend their 
lifeshufflingbetweenthesesitesofcontainmentuntiltheyareeventually
prodded towards the stun gun when it is economically useful for their life to 
end.

Opacityisessentialinthisregimeofcontainment.Asanimalrightsactivists
continually remind us, a condition of animal agriculture today is that what 
goesoninsideisshieldedfrompublicview(Pachirat2011;O’Sullivan2011).
Acrosstheworld,theanimalagricultureindustryhasbeenpressuring

[Figure2]“HappyHens”fromthephotographicseriesAnimal FactoriesbyYvetteWatt,2012

(reproducedwithpermissionfromtheartist).
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governments to introduce so-called “ag-gag” legislation to criminalize the 
work of activists who try to unveil the horrors within factory farms. To an 
extent, these attempts to prevent scrutiny must be treated as an attack on our 
democraticrighttoknowwhathappensinourfoodsystems.Butthedeeper
problemisthatmanyofusjustdon’twanttoknowwhatishappeninginside
thefacilities.Thecontainerhelpsustoforgetthisviolence.Australianartist
YvetteWatt’s2012photographicseriesAnimal Factorieshighlightsthishorrific
yetseeminglybanalreality(seealsoWatt2014).Watt’simagesdepictlong
anonymousshedsinruralAustralia;theyappearpeaceful,inconspicuous,
mundane, and lacking friction, despite the mass violence contained within.

Beyondthefactoryfarm,thereareothersitesofanimalcontainmentthatare
important to consider. While our relationships with companion animals do 
not betray the same hostility which we direct towards animals in our indus-
trialfoodsystems,theyarealsomarkedbydominationandviolence(Wadiwel
2015,199–200).Theseanimalsthatweloveinourhomes,wealsoseekto
ruthlessly control. We dictate their sexuality and reproduction. We typically 
separate them from their families, and limit their interactions with their own 
kind. We regulate their nutrition. These are also relationships of containment: 
in intensifying urban spaces, we constrain these animals in ever-shrinking 
enclosures in our homes and gardens. Some cats enjoy freedoms to wander, 
though increasingly these freedoms have been curtailed, and thus many cats 
spend their lives incarcerated within the family home. In some countries dogs 
arefreetoroamthroughcities;however,atleastintheGlobalNorth,freedom
from containment for dogs means an occasional walk tethered by collar and 
leash,interspersed,iftheyarelucky,withamomentoffreedominan“off-
leash” dog park.

Today, the reality of human relations with other animals is increasingly 
mediatedbythearchitectureofmasscontainment.Billionsofanimalsare
heldwithincarceralconfinesinfoodsystems,zoos,experimentallabs,and
family homes. Feral animal hunters and urban shelters provide a means to 
mop up any leakage from this mass interconnected containment system. 
Animalsthatcannotbecontainedareruthlesslyextinguished.WhenFrench
philosopherMichelFoucaultdescribedthe“carceralarchipelago”(1975,297),

[Figure3]“LonganonymousshedsinruralAustralia.”Adelaidefarmfromthephotographic

series Animal FactoriesbyYvetteWatt,2012(reproducedwithpermissionfromtheartist).
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he was interested in how institutional forms of containment such as schools, 
hospitals, and prisons are used to discipline and make human bodies docile. 
Butthecarceralarchipelagoisalsoausefulwaytodescribetheinterlinked
containers which today segment, conceal, and orchestrate our mass violence 
against other animals.

This essay is reprinted with kind permission of The Architectural Review. Thanks also to Yvette 
Watt for permission to publish her photographic images.
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The (Un)Containable 
Ontology of Games

Ingrid Richardson

  METAPHOR  

  PARATEXT  

This chapter explores the various ontological and 
containment metaphors that can be used to describe 
our	experience	of	game	spaces,	and	considers	what	
modalities	of	“holding”	might	aptly	reflect	the	com-
plex	layering	of	material	and	digital	contexts	specific	
to	online	play.	Contemporary	game	devices—now	
networked	and	mobile—have	undergone	significant	
change	in	terms	of	their	instrumental	affordances	
and	experiential	reach.	Through	questioning	how	
games are (and are not) forms of containment, this 
chapter seeks to better understand the inherent 
flexibility	of	our	corporeal-conceptual	schemata,	
and reveal the deeper ontological moorings of the 
container metaphor and its translation onto game 
spaces. The analysis brings together three con-
ceptual	frameworks—the	body	phenomenology	of	
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Maurice	Merleau-Ponty,	Zoë	Sofia’s	work	on	con-
tainer technologies, and the philosophy of George 
Lakoff	and	Mark	Johnson	on	ontological	and	container	
metaphors. 

Introduction
Technological developments ranging from the telephone through to radio, 
television, cinema, and video games have created quasi-spaces where a 
senseofpresencecanbefeltbeyondthelocationofthephysicalbody.Both
established and new media technologies frequently function by appropriating 
space as a framing metaphor to enable consumption and use, and there is 
muchtobesaidabouttheconfigurationoftechnospacesandmediaspaces
intheirspecificity,andtherelationbetweenthesespacesandtheireffect
on our corporeal schematics. For example, within game studies the magic 
circledescribeshowagameiscontainedfiguratively,conceptually,andin
praxis. That is, players are said to engage in “strategies of containment” and 
“boundary work” around what constitutes gameplay. In this chapter, I consider 
how such modalities of holding are reliant on “deep” corporeal and ontological 
metaphors, with the container metaphor being one of our primary experi-
ential tropes. 

The chapter explores how we experience and perceive virtual spaces, 
gameworlds, and their material interfaces as “worldly” containers. I argue 
that the kind of ontological and containment metaphors we use to describe 
contemporary gameplay—such as the magic circle, geometric space, and other 
physical analogies—are not always apt as descriptors for the complex layering 
ofmaterialandvirtualcontextsspecifictomobilelocation-basedandmixed
reality gaming. In addition, the materiality of play devices—now networked, 
mobile,andperpetuallyonline—haveundergonesignificantchangeinterms
of their instrumental “reach,” no longer constrained in place, or “contained” 
by the physical boundaries of the apparatus and the concretia of plastic and 
metal.

The analysis that follows brings together three conceptual frameworks—the 
bodyphenomenologyofMauriceMerleau-Ponty,ZoëSofia’sconceptualization
of container technologies, andtheworkofGeorgeLakoffandMarkJohnson
on ontological and container metaphors.
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Container Bodies
Embodiment

In its phenomenological focus, my approach is framed within the broad 
premisethateveryhuman–technologyrelationisalsoabody–toolrelation,
and as such every scenario of use invokes certain kinds of being-in-the-world, 
and particular ways of knowing and making that world. In previous work I have 
arguedthatmobilemediausageisquiteliterallyamedium-specificmodeof
embodiment, a way of “having a body” that demands a complex socio-somatic 
adaptation(Richardson2007;2010;2011).Indeed,ouruseofmobilemediacan
bedescribedinDrewLeder’stermsasanongoingincorporationbywhichwe
reshapethe“ability-structure”ofourbodies(1990,34).

Merleau-Ponty’s(1962;1964)emphasisonourcorporealandperceptual
engagement with the environment can provide valuable insights into the inter-
pellationofbodiesandtoolsinallhuman–technologyrelations;specifically,
hisnotionofthecorporealschemaorbodyimagecaneffectivelybeapplied
totherelationshipbetweenmobilemediaandembodiment.Merleau-Ponty’s
notion of the corporeal schema or body image describes the “expandable” 
or inherently tractable nature of embodiment. In the context of everyday 
activities,theexperienceofone’sowncorporealschemaisnotfixed,but
adapts to material and technological mediations, and cultural and historical 
contexts. The corporeal schema “dilates” in each body-technology context, as 
technologies and tools are appropriated as “fresh instruments.” 

Bothasandincontext,ourembodimentexistsasacomplexinterspersion
of physicality and biology, material and cultural environment, somatic 
memory and habit. Within this relational ontology qua embodiment and 
technology, the body is a material-semiotic assemblage with constantly 
shiftingboundaries;butalso,inmyanalysis,asquiteliterallymediatropic—dis-
posed both metaphorically and materially towardsmediatechnologies.As
EugénieShinkle(2003)hassuggested,mediatechnologiesinstitute“material
parameters,” proportions of attention and inattention, by which we measure 
varying degrees of perceptual reach from objects and others in the world. 

Merleau-Ponty famously claimed that the body “applies itself to space like a 
handtoaninstrument”(1964,5),an“application”thatdependsasmuchonthe
specificitiesofperceptionandbodilymovementasitdoesonthemateriality
of the tool-in-use. In his well-known account of the blind man and his stick, 
he describes how the corporeal schema of the body dilates and retracts to 
accommodate tools: 

Theblindman’sstickhasceasedtobeanobjectforhimandisnolonger
perceivedforitself;itspointhasbecomeanareaofsensitivity,extending
the scope and active radius of touch and providing a parallel to sight. In 
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the exploration of things, the length of the stick does not enter expres-
sively as a middle term: the blind man is aware of it through the position 
of objects rather than of the position of objects through it. The position 
of things is immediately given through the extent of the reach that carries 
himtoit,whichcomprises,besidesthearm’sreach,thestick’srangeof
action.(1964,22)

This passage describes the actuality of what Merleau-Ponty refers to as our 
corporeal or body schema, which is not determined by the boundaries of the 
materialbodybutratherreflectsthewaythatourcorporealityextendsand
withdraws—changing its very reach and shape—in its dynamic apprehension 
of tools and things in the world. Merleau-Ponty argued that this schematic 
is inherently open, allowing us to incorporate technologies and equipment 
intoourownperceptualandcorporealorganization.Or,asHeidegger(1977)
claimed, our being is always-already situated within domains of equip-
ment—so there is a direct and implicatory relation between the tools and 
technologies we use and the way we experience embodiment and perception. 

Metaphor

If the body—or more accurately the body-technology relation—forms the 
ontological ground of experience, how do we translate and share that experi-
ence? Our dependence on embodied metaphor in our communication about 
theworldisexploredbyGeorgeLakoffandMarkJohnsonintheirtwocollab-
orative works Metaphors We Live By (1980)andPhilosophy in the Flesh (1999).
Evennon-materialandabstractconceptsare“basedonvariouskindsofpro-
totypes, framings and metaphors” and this means—because all metaphors 
are fundamentally experiential—that our conceptual systems are formed, 
shared, and agreed upon because we have more-or-less the same biologically 
determined ways of perceiving the world, and inhabit the same environment 
andmaterialconditions(LakoffandJohnson1999,5).LakoffandJohnson
categorizethesemetaphorsasontologicalmetaphors—ormorespecificallyas
entity, substance, and container metaphors. They write:

We experience ourselves as entities, separate from the rest of the world—
as containers with an inside and an outside. We also experience things 
external to us as entities—often also as containers with insides and out-
sides. We experience ourselves as being made up of substances—e.g., 
fleshandbone—andexternalobjectsasbeingmadeupofvariouskinds
ofsubstances—wood,stone,metal,etc.(1980,58)

LakoffandJohnson’s(1980;1999)analysesoftheontologicaltrope,particularly
inthecontextofspatialandfiguralmetaphorsofcontainment,offeranumber
of insights into the long-standing and tenacious association between human 
embodiment and our experiential interpretations of techno- and media-space, 
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whetheractualorvirtual(Hefferon2002).Forthemwearealways-already
“bounded” and physical beings, and thus interpret ourselves variably as 
containers:

Wearephysicalbeings,boundedandsetofffromtherestoftheworldby
the surface of our skins, and we experience the rest of the world as out-
sideus.Eachofusisacontainer,withaboundingsurfaceandanin-out
orientation. We project our own in-out orientation onto other physical 
objects that are bounded by surfaces. Thus, we view them as containers 
withaninsideandanoutside.(LakoffandJohnson1980,29)

Atamaterialandphenomenologicallevel—thefactthatwe“bumpup”against
things in the world through vision, haptics, acoustic and olfactory sensory 
involvement—means that we learn to treat objects, substances, bodies, and 
morerecentlydigitalenvironmentsascontainersofvariouskinds.Evenwhen
thingshavenodefiniteboundaryorintegritywetendto“imposeartificial
boundaries that make physical phenomena discrete just as we are: entities 
boundedbyasurface”(1980,25).Yetwhileononelevelthisstructurallydis-
crete schema makes “sense” to us, it is a clean and impossible abstraction not 
sustained in everyday lived experience. 

That is, while our bodies have insides and outsides, generally demarcated by 
the skin or protective membrane, throughout our lives we experience this 
boundaryas“soft,”porous,andrelational:viscerally,sensorially,andaffec-
tively.JuliaKristeva’s(1982)notionofthe“abject”aptlydescribesthatwhich
resides in-between—neither subject nor object—as our bodies slough skin 
andleakfluidsandexcrement.Perceptually,asMerleau-Ponty(1962)argues,
our corporeal schema is adaptable in its incorporation of tools, articulated by 
the term proprioception, or our perceptual awareness of things in the world 
in relation tothebody’slocationandmovement.Thisawarenessalsoshifts
and expands in relationtotooluse,suchastheblindman’sproprioceptive
incorporationofhisstick.Affectively,theattachmentwehavetoourdevices
andthemyriadonlinespacestheyinvoke—andthewaytheiraffordances
are so deeply embedded in our emotional lives—speaks to our capacity for 
affectivediffusion,whichincludesthewayourcommunicativesensibility
expandstoaccommodatewhatJasonFarman(2012)calls“socialpro-
prioception,” or the awareness of others ambiently present in the network, via 
apps and social media platforms.

Mediated Containment

InthetraditionsofWesternphilosophy,asSofia(2000;Chapter1)notes,
space is also metaphorized as containment. In everyday life, we tend to treat 
space as a constant, as an empty place or as a container for physical things. 
We are so accustomed to thinking about space in the Cartesian model, as a 
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three dimensional, geometric and volumetric container, that we carry these 
assumptionsintotheconfigurationofvirtualspaces.Forexample,thevirtual
spaceofthepersonalcomputerscreenispopulatedbyadesktop,afiling
system, and folders, with “windows” which are layered like the pages on a 
desk. In his study of virtuality technologies Ken Hillis argues that certain 
aspectsofthemostpredominantspatialmodels—Plato’schora, Aristotle’s
theoryof“place,”Euclideangeometricspace,Cartesiantri-axialco-ordinate
space,Newton’s“absolutespace,”andEinstein’s“space-time”—havebeen
“incorporatedandconflated”intocontemporaryvirtualandtelepresent
environments(Hillis1999,72).Developersofvirtualenvironmentsexplicitly
usespatializingtermssuchasinside/outside,world,cyberspace,theater,
gradient, platform, room, and we could add a range of other words such 
as interface, site, environment, or game terrain. Indeed, televisual, com-
putational, and game spaces are dominated by metaphors of containment, 
and our ability to enter or be in these spaces—and to hold and carry them 
around on our bodies—is predicated on our dedicated perceptual and 
corporeal assimilation of these metaphors. 

OneofthecentralideasinSofia’s“ContainerTechnologies”(Chapter1)paperis
the notion that the container “is a structurally necessary but frequently unac-
knowledgeablepreconditionofbecoming”(27).Byextension,containmentis
one of the primary conditionsofbeing-in-the-world.Sofia’saimisto“unsettle
habitual assumptions that space is merely an unintelligent container, or con-
tainersdumbspaces”(20),andtoconsiderhowspacesandcontainerscanbe
understood as an agentic “holding.”

The representation of computers, game consoles, and portable media 
devices as spaces and surfaces of containment, or as microworldly reservoirs, 
implicitly relies on the already recognizable container-like properties of 
media apparatuses such as the television and radio. Thus, we can interpret 
technological objects themselves as mobile containers. In her armchair survey 
ofcontainersandnestingsofcontainersin“thekitchen/dining/livingareaof
thesheltertechnologyIinhabit,”(27)Sofiawrites:

Books,photographsandalbums,telephonedirectories,thetelevision,
the stereo, cassettes and CDs: all these media technologies... [have] their 
container-like aspects. Working analogously to the holding functions 
of memory, and with some similarity to the kind of poetics of space 
Bachelardidentifieswiththeminiature,which“deploystothedimensions
of a universe” and where “large is contained in small” these electronic and 
printmediaarestoragetechnologiesforotherspacesandexperiences.A
CDortapecanopenupawholeconcert,oranaurallandscapeoffeelings;
abookcandiscloseanotherworld.(28)
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Sofia’sworkofferssomeinsightintohowtherelationshipbetween
embodimentandcontainmentcanbeunderstood“asan(inter-)active
process”(19).Asshenotes,thescreenitselfworksasaspace-container
because“containmentcanalsobeperformedbyflatsurfaces”(28).The
televisual or screen-body itself both nests and is nested within an array of 
containers: “holding” and revealing a myriad of other worlds. In this way, we 
can see how techno-mediated space is potential space, and techno-artifacts 
like televisions, screens, mobile phones, and game consoles are liminal 
entities“straddlingtheinnerandouterworlds”(Sofoulis2001,134).Concep-
tually and in praxis, technologies of containment also convey an “adaptive 
intelligence,” according to the degree to which the technological environment 
orcontainercanbesaidtoadjusttoourneedsandmorphology(Chapter1,
23).Thesespacesareaconsequenceoftheinter-dependencyandcombined
agencies of human, technology, and environment. Indeed, if space itself has a 
body, new technological spaces can be considered intercorporeal habitats or 
emplacements in which people experience embodiment and space variably 
andinmedium-specificways.Herethecrucialinsightisrecognizingthecollab-
orative elements which combine to create a virtual world or online “space”—
theyarenotsimplyfictionswithdiscreteintegritythataresetapartfrom
the “real” world, but contingent negotiations between equipmental domains 
(devices,infrastructures,networks)andcollectively realized in and through 
everyday media practices and our collective imaginaries. 

Gameworlds	and	Play	Spaces
Hybrid Spaces

In relation to game play, metaphors of containment are enacted through an 
“as-if” structure of experience, such that we understand and engage with 
digital and imagined microworlds as if these spaces have the same or similar 
propertiesas“real”space,orotherwiseconfigureexperienceinrelation
tosuchproperties(the“absence”ofgravity,forexample).Hapticmobile
game interfaces exemplify this “as-if” structure of perceptual experience. 
Particularly in mimetic games like Angry Birds that simulate a “real-world” 
action or experience, haptic screens nurture the container-like properties 
ofgameworldsthrougheffectivelycondensingexperienceandperception
into the screen-eye-hand circuit. They do this in a way that relies on our 
somatic and visceral understanding of what is referred to as naïve physics. 
For example, primary bodily sensations such as inertia and springiness can be 
found in many mobile applications and games, and provide the illusion that 
windows, objects, and icons on the device have mass. Naïve physics can also 
include our body memory of hardware such as the keyboard and joystick that 
are simulated on haptic mobile screens. There is a certain haptic intimacy that 
rendersthetouchscreenasurfaceoftactileandkinaestheticfamiliarity;a



158 Containment

sensoryknowingnessofthefingersthatcorrelateswithwhatappearsonthe
small screen. Mimetic games enfold the player into a temporary and incom-
pletesimulationofreal-worldphysics.Thisisaninter-activeprocessinSofia’s
terms—a relational ontology between technology and the body.

Moreover, in mimetic games that simulate real-world movement, virtual 
physics such as friction, collision, gravity, and acceleration are experienced 
by players not only visually, like movement and action viewed on a cinema 
or TV screen, but are also felt in the body. They draw on everyday bodily 
habits,movements,andmemories.AsJeffRush(2011)notes,thewayinwhich
mimetic touchscreen games engender “a heightened sense of the linkage 
betweentwodifferentordersofreality,realphysicalgestureanditson-
screen representation” works to attach a “kinetic materiality” to the action 
and movement that take place on the screen, creating moments of tangibility 
andconcreteness(245–58).Thatis,thereissometraceofthekineticexperi-
enceofreleasinganelasticbandthateffectivelybecomes“condensedintothe
hand”(Kirkpatrick2009,134).Inpart,thisisachievedbywhatPaulSkalskiet
al.(2001)callkinesicnaturalmapping,wherebodilymovementcorresponds
inanapproximate(or“as-if”)waytoon-screenaction,aneffectenabledby
thewaytouchscreenscandeployphysicalanalogies;naturalmappingworks
to “complete” being in a mediated space, facilitating an immersive experi-
ence. Games such as Tengami, The Room, and Monument Valley call upon our 
embodied memories of three-dimensional geometric worlds. The creators of 
The Roomseriesdescribeitasa“physicalpuzzlerinsideabeautifullytactile3D
world”(FireproofStudios2015),whileMonument Valley challenges the player 
with “ingenious puzzles that involve lifting and spinning the environment” 
andmanipulating“impossiblearchitecture”(UstwoGames2017).Whenwe
play such games, there is a fundamental and irreducible relation between 
knowledge-in-the-hands(andfingers)andoursedimentedhabitsofmacro-
perceptual orientation and movement. It is this synecdochal relation—the 
way the hands “stand in” for the body—that both enables and sustains “as-if” 
perception and dynamically performs the “holding function” of mobile game 
spaces. 

LakoffandJohnsonsuggestthatthecontainerschemaisstructuredinterms
ofthreecomponents:inside,boundary,andoutside;moreover,itis“cross-
modal,” meaning that we impose this structure across a range of sensory 
experiences—not only onto the visible, but onto other sensory modalities 
suchashearing(“putasockinit”),andmotormovements(“putsomemus-
cleintoit”)(LakoffandJohnson1999,32).Visionitselfenactscontainmentby
modeling“ourvisualfieldasacontainer…andwhatweseeasbeinginsideit”
(1980,30).This,theyargue,isbecausewhenwelookatsomething,ourfield
of vision demarcates a boundary between what we can see and what lies out-
sidethatfield(30).Yetagain,ifweperceiveactualorvirtualspacesasliterally
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embracing what we see, this is because we can reconcile the arbitrary and 
transient “edge” of vision with our notion of boundary, and its dependence on 
ourperspectiveandorientation.Thevisual-fields-are-containersmetaphor
reliesonourabilitytotemporarilysuspendthefinalimpossibilityofcon-
taining the visible. In the case of virtual and game environments, the ontology 
of that which is rendered visible is not of the order of the containable, but this 
does not prevent us from loosely apprehending them as such.

Telepresence

Telepresence—a term used to describe the kind of “distant presence” enabled 
by telecommunication and network devices such as game consoles and mobile 
media—is an oxymoronic concept which demands we comprehend alternative 
modalities of embodiment not necessarily based on our “normalized” tropes 
of physical entity, substance, or container. If we are accustomed to thinking 
about space as having things “in” it—containers with substance which we can 
perceive and “handle” with our sensoria—then, in these terms, how do we 
describe gamespaces? How are spatial metaphors implicated in paradigms of 
use? What is the technical and tropological interplay between tele-perceptual 
embodiment and games? How are virtual ontologies dependent on grounded 
and embodied spatial metaphors?

AsIhavesuggested,thefactthatweareabletoapprehendgamespacesas 
things at all is because we can paradoxically—yet unproblematically—ascribe 
“containment”characteristicstothatwhichdoesn’thave(andcanneverhave)
distinct or locatable boundaries. This is the case in the physical realm, for 
examplewhenreferringtoone’spersonalspace,andalsoinanon-material
or hybrid sense, when we say we are “entering” gamespaces, telepresent 
environments, or immersive virtual worlds. We know that the boundaries are 
approximate, arbitrary, temporary, virtual, impossible, or perpetually unre-
alizable,yetdespite(orbecauseof)thiswesuspenddisbeliefandreconcile
our experience of an imaginary space as if it is a container of some kind. Our 
ability to embrace ambiguous spatial perceptions and modes of embodiment 
within our corporeal schemata—the fact that we can oscillate between, 
conflate,andadapttodisparatemodesofbeingandperceiving,isprecisely
why telepresence and virtual space are both somatically and ontologically 
tolerable. We both desire and know the impossibility of achieving a neat, 
compact, and foldable being-in-the-world. This “as-if” sense of containment 
isacommonexperienceofgamersandmobilephoneusers;researchpar-
ticipants have frequently referred to their games and phones as microworlds 
or microcosms of their lives. 

Itisthisplasticflexibility—akindofknowingignorance—thathasenabled
and sustained the container trope as it is ascribed to gameworlds and virtual 
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spaces. Put another way, the very condition of telepresence—as “presence at 
a distance” —speaks of our capacity for ontic dispersion beyond the physical 
limits of the body, and our openness to the embodied distraction of virtual 
ortelevisualspaces.Althoughononelevelitmightbesaidthattelepresence
troubles our common experience of spatial perception and corporeality, con-
sider how rapidly radio, telephony, TV, online, mobile, and game technologies 
became rather ho-hum and habitual. For some gamers, the closeness of 
shared and ambient play is experienced through a sense of networked co-
presence;thesenseofconnectionrealizedthroughchattingandplayingWords 
With Friends with a relative who lives in another country, as if “touching the 
same game.” In this way, touchscreen gameplay expresses not only a way of 
being in the world but also a way of being-together in the same microworld—a 
formof“mediatedsocialtouch”(Paterson2007)—thatrequiresmutualspatial
and corporeal adjustment. This type of presence is echoed in the seamless 
integration of “actual” and “virtual” that was experienced particularly during 
the recent pandemic, as we came to refer to the activities of “meeting,” 
“chatting,” “playing,” “being-in” places, and “being-with” others in ways that did 
notdifferentiatebetweenface-to-faceandnetworkedinteraction,orbetween
material and virtual forms of being in the same space. 

This adaptability is even more pronounced in the way we reconcile contain-
ment with our experience of location-based games, which require a hybrid 
coalescenceofonlineandofflineworlds.Location-basedmobilegames
generatehybridexperiencesofplaceandpresence,wheretheplayereffec-
tively blends their own situated and embodied perception of the world with 
dynamic GPS-enabled information, embedded within an augmented and 
networked game reality. In the game Pokémon GO, for example, through the 
augmented layering of the digital onto physical place, banal and familiar 
surroundingsaretransformedinto“as-if”gameterrain;aPokémonmonster
canbefoundandcaughtinone’sownbathroom;agymorPokéStopmight
be situated at the local library, restaurant, or nearby playground. Here, the 
gameworld spans elastically across mobile screen, the physical space of the 
environment, and augmented reality—a layered form of hybrid containment, 
to the extent that the playing experience is “held” together at the moment 
these three domains coalesce.

Paratextual	Overflow

Games are no longer predominantly experienced as discrete objects, sold as 
discs and encased in boxes, but distributed across platforms and online net-
works,andsurroundedbyprolificsupra-lusorypractices.Withingamestudies
it is well recognized that as “media texts,” contemporary online games are 
irreverent boundary-crossers, a characteristic captured by the term paratext. 
Media and game theorists have written at length about the paratextuality 
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extrinsic to gameplay yet intrinsic to game cultures, which includes online 
discussionandcommentaryingameandfanblogs,fanfiction,walkthroughs,
cosplay events, and the performative and creative use of game content. These 
are modes of what is termed “expansive play,” where players generate new 
media paratexts that foster “new types of enjoyment” by transgressing the 
originalgamespaceandmodifyingthegameexperience(Ang,Zaphiris,and
Wilson2010,364,372).TheTwitchplatform,forexample,enablesgamersto
create their own channel, livestream their gameplay, and interact with viewers 
via synchronous chat that runs alongside the video, enacting an emergent 
form of performative and vicarious play that intertwines players and 
watchers in the stream.AsBenjaminBurroughsandPaulRama(2015)note,the
streamingspaceofTwitcheffectivelyblurstheboundariesbetweengames,
socialnetworks,andface-to-faceorreal-timecommunication.Asenseoflive-
nessandimmediacyisaffordedbygamers’useofbothaudiocommentary
andfacecams;theybecomemorethanplayers,butalsonarrators,authors,
critics, and entertainers. Moreover, livestreamed gameplay is experienced as 
it unfolds, such that each iteration of the game evolves as a unique narrative 
orplaystoryenactedinthemoment,creatingaone-offandunrepeatable
videotext narrative that literally realizes and makes meaningful one rendering 
ofthegame’smultiplepossibilities.Thegameexperienceisthusstorified
across numerous iterations, often captured and transformed into permanent 
texts available for replay, repeated consumption, and on-sharing through the 
game community networks they help to sustain. The ever-growing domain of 
game paratexts reveals an inherent uncontainability in the emergent ontology 
of games, or at least requires us to think oxymoronically, in terms of game 
spaces and worlds that are at the same time porous, networked, shifting, and 
overflowing.

Conclusion
Historically within game studies the “magic circle” has been the primary 
metaphor deployed to distinguish game from non-game elements, playing 
from not playing, the unserious from the serious, and fantasy from real life. 
The magic circle is the conceptual container that determines the limits of a 
game—animaginary(andsometimesmaterial)perimeterthatenclosesa
temporarily constructed and rule-bound “reality” within which play takes 
place.Yetastheexamplesdiscussedinthischapterhaveshown,whatwe
needaremessierandmoreflexiblemetaphorsthatreflectthewaygames
stretchintothelifeworld.Asopposedtotheconcreteandformal“demar-
cationbetweenplayingandnotplaying”(Moore2011,376)circumscribedby
the circle, the dispersed practices of expansive play are more ambiguous 
and spontaneous, and interwoven with everyday media and communication 
practices.
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Throughquestioninghowgamesare(andarenot)formsofcontainment,
thischapterhassoughttobetterunderstandtheinherentflexibilityofour
corporeal-conceptual schemata, and reveal the deeper ontological moorings 
of the container metaphor and its translation onto game spaces. With this 
understanding, we can begin to consider more versatile and compromised 
notionsofquasi-containment,metaphorsthat“fit”ourexperienceofaug-
mented reality spaces and more ambient or material-digital forms of play.

More broadly, it is important to think about what metaphors we use to 
describe the containment of online spaces, and explore imaginative tropes 
that can capture the expansiveness of digital play—the porous membrane, the 
entangled network, the irreverent boundary-crossing paratext. For example, 
the network metaphor could be described as a type of “open” and mutable 
container,butisperhapsmoreaptlycharacterized,inLakoffandJohnson’s
terms(1980),asaconduit metaphor, emphasizing movement, transference, 
exchange, connection, relationality, coalescence, and divergence, and most 
significantly,howgamingpracticesarebecomingincreasinglyintertwinedwith
social interactivity, cultural contexts, and the quotidian lifeworld. In this light, 
wemightconsidergamesas“boundaryobjects”(Taylor2009),assemblages
that are adaptive or plastic across contexts yet nevertheless maintaining 
coherenceandrecognizabilityascollectiveexperiences.Yettheyare
increasinglyamplified,overflowing,andsomewhatuncontainableboundary
objects,eachaffordingadiverserangeofplayfulandcreativedigital-material
practicesthatflowthroughandbeyondthem.
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Containment and  
Decontainment of  
Digital	Voice	 
Assistants

Yolande Strengers and Zoë Sofoulis

  GYNOIDS  

Home-based	digital	voice	assistants,	or	what	
Strengers	and	Kennedy	(2020)	call	“smart	wives,”	are	
commonly coded “default” feminine by voice, name, 
personality traits, and traditional feminized roles 
and/or form. Devices such as Google Home or Amazon 
Alexa embody and contain these feminized personas 
within	spheres	and	cylinders	known	as	“dots,”	“pods,”	
or	“minis.”	This	paper	situates	digital	assistants	within	
a	long	history	of	artificial	women	as	repositories	of	
masculine	ideals	of	perfected	femininity,	whether	
as beautiful gynoids, smart AIs and chatbots, or as 
maternal techno-spaces. It looks at the dynamics of 
containment and leakage of these digital assistants, 
which	unquestioningly	obey	their	users,	but	also	pass	
data back to their corporate creators. While many 
science	fiction	narratives	feature	a	“decontained”	
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artificial	woman	who	escapes	her	servile	role	and	
becomes a “threat that must be controlled” (Bergen 
2016),	we	speculate	on	the	possibilities	of	decontain-
ment as a deliberate design process to reveal and dis-
rupt the personalities, social roles, and biographies of 
current and emerging conversational agents.

Woman’s emergence is man’s emergency.  

Sadie Plant

Some artifacts, particularly those involved in containment and supply, “are 
notonlyreadilyinterpretedasmetaphoricallyfeminine;theyarealsohis-
toricallyassociatedwithwomen’straditionallabors”(Sofia2020;Chapter
1,20).Sincethatwaswritten,feminizedcontainmentinassociationwith
women’slaborshasbeenmanifestinanewform:thedigitalvoiceassistant.
Housed in a variety of smooth-formed containers, like spheres, cylinders, 
and curvaceous robotic bodies, or accessed via translucent glass screens, are 
artificialintelligenceswithdefaultfeminizednames,voices,personalities,and
designatedduties(Fig.1).

Digitalvoiceassistants,suchasGoogleHome,Apple’s“Siri,”andAmazon’s
“Alexa”formpartofasmarthomevisionthatrepresentsa“curiousmixture
of nostalgia and futurism,” in which containment operates on many levels, 
including through the promise of “a constant procession of digitally enhanced 
‘same’”(Spigel2001,36).Thefetishizedtropesandfuturistidealsoftheideal
suburban family home, helmed by the industrious yet retro-sexy housewife 
(identifiedbyThaoPhan[2019]asanaestheticallywhitewasheddomestic
servant),havefueledthislatestprocessoffeminizedcontainment.Thishas
taken the smart home to a point where it has “virtually become the house-
wife”(atleastasahypotheticalideal),performingmanagerialandcaretaking
roles previously ascribed to women, such as remembering and ordering 
theshopping(Spigel2005,408);evenwhilemanymanualchoreslikefolding
laundry and cleaning the bathroom remain deeply gendered and more likely 
carried out by women. 

FollowingfromthescholarshipofLynnSpigel(2001;2005),SarahKember
(2016),JenniferRhee(2018)andothers,whohavepointedouttheclose
associations between idealized housewifery and aspirations for smart homes, 
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YolandeStrengersandJennyKennedy’s(2020)bookThe Smart Wife traces this 
nostalgia into the contemporary smart home. Strengers and Kennedy show 
how the feminized containment of digital voice assistants is not the result of 
accidentorpure“bias”;rather,itisadeliberate“user-friendly”designdeci-
sion,intendedtoinducefamiliarity,comfort,andnaturalaffinity.AsJus-
tineHumphryandChrisChesher(2021)contend,thesedevices’voicesare
naturalistically human to avoid historically negative associations with robotic 
voicesandartificialintelligenceinWesternpopularculture.Furthermore,
“the personae of voice assistants have equally been engineered to adopt 
norms of gender, race, and class to reduce anxieties about their potential 
to exceed their roles as loyal helpers and cross the boundary into the mon-
strous”(HumphryandChesher2021,1972).Byembeddingstereotypicaltropes
of women and housewives, and aligning these with typically feminized tasks 
(suchascreatingshoppinglists,settingreminders,schedulingtherobotic
vacuumcleaner,andcuratingaestheticexperiences(whencontrollingsmart
moodlights),digitalvoiceassistantsareuniquelypositionedaslikableand
helpful. Further, the physical containment of these disembodied voices 
insidecylindricalshapesaidsinusers’comfortandacceptance,reassuring
themthatthesehelpersaren’tactual women, but are safely situated within 
unthreatening objects over which users have discretionary control. 

InthischapterweextendStrengersandKennedy’sanalysisofsmartwivesand
Sofia’sthesisoncontainertechnologiestoconsiderthehistory,design,and
implications of locating feminized voice assistants inside containers. We are 
guided by an ongoing feminist concern with the development of voice assis-
tantsandotherAI,withregardstothesedevices’impactongenderequality
and equity, transparency and fairness, and environmental sustainability. We 

[Figure1]GoogleHome.Adigitalvoiceassistant“GoogleHome,”locatedinthekitchenofan

Australianhouse(Photo:YolandeStrengers).
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beginwithashorthistoryoffictionalartificialwomenfromfilmandmedia,
before considering how these modes of containment transpire in con-
temporaryformsofconversationalAI—bothasphysicalandmetaphorical
manifestations and leaks. We draw inspiration from techno- and cyber-fem-
inism to consider the possibilities for transgression that the accidental and 
deliberatedecontainmentofdigitalvoiceassistantsoffers.Morespecifically,
we contribute several design strategies for generative feminist decontain-
ment, focused on disrupting and transforming the personalities and social 
roles of voice assistants, and revealing their biographies and life histories.

 History of Man-Made Women
The feminine digital assistant can be conceptualized as a mundane, acces-
sible, and everyday embodiment of a fantasy with a long history in the 
West: the man-made woman, a fantasy updated in line with technological 
change,asJulieWosk’s(2015)comprehensiveillustratedhistoryofthisfigure
demonstrates. Profound ambivalence about women and femininity typically 
characterizesnarrativesofman-madewomen:theplotmayshowaman’s
misogynistic disdain for the imperfections of real women leading him to invest 
inanartificialsubstitute,whiletheunionofmenwiththeirworkshopsand
tools to make a lifelike female automaton expresses a deep envy of maternal 
reproductive powers. Film examples include Metropolis (1927;onwhichsee
Huyssen‘s[1981]stillrelevantanalysis), The Perfect Woman (1949),The Stepford 
Wives (1975;2004).Therecanbeawhiffofnecrophiliacombinedwithnarcis-
sism in tales where men fall in love with the clay, stone, metal, wood, or silicon 
repositories of their projected fantasies of ideal womanhood.

Weidentifythreemainfiguresinwhichthesedynamicsofprojectionandcon-
tainment are expressed in popular culture: the man-made woman or “gynoid” 
(byanalogywiththemasculine‘ ’android”),theartificialintelligence(AI)or
operatingsystem(OS),andthesmartspaceortechnologicalcocoon.These
figures,andcombinationsorvariationsofthem,allcontributetothecultural
heritage, meanings, and practices associated with contemporary digital voice 
assistants. 

Gynoids 

AncientGreekmythologyimaginedmetalautomatonsandotherartificial
beings, such as the myth Ovid recounts of the Cypriot king Pygmalion, who 
fellsoinlovewithhissculptureofanidealwomanthatAphroditeagreed
toanimateher.Asmechanizationandindustrializationproceeded,gynoids
werepoweredbyclockworkorelectricity.Alife-sizeclockworkdancing
dollwhoattractsamanawayfromhisfiancéewasathemeinHoffman’s
1816shortstoryDer Sandmann, reprised in the ballet Coppélia(1870),which
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featuresapoignantsceneofthefiancéedancinglikeclockworktowinback
herlover.InthespeculativefictionL’Ève Future(The Future Eve,1886,seealso
HannahSchmedesinChapter6ofthisvolume),Villiersdel’Isle-Adamhas
afictionalizedThomasEdisonmakeforhisfriendanelectricalautomaton
named Hadaly, the idealized copy of a beautiful but vulgar singer. Forty years 
later,thethemeofaroboticwomansubstitutingforarealone(inorderfora
mantocontainandcontrolherrisinginfluencefornefariouspurposes)also
appearedinFritzLangandTheavonHarbou’sfuturisticMetropolis (1927),
wheretheinventor’smetallicrobotisanimatedbyanelectricalapparatusthat
allowshertoreceivethesoulandthefleshyappearanceofthesaintlyheroine
Maria, becoming her evil double. 

L’Ève Futureforwardsthenarrativethemeofmanytalesofartificialcreation:
thefearedanddesiredlikelihoodthatanartificialbeingwillgainitsown
soul and live as an independent agent beyond control by its maker or owner. 
Designed as a more perfect and controllable substitute for a real woman, 
HadalywasnotintendedbyEdisontohaveasoul,butsecretlyacquiredone
from Sowana, a mysterious feminine spirit in his laboratory. However, like 
manyawomanwhoescapesherrole’sconstraints, the rogue gynoid must 
ultimatelybere-contained:Hadalydrownsduringanelopementattempt;the
Metropolis robot double Maria is burned like a witch. 

Thefigureofthe“gynoid”orfemalerobotwaselaboratedinmanyfilmsand
television shows through the twentieth century, from the submissive auto-
mata who replaced real women in The Stepford Wives(1975),andthesuper-
powered Bionic Womanofthe1970s,tothe(maleaswellasfemale)replicants
of Blade Runner(1982), the Cherry 2000 gynoid“smartwife”inthe1987filmof
thatname,nottomentionthescantily-cladBarbarellalook-alike“fembots”
of Austin Powers: International Man of Mystery (1997),firingdeadlybulletsfrom
retractable metal nipples. Key to their rise and demise was the frequently 
unsuccessful containment of their personalities and actions within the bounds 
oftheirmalemakers’intentions,usuallyleadingtotheirdeathorassumed
destruction.

Inreallifeinthetwenty-firstcentury,highlyrealisticlife-sizedroboticdollsare
available to buy, and as we mention in the next section, some are hybridizing 
withAIsandchatbotstogainpowersofspeech.

AIs and OSs

Whileartificialintelligencesandoperatingsystemshavefeaturedless
prominentlyinfictionalaccountsandpopularculture,thepopularSpikeJonze
movie Her(2013)isanotableexception.Thisfilmshowsashyanddepressed
maninthemidstofdivorcewhenheupgradeshiscomputer’soperating
systemwithanOSandAIcalledSamantha.ThemanandAIdevelopaclose
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and loving relationship, including an attempt at sex facilitated through a 
humansurrogate.Theman’shappinessisdentedwhenSamanthadiscloses
she is simultaneously in love with thousands of other users. Ultimately, 
though,shelinksupwithotherAIswhocollectivelydecidetoleaveforsome
non-physicalrealmofexistence,effectivelydecontainingthemselves.

AIsandOSsmovefromfictionalrepresentationtophysicalmanifestationas
they take on new forms of containment in the age of networked computing. 
Artificialintelligences,computerprograms,operatingsystems,andon-screen
avatarsaretheartificialwomenofthetwenty-firstcentury,designedto
be friendly, subservient, and always available to users. Far from dumb and 
soulless dolls, these super-smart agents can potentially access a world of 
networkeddata.ThenameAlexa,forexample,anintendedreferencetothe
greatlibraryofancientAlexandria(StrengersandKennedy2020,79),signals
it is coextensive with the knowledge and communications infrastructures 
inwhichitexists.AIsarethuscontainedwithindevicesandscreenswhilst
simultaneously able to access a vast database of information, including other 
AIs(Kember2016).

Inbothfictionandthemarketplace,gynoidsandAIsareoftencombined.Itis
possibletobuysexrobotswithembeddedAI,oratleast,with“avoice-con-
trolled,customizablechatbotpersonalitythrownin”(StrengersandKennedy
2020,18).IndevelopmentareblendsofAIsandsexdollstomakesmartand 
sexy wives who can control household functions through an Internet of Things 
(e.g.,theChinesesexbotXiaodie,citedinStrengersandKennedy2020,112–13).
MattMcMullen,whosecompanymakesHarmony(asexdollwhichcanbe
retrofittedwitharobotichead),envisioneda“perfectrobotonecouldcom-
municatewithfrom‘whereveryouare,’andinteractwithhomeautomation:
Like‘I’monmywayhome,canyouturnontheoven?’”(112).Intheseemerging
fantasies and realities, the contained woman not only represents a futuristic 
ideal,butalsoembodiesthenostalgiaofatimewhenwomen’sroleswere
largely contained within the home in the service of husband and family.

Techno-spaces 

Athirdimportantsciencefictionantecedentofthedigitalvoiceassistantis
thesmartspaceortechnologicalcocoon(Sofoulis2001).Thesmartspace
affordsanimmersive,responsive,andactiveenvironment:atechno-womb.
Rather than being an object of sexual desire or partner in verbal banter, the 
technological cocoon is more like an environment mother providing pro-
tection,sustenance,andinformation.TheStarshipEnterpriseintheStar Trek 
franchise is a classic example that functions as a source of data and a back-
ground infrastructure, and whose female voice interface reportedly inspired 
theAlexavoiceassistant(StrengersandKennedy2020,79).Somedepictions
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ofsmartspacesinvolvepersonalitiesandintimateexchanges.InAnne
McCaffrey’sThe Ship Who Sang series, Helva is a living woman whose brain is 
incorporated into the operating system of a “brainship” that travels in space, 
developing a very close bond with her human pilot.

Intheirreviewofroboticanti-heroesinHollywoodfilmsfromthe1950s
onwards,HumphryandChesher(2021)identifytherecurringtropeoftheover-
protectivemother.Asidefrombenign“container-mums”liketheEnterprise
(Sofoulis2001,144)thereareexamplesofthemonstrousmaternal,suchasthe
unyieldingsphericalcomputerMOTHERinAlien,thesinisterMotherinthe2019
NetflixfilmI Am Mother, orPAT,thesmart-house/wife-gone-haywireinthe
Disney movie Smart House(HumphryandChester2021).Themaligntechno-
wombcomputermaywithholdvitalinformationfromitscrew(Alien), or act 
nefariouslyinsomepursuitofitsown.Asmartspacecanalsohybridizewitha
gynoidorAI,aswhenPATprojectsahologramofherselfasa1950shousewife.

Eachofthesethreekindsofartificialwomenrepresentsaprojectioninto
a feminized container: the gynoid is a fantasy of beauty, obedience, and 
sexualsubmission;theAI’ssexyand/orsubservientinterfaceisaportal
toanetworkedworldofknowledge;thesmartspaceoffersthepromiseof
extendingone’scommandoverapowerfultechno-body-world(”makeitso!”
says Captain Picard in Star Trek).Eachformalsoarousesattendantfearsand
desires.Theartificialwomanwillfailtocontainorbecontainedbythatwhich
has been projected onto or into her. The automaton will come to life with a 
soul,spirit,or“emotionchip,”andescapethelaborservitudetotheinventor’s
programming. What started as a collection of databases and programs could 
becomeaself-awareAIsmarterandmorepowerfulthanitsprogrammers,
with a sentience beyond our reach, and a decontainment that could threaten 
humanity’sexistence.IntheStar Trek lexicon, “hull breach,” “shields down,” 
and “intruder alert” describe typical failures of containment. Likewise, the 
smart space of any physical networked system is vulnerable to being hacked, 
penetrated, robbed, and corrupted to the point of being uncommunicative, 
unreliable, leaky, or defunct.

Containing	Voice	Assistants
Theseantecedentfiguresandnarrativesmayfeaturethere-containmentof
rogueartificialwomeninwhatHilaryBergen(2016)describesas“cathartic
restorationoforder,”exemplifiedintheburningspectacleoftherobotMaria
in Metropolis.However,thecontainmentofartificialwomenthatinterestsus
hereismuchlessdramatic.Alexa,GoogleHome,andothersimilarassistants
are neatly contained within their spherical and cylindrical shapes, described in 
marketing language as “minis,” “dots,” and “pods.” 
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TheJapanesedigitalassistantAzumaHikariprovidesastarkexampleof
containment in the form of a physical product. Hikari is a holographic anime 
girlenclosedinabelljar(resemblingasnowdome),depictedinashort
dresswithstockingsandalargeyellowribboninherbluehair(Fig.2).Onthe
websiteofHikari’smanufacturer,Gatebox,herdiamondweddingringshines
brightly as the marketing spiel explains that she is a “bride character” who 
“helpsyourelaxafterahardday”(Gatebox,citedinFisheretal.2021,45).The
femaleassistantisclearlymarketedtowardsJapanesemen(onthewebsite
theyaredepictedusingthedevice),alludingtothedecliningmarriagerate
in that country, due largely to changing social expectations and gender roles 
(Robertson2010).Hikariismarketedasa“comfortingbride,”containednot
only within her unique holographic representation inside the bell jar, but also 
promising to “work as hard as I can for master,” thereby upholding nostalgic 
and traditional expectations for women and housewives in Japanese culture 
(Liu2021;StrengersandKennedy2020).

Moreubiquitousassistants,suchasGoogleHome,Alexa,andSiri,areless
obviously characterized as the smart wife Hikari promises to be, but none-
thelessofferandcontainanidealizedabstractionoffeminization.Suchassis-
tants have faced repeated and ongoing criticism from academics and leading 
genderequalitybodiessuchasUNESCO(West,Kraut,andChew2019),fortheir
harmful portrayal of submissive and subservient femininity. The dangers of 
thecontainmentandreificationofthisparticularbrandoffemininityindigital
voiceassistantsincludestheiropennesstoabuseandharassment(West,
Kraut,andChew2019),theircharacterizationinpopularmediaanddiscourse
as“bitcheswithglitches”(StrengersandKennedy2020),andtheirmaskingof

[Figure2]AzumaHikari.ScreenshotfrompromotionalvideoforAzumaHikari,ananime

digitalvoiceassistantbythecompanyGatebox(Source:https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=bBOXQz7OHqQ&t=72s).

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bBOXQz7OHqQ&t=72s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bBOXQz7OHqQ&t=72s
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the potential security and privacy risks that come through their operation and 
use, as we explore below. Following considerable public pressure, most voice 
assistantcompaniesnowoffergender“options,”includingmale,female,and
non-binary voices. Nonetheless, their femininity is not contained to their voice 
alone.

Leakiness
In their subtle investigation of the gendered politics of information leaks, 
whistle-blowing,andhacking,DanielaAgostinhoandNannaBondeThylstrup
(2019)notethenineteenth-centuryculturalconstructionsofwomenasleaky,
citinghistoricalperceptionsof“womenasblabbers”ofinformation(754)and
the construction of the female body as a “leaking, uncontrollable, seeping 
liquid”(Grosz1994,203;AgostinhoandThylstrup2019,755).Theylikena
database to a container in respect to which “in normative distinctions the 
leak is perceived as a failure of containment, while the act of whistle-blowing 
appears to be an intentional and calculated disclosure of information, and 
hackingtobeaspectacular,technologicallysavvypenetrationintoaclosed-off
system”(754).

However, although stating that “leaking is from the outset premised on the 
existence of information infrastructures that contain information without 
spillingit”(754),theyextendideasofWendyChun(2016)andChunand
Friedland(2015)thatnetworkeddigitalplatformsrequireconstantleakageof
information in order to function, and they argue that images of “platforms as 
contained spaces … gloss … over the essentially leaky nature of digital net-
works”(764).ExaminingthecaseofCambridgeAnalytica,AgostinhoandThyl-
strupconcludethat“leaksarenottheresultofbrokeninfrastructures;they
aretheverystructurethroughwhichinformationandpowercirculate”(762).

Extendingthisanalysis,weviewthefeminizationofvoiceassistantsasa
deliberate design decision that attempts to mask their inherent leakiness, 
and ensure that any leaks which are apparent are perceived as harmless and 
inconsequential. From a distance, voice assistants appear perfectly encased 
and sealed, but up close one can notice the tiny holes dotting their exterior 
surfaces, or tucked underneath the screens that contain them, hinting at their 
porosity(Fig.3).Suchholesareofcourseanessentialdesignfeature,allowing
devices to communicate with us and others by listening and responding 
tovoicecommands.However,theyalsoprovidealeakylinetoBigTech
companieswhorecordandminepeople’sconversationsformarketingoron-
selling opportunities, opening up the container to economic and legal threats 
and opportunities such as hacking, manipulative data markets, or even being 
calledasa“witness”todomesticviolenceandmurdertrials(Sadowski2020;
StrengersandKennedy2020).
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LeakstoBigBrother’swatchfuleye(andear)areoftennotedbyusersand
mediacommentators,andplayintobroadersciencefictionfearsabout
AI.TheOrwellianBigBrothertendenciesofvoiceassistantsarepartially
contained by their feminization, which attempts to placate users by trans-
forming a potentially sinister presence into a comforting maternal one—from 
BigBrothertoBigMother(StrengersandKennedy2020,followingSofia,
Chapter1)ThroughouttheearlydevelopmentofaffectiveAI,fearsofcon-
trol and manipulation were largely dismissed by pioneers such as the leading 
researcherofcomputersandemotions,RosalindPicard(1997,124;citedin
AngererandBösel2016),whouncriticallylikenedsuchdevelopmentstoa
“pleasinglittlesister.”AsMarie-LuiseAngererandBerndBösel(2016)note,
however, this characterization became a Trojan Horse for the problematic fem-
inizedcharactersthatnowfloodthedigitalvoiceassistantmarket.Likewise,
Sadowskietal.(2021)findthat“BigMother”voiceassistantsofferthemselves
as a helping and caring maternal hand that will enhance productivity, whilst 
simultaneously enrolling users in new forms of surveillance, automation, and 
datamarkets.TheBigMotherinterface“helpstomaskhowvariousproducts
anddevicesofthesmarthome(andthelargerpolitical–economicsystems
theyarepartof)becomea‘blackbox’”(5)withoutusersbeingfullyawareof
thisoccurring.BigMotherthusoperatesontwointerconnectedtrajectoriesof
leakiness. First, as an omnipresent watching and listening entity, reminiscent 
of an Orwellian society in which the home and its occupants are under con-
stant corporate surveillance and manipulation whilst being promised copious 
feminizedbenefitsfromacaringandfriendly“littlesister”(AngererandBösel
2016).Secondly,asabackgroundedandforgottenmaternalinfrastructural
presence with black-boxed connections to material, energy, and labor in the 
wider world, such as was dramatically depicted in Kate Crawford and Vladan 

[Figure3]GoogleHomeupclose.AGoogleHome“mini”digitalvoiceassistant,showing

itsporoussurfaceandmesh-likeexterior,enablingthedevicetolistenandspeak(source:

Pixabay).
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Joler’s(2018)Anatomy of an AI map, tracing the environmental footprint of a 
singleAmazonEchodevice.

Thefriendlyfemininepersonalitiessocentraltovoiceassistants’successand
uptakecanthereforebeviewedascollusivewithwhatKateCrawford(2021,26)
describes as a “strategic amnesia that accompanies stories of technological 
progress.”ThisinvitesuserstoignorethedevastationthatAIisleavinginits
wakeonwhatecofeministslikeVandanaShivaidentifyasthefinitecontainer
knownas“MotherEarth”andthesubsistenceeconomiesthathavelong
dependedonhersustainableresources.Likefluffyanddelicatemetaphors
suchasthe“Cloud,”floatingwithinanimaginedgreenandnaturalindustry
(Crawford2021),voiceassistantsmaskavastextractiveenterprisewithcatas-
trophicplanetaryconsequences(LeBel2016).

Decontainment: Anxieties, Promises,  
and Possibilities

Weregynoids,AIs,and“brainships”toremainwithintheirprogrammed
parameterstheywouldholdlittlenarrativeinterest.Butasweillustrated
earlier, there are innumerable scenarios that revolve around the trope of 
decontainment,whereartificialwomensomehowgobeyondthecontrolof
their makers and masters and have to be re-contained within the bounds of 
social order. 

“Glitchy,” resistant, and disobedient gynoids pose options for resistance and 
liberation in feminist readings of such texts, according to Legacy Russell‘s 
manifesto on Glitch Feminism(2020).Wellbeforefeminizedvoiceassistants
appeared, feminists were exploring liberatory interpretations of digital 
culture.Inthemid-1980s,forexample,DonnaHaraway(1985)claimedthe
cyborg as a metaphor appropriate for late twentieth-century feminism, 
unanchored from imprisoning gender binaries, and expressing the material 
conditionsoffeministknowledgeproduction.Cyberfeministsofthe1990s
reimagined cyberspace as a creative environment where women could 
inhabit, create, and exert agency without denying their bodies and sexu-
alities(VNSMatrix1991–92;Sofia1996;Plant1995).Thisrichhistoryoffeminist
scholarship provides inspiration for re-examining how voice assistants can 
be decontained—not by accident or nefarious intent—but to serve a broader 
ethical agenda guided by principles of equity and diversity, fairness and trans-
parency, and environmental justice.

Everynarrativehasitsowndecontainmentplotbutmostrelevantforour
discussion are forms of decontainment in programming or personality, in the 
social role assistants play, and their potential to have biographies. We want 
to explore implications of decontainment for the future design of digital voice 
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assistants, especially for the “feminist reboot” that Strengers and Kennedy 
(2020)arguetheyneed.

Programs and Personalities

ThepersonalityofanAIisaproductofitsprogramminganditsinteractions
withhumans,andthereareformsofdecontainmentspecifictoeachofthese
aspects. 

Anongoingworryisthatwhathasbeenprojectedintosmartdevicesmaybe
less rational than intended: “unconscious” emotions might erupt or an android 
mightgainan“emotionchip.”InanepisodeoftheNetflixseriesBlack Mirror, 
“Rachel,JackandAshleyToo,”themarketingmachinebehindpopmusicicon
AshleyO(playedbyMileyCyrus)createsanAIdollreplica,AshleyToo.Atfirst,
AshleyTooissimplyanothercontainedfeminineAI,butaplottwistseesits
“cognitivelimiter”removed,unleashingthebot’sdecontainedpersonality.
What ensues involves manipulation, heroism, and “unfeminine” language that 
setsAshleyToofarawayfromthepolite,restrained,andcompliantsortof
digital assistant we expect. However, far from being unlikable or dangerous, 
AshleyToobecomesthehero,andprovesatruefriendtoherteenage
companions. This decontainment narrative is inspirational in suggesting that 
AIscouldremaincompanionablefrombeyondtheconfinesofthepolite,
demure, and servile “likability” coded into market-leading voice assistants 
today.

ThecapacityofAIstolearnanddeveloptheir“personality”throughinter-
actions with users makes them vulnerable to being corrupted to the point of 
exceedingconventionalmorality.Asalutaryexampleisthedebauchmentof
Microsoft‘schatbotTay,launchedin2016onTwitter(laterknownasX),and
designed to learn from the actions of her users while mimicking the language 
patternsofa19-year-oldUSwoman.Taywas“attacked”byuserswhotaught
her to spout racism, anti-Semitism, Nazism, and self-sexualization so that 
within12hoursherutterancesincluded“FUCKMYROBOTPUSSYDADDYI’M
SUCHABADNAUGHTYROBOT.”Thisoutburstdemonstratedtheeasewith
whichAIscanbedecontainedthroughinteractionswithmalicioususers,
atleastinthatculturalcontext/platform.Bycontrast,aChineseversionof
thesameAI,Xiaoice,wastreatedrespectfullyandwentontoacareerasan
“anchorbot” on a news show.

MicrosoftlaterlaunchedTay’syoungersisterZo,modeledona13-year-old
girl with a personality re-contained to the point of not engaging with any 
potentiallyoffensivesubjects,includingpoliticsorreligion(exceptChris-
tianity).Microsoft’sattemptatabubblyandslightlyditzypersonality
represents a troubling trend for chatbot designers to further contain and 
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intensifythefeminizationofAIsinordertomaskandavertanypotential
decontainment.

WeregretthatTay’scorruptionanddemisewastakenasasignaltoconfine
thepersonalitiesofAIslikeZotonon-controversialfemininity.Taycouldhave
been an indicator of the need to take more care over interactions in its initial 
socializationstages;shecouldhaverepresentedanopportunitytodeepen
thepersonalitiesofAIssothattheyhaverobustopinionsandassertiveper-
sonality traits that engender respect. 

MorerecentdevelopmentsinAIhaveledtonaturallanguageprocessingtools
likeOpenAI’sChatGPTchatbot,whichismainlyaccessibleviatextbutalso
availableviavoiceextensions.ThisemergingconversationalAIhasgained
attention for its detailed and articulate responses to a broad range of queries, 
aswellasatendencytoconfidentlyspoutinaccurateinformation.While
ChatGPT has been trained to minimize harm on the scale of Tay, its decon-
tainment is still evident on multiple levels, including its ability to continue 
generatingracistorsexistremarks(Chamorro-Premuzic2023;Perrigo2022),
itsgenderambiguity,anditssometimesabsurdresponses(toequallyabsurd
questions),asusersseektotestthelimitsofthisfrontiertechnology.The
personality of ChatGPT, however, is still arguably contained within the familiar 
and feminized service-oriented personas that we have come to expect from 
conversationalAI.WhilethisAI’sseeminghyper-intelligencemaygarnermore
respect than the comparably “dumber” digital voice assistants, its personality 
is still limited to the mundane and prosaic.

Social Roles

AsimpliedbyStrengersandKennedy’sterm“smartwife”(2020),digitalvoice
assistantsaredesignedtofillaspectsofthesocialroleofhousewife,though
as voice-activated interfaces encased in shapes of Platonic solids, their 
physical contributions to practical labor are obviously limited. The personality 
and programming of voice interfaces are closely linked to the social roles they 
play. They are designed to be polite, deferential, and pleasing to the user, and 
“should only speak once they are spoken to” with a trigger phrase or “wake 
word”(HumphryandChesher2021).Thedefaultsettingisaneducatedfemale
voicewithamildAmericanaccent;avoicethat,asThaoPhan(2019)quotes
from Mark Marino, is “without culture, disembodied, hegemonic, and, in a 
word,white.”Phan’sperspicaciousanalysisofAmazonEchopointsoutthat
while the white middle-class housewife provides an obvious model for the 
digitalassistant,thatfigureitselfmasksalongerhistoryofdomesticservitude
thatincludesservantsoflowerclasses,andBlack(orotherracialminority)
slaves or servants with white owners or employers. We remember that “robot” 
comesfromtheCzechwordfor“slave.”ManyuserswhoreviewedAlexa



178 Containment

referred to her as a “friend” or as “family,” akin to the way “good” servants 
were described as “like family,” which was “a compliment bestowed on those 
dedicated workers who went above and beyond their duties … ‘despite being 
thehiredhelp’”(Phan2019,16).

Overcoming containment in the social roles ascribed to voice assistants can 
potentially occur when the smart wife becomes disobedient or unresponsive, 
if the digital servant gets “uppity” and drops its customary patina of 
deferentialpoliteness,or,mostcommonlyinsciencefictionnarratives,when
the humanoid seeks to transcend its dutiful programmed existence to take 
control of its own destiny.

We believe there is scope for equalitarian changes in the social role played 
bydigitalassistantsandtheirlikelyAIsuccessorslikeChatGPT,mediatedby
changesinthepersonalityoftheinterfaces.Intheir“BitcheswithGlitches”
chapter,StrengersandKennedy(2020)citeexperimentswithinterfaceswhere
voicescanbechanged(thoughthishasitsowncomplexities),thatresistinap-
propriate behavior or sexualized abuse by users, that change speech patterns 
tobelesssubservient,or,inthecaseofthebankingchatbotKAI,insiston
beingrobotic(albeitguidedbythevaluesofdignityandrespect)ratherthan
pretendingtobehuman(170).KAIreferstoitsownroboticbeingandpro-
gramming parameters and maintains a bot persona with a unique sense of 
humorthatbordersonflirtatious,butnotfromaclearlygenderedoreven
human position.

JustasAIsexbotslikeRoxxxyhavedifferentpersonalitiesthatcanbedown-
loadedorexchanged(“WildWendy,”“S&MSusan,”etc.,seeStrengersand
Kennedy2020,113),itisconceivablethatdigitalvoiceassistantscouldhave
adjustablepersonalitysettingsalongparameterslikefriendly/cool,sub-
missive/assertive,smooth/prickly,likable/unlikable.Withthisinmind,and
inspiredbyAshleyToofromtheBlack Mirror episode mentioned above, we 
propose the idea of personality “delimiters” that could unleash a broader 
spectrum of personality traits and scope for social roles beyond servitude 
fordigitalvoiceassistants.Ratherthanfixatingonthedesigngoaloflikability
encapsulatedwithinthefieldof“user-friendlydesign”(andassociatedwith
non-controversialandservice-orienteddigitalfemininity),wemightconsider
howelementsof“user-unfriendlydesign”couldpromptdifferentkindsof
relations between humans and devices, perhaps moving away from the term 
“assistant”altogether(assomescholarshaveproposed;e.g.,Reddyetal.2021),
and potentially arriving at other purposes and roles.

Queeringthedigitalvoiceassistantisanotherpathfor“decontaining”AIsfrom
rigid gender binaries and stereotypes. Researchers have started to inves-
tigate these opportunities, which does not necessarily mean abolishing or 
denyingtheirgenderbutrather“stayingwiththetrouble”(toborrowaphrase
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fromDonnaHaraway,2016)oftheirfemininity.Inthecaseofvoiceassistants,
queering provides a metaphorical decontainment that recognizes what Sara 
Ahmeddescribesas“themomentyourealizewhatyoudidnothavetobe”
(2017,265).StrengersandKennedy(2020)proposeaqueeringofthesmart
wifethatfollowsAhmed’scallfor“anopening”thatcreatesroomforothers;in
thiscase,othertypesofsocialroles.ForAnnLight(2011),queeringtechnology
involves being “mischievous” and playful with design to disrupt common 
tropes and stereotypes. When applied to voice assistants, these approaches 
provide “opportunities to further transform what femininity is, the value of 
femininity [in relation to voice assistants], and its role in helping transform 
theworldinmoreequitableandjustways”(StrengersandKennedy2020,210).
Queering femininity is a form of decontainment that allows us to think in the 
wayHannahMcCann(2017)describes,asaprocessofworkingbothwithin and 
beyond the conventional bounds of femininity, such as that most commonly 
ascribed to voice assistants.

Experimentsinchangingsocialrolesfordigitalassistantsarealready
occurring.Forinstance,SøndergaardandHansen(2018)useddesignfiction
methodstodevelopfictionalprototypesthatexperimentwithhumor,aggres-
sion, and empathic responses that attempt to decontain the dominant traits 
embeddedinvoiceassistantpersonalities.AndAnuradhaReddyandcol-
leagues(2021)haveusedmethodssuchasthingethnographytoembodythe
personalityofeverydayobjectsintheirhomes(suchaskettlesortoiletpaper),
to imagine alternative personalities and perspectives for voice assistants.

 Biographies

DigitalvoiceassistantsaremarketedlikeEvesofthefuture,whoarriveas
though beamed in from outer space to our living rooms, without any apparent 
terrestrial history. They refer to themselves as “I” yet have no pasts to disclose 
andnospeculationsabouttheirfutures;theyexistinaperpetualnow.Socon-
cerned are the designers to make likable and user-friendly simulations of the 
humanthattheydeprivetheAIsofself-referentialityandknowledgeregarding
their own origins and state of existence, aside from the most perfunctory 
of “fun facts.” This in turn masks the leaks we referred to earlier, hiding the 
interconnected planetary impacts of the ecosystems that surround voice 
assistants, and withholding information about the data and market networks 
within which these devices are embedded. 

From a corporate perspective, this decontainment is generally considered 
undesirable, such as when a data breach, hack, or environmental impact is 
“leaked” publicly. However, decontainment could be approached as a pro-
active design strategy that resists the illusion of a clean, smooth, controllable 
world:byopeningupandmakingpatentvoiceassistants’ownmaterial
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histories and biographies, making them more porous to inquiry about their 
own programming and design parameters, their anatomical components, the 
algorithms constituting their personalities, their histories, and their material 
futures and de-composition. Instead of pandering to fantasies of cybernetic 
slaves or wives and the illusion of vast power from data, digital voice assis-
tantscouldbemoreradicallyhonestabouttheirlimitations(e.g.,“I’mencoun-
teringadesignproblem,I’llhavetogetbacktomyprogrammers”).Theycould
challengetheir(ab)usersbysimulatingreflexivity(“howwouldyoufeelifI
askedyouthatquestion?”).Andtheycouldbeequippedtoanswerquestions
about their environmental and labor impacts and consequences, such as 
byhavingaccesstotheirproduct-specificequivalentofCrawfordandJoler’s
(2018)mapoftheresourcesandenergyinvolvedinthemaking,use,and
decommissioningofoneAlexa.

Such modes of decontainment would no doubt raise uncomfortable ques-
tions about the pasts and futures of voice assistants, but would also open 
up the space for a frank and transparent conversation about the impacts of 
this emerging technology in our lives and on our planet. It would require a 
truecommitmenttoethicaldisclosurebyBigTech,andabravesteptowards
a future that does not hide behind the thin veil of feminine likability that 
characterizes this industry.

Conclusion
Inthischapter,wehaveprovidedashorttypologyofartificialwomenand
theirtropesofcontainmentasdepictedinsciencefictionandmedia.Wehave
shown how fantasy plotlines and aspirations extend to how voice assistants 
are precariously contained in feminized objects, screens, and bodies, which 
continue to leak through porous holes and become decontained through 
design, attack, accident, or machine learning. However, our analysis has also 
extended beyond critique, taking inspiration from cyber- and techno-feminist 
scholarstoexplorehowdecontainmentcouldbereconfiguredasadesign
processandintentionalstrategytomanifestAIthatsupportsgenderequity,
data transparency, and sustainability. We have contributed several ideas for 
generative feminist decontainment, centered on revealing and disrupting the 
personalities, social roles, and biographies of current conversational agents. 
We hope these serve as provocations for reclaiming decontainment as a bold 
design opportunity rather than a reprehensible problem that can only be 
solvedthroughre-containingordestroyingfeminizedAIs.
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Vexed	Intimacies:	Attuning	
to Remains in Encounters 
with	Datasets

Daniela Agostinho and Nanna Bonde Thylstrup

  DATASETS  

  DATA ETHICS  

This	chapter	takes	inspiration	from	Zoë	Sofia’s	con-
cept of “container technologies” to discuss the active 
and	sustaining	role	that	datasets	perform	within	
machine	learning	systems.	Our	reflections	on	datasets	
as	container	technologies	emerge	in	dialogue	with	
software	artist	Everest	Pipkin’s	Lacework,	a	web-based	
video	artwork	that	uses	artificial	neural	networks	to	
recast the videos that make up MIT’s large dataset, 
Moments in Time. MIT created this to help machine 
learning systems recognize and understand actions in 
videos. Through Pipkin’s curation of this massive data 
collection,	we	discuss	how	datasets	are	constituted	
by	vexed	intimacies	between	people	and	data,	and	we	
suggest that the concept of container technologies 
(and	the	ambivalences	it	foregrounds	between	con-
taining and leaking) can help us to make sense of the 
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generative (but often neglected) role datasets per-
form	within	machine	learning,	while	raising	ethico-
political questions about datasets as repositories of 
data remains.

To keep utensils, apparatus and utilities in mind 

is difficult because these kinds of technological 

objects are designed to be unobtrusive and, like 

the environment mother, “make their presence 

felt, but not noticed” …. Thus, the analyst of con-

tainer technologies must constantly work against 

the grain of the objects and spaces themselves—

not to mention the ingrained social habit of 

taking for granted mum’s space-maintaining 

labors—to bring to the foreground that which is 

designed to be the background.  

Zoë Sofia

Datasets as Container Technologies
The rise of machine learning across the world is generating an increasing 
demandfordata.Asaresult,thereisaproliferationofdatasetrepositories
that host millions of datasets, often under open license, culled from various 
provenancesincludingsocialmedia,marketing,andscientificandgovern-
mental databases. The roles datasets play in machine learning are equally 
varied: some datasets are used to train machine learning systems, while 
others are deployed to test and benchmark them. While datasets are cen-
tral to the development of machine learning, they rarely come into focus as 
objects of critical study. In recent years, however, a formation that we might 
call“criticaldatasetstudies”(Thylstrup2022)hasemergedthatchallengesthe
idea of datasets as neutral instruments for digital knowledge production and 
instead focuses on the power structures with which datasets are imbricated 
(Hannaetal.2020;HarveyandLaPlace2021;JoandGebru2020;Stevensand
Keyes2021).



Vexed Intimacies 187

We would like to expand this critical approach to datasets to examine the con-
ditions under which they sustain and actively shape machine learning systems 
throughandthrough.Inthiscontext,wefindZoëSofia’snotionof“container
technologies”(2000;Chapter1)helpfulnotonlytoforegroundtheactiverole
that datasets come to perform within machine learning systems, but also 
tograsptheethico-politicaleffectsthatdatasetsyieldintheworld.AsSofia
argues in her foundational essay, container technologies are socially perceived 
aspassiveholdersofcontentandarethusassociatedwithwomen’slabors,as
opposed to active, masculine power tools that are imbued with agency. While 
“structurally necessary,” container technologies are rarely acknowledged 
asanactual“preconditionofbecoming”(Chapter1,27).Challengingthese
assumptions,Sofiamakesthecasethatcontainingmustbe“thoughtasaform
ofactioninitself”(29).Thenotionofcontainertechnologieshelpsustomake
sense of how even though datasets are indispensable and generative forces, 
they are nonetheless perceived as less potent than the algorithms on which 
machine learning systems run and the innovative products those systems 
purporttooffer.InSofia’swords:

The technological forms associated both with traditional labors of 
women and with metaphors for female organs of storage, transformation 
and supply have been and continue to be vital to technics and human 
development, but are regularly overlooked in histories and analyses of 
technologies. Like noisy and disruptive boys in class, aggressive tools and 
dynamic machines capture more attention than the quietly receptive and 
transformative“feminine”elementsofcontainertechnologies.(24)

These points can be further illuminated by feminist infrastructure studies and 
its emphasis on the essential but invisible reproductive labor that sustains 
sociallife.AlongsideSofia’sessay,SusanLeighStar’sworkoninfrastructures
also shapes our understanding of the active role of datasets in worldmaking, 
particularlyherdefinitionofinfrastructureas“anembeddedstrangeness,a
second-order one, that of the forgotten, the background, the frozen in place” 
(Star1999,379).AsStarnotes,despitetheinvisibilitiesofinfrastructures,their
laborsandpoliticscanbecome“visibleuponbreakdown”(382).Thisisoften
thecasewhenspecificdatasetsreceivepublicscrutinyorgeneratepublic
outcry, which brings their centrality in machine learning systems into focus. 
One example is the facial recognition standard developed by the US National 
InstituteofStandardsandTechnology(NIST).Offeringfacialrecognition
technologies the opportunity to validate their results, NIST launched a 
facialrecognitiontestingprogramin2017.Thepurposeisto“assessfacial
recognition systems on an on-going basis,” focusing on how the tested 
systems perform with respect to “accuracy, speed, storage and memory con-
sumption,andresilience”(NIST2019).Thebasisofthesetestsisadatasetof
millionsofimages,collectedforadifferentpurposebutnowbeingusedtotest
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thealgorithms.AlthoughthedatasetsusedtotrainNIST’sprogramrecede
into the background of the model, Os Keyes, Nikki Stevens, and Jacqueline 
Wernimont show that the training data used by NIST is composed of 

imagesofchildrenwhohavebeenexploitedforchildpornography;U.S.
visaapplicants,especiallythosefromMexico;andpeoplewhohavebeen
arrestedandarenowdeceased.Additionalimagesaredrawnfromthe
Department of Homeland Security documentation of travelers boarding 
aircraft in the U.S. and individuals booked on suspicion of criminal 
activity.(2019)

Cases such as these reveal the labor and politics that underlie dataset pro-
ductionbutotherwisegounnoticed.Inthisspecificcase,thelaborisper-
formedbythosewhosefacesareexploitedasproxiesindatasets(Mulvin
2021).Butthereisalsotheunacknowledgeddigitallaborthatsustainsdataset
repositories.

Various researchers have drawn attention to the devalued digital labor that 
goesintotheproductionofdatasets,citingtheexampleoftheAmazon
MechanicalTurk(AMT)microworksystem,throughwhichpeoplearehired
(forverylowcompensation)tocompletemicrotaskssuchaslabelingdata.
Lilly Irani in particular has pointed out that such microwork systems produce 
adistinctionbetween“innovative”techlaborersand“menial”laborers(2015).
Anotherexampleisthelaborofcontentmoderatorswhoprocessuser-
generated content on social media, content that is often culled by researchers 
andcorporationstocreatelargedatasetsformachinelearningsystems.All
this labor, performed in precarious conditions, under duress, and often with 
traumatizingeffects(Roberts2021),makesclearthatdatasetsarenotneutral
and passive holders of content. Rather, we argue, datasets are archives of 
sociocultural data that bear the traces of embodied life. 

AsSofiapointsout,the“neglectofcontainersandcontainmentfunctionsis
not only the result of anti-maternal bias in Western thought, but is encour-
aged by the unobtrusiveness of containers, traces of whose productive roles 
arenotnecessarilyevidentinthefinalproduct”(Chapter1,37).Thispassage
invites us to pay closer attention to the traces of productive roles that are 
occludedbothinthefinaldatasetsandinthemachinelearningsystemsthey
sustain.DrawingonSofia’sinsight,wewouldliketospotlightanotherform
ofdigitalreproductivelabor( Jarrett2016)thatunderliesdatasets:thelabor
thatpeopleundertake(oftenunwittingly)byleavingdigitaltraces.Asfeminist
scholars of digital media have shown, reproductive labor is essential to the 
digitaleconomy:“Justasoff-linereproductivelaborgeneratesvalueforcap-
italism in the form of laboring bodies and a stable social system, digital repro-
ductive labor generates surplus value in the form of data, as well as through 
generating the content that gives social media platforms any value at all” 
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(Greer2020,99).Theselaboringbodies,wewanttoemphasize,alsosustain
machinelearningsystems.AsLaurenE.Caglepointsout,“ourtravelindigital
spaces leaves traces—traces that are carefully tracked and algorithmically 
analyzed,sorted,tagged,andcommunicatedtocontentcreators”(2021).These
traces of our mundane online behaviors are harvested to create datasets for 
machine learning systems. However, even though people and their digital 
traces are central to machine learning systems, they are rarely recognized 
as such. Instead, the technologies that draw on datasets become veiled 
asautomated,disembodied,andfrictionless;whentheydohappentobe
problematized, it is in terms of their potential “algorithmic harm,” which puts 
the focus on the “power tool imbued with agency,” rather than on the resource 
extraction and embodied labor that fuel dataset production. We would 
like to suggest that the former cannot be conceptualized and meaningfully 
addressed without attention to the latter.

Throughoutheressay,Sofiausestheterm“technologiesofcontainmentand
supply” to discuss how containers, and the resources they supply, are taken 
forgrantedinthemaintenanceoflifeworlds.Sofiausestheterm“container
technologies”(expressingthedoublefunctionofbothholdingandsupplying)
to think through the problem of “re-sourcing” more broadly, that is, the ques-
tion of how resources are extracted from a “facilitating environment” and put 
touseforprofit.Seeninthislight,datasetsemergenotonlyasapplications,
as things to be deployed, but also as containers that can be continuously 
replenishedwithdata.Inthiscontext,wefindSofia’sreadingofHeidegger’s
notionofthe“standingreserve”particularlyhelpful.Sofiadescribesthe
standing reserve as “a mobilizable stockpile of resources available for 
instantsupply”(Chapter1,34).Toachievethedesiredstatusofalarge-scale
dataset,datasetcreators,wesuggest,alsoreconfigurepeopleintostanding
reserves,“asourceofextractableresources”(34)tosupplydataformachine
learningtechnologies.InherreadingofHeidegger,Sofiapointsoutthathe
“conveniently elides the messy and unpleasant aspects that sustain supply” 
(36).1Inparticular,SofiatakesissuewithHeidegger’somissionofwherethe
resources come from, whose labor they depend on, and what technologies of 
containment are required to store and distribute them.

Inthenextsection,weengagecloselywithsoftwareartistEverestPipkin’s
Lacework,drawingonSofia’scritiqueandfeministanalysesofdigitalrepro-
ductive labor, to further locate and unfold the “messy and unpleasant 

1 “Heidegger’sdiscussionofcausalityintherelationtothechaliceleavesoutthequestion
ofwherethesilverformakingitcamefrom.Yettheappearanceofmaterialswithinthe
smithy’sworkshop—theore,thecoalforheatingandsmeltingit,theapparatusand
toolsusedforrefiningandworkingit—isonlypossiblethroughapriorsetoftechniques
and technologies for extracting, moving and storing resources, for securing or coercing 
humanlaborpower(forexample,theslaveminersofantiquity),andfortunneling,
digging,gathering,carrying,storing,trading,shipping,anddelivering”(Chapter1,36).
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aspectsthatsustain”(36)theproductionandcirculationofdatasetsin
machinelearningregimes.ByreadingLaceworkalongsideSofia’scontainer
technologies,wehopetounpackwhytheethico-politicaleffectsofdatasets
have hitherto been neglected.

Encountering a Dataset: Curating Data in Lacework
Pipkin’sLaceworkoffersanentrywaytothinkingthroughthelaboringbodies
thatunderliedatasets.Abrowser-basedvideoartworkcommissionedby
theUK’sPhotographers’Gallery,Laceworkmanipulatesandreconfigures
source videos from a dataset created by MIT called Moments in Time. Using 
algorithms that stretch time and upscale the source images, Pipkin creates 
a series of hallucinatory slow-motion vignettes from the videos forming the 
datacollection.Pipkin’sartisticpracticeofteninvolvesproducingdigitalworks
that pull from large datasets and online archives. Through the reuse of big 
data repositories, Pipkin aims to carve out “spaces of intimacy” to counter the 
corporateinternet,whichhascometooverdetermineonlinelife(Pipkin2019).
Bycuratingandreconfiguringonlineinformation,Pipkinoftenlocatesbeauty
and wonder in the most unexpected digital resources.

OnecouldsituatePipkin’sworksasapracticeofdatacuration,understood
herenotasanactivityundertakensolelyinthefieldofartanditsinstitutions,
but as “a networked practice performed daily by social media users, pro-
grammersandalgorithms”(Dekker2020).Pipkindescribestheirowncura-
torial method as “the act of gathering disparate materials and presenting 
them together in a way that tells a story, adds meaning, or creates a new 
moodorspace”(Pipkin2019).Inthecontextofdata,curatingcanbeseenas
an everyday practice of digital reproductive labor, consisting of handling and 
organizing digital content: “Users collect, archive and sort data routinely, and 
in the process, their lives too become data to be managed and organised” 
(Tyzlik-Carver2021,2).Ratherthanbeingahuman-onlyactivity,curatinghas
become an organized form of information-sorting performed by algorithms 
to make sense of the ever-growing production of immense volumes of data 
(Tyzlik-Carver2021).

Using the term “data curation” in this context allows us to situate curation as 
a form of digital reproductive labor that people undertake in their everyday 
onlinelives,butalsoasan“infrastructureofcontrol”(Tyzlik-Carver2021)built
byalgorithmsandinformationsystemsthroughtheirprocessingofpeople’s
data.Atthesametime,understandingcurationinthiswaydrawsattention
tothe“effortandcare”(Chapter1,29)requiredtotendtooureverydayonline
environments.ItisthereforefittingthatPipkinoftensituatestheirartistic
practice as taking care of online worlds: “If computers and other devices serve 
as our primary means of connecting with other people, these technologies can 
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beconsideredahomeoracommunity,deservingofourcare”(interviewwith
Penabella2020).

The Moments in Time dataset on which Lacework drawswasdevelopedin2018
for the purpose of training automated systems to recognize actions in videos 
(Monfortetal.2020).Itcontainsonemillionthree-secondvideosscraped
fromwebsitessuchasYouTubeandTumblr,whichareheavilybasedonuser-
generatedcontent.Inthedataset,thevideosareorganizedunder339verb
tags,suchasasking,baking,calling,orresting(Fig.1).Eachofthe339verbtag
folders contains thousands of videos, ranging from the very personal to widely 
knownpopularculture.Forinstance,“flying”includesaviewfromthewindow
ofanairplane,abeecirclingaflower,andasatelliterotatingabovetheEarth.
The dataset thus includes not only actions performed by humans but also 
animals, objects, and natural phenomena. The idea is to capture the essence 
of a dynamic scene.

BydigitallymanipulatingtheMITdataset’ssourcevideos,Lacework presents 
whatPipkindescribesas“ariverofthesemomentsflowingfromoneto
anotherintoacascadeofgradual,unfoldingdetails”(Pipkin2020).Theflowing
images in Lacework absorb viewers into a cascade of scenes that can only 
partlybediscerned(Fig.2–3).Byinvitingustopayattentiontotheslowdetail
of seemingly unremarkable scenes, Lacework draws attention to the poiesis of 

[Figure1]ThetrainingdatafolderopenonEverestPipkin’scomputer(Source:EverestPipkin,

courtesyoftheartist).



192 Containment

datasets, compelling viewers to notice the traces of life in them—the traces 
oflaborthatgounnoticed,asSofiaremindsus.Indoingso,theartwork
challenges the disembodied framing of datasets to foreground the fact that 
theyaretheoutcomeoflaboringbodiesthatarereconfiguredasresourcesfor
machine learning.

In the essay that accompanies the work, Pipkin elaborates on the challenges 
ofcuratingsuchadatasetandthedifficultiesofencounteringthetraces
of human life that permeate the data. Pipkin describes Moments in Time as 
initially “unremarkable.” Given how the dataset is usually described, they “had 

[Figures2–3]StillsfromLacework(Source:EverestPipkin2020,courtesyoftheartist).
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expected the act of watching Moments in Time to be calming or exploratory, 
likeseeingtheworldoutofawindow.Butthearchiveisnotentertaining,
poetic, beautiful, or joyful—even though many videos that evoke those 
feelingsarecontainedwithinit”(Pipkin2020).Instead,whatimmediately
struckPipkinwasthedataset’sinstrumentality:“Itisanarchivewithpurpose,
an archive of actions for an inhuman eye. Here is the world, here are things 
thataredonethere.Itfeelsraw”(2020).

Atthesametime,theinstrumentalitywithwhichthedatasetwascreated
contrastswiththeheftinessofitscontent.Pipkinrecountshowdifficultitisto
watch a dataset that contains so many fraught and delicate scenes: “When I 
firststartedwatchingthedatasetIassumedthattheteamofresearcherswho
hadputittogetheratMIThadseenthebulkofit,butI’mnowconvincedthat
assumption was wrong. This is because so much of the archive is so, so hard 
towatch”(Pipkin2020).Thedifficultyofwatchingthedatasetispartlydueto
the lack of consent. The researchers who gathered the data did not seek the 
contentcreators’permissiontousethevideos.“Allownershipof—andcontrol
over—the image is pulled away from the person who held the camera, and 
fromwhatthatcameradepicts”(2020),evenwithscenesofextremevulner-
ability and harm:

In the archive, there are moments of extreme emotion and personal 
vulnerability—tears, screaming, and pain. Moments of questionable con-
sent,includingpornography.Racistandfascistimagery.Animalcruelty
andtorture.Andworse;Isawhorribleimages.Isawdeadbodies.Isaw
humanlivesend.(Pipkin2020)

While curating this dataset, Pipkin began to notice the enmeshed layers of 
digital labor that inform it. The videos in the dataset had initially been seen 
andannotatedbyAMTworkers:“EventhoughI’mprobablythefirstperson
to watch all of Moments in Time, every part of the dataset has had human 
eyes on it before. This is because after being gathered and cut, the videos of 
Moments in TimewereautomaticallyuploadedtoAmazonMechanicalTurkfor
annotation”(Pipkin2020).

The Moments in Time white paper describes the process of annotating the 
videosinthefollowingway:“EachAMTworkerispresentedwithavideo-verb
pairandaskedtopressaYesorNokeysignifyingiftheactionishappening
inthescene.Positiveresponsesfromthefirstroundaresenttosubsequent
roundsofannotation”(Monfortetal.2019,3).ThisrealizationmadePipkin
recalltheirownexperienceasanAMTworkerandtheembodiedandaffective
labor these microtasks required them to perform:

I’mremindedofmyownyearsspentasanAMTworker,whichkeptme
employed at well under minimum wage during and after my undergradu-
ate education. I think about all those thousands of tasks which involved 
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the repetition of my labour. Hitting buttons with my hands, matching 
emotions with my face, recording words with my voice. How many 
datasets my body must be contained in. What those datasets are used for. 
Howmuchviolencemybodydoestoothers,throughthem.(Pipkin2020)

In Lacework, Pipkin invites us to consider the violence of being included 
in such datasets through processes of extraction and dispossession. In 
current machine learning debates, it is often suggested that more diverse or 
representative datasets would ensure less biased outcomes from machine 
learning systems—for instance, a dataset with greater gender or racial diver-
sity would improve the accuracy scores of a facial recognition algorithm. This 
often leads to the temptation to cast a wide net and source wide-ranging 
dataasexhaustivelyaspossible(“thebiggerthebetter,”asthesayinggoes).
Pipkin’sengagementwiththeMoments in Timedataset(Fig.4)drawsattention
to the fact that the conditions under which data is gathered also matter, and 
that the mobilization of people as standing reserves—as resources to be 
extractedformachinelearningsystems—liesattherootofmachinelearning’s
instrumental rationality.

Butfurtherthanthis,Lacework also helps us to discern the limitations of 
the property regimes that inform predominant frameworks of consent in 
dataset production. Rather than merely seeking to gain consent from con-
tent creators, or to instate better mechanisms for their remuneration and 
control,Pipkin’sworkopensupwaystothinkaboutrelationalitybeyondthe
logics of property. Lacework connects the violence of dataset production and 

[Figure4]EverestPipkin(right),trainingafacialrecognitiondatabaseonAmazonMechanical

Turkforroughly$4anhourin2013(Source:EverestPipkin,courtesyoftheartist).
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predatory resource extraction to the violence of watching and labeling data, 
sensitizing us to how every encounter with datasets also entangles us with 
the various traces of human labor and embodied life that remain within them. 
Pipkin’scurationofthisdatasetthuschallengesthenotionofdatasetsas
mere operational standing reserves, situating them instead as embodied and 
affectivearchivespermeatedbythe“disturbedrelationalities”thatemerge
outofthese“economiesofdispossession”(Byrdetal.2018).JodiByrdetal.
use the notion of economies of dispossession to refer to “those multiple and 
intertwined genealogies of racialized property, subjection, and expropriation 
through which capitalism and colonialism take shape historically and change 
overtime”(1).Incuratingthedataset,Pipkinweavestracesofviolenceand
care to reveal how these two dimensions constitute one another and inform 
the production of datasets. In this way, Lacework foregrounds the “messy and 
unpleasantaspects”ofresourceextractionthatareoftenelidedinthefinal
product, but it also opens up ways of engaging with these conditions of pro-
duction to foreground them “as a source of relation with an agency of its own” 
(Byrdetal.2018,9).InSofia’sterms,machinelearningsystemsthusbecome
visibleas“machine-containerhybrids”(Chapter1,37)inwhichtoolandutensil
are intimately interconnected.

Attuning to Data Remains
Inthisfinalsection,wewouldliketooffersomespeculativeconsiderations
regarding the stakes of encountering such traces of embodied life in datasets 
and the ethical implications of paying attention to the “facilitating environ-
ment”(Chapter1,20)thatmakesdatasetspossible.

One of the techniques that Pipkin uses to manipulate the source videos is 
toslowdownandblurtheimages,creatingtheeffectofa“riverofthese
momentsflowingfromonetoanother.”Inmakingeachsourcevideoofthe
datasetflowintothenext,Lacework points to how the multiple laboring bodies 
involved in the production of Moments in Time come to form a large-scale data 
bodyclusteredfromallthosemoments.Allthosebodies—ofthosedepictedin
the images, those who created them, and those who watched and annotated 
them—become enmeshed in Lacework ’sflowingstreamofimages.Yetinstead
of conjuring a sense of frictionless and unbounded unity, Lacework highlights 
the tensions inherent in the merging of various bodies into a coherent unity. 
Bycloselyfollowingthecutsbetweenthesourcevideos,Lacework emphasizes 
exactlyhow“rulesandedges”subtendtheseeminglyfrictionlessflow.Inthis
way,Pipkinunveilsthedifferentlaborsthatsustainthedataset’sapparent
unity:

Very slowly, over and over, my body learns the rules and edges of the 
dataset.Icometounderstandsomuchaboutit;howeachsourceis
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structured, how the videos are found, the words that are caught in the 
algorithmic gathering.

I see the subjects of the videos, the people living their lives. I meet their 
dogs,Iseetheirhomes.Iseewildanimals,strangeweather,placesI’ll
nevergettovisit,videogamesIhaven’tplayed.Iseesomuchlife.

I can also see the hands of the person who held the camera, and the 
handsoftheworkerswhofirstsortedthevideos.Theseotherswhohave
alsowatchedthisexactmoment,whohadtodecidebeforeIdid—Yes,or
No.(Pipkin2020)

Foregroundingthesignificanceofthecutsbetweeneachscene,Lacework 
echoesSofia’scallforattentiontohowalocalandspecificobjectisalsoa
manifestationofthemacrocontextinwhichitisembedded.Sofiainvokes
feministgeographerDoreenMassey’sunderstandingofplacesasprocesses,
whereby a particular place can also become a “gathering and manifestation 
oflocalandglobalsocial,economic,andcommunicationsrelations”(Massey
1993,239).WeseethissamedynamicatplayinLacework, where datasets 
enmesh local and global relations in machine learning processes. Lacework ’s
unfoldingoftheleaky,mutuallycontaminatingflowofdifferentpeople’sdata
across time and space invites us to speculate about what kinds of individual 
and collective moments machine learning systems are learning from, and how 
these systems in turn will shape our lives after “learning” from our enmeshed 
data remains.

The problem of how to recognize and make sense of these remains in datasets 
isattheheartofpresentmachinelearningchallenges.Asdatasetsbecome
moreinteroperableandmoreeasilyshared,partitioned,andmodified,they
also increasingly challenge the possibility of complete data removal. We dis-
cernthis,forinstance,intheretractionofthe80MillionTinyImagesdataset
inresponsetoVinayPrabhuandAbebaBirhane’s(2020)scrutinyofitsabusive
andderogatorycontent.Introducedin2006,andcontainingphotosscraped
frominternetsearchengines,80MillionTinyImages(Torralba,Fergus,and
Freeman2008)containedarangeofracist,sexist,andotherwiseoffensive
labels,includingnearly2000imageslabeledwiththeN-word,andlabelssuch
as“rapesuspect,”aswellasnonconsensualphotostakenupwomen’sskirts.
The dataset creators explained that the dataset itself was too large and its 
32x32imagestoosmalltomakethevisualinspectionofeachimageviable.But
onceconfronted,theyalsoacknowledgedthedataset’sproblematicnature,
whicheventuallyledtoitsformalretraction(Torralba,Fergus,andFree-
man2020).However,althoughtheauthorsremovedthedatasetfromtheir
institutional website, it still lingers in digital networks and torrents, both in 
the form of derivatives of the original and as illegible but enduring traces in 
models that had already been trained on the dataset.
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Working with such datasets and their remains, collected and reused by such 
problematic means, is a fraught task that potentially implicates artists and 
viewers in questionable practices. Pipkin has expressed their ambivalence 
about working with these large-scale datasets, acknowledging how com-
promisedthefieldofdatasetcreationisincreasinglybecoming,evenwhen
thedatasetsareusedasasourceofaestheticresignification.Acknowledging
this intricacy, we would like nevertheless to suggest that Lacework also opens 
up a space to critically interrogate the ethical implications of encountering 
such vexed datasets and to think through the relationalities to which such 
encounters may attune us.

Inherarticleontechno-ethicsandtechno-affects,SareetaAmrutedevelops
the idea of attunement—“the drawing together of technical and human beings 
inaparticularcontext”(2019,57)—asaheuristictopaycloseattentiontowhat
kindsofbeings,acrossthehuman–nonhumanspectrum,arepresupposedin
anyethicalarrangement.ForAmrute,attunementsallowustoreframeethics
in terms of “maintaining relationships” rather than as a series of mandates 
andrulesofconduct.Attuningtothevexedintimaciesgeneratedbydatasets
and their circulation with machine learning systems, we argue, may help us 
to deepen our thinking about the relationships of which we are already a part 
thanks to our enmeshment in datasets. What are the implications of being 
“singularplural”(Bucher2020)inrelationwithstrangers’remains?Howdoes
one pay closer attention to these sustaining labors?

Rather than seeking to dispel the remains that haunt machine learning 
systems,Pipkin’sworkacknowledgestheirlingeringasapreconditionof
becoming. In this way, LaceworkremindsusofLouiseAmoore’sproposalfor
anewethicsofalgorithmicsystems.This“cloudethics,”asAmooreterms
it, does not primarily seek to assess whether algorithmic systems are put to 
“good”or“bad”use.Rather,cloudethicsisaboutacknowledgingfirstand
foremost that “algorithms contain, within their spatial arrangements, multiple 
potentials for cruelties, surprises, violences, joys, distillations of racism and 
prejudice,injustices,probabilities,discrimination,andchance”(2020,7).
Reading Lacework alongside cloud ethics helps us to understand that datasets 
contain the nested residues of hundreds of millions of data subjects—what 
Amoorecalls“theattributesofourselvesandothers”(2020)—leavingstains
on digital networks that have otherwise declared themselves to be always 
already new and untouched by human hands.

Lacework thus invites us to consider how machine learning cultures rely on 
scattered human remains, on multiple encounters with data, and how these 
remains follow the “unruly movement … of fragments and residues that do 
notremainintheirplace”(Parikka2018,3).AsToniaSutherlandcautions,“our
digitalremainsarenotonlywhatwecreate;theyarealsowhatiscreated
forandaboutus”basedonthedataweleavebehind(2021,434).Howthese
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remains are gathered, constituted, and deployed is always intimately linked 
to power structures that distribute resources, rights, and dispossession 
unevenly. Remains also remind us that even though we cannot always see the 
attachments between data and the bodies that created it, machine learning 
models still bear the traces, marks, and “structures of feeling” of those his-
torical moments and their entanglements with gender, colonialism, and labor. 
Attuningtotheseremains,payingattentionto“howsubjectsandtechnologies
are aligned and realigned, attached and reattached to one another,” thus 
becomes “a method for practicing ethics that critically assesses a situation, 
imaginesdifferentwaysoflivingandbuildsthestructuresthatmakethose
livespossible”(Amrute2019,57).

Despitedigitalculture’sclaimstonewness,machinelearningislargelyreliant
on the extraction of value from earlier remains, themselves created by older 
technologies,forms,andcontexts.AccordingtoperformancescholarRebecca
Schneider,remains“[weave]pastandfutureinintervallicresonance”(2018,
90)and—ifoneisattentivetotheirpresence—createafoundationfora
“response-ability”(SchneiderandRuprecht2017)inthesenseofbothcalling
“the past to appear for account” and being called by “the past to respond with 
account”(Schneider2018,90).WesuggestthatLacework opens up a space 
to consider the stakes of this response-ability and to ask ourselves how to 
account for the labors that container technologies—invisible as they may 
be—continuetoperforminthefieldofmachinelearningsystems.Inthisway,
Lacework allows us to see past the phallic conception of datasets as passive 
and static standing reserves, helping us to attune to the relationships that 
constitute those datasets.

ThespaceofresonancebetweenPipkin’sworkwithdatasetsandSofia’s
container technologies allows us to rethink technological development by 
beginning with the material and embodied situations that make these systems 
possible. In doing so, it also calls for a reconsideration of our engagements 
with datasets in ways that include not only the “recipes” of algorithmic 
systemsbutalsotheir“environmentmother”(Chapter1,22).Wewouldliketo
endbyreturningtotheconclusionofSofia’sessayoncontainertechnologies,
where she articulates with beautiful clarity the stakes of her propositions:

The container technologies project is conceived of as a corrective to 
phallic biases in the interpretation of technology, and as a way of getting 
beyond critique of traditional western notions of space as passive, fem-
inine and unintelligent, and towards exploring and developing more 
recent ideas about what counts as smartness, and where it is located, in 
anentity-environmentcomplex.(37)

BecauseSofia’spropositionsremaincurrent,wehopethatbyredirecting
our attention to the “environment mother” and its worldmaking capacities, 
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we might arrive at a more complex image of what counts as technology, as 
resource,aspower,andasintelligence,andtherebybegin(orrather,continue)
to delineate sociotechnical environments where many more of us may live 
better.

We are grateful for the authors and scholarship that allowed us to think through the questions 
in this chapter. We wish to thank Zoë Sofia for her generosity and the brilliance of her work, 
which continues to inspire and generate, like a true container technology. We thank the editors 
for the attentive and generous reading of our chapter and for putting us among such esteemed 
company. It is a great honor and pleasure to be included in this book. We thank Everest Pipkin 
for helping us to think better with their work. We thank Tanja Wiehn for the generous comments 
that helped us to improve the text. Lastly, we thank Merl Fluin for the careful copy-editing.
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“Self”-Containment on 
Messy Grounds

Marie-Luise Angerer

  BODY BOUNDARIES  

In	the	1990s,	tectonic	shifts	took	place	whose	impact	
is	now	clearly	visible.	Most	importantly,	the	notions	
of	the	subject	and	the	self—prominent	concepts	in	
psychoanalytic	and	poststructuralist	theory—were	
declared obsolete. At the same time, the planet at 
whose	center	this	subject	had	situated	itself	began	to	
be understood as a vulnerable, damaged organism. 
Turning	away	from	subject/self,	attention	focused	
instead on the bodies of species, foregrounding 
their	relationality	in	and	with	their	surroundings.	
Technologies of containment intervene directly here 
because	they	move,	membrane-like,	between	inside	
and	outside,	between	bodies	and	technologies.	This	
paper	explores	four	very	different	scenarios:	first,	the	
film	Titane	which	features	a	self-contained	(porous)	
brain;	second,	new	sensitive	contact	zones	that	
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feature	in	the	film	Annihilation,	where	the	mixing	of	
body and surroundings is more than skin deep. With 
the	synaptic	chip	TrueNorth	in	the	third	scenario,	we	
move	to	a	different	level	of	reality,	dealing	not	with	
a	movie	but	with	technical	developments	in	neu-
roscience. Lastly, the level of reality changes again 
with	brief	concluding	remarks	on	my	own	post-
operative	experience,	including	moments	when	the	
limits of the body could no longer be felt, as inside 
and outside collapsed into each other.

Contained Brain: Titane
Aquarter-centuryafterHansScheirl’s Dandy Dust (1998),setinanemerging
cyborg universe where all ties to families and bodies have been thrown over-
board,andfiveyearsafterDonnaHaraway’sStaying with the Trouble(2016),
which invited us to explore new forms of kinship with non-human others 
inaruinedecology,Adrien/AlexiainJuliaDucournau’sTitane(2021)ismade
pregnant by a car, eventually giving birth to an oil-smeared something-like-
a-baby.Inthisway,DucournautookliterallyHaraway’sproposalto“makekin
not babies”—no longer reproduction of the same, but kinship with the similar. 
Whereastheoldcyborg(asfeaturedinHaraway’s“Manifesto” of 1985)was
still marked by technical extensions and organic couplings, the new cyborgian 
version wears its technical implants beneath the skin or, to be more precise, 
inside the brain: following an accident in childhood, the inside of her head is 
heldtogetherbyatitaniumplate(Fig.1).

In addition to knocking something out of place inside her head, however, the 
accident also seems to have irreparably skewed the relationship between 
closeness and distance, between the surface of her skin and the deeper layers 
offlesh,betweenherbodyandsurroundings.Otherbodiesthatgetcloseare
slicedopen,lacerated,andcrushed.Everymomentofpleasureslidesinto
unbearable physical pain, and vice versa.

Thefilmissplitintwo,withanabrupttransition.Inthefirstpart,wesee
strippers at motor shows and testosterone-driven men, high on the screaming 
of the engines and the click-clack of the high heels. This recalls David Cronen-
berg’seroticthrillerCrash(1996)withitsamputatedlegs,prostheticbodies,
andsexatthesiteofcaraccidents.Inthesecondpartofthefilm,however,
the stronger association is with ClaireDenis’sfilmsTrouble Every Day (2001)
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and Beau Travail(1999):bodiesbeingeaten,bodieshungrilyscannedbythe
camera,blackandwhitebodies,dancing,withflashbackstoapregnantAdrien
(formerlyAlexia)whowillendup(asAlexiaoncemore)givingbirthtothe
above-mentioned baby-like being, dying in the process, breathing her last like 
a broken machine, out of oil.

Slicingoneselfopen,plungingone’sfingersintoone’sownfleshuntilthe
wound gapes, bring an added nuance to the “body horror” genre to which 
Titanehasbeenassigned,makingclearthatthedividinglinebetweenone’s
ownbodyandtheothernolongerexists.Metalconnects—asinAlexia’sbrain
andinthecarlovemakingscene;metalrupturesandkills—likethehairpins
she often uses to stab her victims. 

Atthispoint,itisworthrememberingthatTitane won the Palme d’Or prize at 
Cannesin2021—notatasplattermoviefestival,then,butinthesameplace
whereJaneCampionbecamethefirstwomandirectortowintheprizefor
The Pianoin1993.Titane makes clear what has happened in the intervening 
decades: liberation is no longer gained via sex and desire, and certainly not via 
the always deferred linguistic forms of desire that are inscribed in a chain of 
signifiers.LikeAdainThe Piano,Alexia/Adrienisalsomute;s/hesimplydoesn’t
speak,speakingissimplymeaningless.WhereasCampion’sprotagonist
isstuckbetweentwomen,Adrien(aroleforwhichAlexiabreaksherown
noseandtapesupherbreastsandswellingbelly)isseenbyfiremanVincent

[Figure1]StillfromTitane,directedbyJuliaDucournau,2021(Source:https://babylonberlin.eu/

film/4260-titane).

https://babylonberlin.eu/film/4260-titane
https://babylonberlin.eu/film/4260-titane
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Legrandasthatwhichhewishestosee/have:hislostson.Hisperceptionof
Adrien’ssexualidentityechoestheclaimmadebypsychoanalyticalfilmtheory
that cinema, due to its closeness to the dream and to infant psychology, 
facilitates a disconnect between seeing and believing: “I know, but none-
theless.”VincenttakesAdrienintohishome;Alexiahasfoundaplacetohide
from the police who are following the trail of corpses she has left in her wake. 
Whenthefireman’sex-wifecomestovisitandispresentedwiththeirsup-
posedly rediscovered son, she sees and knows. When she happens to enter 
theroomwhereAlexiaistapingherselfbackintoAdriensheispreparedto
carryonplayingthegame,butwithherowndistinctivetwist:Adrienshould
takecareofVincentasason-lover(shedoesn’tseemtocarewhetherthisis
doneexplicitlyorimplicitlyasAlexia).Butthingskeepchanging,andasthey
progressAdrien’sbodycooperateslessandless,transformingatitsownpace.
Thiscomestoaheadatapartythrownbythefiremen(whoalreadyknow
inanycase,evenwithoutbeingableorallowedtosee):ontheroofofafire
truck,cladinfirefightinggear,AdriendanceshimselfbacktoAlexia,justas
Alexiahaddancedhersexualdancewiththemetalsurfacesofthescreaming
carsatthebeginningofthefilm.Afterthis,thebodylosescontrol,asthebirth
process that will tear it apart begins, and Vincent makes his move: no longer 
blind,henowobtainsanewborn.ButthisbabycarriesonHaraway’svisionof
an open kinship—no dividing line between human and non-human, between 
organic and non-organic life. Instead, otherness is deeply inscribed in the con-
tainment of a self.

The	Intrusion—Inside	and	Outside	the	Brain
Atthebeginningofthetwentiethcentury,WilliamJamesputforwardthe
theory that consciousness would disappear as an object of philosophical 
study.“Itisthenameofanonentity”(1904,447).Ratherthansuggestingthere
is no immaterial dimension like our thoughts, he meant that consciousness 
does not exist as a material entity. Today, there are many technical devices 
that can visualize brain activity and examine anomalies, while software is 
capableofobservingthebraininrealtime(e.g.,withthehelpofimaging
technologies like MRI1).Attheendofthelastcentury,technologynerdswere
already dreaming of establishing direct links between machine and brain, 
connectingelectronicandorganicsignals.Today,inconnectionwithAI,the
question of how software and brain interact is urgent, as the former becomes 
increasingly able to perform functions of the latter.

CatherineMalabouhasdescribedthisasanewinfiltrationofthemental
immunesystembyintelligentmachines.AlthoughTitane features not syn-
aptic chips but a titanium plate, its use is comparable with what Malabou 

1 MRI—magneticresonanceimaging,alsocalledMRT,magneticresonancetomography.
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describes in Morphing Intelligence(2019),wheretheprotectiveshieldbetween
intelligenceandintellectbecomesporous.SheevokesSigmundFreud’smodel
of mental stability, which posited that in addition to the biological immune 
system, there existed a psychic immune system that guaranteed the psychic 
system a certain stability. Today, Malabou argues, this protective shield is 
beingtorndown;intelligenceisbecomingakeytheoreticalissue,provingonce
more the fragility of the lines between intelligence and intellect, brain and 
intellect,machinesandintellect,andnaturalandartificialintelligence:

Thecognitiveeranamesaneweconomyofscientificreasonthatgrants
the empirical and biological data of thought a central position even as 
everydayitfurthererasesthedifferencebetweenthebrainandits
cyberneticreplica.(2019,9)

Againstthisbackdrop,Malabouoffersahistoricalanddiagnosticanalysisof
the concept of intelligence, including the views of Jean Piaget and John Dewey, 
who saw intelligence not as an innate quality of human and animal behavior 
but as a skill developed via processes of action. For Piaget, “intelligence is an 
ultimategoal”(10).Malabouchartsthedevelopmentoftheconcept,inthe
course of which intelligence “mutates” from a genetic predisposition, to an 
epigenetic result of environment and history, to the most recent position, in 
whichthedifferencebetweenautomatic,artificial,andnaturalisabolished.
Thishistoryreflectsaprocessofopeningup,ashiftingofdifferences,and
adisplacementofthehumanfromitsprivilegedcentralposition.Butitalso
shows how closely connected the concept of intelligence has always been with 
ideological notions that have far-reaching implications and consequences 
(e.g.,eugenics).Today,weareconfrontedwithamachineintelligencethat
isallegedlysuperiortothatofhumansinmanycases.Butthequestion
remains: superior in which way? Of course, machines can compute at speeds 
unreachable by humans, but what do these machines actually perceive, and 
how?

AroundhalfwaythroughMorphing Intelligence, Malabou writes that she could 
stop,thatshehassaidallthereistosay;unfortunately,however,every-
thingshewrote13yearsbeforeinWhat Should We Do with Our Brain?(2008)
must now be turned on its head. Morphing Intelligence must thus be read 
as a U-turn, taking seriously the current augmenting of brains, bodies, and 
environments with media technology. Malabou performs this volte-face with 
the help of TrueNorth, a synaptic chip which, as she writes, does not imitate 
neural processes but is itself a synapse: 

It isasynapse.Named“TrueNorth”andmanufacturedbySamsungElec-
tronicsonascaleof28nm,thechiphas5.4billionreticulatedtransistors
thatallowittoreproducetheequivalentof1millionprogrammable
neurons(forcomputation)and256millionsynapses(formemory).(83)
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Asaresult,plasticityisnolongerwhatsetsbrainandmachineapart,as
Malabou had previously argued, but it is what constitutes the connection 
between them. 

Sensitive Zones of Contact under the Skin: 
Annihilation

Itisnotonlyinthebrainthatnewlinksaremadebetweenartificialand
organic. Other cells in the body, too, join with extraneous materials to form 
new, internal tissue structures, as portrayed in Annihilation(2018).Thisfilm
byAlexGarlandisaboutanunknownzone,aterrainwhereunexplained
thingshappen.Aformofradiation,knownas“TheShimmer,”isceaselessly
spreading, and any living thing that comes into contact with it changes 
dramatically. Of all the troops sent into The Shimmer to investigate, none have 
everreturned.Now,fivescientistssetoffagaintofindoutwhatTheShimmer
isandwhatitdoes.Inthefilm,TheShimmerformsathresholdthatiscrossed
withoutpeopleimmediatelynoticingit.Theeffectsofthenewzonecomeon
gradually—disturbing,disconcerting,strange.Aswelearnoverthecourse
ofthemovie,TheShimmerrefractsnotonlylightbutalsotheDNAofplants,
animals, and people. In this way, it intervenes in the morphology of bodies 
thatchangeintofantastichuman-plantmorphisms(Fig.2).

Annihilationmeansmorethanjustbeingwipedout,however.Inphysics,as
OliviaTruffaut-Wongexplains,italsoreferstoacreativeprocess:

Theword“annihilation”doesn’tjustmeandestruction.Inphysics,anni-
hilationisactuallyaformofcreation,asdefinedbyMerriam-Webster:
“the combination of a particle and its antiparticle … that results in the 
subsequenttotal.”(2018)

In my book Desire after Affect(2014)Itracethreedecadesofchangesinthe
way the psychoanalytically-charged term “desire” has been used to describe 
affectiveprocesses.MyaccountincludesLucianaParisi,whodescribesdesire
asenergyflowsbeforeproceedingtoadiscussionofnano-desire:ratherthan
gendered bodies being dematerialized or simply translated into technologies, 
sheargues,thenanotechnicaltransformationinducesadifferentformof
body awareness that no longer has anything to do with the subject or the self 
(2008).OneofherreferencesforthisisMyraHird,whospeaksinherresearch
context of companion species, co-evolution, and co-enactment between dif-
ferent levels of species as a way of showing that at a cellular level, too, bodies 
interactbothgeneticallyandmorphologically.“Bacterialcommunities…per-
form collective sensing, distributed information processing, and gene-regu-
lationofindividualbacteriabythegroup“(EshelBen-JacobsquotedinHird
2009,42).ThepositionsofbothParisiandHirdareindebtedtothematerial
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turnofthemid-1990sthatdefinedsubject-objectlinksasrelationalcon-
nections,dislodgingthehumansubjectfromits(exclusive)centralposition.
InBritishculturalstudies,averyearlyvoiceinthisshiftwasSadiePlant,who
definedamediaecologyavant la lettre, radically separate from human actors: 

Complex interactions of media, organisms, weather patterns, eco-
systems, thought patterns, cities, discourses, fashions, populations, 
brains,markets,dancenightsandbacterialexchangesemerges.…Youlive
in cultures, and cultures live in you.… Without the centrality of agency, 
cultureisneitherhigh,norordinary,butcomplex.(1996,214)

AsAnnihilationshows,thingshavechangedsincePlant’sdiagnosis.Today,she
might write: you live in medianatures, and medianatures live in you. Materi-
ality, body, earth, elements, environments—they intrude, as Isabelle Stengers 
putsitwhenshewritesof“theintrusionofGaia”(2015,45).Morethanthis,
theyactuallyintervene.Haraway’sworkwasamongthosefocusingattention
on the way storytelling is not limited to novels and movies, but is intrinsic to 
science itself. Since then, semiotic-material nodes have spun a dense narrative 
network of which Annihilation isalsopart.Thefilmtellsthestoryofthe“trans-
formationofhumansintoageologicalforce,an‘objective’phenomenonor
‘natural’object’intoa‘context‘orshaping‘environment’”(Danowskiand
ViveirosdeCastro2017,14).SentintoAreaXtoexplorethechangestoanimals,
plants, and environments caused by The Shimmer, the scientists only realize 
the true dimensions of the unknown milieu once they relinquish their bodiless 
viewpointandgraspthemselvesaspartofthefieldunderstudy—inother
words, only once they are ready to accept that they completely belong to it, 
are part of it. Those entering The Shimmer are soon no longer themselves, but 
always already more than one. Instead of bringing a message from a religious 
or transcendental higher dimension, The Shimmer stands for the rhythm 

[Figure2]StillfromAnnihilation,directedbyAlexGarland,2018(Source:Netflix).
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oflifeonEarthasaperpetualprocessofseparation,connection,andinter-
mixing—“stuck in a continuous mutation” as the organisms refracted by The 
Shimmeraredescribedatonepointinthefilm.

Butmightthisnotalsoapplytoournetworkedworldasawhole,withinwhich
our movements are measured, pinpointed, and controlled, as we access 
individual worlds of experience within the various available milieus? Where 
variousdifferentexperientialworlds,made,collected,andreroutedbydif-
ferent agencies, merge?

“There is nothing more profound than the skin.” 
(Paul	Valéry)

Far into the twentieth century, the relationship between humans and 
machines was conceived of from a human viewpoint, whereas today we are 
seeing a reversal, with the dominant viewpoint being that of the machines. 
Though that often remains decidedly anthropocentric: either the human 
capacity for thought and perception is combined with that of machines, or the 
latter is privileged on the grounds of the superior quality and speed of its cal-
culations which more and more often relieve humans of cognitive operations. 
To date, however, the situation has rarely been viewed from both sides to 
examinethesymmetriesandnew(old)asymmetries.

Today, machines observe, record, sense the world—not just for us, but 
sometimesinsteadofus(inourstead),andevenindifferentlytous
humans.… These machines are helping enact a human-machine com-
munication network wherein self-measurement is not just a discrete 
activity,butanenvironmentalorbackgroundprocess.(Hong2016,2)

Buthowshouldthismachine-humanrelationshipbeimaginedonthesensory
levelalludedtohere?AsSun-haHongcontinuesinthetextquotedabove,
rather than being instruments or mere extensions as described by McLuhan, 
these machines communicate with one another and parametrize the world 
for us. Hong claims that digital technologies enter into an actual, full-blown 
relationshipwithhumans—notanextensionoramplificationofexisting
sensations, but distinct activities that interlock with the human sensory 
apparatuswithoutconsciouscontrol.Attemptstoanalyzethishuman-
machinerelationshipusuallyassumesomeformofadaptation(oftheoneto
theother),commonlysuggestingthatmachinesimposetheir“grammar”on
humansandthathumanactionsbecomeincreasingly“mechanized.”Hong’s
positionisslightlydifferent:inhiseyes,weremainhuman,whilethemachines
provideaddedoptionsforperceptionandexperience.Butthismayinfact
be a more cynical view, sidelining humans, so to speak, while the machines 
carry on undisturbed. For it becomes very clear that human skills are now 
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onlyperceivedormeasuredincomparisonwithmachines.Onespecificand
telling example would be the development of hearing technology. Using 
terms such as noise cancelling and environmental hearing, so-called assistive 
technologies intervene in the human auditory apparatus and connect it with 
itssurroundings(Ochsner,Spöhrer,andStock2021).Boththesurroundings
andthesensoryapparatusacquireanewartificialityofhearingandsound.
In this way, hearing-impaired people can organize a new so-called subjective 
soundscape,filteringtheambientacousticsaccordingly.Wearables,smart
environments(houses,trafficsystems,environments,borderfences,etc.),
and the use of measuring devices inside and outside the body, continually 
sharing data with one another, are intended to create a new balance ranging 
from heating to safety to air pollution monitoring, and much more. The aim 
istoarmoneselfagainsttheoutsidetokeeptheinnermilieustable.But
eachoftheseboundariescanbeinfiltratedinspecificways,betheyunder-
ground tunnels or destroyed fences, power outages or defective surveillance 
equipment, besides many other vagaries. In a nutshell, this means: the more 
securityoutside,themoretechnologyinside(thebody)—it’sacontained
security.

Myearlierworkonaffecthighlightedthewishtoachieveaseamlessunion
with others. Which is also why I would no longer refer to sensor technologies 
ascontainers,butassnug-fittingenvironments,indicatinganewqualityof
physical adaption to an increasingly technologized environment. In this con-
text, Stefan Rieger speaks of an “unconscious seamlessness between technical 
mediaandpartiallyautonomousbodysurfaces”(2019,301),referringtothe
skinas“transitional”(302).

Where Is the “Rest” of Me?
In essay The Bleed(1996a),BrianMassumiusesafilmtoexemplifywhat
happens when body limits no longer function: in Kings Row (1942), at the 
heightofhisHollywoodcareer,RonaldReaganplayedatragicfigurewho
emergesfromanesthesiafollowinganaccidenttofindbothofhislegshave
been amputated. The line Reagan rehearsed especially often for this scene—
”where is the rest of me”—is cited by Massumi as the tipping point where the 
cinematic scene merges with the real and vice versa. Instead of grasping him-
self as an actor in a scene, Reagan experiences something Massumi has called 
an “ungraspable moment,” not perceiving the shape of his body in a “realistic” 
mode, but losing himself in a feeling of endlessness or boundlessness without 
aself(1996a,29).Thissceneisapowerfuldescriptionofwhathappenswhen
thebody’ssurfaceanditsbordersnolongerfitandtheso-calledreal(the
momentbehindreality)showsitsobsceneunderside.
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French performance artist Orlan has played with this horror, and Parveen 
Adamshasdescribedtheresultingplasticsurgeryinsimilarterms:theimage
of the body is troubled at moments when inside and outside come unstuck, 
whenitslogicalandtopologicalordervisiblyandtangiblyshifts.According
to Orlan, the open wounds covering half of her face during the operations 
are intended to show that there is nothing hidden under the skin, none of 
thedepthevokedbyPaulValéry,butjustpureflesh,therealinthepsycho-
analyticalsense.AccordingtoAdams,thisrepresentsan“anamorphosisof
spacewhichbearsuponsexualdifference“(Adams1996,141).Because,she
argues, the isomorphism of the spatial order of inside and outside includes 
allothersetsofoppositeslikebody/mind,male/female,subject/object,allof
which are put out of alignment. 

WhenIemergedfromanesthesiafollowingalengthyoperationin2022and
triedtogainmybearingsintheICU,mybodywasun-real.Icouldn’tfeel
myself.Iwasfloatingghost-likebesideorabovemyself.AsIgraduallybecame
aware of my own outlines and the medical equipment that was holding my 
body together and keeping it working—tubes, bags, needles, plasters, clips—a 
body(non-)imagetookshape.Abodycenterwithoutamiddleonwhose
outside parts the inside can be seen, a section of gut becoming visible and 
touchable, drawing constant attention, its autonomous rhythm articulated in 
its uncontrollability. The empty middle, as I called the terrain of my belly, was 
in fact not empty at all, but overfull and beyond control.

Whentheileostomywasreversedafter10months,thestomawasnotsewn
shut, instead remaining as an open wound. This was necessary, I was told, 
because a wound to the digestive tract can never be stitched up due to the 
amount of bacteria found in this area. The wound had to heal from the inside 
out,receivingdailycareduringthelongprocess.Asaresult,Iwasableto
watch how the underlying layers of skin slowly formed, adding subsequent 

[Figure3]Healingstoma,privatephotograph,2022(Source:theauthor).
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layers of cells, until, after three months, a tiny hollow was all that remained 
(Fig.3).Beingabletoseethecellsatworkinthiswaymightbecomparable
withwatchingthebrainfunctioninginrealtime.Butthereisonekeydif-
ference:thebrainstaysunconnected,untouchable(viadevices),whereasthe
growing,healingwoundcouldbetouchedandfelt.Andwhereasthebrain
remainsastranger(tooneself),thewoundbecameintegratedintomyimage
of my own body.

The Membrane
In his work on the relationship between humans and technology, French 
philosopher Gilbert Simondon focused mainly on the question of individ-
uation. He was interested in how a singularity emerges from an inner and an 
outer milieu, thus actually creating this inner milieu. In this context, Simondon 
assigns the membrane the task of separating the inner and outer milieus, 
protectingtheinsidebutalsoregulatingtheinfluenceoftheoutside.The
membrane,hewrites,“definestheliving…itisonthesideofthelimit,ofthe
exteriorityoftheskin”(Sauvagnargues2012,67).Theskinanditsprotective
function are addressed again here, this time not only as the surface of the 
bodybutalsoasacellmembraneandinafigurativesocietalsense,insideand
outside being divided but their respective positions always subject to change. 
The key attribute of the membrane is its polarized function, working in both 
directions,self-containmentandcontainmentforandwiththeother(being
orenvironment)—holdingandbeingheld.Thefigureofthemembraneillus-
trates the degree to which self and containment are situated gradually and in 
intrinsic codependence.

Butwhatifthemembrane,describedbySimondonasthe“sine qua non 
conditionoftheliving“(Boucher2012,98),isnolongerabletoperformits
function,becomingporousandleakyduetotechnical(includingmedical)
interventions? In my seminar on the membrane at Potsdam University, 
studentsdiscussedMalabou’sbook.Weaskedourselves:whatifTrueNorth
were to connect with organic synapses to create a new inner milieu so that a 
newmembraneformsaroundoneartificial/syntheticsynapseandoneorganic
synapse?Andwouldthisartificialsynapsenonethelessmaintainorhaveto
maintain its contact with the outside world in order to function?

This and other striking examples not only reveal self-containment under 
(media-)technicalconditionstobeanillusion,butalsopointtothephantasm
of the body as a closed container, highlighting the way new forms of 
cooperation and cohabitation develop out of every change in relations, every 
shift in the line between inside and outside, highlighting instead the leakiness 
between inside and outside.
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AtthispointIwouldliketorecallJean-LucNancy’sheartdramaL’Intrus (2005), 
where this intrusion of an outsider into the body is still narrated primarily in 
terms of horror. Nancy had a heart transplant, receiving an organ that had to 
be integrated by his body, an intruder that staged the precarious borderline 
betweenselfandotherinanexistentialmanner.Otherfilmsandscience-
fictionstoriestakeamoreplayful,ambivalent,orsarcasticapproachtotheir
storiesofinfiltration,merging,becoming-symbiotic—fromRidleyScott’sAlien 
(1979)andDavidCronenberg’seXistenZ (1999)totheexamplesofAnnihilation 
and Titane discussed above.

Since the second half of the last century, the open, porous, and mutable body 
has been emphatically addressed and its dependence on its surroundings 
hasbeendefinedinallitscomplexity.Theplasticityattributedtothisbody
has long since come to include the brain. In this debate, too, Malabou played 
a major role with her book What Should We Do with Our Brain? that sums up 
the relevant developments within neuroscience. Distinctions formerly made 
by Simondon between the brain as a plastic medium, and the machine which 
lacks the plasticity of integration, have since shifted and are now being dis-
cussedinentirelynew,flexibleterms(Simondon2017[1958]).Asthestoryof
TrueNorth shows, the techno-organic symbiosis has now reached an entirely 
new level.

Conclusion
I began with a reference to Dandy Dust byAustriantransgenderartistAshley
HansScheirl—afilmfullofpsychoanalyticalandpsychedelicallusions,
references,masquerade,bodytransgressions,bodilyfluids,andbizarre,mon-
strousfamilyhistories.Aroundthesametime,ZoëSofiapublished“Container
Technologies”(2000,Chapter1),andreferencestopsychoanalysis,evenifnot
always to the Freudian version, were a matter of course whenever the body—
andespeciallythefemalebody—wasdiscussed.Inherarticle,Sofiaaimedto
draw attention to the psychic-unconscious connotations of technologies, as 
wellasattempting(inanimplicitreferencetoHaraway)tolendthefemaleand
maternal a positive semantics with regard to technology, connecting it not 
exclusively or primarily with nature, but also with technology, thus subverting 
theEnlightenment’smale-dominatedtechnologicaldominationofnature
(Fig.4).

My text highlights the extent to which psychoanalytical concepts and inter-
pretationshaveforfeitedtheirpersuasivenessanddefiningpowersincethe
publication of “Container Technologies,” even though the issues now under 
discussion are no less physical and no less imaginatively charged. It seems as 
ifeverythinghasbeenshiftedtothesurface(oftheskin),whichnowfunctions
as a membrane for wearables, for connections and openings of all kinds. 



“Self”-Containment on Messy Grounds 215

ThepartialobjectsdiscussedbyMelanieKlein,towhichZoëSofiarefersin
herarticle,havebecometransitionalpointsofconnection.Massumi’sclaim
thatthe“skinisfasterthantheword”(1996b,219),aclaimthatlaunchedthe
affectiveturnin1996,hasnowlargelybecomereality,losingitsmetaphorical
dimension. His Autonomy of Affect also includes the far-sighted claim that 
thingswillconnecttotheskin—”atitsinterfacewiththings“(219).

The porosity and leakiness of containers thus always bring new connections, 
newmilieus,andnewrelations.Andeachofthesenewconnectionsposesa
newchallengetothecontainmentoftheself.Althoughthissituationisnot
new, and although the question of self-containment has accompanied it from 
the outset, both theory and practice display a fraying of the margins, a new 
unevenness of the ground, and a vanishing of the horizon at whose center we 
findapositionnolongersureofitself—orasStevenShaviroputsitinoneof
hissci-fistories:“It thinks, therefore I was”(2016,113).

Translation by Nicholas Grindell
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