Argument summary - a discourse on things

Introduction

This thesis is an exploration into the status of objects. The objects we surround ourselves with are undergoing a certain change in their standing, compared to objects of old. With the coming of the electrical network, objects were equipped with new capabilities, and this also holds for information networks, where the things connected to them include mobile phones and computers. Recently the concept of an Internet of things has emerged. Objects begin communicating with each other over the same network as humans do. The consequences are that this can alter the relationship between human and object. It is important to examine how to our relationship to objects is being rethought, both in scholarly discourses as well as in what may be called speculative media theory. 

All together, what does an Internet of things imply for the status of objects? The following investigates what becomes of objects when networked.
Steps

Media critic and science-fiction writer Sterling has provided a taxonomy of things, granting each type of thing a different status. This is achieved by dividing objects into artifacts, machines, gizmos and spimes. Sterling introduces the technosocial, in order to define the realm in which these transitions of things take place. The new status is reached when a technosocial has become dependant of the new type of object; the new object has reached a line of no return. When objects have reaches the status of a Spime, it means that they are highly networked. Together, these Spimes form an Internet of things.

First, a definition is given on what the status of an object is, or how we can look at this status of objects. The next step is to look into how one can think about objects in general. 

The work of Turkle introduces two concepts that are relevant for thinking about objects.  The first is the evocative object. Turkle describes how we have always had relations with our artifacts, due to the simple reason that we are surrounded by them 24/7. Some objects are emotionally closer to us than other, because they trigger memories, thoughts and reflections. The second is the relational artifact. Where evocative objects passively remind us or trigger us into different modes of thinking, a relational artifact does this in an active manner, due to the fact that it is part of a network. 

Latour talks about Dingpolitik and a Parliament of things. This viewpoint advocates that objects have always taken part in human social and political processes. Due to our object-subject dichotomy, we have divided the world into abstraction and matters-of-fact. Latour points out that it is about matters-of-concerns, where humans and objects are in the same network. Politics go beyond humans and have to involve everything they are linked to. We have to change matters-of-fact into matters-of-concern. Things around us can assemble and put matter on the agenda; we humans have to start accepting this help. In order to be able to do this, we have to learn that there are more and alternative ways of government-mechanisms over ‘speech’. Also, Dingpolitik can exist only if we let go of a chronologic way of thinking and revert to a ‘politics of space’.

We have to look at humans and objects together as a collective. The dimensions of these collectives make sure that new hybrids keep popping up: an increasing number of objects need an increasing number of subjects. The nice aspects of science and technology are that they multiply the non-humans enrolled in the manufacturing of collectives. They make the community that we form with this beings a more intimate one.

A third alternative stems from Hayles with her introduction of the cognisphere. This cognisphere is a way to re-shuffle the hierarchy between human, animal and thing. She discusses the networked society, where the focus is on ‘contemporary formations’. At the centre of these formations are networked and programmable media. These media have a large impact, from ‘sensimotor functions and non-conscious cognitive processing to national political discourse and transnational economies. Hayles urges for an investigation in ‘relations’, with the specific question: what relations should be fore -grounded?  In contemporary moment, these relations are intensified, as technologies of things are becoming more pervasive and interconnected. Thomas Walen has named this new realm of cognition the cognisphere. This cognisphere does not only encompass the Internet, but moreover all networked and programmable systems, obtaining some form of data flow. The cognisphere names the ‘globally embedded’. This cognisphere does not only address humans, but all actors within this sphere, including machines. Within this sphere, machines are more cognitive than ever before in human history.

Summarizing, certain objects can actively evoke (Turkle), can reveal networks (Latour) and are more cognitive than ever (Hayles). By projecting these ways of thinking about things on the concept of an Internet of things, three ways of thinking about this concept are introduced. This results in the following scenarios:

An Internet of evocative objects. 

In this Internet the objects are themselves active in evoking. The notion of relational artifacts brings forth a shift from projection onto an object into engagement with a subject is closely linked to Sterling’s vision of spimes that serve a vessel for engagement. These vessels are to engage us in a way that is highly evocative; they would possess a high potential of creative possibility.  If we think about how this would take place, these objects would constantly lure is into the digital side of the object, showing the networks and traces it has been in. Within an Internet of things, where the interface to the added information that is to evoke, is moving into the background, the physical relation is lost. In other words, how can an invisible computer evoke, emotionally or rationally? In using the notion of an evocative object to envision an Internet of things two issues become clear. The first is that objects gain the possibility to become evocative by revealing their history and use to the current user. The second is that if technology moves into the background as envisioned in an Internet of things, it becomes unclear how the object can communicate its higher level of evocativeness.

An Internet of political things. 

Latour shows that Dingpolitik can exist only if we let go of a chronologic way of thinking. We have to revert to a ‘politics of space’. In this light, an Internet of things provides a way of making these quasi-objects recognizable through the concept of a spime. A spime-object as described by Sterling could make this transition of time to space since a spime is a meta-history generator. This creates the possibility to trace movements of people and things through time. But, networked objects need to be more versatile than current relational artifacts in order for an Internet of political things to operate. Within an Internet of things, the lesson is that the focus must not be on the fact that objects are in a network, but rather how these objects are connected. If the connections of an Internet of things are of a diverse and contributing nature, the concept can be more than a technological framework. If histories, mistakes and improvements of objects (and the use of objects) will be archived and traceable, this could prove a contribution to idea- and knowledge networks. A point of critique here is that it will become difficult to check the validity of the information in this Internet. Can I trust my things in this network to be a reliable source of information and action?

An Internet of cognitive relations

One consequence of looking at networked objects as cognitive relations is that connected things are more popular and yet more disposable than ‘dead’ things. Connected things are maybe touched more, thought of more. They are more present in our cognition by playing a more important role in our lives. Within an Internet of things this means that we will be able to be involved in a more densely connected surrounding, providing opportunity for learning, for comfort, for spreading a message, for empowerment. On the other hand, this will compromise our role of individuals as main actors in our surroundings. This scenario will alter the hierarchy of things themselves and the way we connect with things.  Are my connected things revealing data relations, or hiding them?

An example of how to think about an Internet of things is provided by the work of van Kranenburg. He introduces the concept of the City of trust versus the City of control. The first is an idea of empowerment due to possible bottom-up freeing of technology and protocols. The second is an Internet of things as an enclosing idea due to possible top-down surveillance and misuse of connected things. 

From these projections key properties of current networked things are mentioned. What are the things about things that make the above reflections possible? The key properties identified are the link, the interface and agency. What happens to these properties when placed in an Internet of things? 
First, the link is examined. When looking at the notion and history of hypertext, what it does for objects is rather practical; it links them. The consequences of this linkage, this connection, can be explained via a human- and an object perspective. For humans, it changed the way we look at and think about information. For objects, it has meant a serious leap in showing their importance and proving their evocativeness. When placing hypertext in an Internet of things we see that Engelbart’s notion (that computers should enhance communication and collaboration between people) can provide a basis for networked things. If computing is associative, then information should be linked to objects again. The idea of a hyper-object is posted.
In finding a language for connected objects, we turn to the interface. Since the mouse as dominant interface tool for relational artifacts, some developments have taken place.

First there was the idea of direct manipulation as a new way of looking at information on screen. This is the introduction of the GUI (Graphical User Interface). Following, the notion of tangible interaction is introduced as a new way of looking at data representation by looking at feedback systems beyond the screen (Tangible User Interface).  When we look at the interface in an Internet of things, one way of looking at it is via Everyware. This concept thrives on an Ambient –Intelligence view of connected things, where the World becomes the interface, hiding technology, thus separating function from interaction. A critique by Kranenburg on Everyware shows where this becomes problematic: Where are the buttons in this interface? How do I know the interface in an environment of connected things? 

Concerning agency, the point is that objects involved in a network are not only objects I can do things with, they can also do things for me. The latter involves things that are able to act on behalf of the one using the object. Sterling notes that in an Internet of things we will see objects linked to agency-mediating networks, that will become demanding, warning, or just stating the obvious to us constantly, pointing out that we will have to deal with agency one way or another. When elevating this problem to a more abstract level, the question of agency can be seen as the problem of objects becoming subjects (Turkle). We have to look at networks, where things and humans are both actors, bypassing the object-subject dichotomy, Verbeek answers. He turns to post-phenomenology to also critique Latours’ viewpoint. ‘It is wrong to claim that human beings are absolutely divorced from what things are in and for themselves’. Moreover,  ‘humans are always with things, this is what intentionality means’. 

Bleecker gives an example of this agency in an Internet of things. He looks at this agency of connected objects by looking at the current Internet.  Blogjects are introduced; they track and trace where they are and where they have been; they have self-contained (embedded) histories of their encounters and experiences; blogjects always have some form of agency - they can foment action and participate; they have an assertive voice within the social web. 

Via three cases an attempt is made to reason if these key properties can be recognized in current objects, and how they influence our behavior with these objects. How dependent are these objects on their link, their interface and their agency, and do these properties elevate them into more valuable objects to us? Via the case of a gps-enhanced table, we see that an object does not need networked-ness in order to express agency. Via the case of Wikipedia bots we see that we do need to make visual this agency. Objects that are connected must be able to say something about this connection; they need an interface. Via the case of a blogging plant we see that hooking things up to the Internet does not necessarily make an Internet of things, due to the lack of a logical output, a logical feedback. 

With van Kranenburg and like Norman’s affordance as a design principle of non-networked objects, we return to the idea of interface as a vital point of continuous elevation of objects to a network.

People have been concentrating on networking objects instead of networked interfaces to objects. In answering what an Internet of things can do for objects, it is argued here that it can elevate them via the interface. In this thesis a contribution is made by discussing ideas of status of objects; next is research into interfaces of networked objects. 

Norman contributed to the interaction discussion by re-thinking our relation with objects via affordance. Ullmer and Ishii continued on this notion by making a link with the representation of objects on a computer and in the world. The next step for interaction-research is to think about the network of these objects as a part of the interaction between human and artifact. Rather than contributing via object-theory, there is a gap in interface- theory when it comes to networked objects.
