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Description and representation pose an obstacle for the object-oriented ontology branch of 
the “nonhuman turn.” In a refrain echoed by all involved with object-oriented thought, 
Graham Harman has argued that objects – human and nonhuman entities – possess a 
subterranean essence that never engages in direct relations with other objects. This 
formation begs the Lyotardian-esque question of ethics: How can we present the 
unpresentable object while maintaining its metaphysical Otherness? Other than Bruno 
Latour’s ethnographic description and Harman’s brief discussion of metaphor, Tim Morton 
is one of the few object-oriented scholars to study these aesthetics apart from philosophical 
discourse. Morton explores figures of the sublime that evoke the uncanny unknoweablity of 
objects; however, Morton fails to adequately explore the question of the ethics of 
representations of nonhumans. By ethics, this speaker means an understanding of how 
nonhumans exist for all types of entities without undue reduction to human ecologies of 
perception and use. 

To provide a conceptual starting place for an object-oriented approach to aesthetics and 
ethics in media studies, this speaker describes a nonhuman theory and a techne of rhetorical 
(artistic) invention through a combination of Katherine Hayles’ “technotexts” and Matthew 
Fuller’s theory of media ecologies. Hayles traces how new media artists interested in the 
concrete properties of technologies that enable authorship foreground media artifacts’ 
materiality of production. Fuller explores artistic strategies by which invisible layers of 
technology can be revealed in ways that allow singular and affective material juxtapositions 
to emerge as topoi for invention. Yet, neither is interested in how media ecologies or 
technotexts might take on an ethical project of bearing witness to the nonhuman in the 
object-oriented sense. This speaker therefore explores the potential of technotexts to 
establish a differential index of materiality, algorithms, and other invisible components of 
media ecologies in the work of media artists who foreground the existence of nonhuman 
entities. This speaker differentiates examples of how a media artifact takes on its own 
materiality by removing the user’s ability to manipulate elements within a media system (e.g. 
Jodi’s Crtl-Space) as opposed to artifacts that merely visually foregrounding an invisible 
material layer that the user never encounters (e.g. Ben Frye’s Deconstructulator). An object-
oriented ethics lies in a combination of both approaches. Although such artifacts cannot 
represent the object’s otherness, they can provide an aesthetic intuition of the excessive 
remainder of nonhuman essence, while simultaneously testifying to the infinity of material 
fluxes that affect how humans dwell with nonhumans. 

 


