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Abstract 
Media studies today is a rapidly evolving discipline, with diverse and sundry 

emphases. Media alternately refers to specific objects and apparatuses (film, television, 

radio, video games, virtual reality, etc.), positions (mass media, new media, social 

media, fandom), and methods (theoretical, communications and rhetoric-based, social 

scientific). Media is in danger of becoming a word that means everything, and thus 

means nothing.  

This dissertation configures a theoretical intervention that returns to the central 

question of what media means, positing a new, internal structure for media on the basis 

of reading (re-)mediation as primordial computivity and selection. In so doing, we 

establish a novel coherence for media studies through the construction of a computer-

scientifically inspired "hypervisor," which entails a relativism that does not require 

choosing between alternate approaches yet refuses to erase distinctions. Through an 

interdisciplinary approach we combine resources from set theory, media theory, 

Continental philosophy, computer science, and linguistics to reposition the analysis of 

media's external, social effects on the basis of its newly discovered internal coherence, 

that of primordial computivity.  
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1. Introduction  
“Any one [sic] who considers arithmetical methods of producing random digits is, of course, 

in a state of sin. For, as has been pointed out several times, there is no such thing as a random 

number—there are only methods to produce random numbers, and a strict arithmetic 

procedure of course is not such a method.” 

-John von Neumann (1951, 36) 

 

 There is no such thing as media. There are only procedures for generating media. 

Media as such does not exist, in the sense that one can say “this TV show is a media” or 

“that song is a media.” Most would say “this TV show is a piece of media.” If that is the 

case, what’s the rest of it, and is it all-TV too? Is the song, likewise a “piece of media,” a 

piece of the same or different media? In our view, the only intelligible answer is that it is 

both, at once the same and radically incommensurate media.  

The communications and rhetoric approaches of content-analysis, or, the formal-

exclusivist approaches of media studies both enforce a logical relation of set and subset 

(film is one kind of media, a given movie belongs to the set film; music is another kind of 

media, and a given song belongs to the set music, etc.) that quiets this tension 

prematurely. More broadly, the field of media studies currently enjoys an astounding 

level of balkanization: new media, social media, film and the moving image, sound 

studies, porn studies, game studies, literature (remember that one?), …. Recourse to the 
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apparatus as the guarantor of disciplinary intelligibility has led to a state of affairs 

replete with artificial walls, abandoning what for us remains the central question. 

Building from this position a rigorous and non-paradoxical account of media that 

celebrates, rather than obfuscates, the tension at work in the question "which media?" 

constitutes one aim of the present work. 

Instead of a biologized conception of media, as for example Hansen and others 

offer with a co-evolutionary technogenesis following Simondon and Stiegler,1 we will 

offer a properly computational one. Previous theories of computation tend towards the 

narrowly technical (Turing machines), fetishistic (information theory’s 

dematerialization), or vitalistic (biologization of the technical). While each perspective 

opens a valid and necessary terrain for thinking media and computation – the Turing 

machine as universal grammar for computability,2 information theory’s deep affinities 

for cross-disciplinary work with physics,3 and vitalism’s unrepentant faith in a subject, 

no matter how deterritorialized – they nonetheless obscure something essentially 

computational about media. Precisely quantifying the coordinates of this “something’s” 

conceptual efficacy while proffering a non-vitalist account of life and death, process and 

system, constitutes a second aim of the work. 

                                                        

1 See, e.g., Hansen 2006, and Mitchell and Hansen 2010. 
2 See, e.g., Davis 2000. 
3 See, e.g., Tononi and Koch 2014, Tegmark 2014, Aaronson 2013, and of course Shannon 1948.  



 

3 

Finally, as regards our purely media theoretical work, we will invert the 

traditional Kittlerian maxim via a pleasant jaunt through Baudrillard. It is not media that 

determine our situation, but our situations – multiple and dispersed – that determine 

our media. To produce a method of analysis appropriate to this consideration of media, 

we turn to Hjelmslev's work on linguistics via Deleuze and Guattari. With this move we 

introduce our "Ecumenonical" method for reading media (defined in full later), an 

approach that offers an alternative to media-specificity that eschews the apparatus. With 

the introduction of this method, which centers on gaps and interruptions as 

foundational, we hope that new linkages across the balkanized categories of media 

studies can form to produce new readings of the historical archives as well as 

contemporary moments. 

Throughout, we demonstrate the internal coherence of our media theoretical 

work, showing how the necessity of our Ecumenonical and strata-inspired method of 

reading media follows from our primary definition of media motivated by the incessant 

question "which media?" 

Additionally, we find a much needed corrective to Baudrillard's limp nihilism in 

the notion that many structures are possible. This belief, which is at once historically 

valid and politically orienting, also informs a general meta-method for our approach to 

the project as a whole. We term this approach the "virtualization" hypothesis, or 

alternately, our attempt to build a "hypervisor," a term we explain shortly. The virtual is 
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a term that is unfortunately already overburdened in critical theory, so it is important to 

note from the outset that "virtualization" is in fact a term with very different meanings, 

borrowed from computer science. We proceed to introduce the concept in its original 

usage below, and then turn to its application in our media theoretical work. 

1.1 VIRTUALIZATION AND THE HYPERVISOR 

In the context of computer science, virtualization refers to virtually representing 

system resources, in order for some other program to use them. In its most common 

usage, and the one we intend to reference here, it refers to the virtualization of a 

computer's underlying hardware, such that a guest operating system may run as a 

"virtual machine."  

Operating systems are the environments that run underneath applications, 

supporting them by multiplexing their requests for hardware resources. Examples 

include Windows and Apple's Mac OS X, or iOS and Android on mobile. In a virtualized 

environment the guest operating system is unaware of the host operating system's 

existence, and perceives its access to the virtual hardware as true, real access to 

physically existing hardware. In other words, from the perspective of a guest operating 

system in a virtualized environment, it is impossible to know if the underlying 

hardware actually exists or has been virtualized, to distinguish between whether or not 

the environment is virtual or real, and as a result, whether the operating system is guest 

or host. Computer scientists refer to this quality where one layer of abstraction is 
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involved in but invisible to another layer's operation "transparency." We would say that 

the virtualization is "transparent" to the guest operating system. 

As any computer user knows, however, programs are never perfect. Entire 

classes of security violations consist in programs attempting to discover if they are 

running in a virtual or real environment. For example, consider a security researcher 

analyzing the latest virus. She may load the program in a virtualized environment to 

avoid corrupting her real computing environment. If the virus distributes its payload 

unthinkingly, it will reveal itself to the researcher. Thus, virus creators must exercise 

care to properly detect the environment within which they run. Alternatively, in co-

hosted environments such as the cloud, where many virtual machines are running on a 

single underlying physical machine, viruses and malware may seek to escalate their 

privileges by jumping out of the virtual machine and infecting the host system, thereby 

spreading throughout the cloud provider's network or otherwise stealing information or 

disrupting other customers' services. 

This second kind of attack focuses on compromising the hypervisor, or system 

responsible for managing the virtual machines. The hypervisor is what generates and 

manages the virtualized system resources the guest operating systems use. It is 

responsible for their transparency to the guest operating systems. 

A major methodological goal that guides our inquiry is to build from our media 

theory a hypervisor of sorts for critical theory. To borrow the phraseology of computers 
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and their applications – a rhetorical move to which we will make further, at times 

unmarked recourse – we want our media theoretic hypervisor to be capable of running 

any underlying ontology or metaphysics the user may choose. Monist vs. dualist, 

synchronic vs. diachronic, dialectics vs. rhizomes (or other non-dialectics), materialist vs. 

idealist, presence vs. absence, …. In the end our goal is to be compatible, not quite in the 

sense of orthogonal, with all of them. In other words, the goal is to build a hypervisor 

that exposes common resources for the understanding of media to all of these ventures, 

with an interface that permits the implementation of extensions for the incorporation of 

media from any of them, but does not demand or require the implementation of any of 

them. Hence our invocation of a relation just shy of orthogonality. 

Such a task is unlikely to be perfectly executed, and certain personal biases will 

inevitably shine through. That's fine and good. Work that is disagreed with provides 

important and critical points for the production of more thought. In other words, this 

book is open to patches and forks—feel free to upgrade or modify as you see fit. 

A second and related methodological goal is to increase the accessibility and 

rigor of computational concepts in the humanities. No one today can doubt the strength 

of historical change wrought by the advent of mass computing and the internet.4 

Nonetheless, the core concepts underpinning the operation of these systems and 

                                                        

4 A term so ubiquitous that style guides like the Associated Press now advise dropping the capitalization, a 
seemingly minor passage from proper to common noun that in fact acts as a lagging indicator for a much 
more fundamental reordering of the world (Associated Press 2016).  
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animating their mother discipline, computer science, remain at best obtuse and at worst 

impenetrable to many in the humanities. Nonetheless, work for all humanists, from 

ethnography to critical theory to feminism to race studies to anthropology to Marxist 

studies and onwards, demands in some fashion engagements with contemporary reality, 

which is to say, with computation. 

This is not to say that all projects require a discussion of computation, but simply 

to say that today all fields must negotiate and manage increasingly profligate points of 

contact. A historically amusing anecdote may clarify, in the negative sense, what is at 

stake. Writing in an admittedly early 1970, (then-) Marxist Hans Enzensberger 

confidently asserted the following: 

 

George Orwell’s bogey of a monolithic consciousness industry derives from a 

view of the media which is undialectical and obsolete. The possibility of total 

control of such a system at a central point belongs not to the future but to the 

past. With the aid of systems theory, [sic] discipline which is part of bourgeois 

science—using, that is to say, categories which are immanent in the system—it 

can be demonstrated that a linked series of communications or, to use the 

technical term, switchable network, to the degree that it exceeds a certain critical 

size, can no longer be centrally controlled but only dealt with statistically. This 

basic “leakiness” of stochastic systems admittedly allows the calculation of 
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probabilities based on sampling and extrapolations; but blanket supervision 

would demand a monitor that was bigger than the system itself. The monitoring 

of all telephone conversations, for instance, postulates an apparatus which 

would need to be n times more extensive and more complicated than that of the 

present telephone system. (Enzensberger 1970, 262) 

 

With a self-assured reference to the technical term "switchable network," (never 

explained) Enzensberger confidently asserts that central monitoring of all telephone 

conversations is impossible. Of course today, thanks to Edward Snowden, we know this 

to be manifestly false. We cannot fault Enzensberger for his inability to predict the 

future, and were our story to end here it would not warrant retelling. 

Some two years later, in Requiem for the Media, Baudrillard faithfully reproduces 

and extrapolates Enzensberger's error. 

 

As Enzensberger has demonstrated in his critique of the Orwellian myth, it no 

longer makes sense to conceive a megasystem of centralized control (a 

monitoring system for the telephone network would have to exceed it n times in 

size and complexity; hence, it is practically excluded). (Baudrillard 2003, 286) 
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Here all reference to technical terms has dropped out, and the simple presence of 

the unassuming variable n is sufficient to banish a centralized surveillance state from 

imagination! At no point does either Enzensberger or Baudrillard seek to provide a 

value for n. For all we know, n could have a value that directly invalidates their claim 

(e.g. any value less than or equal to 1). Neither are "size" nor "complexity" specified. This 

is a clear case of unfortunate deference and mysticism before the technical and the 

mathematical forms, and seen here the risk of such errors compounding through 

repetition, quotation, and expansion is evident. We must use concepts from relevant 

disciplines with care, lest we spout inanities. 

Nonetheless, there was one media theorist, writing some time later, who 

considered seriously the possibility of centralized monitoring of telephone 

conversations. At the end of Gramophone, Film, Typewriter, and in a short essay titled "No 

Such Agency" (both published 1986, see Kittler 1999 and Kittler 2014), Friedrich Kittler 

correctly voiced concerns about NSA interception and monitoring of communication 

signals. It is no surprise that media theory's most obsessed techno-determinist, and 

perhaps accordingly its most careful student of technology and its history, should have 

seen what others missed. 

The point is not to chastise some for predicting incorrectly and celebrate others 

for their foresight, but instead to point out that there exists both a strong demand and a 

justifiable unease about the use and analysis of computational concepts in the 
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humanities. It is my hope that the introduction of relevant concepts here is undertaken 

with appropriate care to render their usage both accessible, offering a stable foundation 

for future humanist scholars to reliably quote and expand upon, and responsible. As 

part of my commitment to this goal, I pursued and completed a Masters in computer 

science concurrently with my PhD work in media theory, and am fortunate to be joined 

in this project by a reviewer in the computer science department. All mistakes remain 

mine and only mine. 

 

The growing power of software engineering does not necessarily lead to the power of Big 

Brother. In fact it is way more cracked than it seems. It can blow up like a windshield 

under the impact of molecular alternative practices. (Guattari 2013, emphasis mine) 
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2. Chapter One 
My goal is to show that the following statements are equivalent: 

• Media exhibit this peculiar variation of the membership relation: media 

are "in but not a part of" 

• Media are nothings (are the holes in the whole, etc.) 

• Media are the constituents of the borderlines dividing articulations of 

purport (Hjelmslev, Deleuze and Guattari) 

The rest of this chapter will focus on demonstrating the equivalence of the first 

two statements, while the next chapter deals with the third. Along the way we will 

extract and generalize a number of meta-methodological impulses and concepts for the 

discussion of analysis and theory, chiefly from the realms of media theory (McLuhan, 

Kittler, Baudrillard), linguistics (Hjelmslev), continental theory (Deleuze and Guattari), 

and computer science. Taking the above along with our starting position – that there is 

no such thing as media, only procedures for generating media – will provide the bridge 

to connect to our final analysis, in which we posit the primordial computivity of media 

as their defining characteristic. Having analyzed media from the perspective of its 

internal cohesion, we return it to the domain of social analysis, now on the basis of a 

rigorous and systematic account of its internal character. Along the way, we also 

produce our generalized machine for critical and cultural theory, the flexibly 

hierarchical hypervisor. 



 

12 

2.1 DEFINING MEDIA 

Let us begin with the notion that media exhibit this peculiar variation of the 

membership relation. Media are what are "in but not a part of." From the outset we can 

see that this will be helpful in formulating our media theoretic hypervisor, as it allows 

us to position media as "in but not a part of" the various ideological/ontological 

commitments and systems others may seek to deploy. After a considered exegesis of this 

peculiar membership relation we return to consider its utility for construction of our 

hypervisor. We pause now to contextualize our motivations in formulating this unique 

relation, which we argue is proper to media, with respect to pre-existing impulses in the 

field of media studies. In the introduction to their edited collection, Critical Terms for 

Media Studies, Mitchell and Hansen observe the crucial importance of the plural-as-

singular "media." 

 

"…when it becomes possible to speak of media in the singular—as something 

other and indeed more than a simple accumulation of individual mediums—

media studies emerges as a quasi-autonomous enterprise. The passage from 

content to medium, from a plurality of divergent contents to the collective 

singular, lies at the heart of what is arguably the first and still most influential 

effort to articulate a comprehensive theory of media [McLuhan's Understanding 

Media]." (Mitchell and Hansen 2010, x)  
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The treatment then, of media, as the chief term of interest is well-motivated. Our 

guiding question, "which media?" can and should be read as an attempt at puzzling out 

the contours, shape, topology, structure of the concept media. The field is, as we noted 

in the introduction, in a constant state of flux, and a comprehensive theory of media 

would illuminate new cross-connections and opportunities for development, both 

within the field and in conversation with other specializations. 

How, then, shall we approach the question? There is an obvious tension between 

any specific piece of media a scholar may take as her object of study, and the notion of a 

collection of media writ large (the same tension at work in our gadfly of a query, "which 

media?"). Hansen and Mitchell approach the question with tact, as theirs is a delicate 

task – that of organizing a set of essays on media into categories. They decide to split 

their collection into three headings, Aesthetics, Technology, and Society, while at once 

noting that essays in any of the headings could have been placed in any other. The 

difficulty lies in attempting to map the social efficacy of media: "Media, become 

singular, forms an abstraction that denotes an attentiveness to the agency of the medium 

in the analysis of social change" (Mitchell and Hansen 2010, xi). Commenting on the 

specifics of their groupings, they write that, "The point is really to suggest three 

entryways into the labyrinth of media, with the understanding that each will sooner or 

later lead to the other two" (Mitchell and Hansen 2010, xix). 
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We take the following as our task: what is the structure (shape, mode of 

organization, logic, etc.) of that labyrinth? One way of phrasing the question is to ask, is 

there a field, container, set, collection, called "media" that somehow contains all other 

media? A second, related but distinct question, is to ask, "is there a media(-um) of 

media?" 

Broadly speaking, this second question informs the functional and process-

oriented analyses that guide the second half of our inquiry, e.g., the discovery of media's 

primordial computational operativity; the description of a non-vitalist account of 

change, process, and system; the claim that media do not exist but instead procedures 

for their generation exist; the Ecumenonical, or gaps or interruptions-based method of 

reading media (to be defined in full later); and the eventual link to politics (via 

Baudrillard, in turn via Hjelmslev – from our analysis of borderlands in the zones of 

purport). For now we leave the second question be, though it is never far from our 

minds, and focus on the first. 

2.2 CAN THE TERM "MEDIA" CONTAIN ALL MEDIA? 

Is there a term media that can encompass or contain all particular media? We 

might phrase this question as, "is there a single media in which all (other) media reside?" 

Seen in this light, it is immediately clear that this question exists in near-identical fashion 

in a different discipline, and was dealt with almost one century ago. The field is 

mathematics, and the question is whether the set of all sets exists.  
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In this period of mathematics' development, Cantor had just begun to lay out 

some of the most important paradoxes and definitions concerning infinity, and the naïve 

set theory (born in the aftershocks of Frege's great works) was undergoing heavy 

scrutiny. Two paradoxes emerged, Cantor's and Russell's, essentially the same but 

viewed from different directions, which together necessitated the evolution from naïve 

set theory to ZFC, or Zermelo-Fraenkel set theory with choice. ZFC became the 

standard, and to this day is the most commonly accepted foundation for most of 

mathematics. By discussing these paradoxes in some detail, we will adumbrate the 

general contours of the mathematicians' solution to this question, and thereby see if 

some profit may be gained towards its application in our own, media theoretical, field of 

study. 

From naïve set theory's perspective, every entity in mathematics is a set. A set is 

simply a collection of distinct elements that all meet some membership criterion. From 

the outset, for our critical media theoretical interests, we see that the notion of 

membership, inclusion and exclusion based on the application of some selective 

procedure specifying a membership constraint, is central. For example, if I define some 

set C as the set of my collaborators, then I might define the membership criterion to be: 

"has worked on a project with me." I can then populate my set C by simply selecting 

from my contacts the people with whom I've worked on a project.  
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The development of mathematics encountered fundamental problems in 

extending this intuitive definition of a set to cover their needs. One such paradox is 

Cantor's paradox, which may be stated as follows: there is no largest cardinal number. 

Here cardinal refers to a number denoting the size of a set. For example, in the set {A, B, 

C}, the cardinality of this set is denoted |{A, B, C}| and equals three. Thus, for any set we 

can produce a cardinal number, simply by counting its elements.  

The difficulty arises when considering the cardinality of the powerset of a set. The 

powerset P(S) of some set S is the set of all subsets of S, including the empty set and the 

set S itself. The cardinality of P(S), is always 2|S|. If we return to our elementary set {A, B, 

C}, we can see this point more clearly. The powerset of this set is { {∅}, {A}, {B}, {C}, {A, 

B}, {A, C}, {B, C}, {A, B, C} }. The cardinality of this set, which can be verified simply by 

counting, is eight, or 23. The formal proof of this property is known as Cantor's theorem, 

and immediately preceded the discovery of Cantor's paradox. 

A simple way to see that the cardinality of the powerset of S is 2|S| is to re-

describe the concept "set of all subsets." For our media theoretical work, it is interesting 

to note that the tactic of re-description remains a pedagogically and intellectually 

productive one for mathematics. Indeed, the thrust of our project can be described as 

formulating the equivalences between alternate descriptions of the same item, media. Let 

us see how the methodological tool of alternate description operates here in a 

mathematical sense, to describe the relation between set and powerset. 
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The set of all subsets is simply a method for counting decisions of membership, 

of inclusion or exclusion. Thus, each element may either be included (we write a 1 in its 

place) or excluded (we write a 0 in its place). Thus, the empty set from our example 

above becomes the binary number 000. The set with only A becomes 100. The set with all 

of A, B, and C becomes 111. We know the length of the binary number: it is three digits 

long, as the cardinality of {A, B, C} is three, and thus there are three elements over which 

to make membership decisions. 

Hence we can ask what the cardinality of the powerset is simply by asking, 

"How many different binary numbers can be written with three digits?" As each digit 

may be either of two alternatives, excluded or included, 0 or 1, the first position has two 

possibilities, the second has another two, and the final one another two. In other words, 

this problem corresponds to a tree where we branch by a factor of two, three times. To 

calculate the total number of three-digit numbers it is sufficient to count the number of 

leaves on the tree, which is 23. To calculate the sets simply traverse the tree from top to 

bottom: the empty set is the left-most branch taken all the way down, the set {A, B, C} 

the right-most. 
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Figure 1: All three digit binary strings, as a tree. 

Through an act of re-description a formerly shapeless entity defined simply by 

extension of a logical rule (a set and its membership criterion), has transformed into a 

collection of numbers in the binary base, which we have represented as paths through a 

type of graph, the tree shown above. Mathematics is particularly skilled at these kinds of 

jumps from one form to another, and if we seek to appropriate some of this style of 

reasoning for our own work it suggests an etymologically pleasing re-interpretation of 

"understanding" media. This title of McLuhan's work may profitably be reimagined in 

line with the Old English understandan, to "stand in the midst of" or "between, among" 

(Harper 2017a). 

Thus we might imagine our adventure as a means of standing between or among 

media, in order to better grasp its shape or structure, while at the same time not losing 

sight of Mitchell and Hansen's "labyrinth," here profitably transformed into paths 

through a binary tree. The logics of membership and exclusion, graph and path, are 
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already compounded from the beginning. As we will expand on later, this interplay of 

various formulations has not a little hint of the Hjelmslevian trinity that Deleuze and 

Guattari take as their methodological basis for the discussion of strata in Chapter 3 of 

Thousand Plateaus (Deleuze and Guattari 1987). Namely, the union of (1) general 

relativism, (2) real distinction, and (3) reciprocal presupposition. Nevertheless, we find 

their allergic reaction to the "tree" and the simplistic fetishization of the "rhizome" in 

Thousand Plateaus unsatisfying. As should now be obvious, number and set, graph and 

path, trees and infinities were already superimposed, discoverable one within the other, 

if only we had bothered to look. 

Let us return to our discussion of Cantor's paradox, that there exists no largest 

cardinal number, so that we may see its application to our quest for a media that 

contains all media. The difficulty arises in considering the powerset of the set of all sets. 

Let S be the set of all sets. The powerset of S is itself a set, but by Cantor's theorem its 

cardinality is strictly larger than that of S (its cardinality is       ). Thus S cannot contain 

its powerset (it does not have enough space for it), and our set of all sets is lacking. If we 

try to repair it by including the powerset P(S) in S, and denote this new set S', then there 

exists a still further P(S'), and so on. Hence the set of all sets remains an impossibility. 

The solution mathematicians settle on is to introduce a second entity, a proper 

class, which cannot be a member of a set. While the precise specification of a proper class 

differs among various set theories (e.g. ZFC vs. von Neumann-Bernays-Gödel), these 

2	|$|  
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nuances are immaterial for our purposes. What is relevant for us is the that the crisis 

caused by the inadmissibility of a set of all sets necessitates the introduction of another 

entity, a class, to break up a membership relation that cannot be universally generalized 

(i.e. the naïve relation of the membership criterion for the intuitive sets dealt with 

above). With this move we see that the mathematicians found it necessary to introduce 

different manners of speaking to denote collections subject to different orders of 

membership, or inclusion/exclusion. A variable grammar of membership expands to 

cover the competing and distinct logics of inclusion/exclusion available, as evinced by 

the numerous alternative and exotic set theories available today (Morse-Kelley, New 

Foundations, Scott-Potter, etc.). 

To return to our concerns with media, when we ask if there exists a media to 

which all other media belong, a media that contains all other media, we can see that more 

work needs to be done to specify appropriate language and meaning for the concept 

"contains" or "belongs." Our membership relation is not so simple as it at first appeared, 

and aided by a cross-disciplinary venture we can now see that the question admits of 

richer complexity than a superficial examination would belie. 

2.3 RUSSELL'S PARADOX 

Our solution to the membership conundrum, as given in the first pages of this 

section, is to posit that media exhibit the peculiar membership relation "in but not a part 

of." We can tease out our novel conception of membership by following the contours of a 
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distinct but substantially equivalent version of Cantor's paradox, the well-known 

Russell's paradox.  

Russell in fact cites Cantor's work as the impulse for the investigation that led 

him to his eponymous paradox.1 Russell arrives at his paradox by inquiring about a set 

of all sets. If such a set "everything" were to exist, then "everything" itself must be a set, 

and so "everything" must be a member of "everything" (Russell 1920, 136). However, sets 

are not normally members of themselves. Can we conceive of a set of all sets that are not 

members of themselves? Once we do, we can then ask further, is this set a member of 

itself? If not, then it must be. If it is, then the set is inconsistent. 

As noted above, the alternative mathematicians as a community settled on was 

to posit the existence of other entities (classes or proper classes) in order to stave off 

paradoxes of this form. However, alternative currents exist. While it is not in our 

interests to discuss the mathematical reasons for or against choosing among these 

alternatives, it is in our interests to consider one such formulation that we appropriate 

for use in our "in but not a part of" relation, the curious modulation of membership we 

claim is proper to media. By more closely specifying the type of membership media 

exhibits, we can produce novel ways to read both across media, and across media and 

non-media, e.g. the larger events or situations in which media are embedded. In an open 

                                                        

1 "When I first came upon this contradiction, in the year 1901, I attempted to discover some flaw in Cantor's 
proof that there is no greatest cardinal, which we gave in Chapter VIII. Applying this proof to the supposed 
class of all imaginable objects, I was led to a new and simpler contradiction..." (Russell 1920, 136). 
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exchange between myself and Israeli mathematician Asaf Karagila, a practicing set 

theorist, Karagila offers the following reformulation of Russell's paradox: 

 

My view of Russell's paradox, is that it is not at all a paradox. It is a theorem 

stating the following: 

 

Theorem. If A is a set, and ! = # ∈ % # ∉ #    is a set, then ! ∉ #  .  

Proof. If ! ∈ #  , then we can ask, is ! ∈ !  ? And then note that ! ∈ ! ↔ ! ∉ !  , of 

course this is a contradiction. Therefore ! ∉ #  . 

 

From this we can draw some conclusions, if the set of all sets exists, then B is not 

a set at all; or if A is a set, and ! ∉ !   can be used to define a subset of A, then 

there is a subset of A which is not an element of A. (Bose-Kolanu and Karagila 

2015) 

 

For our purposes, it is the second alternative Karagila offers that draws our 

interest. We must be explicit at once that we are not claiming mathematical proof for our 

observations on media. We distinguish here between two approaches to using knowledge 

from an outside field. On the one hand, it is possible to think from math, by which we 
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mean stating some mathematically true statement and using it as inspiration for the 

formation of a statement of our own. The alternative is thinking on the basis of math, by 

which we mean claiming that our statements follow logically from the mathematical 

statement. The former is a matter of inspiration, while the latter is a matter of derivation. 

We proceed to think from math, inspired by Karagila's formulation to conceive of our 

own, theoretical concept of media. 

Let us unpack Karagila's post. The notation used is referred to as "set builder 

notation" and accessible guides may be found by a simple internet search. B is the set of 

all sets in A that are not members of themselves. By definition we know the members of 

B are in A, as per the initial part of the notation, where x is defined as being a member of 

B only if it is in A and is a set that does not belong to itself: B	=	{x	∈	A|x	∉	x}. We then 

face a problem. If we accept that B describes a set, we must ask if B is in A. If it is in A, 

then we must ask if B is in B (because B becomes one of the	x	∈	A). If it is not, then it 

must be, and if it is, then B is self-contradictory. We have arrived at Russell's paradox 

once more. 

Because of the contradiction arising from Russell's paradox, we are forced to 

choose. Either B does not define a set, or, B defines a set, made up exclusively by 

members of A, but this set B is not itself a member of A. Thus the elements of B are 

individually in A (by definition), but taken together are not a part of A (the set B is not a 

member of A). Equivalently, as Karagila formulates it, there exists a subset of A that is 
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not a member of A. We term this membership relation, which we hold as proper to the 

concept media, "in but not a part of." 

2.4 INTERLUDE: SHAPE OF THE META-ARGUMENT 

We opened this section by saying the following three statements would be 

shown to be equivalent: (1) media are "in but not a part of," (2) media are nothings, and 

(3) media are the constituents of the borderlines dividing articulations of purport. We 

now have an initial understanding of the peculiar membership relation "in but not a part 

of," though our understanding remains provisional and still chiefly by analogy to the 

case of mathematics. It remains to fully situate this relation within the context of media 

theoretical concerns. 

As for statements (2) and (3), they appear progressively more obscure, yet 

working through them is the necessary path for understanding (1). Essentially what we 

are doing is starting in some center (any would have done), and slowly and tightly 

circumnavigating the arms of an expanding spiral. This is the shape of our overall 

argument. Imagine, for example, some walker tracing this tightly bound spiral from the 

inside (point-center) out. Let us suppose that at each instant it is clear where, with 

respect to heading (degree offset from the center) the walker is. 

Thus at the beginning of her walk she starts, naturally, at degree zero, progresses 

in time to 90° (or π/2 – witness, again, the marvel of re-description which the 

mathematicians so joyously embrace), and eventually circumnavigates her way back to 
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the origin, at 0°. Only this time she is one rung removed from where she was previously, 

as she is now tracing the next level of the spiral's expansion, extending its arm outward 

and forward.  

Let us now assume that the degree posts are in fact markers for each of the 

statements we desire to show are equivalent. A complete understanding of any one 

statement in the absence of the others, such that first we fully define and understand "in 

but not a part of," and satisfied move on to nothings, and then finally treat borderlands 

and purport, is contrary to the nature of what is being described. Instead imagine a 

progressive unfolding of the argument as it circulates between and along the various 

headings, in a gentle expansion of the spiral's arm. This is the route we wish to trace. 

*** 

What should be noted immediately in our elaboration of the spiral is that inner 

rungs cause our walker to rotate more quickly than outer rungs. The initial traversal can 

almost be accomplished without any steps at all, simply by twirling in place. As the arm 

reaches further and further out, and the rungs expand, the time to circuit increases, and 

the rate at which we pass by our various sign-posts or argument markers decreases. The 

same will likely happen for our argumentation here. At first it may appear bewildering, 

as we somewhat quickly alternate from location to location, from membership relations 

to nothings to borderlands of purport. In time the passages through each domain will 

expand, attaching to greater duration greater depth and explanation. The goal is that 
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these explanations layer in a mutually reinforcing pattern, such that progressive 

elaboration in one region retroactively unlocks arguments posited in previous 

explorations of other zones, and, similarly, preconditions or sets up arguments to come. 

2.5 MEDIA AS NOTHINGS (HOLES)  

We now make two substitutions. In our previous discussion of the "in but not a 

part of" relation we used the sets B and A. We now substitute for B the nomenclature 

"M" instead, as what we wish to discuss are media. For A we now attach some semantic 

meaning to it, though it is not without some risk. In place of A as some arbitrary set, let 

instead A stand in for the world, or everything.  

All at once two problems present themselves. Let us begin with the more familiar 

one. First, are we positing a closed totality, of the type completely out of fashion at the 

moment? Of course not, we have learnt what lessons may be gleaned from 

postmodernism (or, if one prefers, from the death of God and the end of history). We 

posit (provisionally, for in actuality it matters not at all to us – such is the disposition of 

those who would work with hypervisors) an open totality, of the form to be found 

alternately in Badiou's Being and Event, in Deleuze's Cinema, in Deleuze and Guattari's 

Capitalism and Schizophrenia, in James' pure experience and radical empiricism, in 

Spinoza even, in, in, in… Or at last, in Zizek's Lacan's non-All (see, e.g., Zizek 2006, 26, 

167-68, 253-4; Zizek 2007, 65; and Zizek and Milbank 2011, 88-89). We settle with the 

"non-All" as our preferred totem; see how nicely it matches with our symbol A? 
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Second, and to us more interestingly, does not this everything-set A fall victim to 

the same paradoxes discussed above, namely, those of Cantor and Russell? The obvious 

answer is that of course it does, hence our re-figuration as an open totality, our 

substitution of the non-All for the All. The more pressing concern is whether or not the 

conditions of rupture proper to the non-totalizable entail (produce, require, evince) the 

same structure as the membership relation "in but not a part of." This is an interesting 

and significant concern, but one that we thankfully bracket (our current task is already 

large enough).  

To seriously engage it would require choosing with greater fidelity a particular 

non-totalizing construct for inspection, e.g. pledging allegiance to either the Event 

(Badiou 2005) or the Open (Deleuze 1986, 9-10) or the non-All etc. Each of these has their 

own restrictions and preferences, relaxations and sublimations, subtle variations. Rather 

than drown ourselves in one or the other (no matter how tempting Being and Event's set 

theoretical ontology is, or Deleuze's poo-poo-ing of sets in Cinema 1, or Zizek's neo-

Marxist psychoanalytic flavorization of ideology…), we refrain, like the lover who 

knows the secret to the first kiss is the pause that follows. 

Let us return instead to the quality of nothings. What is meant by the insistent s? 

Consider the following. If M is the set of all media, then we can say that all individual 

elements of M, or all individual media in the set of all media, are elements of A. Yet, the 

set M itself is not a member of A. So any given media in the set of all media is in the non-
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All, but, all media – media as a whole – is not in the non-All. Or, put another way, all 

(individual) media are in the non-All, but media as the container of all media – as the 

whole made of holes – is not in the non-All. Why a whole of holes? Because this is what 

it means to be "in but not a part of." 

*** 

If each m	∈	M, each media in the set of all media, each hole in the whole of holes – 

if each of these is in A, then we can ask the following. Where do the holes lead? There 

are at least a few answers. The first is simply that the hole leads to another region of A. 

One might imagine a manhole (personhole?) cover that, when lifted, reveals a hole into 

the subterranean, the stink and the sewage (or even, the Real, as in Zizek's reading of 

Alien, which always threatens the symbolic reality of the All by revealing its predication 

on the non-integrable non-All (Zizek 2007, 61-64)). Or a door (Latour's actor-network 

theory and the distribution of agency (Johnson 1988)), a window (Hitchcock's Rear 

Window and the incorporation of space, life, and visuality through the tableau and the 

telephoto lens), the opening of a jar (Laura Mulvey's Pandoran topographies of the 

feminine and the fetish (Mulvey 1992), Heidegger's jar and fourfold gathering in The 

Thing (Heidegger 1975b)), spaces in a net or screen (erstwhile gaps in a Foucauldian 

skein? (Foucault 1986)), cracks in flooring (Freud's uncanny and its relation to the home 

(Freud 1955)), or gaps in the weave of clothing (aleatory fissures for the introduction of 

Chance in the work of the Fates), etc. 
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In all these examples the production of nexūs between positions in A is 

illustrated. The second answer is that the hole leads "nowhere." Imagine some substance 

with extension, as in a 2D plane. Imagine a puncture or hole in it. Traverse the substance 

and follow the hole. Where are you now? Somehow outside the extensive substance, on 

its "other side?" Somehow occupying a "nowhere" that revealed itself as the always 

already necessary subtension of your extensive substance in the first place? In 

mathematical terms – somewhere in a space outside the region confined by the 

description of your extensive substance? Given our positing of A as a non-All, an open 

totality, it is clear that this nowhere too was always already part of the non-All. Its 

discovery changes nothing, as it were. Thus the second case actively collapses to the 

first. 

Can we think of a third case? What can our hole connect us to, if it is not A and is 

also not some space outside of A (which was, according to our construct, always already 

part of the non-All A)? We see again the reappearance of our peculiar membership 

relation "in but not a part of," of the technical magic of the subset media that is not an 

element of the non-All. The third alternative is that our hole connects us to a network of 

other holes. This is the fact of M. As a subset of the non-All that is not in the non-All, 

media offers us a whole of holes to which each hole (each media in the set of all media) 

connects. This is the truth of the statement: "the 'content' of any medium is always 

another medium" (McLuhan 1994, 8). We can now rewrite it as, "the 'content' of media [a 
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hole] is always media [the whole of holes]." Care should be taken to understand content 

simply as a position for analysis, not an essential quality, as our Hjelmslevian triad, later 

explored in depth, suggests (general relativism, real distinction, reciprocal 

presupposition). 

Thus we have what amounts to two possibilities. On the one hand media connect 

across the non-All, providing passages or tunnels from one section or situation to 

another (and here we should perhaps keep in mind Deleuze's commentary on 

Whitehead and Leibniz in The Fold, Chapter 6, "What is an Event?" Namely: "What are 

the conditions that make an event possible? Events are produced in a chaos, in a chaotic 

multiplicity, but only under the condition that a sort of screen intervenes." (Deleuze 

1992, 76))2 – And why not, for this screen, media?), with the understanding that 

situations are of course themselves situated, and thus nest, and thus passage may be 

"into" rather than "across" (remember, again, the Hjelmslevian triad…). 

On the other hand, media connects out of the non-All into the set of all media.3 

The first alternative appears to be the Kittlerian approach, that media are the condition 

                                                        

2 "Chaos does not exist; it is an abstraction because it is inseparable from a screen that makes something—
something rather than nothing—emerge from it. Chaos would be a pure Many, a purely disjunctive 
diversity, while the something is a One, not a pregiven unity, but instead the indefinite article that 
designates a certain singularity. How can the Many became the One? A great screen has to be placed in 
between them. Like a formless elastic membrane, an electromagnetic field, or the receptacle of the Timaeus, 
the screen makes something issue from chaos, and even if this something differs only slightly" (Deleuze 1992, 76, 
emphasis original).  
3 The call to play with Marx is distracting, fun for a later date. From C-M-C and M-C-M (truly M-C-M') to A-
M-A and M-A-M. One wonders on which valence the missing ' would fall for the media theorist. 
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for our understanding, the screens that produce from the non-existent abstraction chaos 

the conditions for sensibility (and, following McLuhan, sensation). 

While this may appear to be the case, it is our contention that in fact the opposite 

is true. It is not media that determine our situations, but our situations that determine 

our media. To say that media is a whole of holes (a subset that is not an element, 

something "in but not a part of") cannot be to deny that it is also the holes in the whole 

(puncture points or tunnels in the non-All). This argument must not be confused as a 

contestation of historically actualized meta-forces of change, techno-determinism vs. 

some other determinism. Nothing could be farther from the point. Rather, the goal is to 

unlock new methods of reading media, truly new methods of analysis, of thought, or 

even life. 

Why should the Kittleriain approach fail our test? To see why it is simple enough 

to consider the other valence, that the hole connects us to a network of holes, a whole of 

holes. In the Kittlerian universe this network exists, but it is rather secular (pardon the 

obscene pun). The holes have all been filled in, with a techno-deterministic goo, the laws 

of which determine the movement and progress of the rest of the social machines at 

work. Thus the Kittlerian approach (speaking, of course, in the caricature that is at once 

indispensable for advancing one's own thought and unforgivably curt with regards to 

that of others) amounts to the sacrifice of the second tenet in order to preserve the first. 

How can we craft a media theory sensitive to the delimiting power of media, of the 
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screens that condition understanding, while at the same time doing justice to the whole 

of holes that is media? 

Equivalently, how can we advance the significance of the role of media in 

analysis of situations, both within and across whatever-many disciplines we may wish 

to engage, while at the same time retaining something proper to the study of media 

itself? And of course, can we do all of the above while remaining true to our hypervisor 

design goals, and thus ambivalent on the question of anthro- or non-anthropocentrism?4 

The answer has to do with the second valence, with holes, and with the passage from 

nothing to nothings. Holes can be described, and their description positions our analysis, 

both of media and of situations. A tunnel must be dug; holes must be charted. 

2.6 MEDIA EXVELOP SITUATIONS 

The concept nothing has remained underspecified. This is not to say that 

previous attempts have not been illuminating, from Leibniz to Heidegger, or perhaps 

what we find most delectable, the discussion of possible and impossible, compossible 

and incompossible, in both Agamben (see the treatment of potentiality and potentiality not 

to in Aristotle in Agamben 1998, 32) and Deleuze (who follows Leibniz on possibility, 

compossibliity, impossibility, and incompossibility in Deleuze 1992, Chapter 5 

"Incompossibility, Individuality, Liberty"). But rather, what is missing from the 

                                                        

4 And thus avoid the recourse Hansen (via Stiegler and McLuhan) and others (e.g. Hayles) make to seeing 
media as exteriorization of humans, of co-originary technicity? 
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discussion of nothing is the plural. Not empty worlds but emptinesses. Where is our 

cartography of holes? 

For our media theoretical work such an adventure is entailed by forthright 

consideration of our thematizing question, "which media?" This question requires the 

manipulation not of nothing but of nothings. Media as anti-space, or collection of holes, 

subtractions additively conjoined to the whole, or yet again, as some kind of dark 

dimensional wormholes, dumping out of one event and pouring into another, initiating 

a series of relays or alter-synapses along an elsewhere. 

The language may sound fanciful, but its meaning becomes clear upon closer 

inspection. In our set M of media, the members of M are themselves disjoint as required 

by the construction of a set (all elements are unique). Separately they are members to A, 

our non-All (which again, in totemic form, incorporates by reference the open totality 

that all worthwhile thinkers of ontology have posited; we shall progress much farther 

beyond that...). However, the collection of our media M is not in the non-All A, their 

togetherness is not in A, they exist in A only separately. Yet it is through reference to the 

set M – that is, the alter-togetherness of media – that we end up thinking across the 

elements of M, which are themselves in A, and thus forms a manner of thinking across 

A. However, it is precisely in this manner of thinking across A that two things become 

apparent. First, as was previously stated à propos McLuhan and is now revisited, "the 
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'content' of a medium [of a hole] is always another medium [another hole in the whole of 

holes]." 

Consider the concept "relation" (or, as will be explored later with reference to 

Hjelmslev, "function"). Let us say that a relation relates, or links, two terminals. Let us 

transit from one terminal to another. We encounter, in order, Terminal 1, the link, and 

Terminal 2. Let us now "zoom in" and examine the regions at which the terminals cross 

over into the link, the "on-ramp" and "off-ramp" if you will. Perhaps what is happening 

when we say the content of media is always media, is that the on-ramp leads to the off-

ramp (via the link, via the relation). In other words, if the terminals stand in for 

instances in A, in our non-All, then the passage from one instance to another may be 

found by tunneling via activation of some media at the origin (on-ramp) and a 

consequent activation at the point of re-emergence, the destination (off-ramp). Thus the 

elements of M, the media, which are singly in the non-All A, offer activation points for 

synapses to contract across (into) situations. 

We must consider the particular shapes of the subtractions, indentations, impact 

craters, or holes caused by the activation of members of M in A. Or, even more precisely, 

the holes caused by the passage from the activation of a given member of M, always in 

A, to/through the set M, which remains never in A. A hole is a region that negatively 

selects against that which it is embedded in. But even here variability lurks – why select 

against all that one is embedded in equivalently? This negative selection is variable, too. 
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Anything else assumes a mute and dumb Cartesian space, equally uninspiring to the 

Heideggerians ("Building, Dwelling, Thinking", cf. Heidegger 1975a) and the students of 

Lefebvre (The Production of Space, cf. Lefebvre 1991). Not all holes are the same. Holes are 

defined precisely by their shape, contours, outline, even depth, and, why not, rate of 

variability or change in any of these dimensions over time.  

At once when we understand the hole as negative selection against that within 

which it is embedded we see the truth of our inversion: situations determine media, not 

the reverse (what is a hole without its embedding? Nothing but "space," dumb and 

mute.). Yet, we have not completely done away with Kittler and his "friend" McLuhan, 

and indeed we do not wish to do so, for it is precisely as screens for chaos, as activation 

points for links and relations, that media irrupt, emerge, exvelop situations. 

What does it mean for media to exvelop situations? The rest of the work is 

devoted to figuring this question more precisely. As a preliminary attempt let us say 

that exveloping is definitively not enveloping, enclosing, containing, or closing. Perhaps 

we should say that instead of wrapping we unwrap, instead of covering we uncover, etc. 

Down this road lie serious traps, as previous theorists discovered (regardless of whether 

they recognized it at the time), e.g. the glory of the self-disclosing (or is it withdrawing?) 

world that illuminates in the clearing before Dasein, or perhaps equivalently 

pathological, the incontrovertible fact of the Oedipal drive. We are already aware that 

screens secret secretions, and secrete secrets (cf. Lippit 2005, treating a passage from 
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Derrida's Memoirs of the Blind); our filters have been deconstructed, or, more precisely, 

any filters or screens present in our hypervisor are strictly agnostic to whether or not the 

user chooses to deconstruct them, to apply the operation "deconstruct." 

How else can we tackle the problem of supplying a definition? In a more 

fulfilling sense, to exvelop denotes an idea of involvement through exclusion or 

exception, through the gap and the interruption, through the fact of separation and 

selection (their relationship is discussed momentarily). An "exvolvement" that does not 

mean lack of involvement, "avolvement," but also does not mean an end to involvement 

or its cancellation, "anti-volvement." Neither orthogonality nor opposition. (Recall that 

our hypervisor's compatibility with meta-systems of thought is a relation "just shy" of 

orthogonality, and clearly to succeed in being compatible must not directly oppose.)  

Instead a kind of unique and particular sense of being involved or embroiled but 

in a fashion proper to the peculiarity of a membership relation that is "in but not a part 

of" other situations. The ever-present threat of a hamete, which is definitively not an 

attack on an opposing army's flank (an alternate definition for "envelop"), but instead a 

much more radical interruption from within a joseki: the fact of a without that cannot 

inhere, but does irrupt – an exherence that exvelops the situation, that results in an 

exvelopment. 
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Joseki are generally-agreed-upon sequences of play which can result in a fair 

outcome for both players. Usually there isn't a joseki in a given situation, but 

different joseki for different purposes, between which a choice has to be 

made...What sequences are considered joseki has changed throughout history, 

due to modern research, innovation and changing professional perspectives...In 

general, "joseki" refers to sequences in the corner, and even more narrowly to the 

sequences that follow from approach moves in the opening. (Sensei's Library 

2014). 

 

During the process of establishing any joseki there develops a vast hidden store of 

moves that failed to be adopted as correct—strong, bullish, exquisite, vulgar. 

Hamete is the tactical use of such variations, in some cases requiring high-level 

techniques such as kikashi and korigatachi, in many others involving life-and-

death situations which can result in catastrophic loss if handled incorrectly. 

 

If you think it's enough to just learn the official moves of established joseki, you 

may, as the proverb has it, learn joseki and drop two stones. Learning hamete is a 

thing of unalloyed goodness—it stretches your powers of reading and sharpens 

your judgment and attention, while also teaching you the true meaning of joseki. 
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It's much like a good driver who in addition to the main streets also is familiar 

with the back roads. (Nihon Kiin 1994, Preface) 

 

Of course, just as with go, it is important to note that one play follows another. 

Thus, what is being signaled is not some kind of absolute break or rupture, but instead a 

move in a game, for a situation remains a situation only insofar as it evolves. The non-All 

(and by reference, all other open totalities), rely to some degree on process and change. 

2.7 SITUATIONS OR MEDIA? 

We will deal with go more fully in later sections, as we examine the 

Ecumenonical, or gap-based, reading of media, along with non-vitalist readings of life 

and death, process and system. For now, let us return to the question of situations 

determining media (what we are claiming) vs. media determining situations (Kittler's 

claim, as well as McLuhan's, after a fashion).  

What we have is a much finer mist or suspension of the two valences, one within 

the other, than has been previously thought. It is true that situations determine media, 

insofar as the milieu for the negative birth of a hole conditions its parameterization (its 

bounded variability). Yet the production of a hole is always a call to a condition or 

collection which cannot be contained. Stop! This is not the tried and true theories of 

excess, most recently well-explained in Pasquinelli's Animal Spirits, via Bataille (cf. 

Pasquinelli 2008), or alternately found in similar structural form in the case of the 
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Intellectualists (idealists), roundly critiqued by William James, for offering an Absolute 

beyond the empirical to guarantee its capacity for relationality (James 1992, 161). It is not 

the case that media (holes) are not in the non-All (are not there). They are of course there 

(where else would they be?). What is true is that the collection of holes, the whole of 

holes, is only in the non-All separably, but not in its togetherness. It is this condition of 

inclusion under condition of separation that itself conditions media's capacity for 

exveloping situations. To exvelop requires this introduction of a separation, of a gap. 

This condition of separation (later, in the Hjelmslev/Deleuze and Guattari/Panini 

sections we will call this condition "selection" and attribute to it the primordial 

computational operativity of media) makes perfect sense if, having looped as we have 

now through the insistence on nothings, we return to the peculiar membership relation 

with which we started: "in but not a part of." Recall the earlier definition for set B (now 

written as set M, the set of all media): M	=	{x	∈	A|x	∉	x}. Media are the sets which are not 

member to themselves. And clearly it is media that are not members of themselves, 

because things that are not media (e.g. situations) are members of themselves. 

The situation is part of itself, the event is part of itself (this is why, for both 

Whitehead and Deleuze, the event may be de-/re-composed arbitrarily, or for Foucault 

knowledge may be cut/re-cut and a multiplicity of minor histories and insurgent 

genealogies traced, etc.). On the other hand, media are not part of themselves. How can 

a hole belong to a hole? The hole is not in the hole, the hole is the negative selection 
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against that within which it is embedded. This insistence on gaps will also form the 

cornerstone of our Ecumenonical method of reading media (to be defined later, as 

concerns go and non-vitalist processes of life and death, as well as the concept that 

"context is structure," which later, via Baudrillard, becomes "context is structure is 

politics"). 

Finally, this careful and considered manipulation of nothings is the only means 

by which we could have tools appropriate to the task of building a hypervisor for 

systems of thought (various critical theoretical allegiances, metaphysics, or ontologies, as 

chosen by the user). With apologies to the mathematicians, who now we proceed to 

abuse in the name of poetry, it is by producing an algebra of nothings, a topology of 

holes, that the proper procedures for generating media may be specified. And with their 

specification we make possible the implementation of media as a concept for analysis of 

situations as needed, compatible via native implementation with the various meta-

systems (ontologies, metaphysics, etc.) to which one turns. Thus, media are nothings, 

and the concept nothing remains underspecified absent the plural. We trade the plural 

obscured in the collective singularization of the term media as it is usually treated (cf. 

'media is a labyrinth') for a newly discovered pluralization of nothings. 

 

poofartpee replies: 

That there is an uninterrupted tube going from your mouth to your anus. 
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Since your body doesn't completely close it off, really humans are just like giant 

donuts with arms and legs. 

Food never really goes in you, it just touches the walls of your inner-donut until 

you absorb the nutrients. (poofartpee 2014) 

 

2.8 INTERLUDE: CAN I TELL YOU YOU'RE DOING IT WRONG? 

Here is an interesting question. In this book I am proposing a new way of 

thinking and doing things with media. There are at least two ways to engage the work. 

One can either seek to build out or otherwise modify the hypervisor, that is, the thought 

system (ontology, critical theoretical allegiance)-neutral interface I am presenting for 

media's implementation in various and sundry thought systems, or, one can actually 

implement this understanding of media into some already available or newly 

constructed thought system.  

For works of the second type, in which this understanding of media is 

implemented within another system for the purpose of producing new analyses, it 

would be difficult for me to say "you're doing it wrong." Since the hypervisor is, by 

definition, agnostic to various critical theoretical allegiances, what it proposes is not an 

ordered Way for Thinking About Media, but instead a set of tools or interfaces with 

which your ontology or thought system may interact. What if you choose instead to 

modify the hypervisor architecture? Here there are certain intrinsic measures that could 
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guide a judgment of "right" or "wrong," namely whether or not the proposed 

modifications, extensions, or deletions to the hypervisor hinder or help its purpose of 

the earlier proposed relation 'just shy of orthogonality' – namely, the relation of 

compatibility. 

Does this now mean that insofar as modifications to the hypervisor reduce 

compatibility, we should reject or deprioritize these modifications? Does this mean that 

these new forks or versions of the hypervisor are somehow inferior to the original? In a 

fashion that should now be standard for our way of thinking, the answer to the first is 

"no" while the second is "yes." As per usual, our tactic is to take two apparently 

equivalent lines of thought and introduce a capacity for modulation, difference, or re-

articulation, the ability for answering differently to both, a divergent consistency. 

It appears that declaring a new fork of our hypervisor "inferior" to the first 

version would require imagining that the modifications involved are subpar. The 

opposite is true. The hypothetical fork is inferior only insofar as the dimension to be 

maximized is compatibility (what is at issue is always a criterion for selection: this nugget 

will be expanded upon in our section on the primordial computation at work in media-

as-meta-Ecumenon). 

This is why it makes no sense to reject or deprioritize proposed modifications 

along these lines. In terms of being the most maximally applicable hypervisor, such a 

fork would clearly fail or be inferior. However, it may very well be the case that there 
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exist multiple and interesting clusters of thought systems (ontologies, critical theoretical 

allegiances, ideologies, etc.) that reveal themselves upon extension and forking of the 

hypervisor. In other words, as more modifications get made and compatibility breaks 

for some, but not other, thought systems, heretofore unthought or unnoticed 

commonalities and differences between and among the systems will be forced into high 

relief. This quality is, of course, precisely what is at stake with critical thinking. 

As can be seen, from the beginning, our tactic was always already outside itself, 

beside itself, before above beyond and behind itself. As William James says somewhere, 

philosophy is always a fight about propositions. In that case, we'll gladly take all of 

them. And of course, what exhibits the membership relation peculiar to exactly this 

propositional profligacy? What could make possible this aggrandizement of positions 

and plays, this actuation of divergent consistency, or even more precisely, divergent 

consistencies? Well, it must be something that is actually a nothing (as opposed to 

Nothing/Something, a theme that we have grown weary of; let us dance among the 

shadows and enjoy a plethora of nothings instead…), a whole of holes, an "in but not a 

part of," or simply, media…
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3. Chapter Two 
 

Usufructuary was too high a calling.  

Larceny and calumny were our only friends. 

-Radavich the Minor, Robber Monk (attested, date unknown) 

 

3.1 AN APOLOGY 

 

 

Figure 2: Reprinted from Sterne 2005 (originally 1760-1768), 425, 426. 

3.2 TOWARDS THE BORDERLANDS OF PURPORT 

Media do not exist, only procedures for their generation. They exhibit the 

peculiar membership relation "in but not a part of," and they are, in fact, pluralized 
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nothings, such that the set M of media can be said to be a whole of holes existing, in the 

non-All, only under condition of separation. Let us now proceed to the third equivalence 

we said we would establish, that media are the constituents of the borderlines dividing 

articulations of purport. This will require some work. 

The brief sketch of our journey (a provisional map, one subject to derailment as 

obstacles arise) is as follows: first, we tackle Hjelmslev head on, explaining function and 

functives, content, expression, forms, substance, purport, and articulation, all through 

the problem of the sign; disclosed as well is the methodological operation of the 

Hjelmslevian triad of general relativism, reciprocal presupposition, and real distinction, 

which we argue requires thinking not of objects but of multi-objects (or, more accurately, 

positions or even bundles (or even, multi-positions)); finally, we link our conceptualization 

of the borderlines of purport (a phrase we interchange at will with "borderlands of 

purport") to the role we expect media to play, via Baudrillard and his Requiem for the 

Media, demonstrating the equivalence of this border conceptualization of media with our 

previous two formulations. 

Our exegesis of Hjelmslev provides us with the tools necessary for the 

construction of our media-theoretic hypervisor, itself an edifice of equipment permitting 

a liberatory relativism of theory that does not erase distinctions (as a facile cultural 

relativism might), but posits multiple explanatory apparatuses as complementary to the 

internal coherence of media, as opposed to contesting it. These tools include the nested 
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and flexibly hierarchical concepts of analysis (a procedure based on the selection of a 

point of view, or basis, within a text) and systems, upon which analyses depend, as well 

as analysis complexes, which we equate with ontologies or thought-systems, e.g., definers 

of epistemes or horizons of the thinkable.  

In our hypervisic hierarchy, we argue that these ontologies are in turn deployed 

in instrumental fashion by one more layer of abstraction, so-called ontologics, which 

contest the hypervisor plane for the installment of their ontology-sets at the expense of 

those of other ontologics. This construction provides a principled way to continue our 

description of the internal structure of media, while also permitting debates about 

cultural and other theories to occur in novel ways. 

In so doing, we also set the stage for our next chapter's consideration of media as 

strata, i.e., the Ecumenonical, gap-based reading of media, which re-centers a concept of 

borderlines of purport as performance (and performant) gradients. This move affords a 

degree of flexibility, evident in the subsequent chapter's analyses of the film work The 

Enclave and the work of ancient Sanskrit grammarian Panini, to our hypervisic hierarchy 

that conditions it for accommodation of social, as opposed to purely dry logical or 

mathematical, analysis. We also appeal to a variable and variegated mechanic of 

negation, which we call shaving, that is explored as we (lightly, for seasoning only) 

contrast our reading of Hjelmslev with Badiou in Marque et Manque (cf. Badiou 2013). 
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3.3 HJELMSLEV ON SIGNS: FROM ANALYSIS COMPLEXES TO 
HYPERVISOR COMPATIBILITY CLASSES 

We introduce Hjelmslevian sign theory here, laying the technical groundwork 

for an elaboration of media as the (computational) borderlands of purport, a faculty we 

rank as equivalent to our two, former elaborations of media, as a whole of holes and as 

that which exhibits the curious membership relation "in but not a part of." This tripled 

definition of media will form the basis for our hypervisor's construction, and for our 

next chapter's final characterization of the medium of plural-as-singular term media. 

Typically, semiotic signs are taken as signs for something. That is, as meaning-

bearers that point to a thing: "the sign is an expression that points to a content outside the 

sign itself" (Hjelmslev 1969, 47). If language is actually a sign-system, as is commonly 

said, then it must, in some fashion, systematize the production and distribution of signs. 

It must manage its sign-economy. 

But what are the inputs to this system's means of production? Upon closer 

analysis it becomes evident that the sign itself is firstly, far too vast, and secondly, far too 

non-technical to serve. In the first sense, the amount of possible signs is infinite. It is this 

richness that accounts for language's utility in describing phenomena. Absent it 

language would become "a tool unusable for its purpose" (Hjelmslev 1969, 46). 

Nonetheless, such a multitude is ill-suited for the production of evermore meaning-

bearers. How many children finish learning an infinite alphabet? And furthermore, does 

it not have a little air of the cart before the horse? In this second sense, it is clear that the 
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sign itself is the finished product, not the input. No one goes to the whiteboard and 

writes an entire word at a time. 

As alternative Hjelmslev proposes figurae. Divide the signs long enough and 

their component non-signs emerge (take, as example, the dash in "non-sign"). Critically, 

these non-signs are restricted and definite in number. Thus from a limited stock of 

figurae ever-new combinations can give rise to all the signs a language needs. 

"Languages, then, cannot be described as pure sign systems…by their internal structure 

they are first and foremost something different, namely systems of figurae that can be 

used to construct signs. The definition of a language as a sign system has thus shown 

itself, on closer analysis, to be unsatisfactory" (Hjelmslev 1969, 47).  

Note the insistence on defining language's internal structures, as opposed to the 

point of view of language from its extrinsic and external ramifications, e.g., its 

consequences for other, social and scientific analyses. A similar impulse guides our own 

investigation into media, which has been (and remains in this chapter) strictly motivated 

by interior, intrinsic media-theoretic concerns. 

Was there not a sleight-of-hand in our explanation above? We traversed quite 

merrily down the semiotic chain, busting open one sign after another before landing in a 

bed of non-signs, but quick, how did we know we had arrived? The determination can 

only have been made on the basis of demarcating the meaning-bearers from the non-

meaning-bearers, the signs from the non-signs. However, knowing now that the 
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description of language as a sign system entails only its external, rather than constitutive 

and internal functions, what shall we do? An exegesis of meaning is in order. 

The traditional division is to hold that a sign is an expression relating to some 

content external to the sign itself. With this interpretation, to discriminate between the 

signs and the non-signs is to note when content disappears. Hjelmslev deftly quashes 

such vain hopes with an astute example. 

 

That a sign-expression, for example a word or an ending, can consist of one 

syllable and can consist of one phoneme does not mean that the syllable is a sign-

expression or that the phoneme is a sign-expression. From one point of view the s 

in in-act-iv-ate-s is a sign-expression, from another point of view a phoneme. The 

two points of view lead to the recognition of two different objects...the phoneme 

enters into other combinations where it is not a sign-expression (e.g., in the word 

sell). (Hjelmslev 1969, 45-6, italics original) 

 

As the expression s shows, the necessity of analyzing content and expression 

separately cannot be denied. It is insufficient to simply link the two in absolute bijection, 

with the goal of traveling down the semiotic chain until an expression does not map to a 

content: in one and the same word, inactivates, the s is both a sign-expression (here 

indicating a tense), and, in its sibilance, a phoneme. 
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The consequences for the sign theory of language are grave. First, we cannot 

simply assume the sign prior to the analysis of the system (language) or process (text) 

(we shall interchange system and language, on the one hand, and process and text, on 

the other. This decision reflects a generality of analysis proposed by Hjelmslev, and 

operationalized in the construction of our hypervisor). To assume the sign before the 

analysis is to assume the product of a procedure not yet described or performed, for 

analysis is precisely the "description of an object by the uniform dependences [sic] of 

other objects on it and on each other" (Hjelmslev 1969, 29). 

 

Figure 3: A contrast between a Saussurean division into ideas and sounds (A) 
and a Hjelmslevian analysis into content and expression planes, here of the mouth's 

vocalic continuum (B). Reproduced from Siertsema 2013, 149. 

Second, and perhaps even more nuclear, we can only conclude that in each case, 

the object that appeared single is in fact double or even multiple, as according to the 

function it contracts. In truth an object in a system is not singular, or rather, cannot be 
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taken in advance as singular. Objects are in fact multi-objects, whose instantiation as a 

given object (functive, terminal) depend on the performance of a procedure (contraction 

of a function), which is to say, a selection (of a point of view for analysis, or a basis 

within a text): 

 

If one and the same entity contracts different functions in turn, and thus might 

apparently be said to be selected by them, it is a matter, in each case, not of one 

and the same functive, but of different functives [terminals], different objects, 

depending on the point of view that is assumed, i.e., depending on the function 

from which the view is taken. (Hjelmslev 1969, 48) 

 

While a single locus in the text may appear definitely, as a terminal for any 

potential function (a functive) it may needs be multiple, as the case arises. To decide 

among the possible terminals, which includes as well decisions between assigning to a 

terminal the role of content or expression, requires a selection of a point of view. Co-

consequently, to speak of (multi-)objects truly requires speaking of positions, within a 

text or language, for the operation of analysis. An object is a functive or terminal, which 

may needs contract functions with other functives. And in fact, the distinction is yet one 

more degree significant. 
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Naive realism would probably suppose that analysis consisted merely in 

dividing a given object into parts, i.e., into other objects, then those again into 

parts...It soon becomes apparent that the important thing is not the division of an 

object into parts, but the conduct of the analysis so that it conforms to the mutual 

dependences [sic] between these parts, and permits us to give an adequate 

account of them...both the object under examination and its parts have 

existence only by virtue of these dependences [sic]...After we have recognized 

this, the 'objects' of naive realism are, from our point of view, nothing but 

intersections of bundles of such dependences [sic]. (Hjelmslev 1969, 22-3, italics 

original, boldface mine) 

 

Hence, multi-objects, multi-positions, bundles of dependences…Already we can see, 

from the perspective of those who would use hypervisors, that our methods of reading 

cannot be univocal or singular. Flexible articulation and multi-directional branching is a 

feature, not a bug. (And again, we note that degenerate cases are hosted quite simply by 

the hypervisor. Hjelmslev's meta-methodological rejection of an analytic spirit akin to 

logical positivism does not mean, from our point of view, that a logical positivist would 

be unable to run their universe on our hypervisor. They would, they just probably 

wouldn't be aware of it.) 
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Since an analysis is a selection of a point of view, multiple analyses may obtain, 

which yields a clear and present need to speak not simply of analysis in the abstract nor 

a single analysis, but instead of analysis complexes, as Hjelmslev writes. Or, in our 

language, families of programs (procedures) which may be supported by a given ontology 

(or thought-system) itself running on the hypervisor. Indeed, we might even term an 

ontology (itself subject to support in a hypervisor) as that which orchestrates the reading 

of "[a]nalysis, or partition, [as] an 'accordion concept'" (Hjelmslev 1969, 30). 

Analysis, then, is not just one vertical drill down from a given entry point into 

the text. Instead, lines proceed from various entry-points of the text, and then relations 

between these lines of analysis obtain as well. 

 

…the description of the given object (text) is not exhausted by such a continued 

(and in itself exhausted) partition from one basis of analysis, but that the 

description can be continued (i.e., new dependences [sic] can be 

registered) through other partitions from other bases of analysis. In such 

instances we shall speak of an analysis complex (partition complex), i.e., a class of 

analyses (partitions) of one and the same class (chain) (Hjelmslev 1969, 30, italics 

original). 
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Seen in this light, our earlier provocation (INTERLUDE: CAN I TELL YOU 

YOU'RE DOING IT WRONG?) may now be stated formally: to modify a hypervisor 

such that some thought-systems are now rendered incompatible is to introduce a mode of 

virtualization (understood in our computer scientific sense) whose class of compatible (as 

in, a relation just shy of orthogonality) analysis complexes now furcates (forks, splits, 

branches, divides…) such that a previously mutually coherent class becomes subject to 

division (as an aside, one might even say that a given analysis furcates a text (process), 

such that an analysis complex renders a given ubi-furcation of a text (process), and that 

hypervisor compatibility classes may then be thought of as classes of mutually soluble 

ubifurcations…).  

The collection of supported members no longer forms a unitary whole, but 

instead fractures, such that meaningful statements about anti-relations (relations whose 

suspensions would reintroduce the coherent ensemble of a single, supported class of 

thought-systems) between analysis complexes may be stated. These statements concern 

hypervisor compatibility classes, or the classes of available analysis complexes or ontologies 

(hence, "ontology-sets") the hypervisor supports. 

In the light of multi-objects, whose existence caused us to posit not simply 

analysis (writ large) nor analysis (as only a given hic et nunc), but instead, analysis 
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complexes (or, in their generalized1 form, hypervisor compatibility classes, that is to say, 

groups of ontologies (thought-systems) capable of being run on a given hypervisor), the 

first and second prongs of our Hjelmslevian triad, general relativism and real 

distinction, are now evinced: "Even though there is a real distinction between them, 

content and expression are relative terms" (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 44). Equivalently, 

the "functional definition" of expression and content "provides no justification for calling 

one, and not the other, of these entities expression, or one, and not the other, content" 

(Hjelmslev 1969, 60, italics original). The distinction, while real, is relative, but loses 

none of its reality in the process. Its reality is the existence of relatives. Or, its relativity 

requires the fact of real distinctions. 

At once, with the word relativism invoked, we must caution against an atrocity. 

In place of an insipid liberal relativism (as in, e.g., "cultural relativism") that equivocates 

a structural isomorphism with a facile substantial equivalence, we have instead a 

relativity that operates on the basis of real distinction. These qualities (general 

relativism, real distinction) are non-identical and inseparable. Cultural relativism's 

bromidic displacement of difference through a language of structural isomorphism 

equates incongruities, dissolving distinctions. "You have your culture, I have mine, see, 

                                                        

1 N.B. Here and elsewhere "generalized" is used as the mathematicians do. Not to denote a concept that is 
expanded to cover everything and thus signifies nothing (as, for example, a humanistic reader might 
suppose), but instead in the sense of a concept being abstracted from its particular conditions to apply to a 
class of concepts at a higher level of abstraction, without losing compatibility with its particular instantiations. 
This impulse is a key meta-methodological drive for the present work. 



 

56 

we are all equally blind!" etc. It is clear that any work concerned with the question 

"which," as in, "which media?" cannot afford to let go of distinctions quite so easily, yet, 

in order to maintain and not prematurely dissolve the "which," must also, 

simultaneously, insist on a relativistic approach. Fortunately, for us this relativism is 

fully coincident with the description and operation of our hypervisor, a principled and 

rigorous systematization of a general relativism that avoids choice without erasing 

distinction, and is explained in the sections and chapter to follow. 

3.4 HJELMSLEV AND THE THIRD PRONG OF HIS GREAT TRIAD 

How may we begin to apply consequences of our investigation so far? The 

venerable sign system of traditional semiotics (and, by extension, much of popular, so-

called Continental theory) is incapable of handling the internal primitives of language, 

figurae, nor is it capable of accounting for the complexities of analysis and multi-objects. 

Indeed, analyses as diverse as those from Derrida to Lacan and Zizek (and Laclau and 

Mouffe, and Barthes) all rely on locating ambiguity in a singular place: that of the 

content (here understood in the Saussurean, non-Hjelmslevian sense), or if you prefer, 

the referent of the sign: the designatum for which the sign "stands in" or "signals." The 

critical and psycho-theorists have focused (some might even go so far as to say, 

"obsessed") on the content plane without spending much time considering the 

expression plane. 
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We shall discover an opposite and complementary obsession within media 

theory. In one sense, one may state the stakes of the current exploration as wagering that 

something marvelous may occur if terrain that thinks both content and expression in their 

(separated) togetherness is opened. And of course, as one cannot help but see, the condition 

of conjunction under condition of separation is exactly the membership relation peculiar 

to media, that of "in but not a part of." The subset whose elements, by definition, are 

separably present in the parent set, but who, in their togetherness, are not. Hence, it is 

perhaps media that is uniquely positioned to play a significant role in the opening of this 

new terrain, itself predicated on the discovery of a heretofore undisclosed and secret 

division of labor between the French poststructuralists and psychoanalysts, on the 

content plane, and the media materialist artists and media theorists on the expression 

plane. 

But soft, we get ahead of ourselves (this theme will be revisited when we 

consider the startling clarity of what Baudrillard offers us in the guise of media's demise, 

when he pushes us to think of communication and models…). Let us return to the problem 

of sign systems and how they may be reexamined. A modification is in order, and it 

leads us to the third of Hjelmslev's prongs, reciprocal presupposition without bijection: 

"There is never correspondence or conformity between content and expression, only 

isomorphism with reciprocal pre-supposition" (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 44). Or, if we 

prefer to swim upstream to find our sources: "They [expression and content] are defined 
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only by their mutual solidarity, and neither of them can be identified otherwise. They 

are each defined only oppositively and relatively, as mutually opposed functives of one and 

the same function" (Hjelmslev 1969, 60, italics mine). 

What shall we do with mutually opposed functives of the same function that 

nonetheless posit a splitting of the text (process) into planes without the imposition of 

equinumerous correspondence? 

 

Such considerations lead us to abandon the attempt to analyze into 'signs,' and 

we are led to recognize that a description in accordance with our principles must 

analyze content and expression separately, with each of the two analyses 

eventually yielding a restricted number of entities, which are not necessarily 

susceptible of one-to-one matching with entities in the opposite plane. 

(Hjelmslev 1969, 46) 

 

In other words, the multiple nature of functives in each and either plane (content 

and expression) requires a foreclosure of any expectation of bijection between the two, 

and thus, the rejection of previous attempts to analyze texts (processes) into signs, and a 

rejection of thinking languages (systems) as primarily sign economies; for what is a sign, 

but the enforcement of a rigid bijection between the planes of reference and referent? 
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Accordingly, we must remain internally focused, on intrinsic measures of 

media's coherence and sensibility. Instead of bijection between reference and referent, 

what may be presumed is simply reciprocal pre-supposition, or the twin facts of 

structural homology and co-constitutivity. By the former we mean the isomorphism, 

which again must not be understood to imply equinumerality nor correspondence, but 

instead a structural, functional relation between two planes. By the latter we mean the 

fact that it is only through the former that either exists. Put in the terms of analysis of a 

given (selected) object (from a multi-object), we mean precisely what is at stake in 

positing an entity, a functive, that contracts a function (with another functive(s)): 

 

We shall be able to say that an entity within the text (or within the system) has 

certain functions, and thereby think, first of all with approximation to the logico-

mathematical meaning, that the entity has dependences [sic] with other 

entities...and secondly, with approximation to the etymological meaning, that the 

entity functions in a definite way, fulfils [sic] a definite role, assumes a definite 

'position' in the chain. (Hjelmslev 1969, 34) 

 

Accordingly, we may now more fully characterize the "dependences" of which 

Hjelmslev speaks, these relations between entities without which neither entities nor 

process, and as a result, system, and, as a further result, analysis (and, as a final, 
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haunting ellipsis, analysis complexes, or, in their form generalized up a meta-level to the 

consideration of thought-systems and critical allegiances: hypervisor compatibility classes) 

would be possible. Formally, these dependences are the manifestation, through analysis, 

of the reciprocal presupposition of mutually contracting functives: 

 

The analysis thus consists actually in registering certain dependences between 

certain terminals, which we may call…the parts of the text, and which have 

existence precisely by virtue of these dependences and only by virtue of them. 

The fact that we can call these terminals parts, and this whole procedure a 

division, or analysis, rests on the fact that we also find dependences of a 

particular kind between these terminals and the whole (the text) into which they 

are said to enter, dependences which it is then likewise the task of the analysis to 

register. (Hjelmslev 1969, 28) 

 

Hjelmslev's figurae are precisely functives (terminals) to functions on the basis of 

a selection of a point of view for analysis (articulation). It is in this sense that the s in 

inactivates is both a phoneme and a sign-expression. It is a multi-object, a locus (or point) 

for articulation of multiple functions on the basis of relative but real distinctions, or cuts, 

that select and in so doing articulate, all without splitting, insofar as the locus remains, 
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basis for another analysis. Atomization without dispersion, separation without 

displacement. 

3.5 THE HJELMSLEVIAN SIGN FUNCTION 

We are now prepared to discuss a concrete example, deploying the concepts 

functive (a terminal or position in the text/process; also, a terminal), function (a relation 

between two or more functives), and analysis (the production, through division, of a text 

into content and expression, functives and functions) to discover in more detail the 

terms content, expression, and purport. In so doing we will disclose the Hjelmslevian sign 

function, which will form, in our read of Baudrillard against McLuhan, the basis for our 

own reformulation of media theory, both hypervisically and semiotically. 

Consider the word "ring." By it you may understand either a small object worn 

around the finger, or the sound a telephone makes. These alternatives relate clearly to 

the content (what, in our intuitive though invalid model of the sign we referred to as the 

external meaning or referent of the sign). Listen now, to the sound /riNG/. To this sound 

we must attribute expression. Now each of content and expression likewise articulates 

into form and substance. Content-form is straightforward; it is the word "ring." Content-

substance is precisely what we understood initially as the external meaning of the sign, 

in this case either a piece of jewelry or a telephone's sound. 

By similar rights we speak of an expression-substance and expression-form. By 

expression-form we refer to the sound /riNG/. By expression-substance, we refer here to 
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the sonic structures of which the mouth is mechanically capable, as, for example, the 

vocalic continuum or "the continuum made by the median profile of the roof of the 

mouth" (Hjelmslev 1969, 55). Already, a hint: the zones will come in continua. The 

smallest unit is contiguous. 

Now we may define a sign. A sign is a function contracting an expression-form 

and a content-form. The dual presence of these functives is the necessary and sufficient 

condition for the sign. "By virtue of the sign function and only by virtue of it, exist its 

two functives, which can now be precisely designated as the content-form and the 

expression-form" (Hjelmslev 1969, 57). "The sign is, then—paradoxical as it may seem—a 

sign for a content-substance and a sign for an expression-substance. It is in this sense 

that the sign can be said to be a sign for something" (Hjelmslev 1969, 58). It would be a 

dramatic mistake to think, as in our initial formulation, that the sign can be thought as 

referring solely to the content-substance (the "referent"). It must and does refer to both 

the content-substance and expression-substance, by virtue of its contraction of the 

functives content-form and expression-form, each of which in turn orders its respective 

substance. 

But form and substance of what? Here we light upon a most curious entity, soon 

to be indispensable for both media, in our description of borderlands, and later (e.g. next 

chapter), in a geophilosophically generalized form (which we ourselves shall generalize 

one step further), strata. A resource, on the basis of which the prior concepts and 
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hierarchies of analysis may be thought, for the virtualization and production of the 

flexible hierarchy we call hypervisor. 

This entity is a functive that is not, itself, a function. An entity central, or rather in 

subtension to, both planes, content and expression. A subtle and unyielding 

bracteolation of the planes, or, in another view, an inexhaustible surface over which each 

system's dual planes cast their skeins. An anti-topological (or, anti-topologizing) 

concept, effective in nullifying both inside and outside to pave a limitless production for 

the operativity of the sign's "Janus-like perspective in two directions, and with effect in 

two respects: 'outwards' toward the expression-substance and 'inwards' toward the 

content-substance" (Hjelmslev 1969, 58). We name this entity purport, and in it we have 

found a marvel. "[P]urport, so considered, exists provisionally as an amorphous mass, 

an unanalyzed entity, which is defined only by its external functions, namely, its 

function to each of" content-substance and expression-substance (Hjelmslev 1969, 50-51). 

How then, the relation to substance and form? "[B]y virtue of the content-form 

and the expression-form, and only by virtue of them, exist respectively the content-

substance and the expression-substance, which appear by the form's being projected 

onto the purport, just as an open net casts its shadow down on an undivided surface" 

(Hjelmslev 1969, 57). Substance is form's emulsification in purport, and, furthermore, 

form precedes substance. It is only because content-form and expression-form exist that 

content-substance and expression-substance come into view. Substance is something 
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that is formed (formed purport). Substance exists as the past perfect. Its future potential 

is as amorphous, non-substantial purport. Purport is not substance, but substance is 

formed purport. 

Purport is a special kind of functive, whose functions contract the sign function 

and structural functions of a given language (system). Note at once that this rather 

innocuous sentence is in fact a radical statement. Purport is available for analysis, or for 

articulation. To explain it in advance, to answer any question that specifies it beyond its 

role, is to constrain and neuter it. Just as media make analysis available for situations, 

purport is made available for articulations. 

"What determines its [purport's] form is solely the functions of the language, the 

sign function and the functions deducible therefrom" (Hjelmslev 1969, 52). In other 

words, purport is a common substrate (common to all systems) that exists as an 

amorphous thought-mass for the production of texts (processes) on the basis of 

languages (systems). In our (generalized) language, we would say it comprises the 

execution environment for our hypervisor. It is a functive whose contraction involves, in 

the place of another (multi-)object functive (by which we mean, a position within a text), 

instead, the determinative structural functions of a given language (system), e.g., "the 

sign function and the functions deducible therefrom" (Hjelmslev 1969, 52). 

There is an asymmetry at work, and of course it, too, is double. On the one hand, 

between purport and all other functives: "Purport remains, each time, substance for a 
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new form, and has no possible existence except through being substance for one form or 

another" (Hjelmslev 1969, 52). Purport alone is inexhaustible (its analysis is interminable, 

precisely because it is unanalyzed; it is the analysis that produces the partitions, that 

articulates) and inaccessible, except through the action of substantializing a form. Second, 

between substance and form. As substance exists only as formed purport, "formless 

substances are inconceivable," while substanceless forms remain, here in the Deleuze 

and Guattarian sense, virtual (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 44). 

Thus, process is the action of formation of substances: "We thus recognize in the 

linguistic content, in its process, a specific form, the content-form, which is independent of, 

and stands in arbitrary relation to, the purport, and forms it into a content-substance" 

(Hjelmslev 1969, 52). Correspondingly, "the same is true for the system of the content. A 

paradigm in one language [system] and a corresponding paradigm in another language 

[system] can be said to cover one and the same zone of purport [e.g., (content) zone of 

color, (content) zone of number, (expression) zone of vowel, etc.], which, abstracted 

from those languages [systems], is an unanalyzed, amorphous continuum, on which 

boundaries are laid by the formative action of the languages [systems]" (Hjelmslev 1969, 

52, emphasis mine). Process is a system's operationalization on purport. 

Already, we may reap some political gains from our hard-won theoretical 

elaborations. We now define a term, previously used but not explicitly specified. An 

ontologic (e.g., racism, patriarchy, capitalism, neurotypicism, etc.) is a meta-system that 
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flexibly deploys ontologies or thought-systems in the furtherance of its goals. 

Generalizing, we might say that an ontologic is a particular kind of hypervisor that 

structures compatibility classes offensively in order to break or introduce compatibilities 

between ontologies (or thought-systems, or, sets of possible (executable) analysis 

complexes) and their mutations in a manner that furthers its goals. Of course, as we 

mentioned before, no computer program (and here, with this phrase, "computer 

program," we should understand it not simply as its vernacular meaning might suggest, 

but also, in a sense to be made clear when we consider strata in the following chapter, 

as, programs for pure computers) is perfect, and bugs abound… 

In another sense, we might say that a hypervisor that strives for maximal 

compatibility with offered thought-systems is a hypervisor aligned against fascistic 

metaphysics, where fascism is understood technically, as the production of hierarchy 

closed from critique (see as well the discussion of microfascisms and their 

crystallizations in Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 213-15). In this sense, an ontologic is a type 

of virus that subverts the intended operation of the maximally compatible hypervisor. 

Regardless of how we choose to proceed (and paths abound), what is central in each 

discussion is a determination of how and under what processes a system's divisions of 

purport may be assembled: the production of zones of purport.  

At the level of the hypervisor it is precisely collections of complexes of 

articulations (hypervisor compatibility classes) that are at stake. We call these stakes, which 
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provide affordances both intra- and inter-universally (where a 'universe' is simply that 

which a thought-system posits, e.g. some speculative world) for the articulation of 

purport and hypervisic modifications and executions, the zonic. The zonic is always a 

question of power, or the relative monopoly of affordances (e.g., who controls the 

virtualization apparatus of the hypervisor, who determines what processes and 

procedures may be carried out with what degrees of freedom). 

3.6 THE NATURE OF THE CUT 

We shall explore the zonic more fully in due time, dealing with the modality of 

its organization and the role media play as constituents of its borderlines. First, 

however, we pause to consider the mechanics of its cut. Once we have established the 

mechanics of how cutting works, we will be in an advantageous position to consider the 

computational procedures of selection whereby purport's division is operationalized, 

and further, in the service of ontologics, kineticized. Purport is, of course, organized and 

formed into zones by means of districting operations carried out in the processes of a 

system(s). But how does cutting work, and how might we conceptualize this cut in our 

Hjelmslevian universe? 

At one level, cuts operate to define a system as against its environment, as 

Luhmann proposes (Luhmann 2013). Indeed, in a manner reminiscent of our frequent 

appeals to Deleuze's The Fold (fish inside of ponds inside of fish), Luhmann maintains 

that what counts as an environment for one system may well be a system for another 
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environment. In our own analysis we encounter something marvelous for our 

adventures: a gradated or shaded cut. A "functor" (cf. Badiou's terminology in Badiou 

2013) or line of force whose operation is variable negation, a gradated negativity that 

shaves in addition to cutting. What is seen among the skeins on purport's surface, which 

organize content-substance into content-form (quilting the semantic meanings "sound a 

telephone makes" and "piece of jewelry worn round the finger" with the content-form 

"ring" – of course, a similar ordering occurs with expression-substance and expression-

forms), is a variable negation whose operation exceeds the simple orthodox reading of 

Western onto-epistemology. 

The simple reading is that the West operates on a series of binary exclusivities, 

such that good (or white, or light, or reason, or masculinity, or sacred…) is that which is 

not evil (or black, or dark, or mad, or feminine, or profane…) and vice versa. Such a line 

of attack has been useful for demagogues and deconstructionists alike, from genocidal 

calls to expel those threatening the "Aryan" Third Reich, to less well-known claims in the 

Americas that "gnats make lice," to Derrida's infinite love and deconstruction of egology 

under his extensions of Levinas, or Spanos's critiques of an imperialist American 

excursion into Vietnam that killed to save. 

Instead of mutually co-constituted binary systems – and again, the list grows: 

good and evil and Nietzsche's beastly inversion, Irigaray's sexual difference and her 

critics, both of which orbit around a binarism as stabilizing as it is productive of further 
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debate2 (indeed, today, under condition of the multiplication of speech present not just 

in the mass media since the printing press and movable type, but as well in the nigh-

infinite and infinitely fractional missives (likes, retweets, etc.) ejected by the whirling 

cyclotron we call the internet, one modality of stabilization is undoubtedly to be 

productive, even over-productive, of a definitely organized discursive universe) – one 

has a shade of differentiations, of negations, of content-substances whose formations are 

co-constituted but also co-consequential with districting patterns deployed on and 

through purport. Lines of demarcation that not only de-limit (define, describe, 

determine, distinguish) but also produce re-marks, or notices (themselves the 

redoubling of a trace: remark, from French remarquer, itself perhaps from Old High 

German marchon, or, "to delimit" (Harper 2017b)). 

Thus madness and Foucault's ships of fools may be diametrically opposed to 

rationality, but such breaks are sustainable only under a 'weakly expressive system,' à la 

Badiou in Mark and Lack (Badiou 2013). Any strongly expressive system carries with it 

                                                        

2 "Often at the heart of feminist concerns around Luce Irigaray’s project is an uneasiness over her insistence 
on sexual difference, even as it is this difference that informs her oeuvre. Irigaray scholars agree, for the 
most part, that her work is not essentialist, in other words, that this difference is not grounded in biology; 
instead, they argue that it is culturally asserted in a symbolic and an imaginary that have excluded women, 
their subjectivity and their desire. But the uneasiness over her prioritizing of sexual difference remains, since 
this prioritizing can only be grounded in the “universality” of a sexual difference rooted in nature, which 
suggests not only a heterosexual bias, but also a discounting of other differences such as race and class. This 
uneasiness, I would argue, arises out of an inherited cultural understanding that posits nature either as 
unchanging organism or as matter that can be ordered, manipulated and inscribed upon. Hence, the concern 
over essentialism is itself grounded in the binary thinking that preserves a hierarchy of the One over the 
Other, mind over matter, culture over nature. Merely emphasizing the other side of the dichotomy, that of 
culture, does nothing to break open the dichotomy itself." (Fielding 2003, 1) 
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Gödel's curse, which under Hjelmslev transforms into an operative principle for 

language: a cut or negation whose operation cannot be confined within a described 

order, and in Hjelmslev under condition of selection of points of view, is transformed 

into a manner for forming substances of purport, for re-marking the surface of purport. 

In place of a simple onto-epistemics of binary exclusion (by which, of course, we do not 

mean to imply that the previously cited thinkers, from Spanos to Derrida to Foucault, 

believed in or sought to reify (often the contrary was their aim); rather, like binary star 

systems, the dyadic dance (despite allegations of identificatory malleability or 

switching) of the opposed poles served to organize their discourses, even as they sought 

to destabilize them…), stratification of the field takes over, and a variable negation re-

articulates zones of continua. 

3.7 INTERLUDE: THE VECTORIZATION OF LANGUAGE 

The historic word2vec paper (Mikolov et al. 2013) describes precisely this 

operation over the semantic (linguistic) field. Caution! Yet again, we must forewarn the 

reader against a seductive, if entirely unnecessary, category of error. There is no need to 

presume that we are offering mathematical "proof" for our media theory's interpretation 

of language and politics (which, truly, operates at an agnostic level of generality where 

system and process may be substituted for language and text, as in Hjelmslev). Nothing 

could be farther from the truth. In reality, we are simply noting similarities at a level of 

thematic isomorphism across disciplines. We are excited by shared patterns, 
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commonalities in structures available for thought, and by reference seek only to 

incorporate a creative spark in our own work. 

Preliminaries concluded, let us explore how a bean may differ from a book, and 

what a shaded gradation of the continuous (and continuously stratified, or, in truth, 

continuously-available-for-stratification, or, with yet one level more of precision, 

available for the continuity of stratification, that is to say, for the making-available of 

analysis for a situation) variable negation of zones of purport may look like. 

In the word2vec papers Mikolov et al. demonstrate a remarkable series of findings 

concerning word and phrase "vectors." Speaking plainly, they define algorithmic 

methods for the construction of 1000-dimensional vectors that represent words and 

phrases from a training corpus of 30 billion words. A vector may be thought of as a list 

of numbers, for example, <3, 6, 23> might specify a given vector. As the list is three 

entries long, we would say that <3, 6, 23> specifies a particular vector in 3-space. Here, 3-

space is simply the 3-dimensional Euclidean space. Similarly, <4, 65> specifies a vector in 

2-space, and <1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7> a vector in 7-space. An n-dimensional vector specifies a 

vector in n-space. 

Each entry in the vector's list corresponds to a separate dimension of the n-space. 

For example, the vector specified by <2, 4> has an x-value of 2 and a y-value of 4, where 

x and y correspond traditionally to the horizontal and vertical axes of the xy-coordinate 

plane. 
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Figure 4: A vector in the xy plane (Wikipedia 2017a). 

As in the image above, another way to think of a vector is as an arrow from the 

origin. In the 2-dimensional Cartesian coordinate plane, the origin is <0, 0>. In 3-space, it 

is <0, 0, 0>, etc. It is the location where the axes intersect. Relative to the origin, the 

numbers in the vectors <3, 4, 5> or <35, 87, 20> specify the position of the tip of the 

vector's arrow, thus giving both a magnitude (length of the vector) and direction (angular 

orientation about the origin) to the vector.  

Word2vec's exemplary exploitation of a variable "shaving" of negation (as 

opposed to the ossificatory binary exclusivity that has already been theorized to death), 

or difference, between words is precisely a function of charting the difference in angular 

orientation between "word vectors," or vectors that are algorithmically produced to 

represent words. In our terms, we might suppose that word2vec adumbrates a method 

for the discernment of zones of purport, by means of the assignment of co-located (or, 

more accurately, co-oriented) vectors, which in turn represent content-forms. Let us see 

how the mechanics of orientation might be explored. 
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Figure 5: The orientation of vectors on the unit circle (Wikipedia 2017b). 

We can see vectors as means for specifying angular orientation relative to an 

origin by considering unit vectors, or vectors of length one, whose tips all fall on the unit 

circle about the origin. A given vector specifies a point on the unit circle, whose angle 

relative to the axes of the vector may be determined; e.g., the angle of vector d2 relative 

to the x-axis is more acute (smaller) than that of d1 in the image above. As the number of 

dimensions of the vector space increases, the unit sphere under consideration changes: 

from a unit circle (2 dimensions), to a unit sphere (3 dimensions), to a unit hypersphere 

(4+ dimensions), etc. In all cases, the surface denoted by the unit sphere captures all 

points at a distance of 1 from the intersection of the vector space's axes. These points 

uniquely determine all possible vector orientations within the space.  

As the number of dimensions increases, so too does the fineness with which 

purport may be articulated, shaved, and districted. The selection of a point of view for 
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the articulation, or analysis, of purport, is enhanced as the dimensionality of the vector 

space under consideration – and consequently that of the unit sphere – increases.  

But why? A careful reader will note that it cannot have to do with the quantity of 

points available for selection. Assuming n-spaces over the reals (e.g. ℝ2, ℝ3, etc.), the 

number of points available on any given n-sphere, whether it be a circle, sphere, or 

hypersphere, is always the same: uncountably many. (For the technical explanation an 

interested reader may pursue Cantor's 1891 diagonal argument, in which he proves the 

uncountability of the set of reals. This proof establishes that there are different sized 

infinities, with the infinity of the reals being strictly larger than the infinity of the 

natural, or counting, numbers.) 

The increase in availability of purport for analysis under condition of increasing 

dimensionality occurs because of a concomitant increase in degrees of freedom. Consequently, in 

theoretical terms what reverberates within our own work is precisely the variability of the 

negation function itself. Just as we have theoretically plotted the move from the stale 

system of binary exclusions prevalent in critiques of Western metaphysics (and 

operative, indeed, in both Foucault and Derrida, though perhaps to a higher degree in 

the Foucauldians and the deconstructionists: as is typical in philosophy, the sins of the 

progenitor accumulate to the offspring...) towards a Hjelmslevian reading of purport, an 

amorphous mass available for articulation and re-articulation as formed substances, the 

vectorization of language points towards a co-emergent development in statistical 
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linguistics, or machine learning on natural language, whereby an increase in degrees of 

freedom permits a finer shaving of the linguistic field. 

All at once, several things must be noted. First, the unit n-sphere is always a 

surface. It is a common mistake to think of a sphere and a ball as equivalent. Consider an 

inflated beach ball: the surface of the ball (its skin) is the sphere, but the contents (e.g. 

the air enclosed) are not part of the sphere. The skin and contents together form the ball. 

Now consider the beach ball deflated, and imagine physically cutting the plastic down 

its length such that it opens and lies flat; it is a plane. Indeed, a plane is simply a sphere 

with infinite radius.  

In a 2-dimensional space we have a unit circle, or, a line whose ends have been 

bent so that they touch, forming a circle. In a 3-dimensional space we have a unit sphere, 

or, a plane whose edges have been bent and accumulated towards one another at a 

point, forming a sphere. In either of these examples, removal of a single point leaves a 

shape that can be, loosely speaking, transformed back into the original shape 

(technically speaking we would say the resulting shape is homeomorphic to the original).  

For example, removing the single point at the closure of a circle yields a curve 

which may be straightened again into the line with which we started. Similarly, with a 

sphere, removal of the point at its pole yields a shape that may be flattened again into a 

plane. Hyperspheres in n-spaces where n ≥ 4 follow similar patterns (e.g., identifying the 

boundary of an n-cube with a single point generates the corresponding n-sphere. As a 
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technical aside, note that the nomenclature is slightly confusing: an n-sphere is the 

sphere for a space with dimension n+1. Hence a circle is a 1-sphere, a vernacular sphere 

is a 2-sphere, the first hypersphere is a 3-sphere, etc.). 

 

Figure 6: A circle as a bent line, joined at the point where the arrows meet. 

What is common to all the above definitions for n-spheres and must be stressed 

is that they are the production of a surface embedded within a space. Thus the unit 

vectors in a vector space of two dimensions locate all their tips on the unit circle, and in 

3-space their tips lie on a sphere, etc. The unit n-sphere is a surface upon which the 

orientation of vectors may be described. As the number of dimensions increases, the 

degrees of freedom available for orientation increase as well. On a line, one may move 

only left and right. In 2-space, one gains movement up and down. In 3-space, forward and 

backwards are added, etc. An increase in dimensionality provides a corresponding 

increase in degrees of freedom, which permits the variegation of the negation function to 

increase in dimensionality as well. This is what we mean by a shaded cut that shaves and 
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whose operation permits (in addition to the commonly understood 'cut') gradated 

negation. 

It is this ability to move differently that is the variation of a variable mechanism 

of negation: the transformation of a cut into the ability to shave. The mechanism by 

which it becomes sensible to speak of beans and books as different, beyond the trivially 

obvious sense. The mechanism by which we may leave behind dueling dualities as a 

foundation for thought – or, though it is clear our biases run counter to such a move, it is 

also a mechanism whose finer operations we may choose to ignore, projecting our 

higher-dimensional space down, down, down until finally we come to rest in some more 

comfortably lower-dimensional space, with fewer degrees of freedom, and less to think 

about. Our methods are for the production of hypervisors. Consequently, they entail the 

capacity to host whatever thought-systems we may like, even limited ones. 

Second, what happens (linguistically, which again, we note is only a subset of the 

sphere of interest for our own, media theoretical work) if we consider this surface for the 

orientation of vectors as Hjelmslev's purport? Recalling Hjelmslev's 'zone of number' and 

'zone of color,' in which purport is, through the process of division (articulation), 

descriptively mapped, we would expect that word-vectors of some similarity cluster 

together in the same region of the unit n-sphere. In word2vec we see something 

shockingly similar emerge. 
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The word representations computed using neural networks are very interesting 

because the learned vectors explicitly encode many linguistic regularities and 

patterns. Somewhat surprisingly, many of these patterns can be represented as 

linear translations. For example, the result of a vector calculation vec(“Madrid”) 

— vec(“Spain”) + vec(“France”) is closer to vec(“Paris”) than to any other word 

vector [9, 8]. (Mikolov et al. 2013) 

 

Performing simple linear translations on the vectorized representations of words 

produces output intelligible as semantically valid. Let us make this concrete. The 

word2vec system begins by training vector representations for words in the training 

corpus; we then take these representations – which are of course vectors – and perform 

simple arithmetic on them; by adding and subtracting these vectorized words, we yield 

a final vector (the result); this result (or its nearest neighbor in the trained output of the 

corpus) is semantically meaningful. 

In Hjelmslevian terms what has happened (linguistically) is equally exhilarating. 

Through a rigorous process of algorithmic training, we have begun to grasp the 

projection of content-forms and expression-forms onto the surface of purport (the 

content-substances and expression-substances, respectively), such that we may take 

formed content-substances (content-forms, e.g. "Madrid," "Spain," and "France"), trace 

the skein of form's substantial projection on the surface of purport (e.g., of our unit n-
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sphere), and arrive at a resulting locus whose content-form ("Paris") and content-

substance (capital of France) match the analogical reasoning animating our vector 

arithmetic. This result is extraordinary. 

Negation is reimagined in a variegated and variable manner in language, where 

each word is always and again the operation of the current order (its articulation) as 

well as the possibility of ordering again (its re-articulation). This is what it means to say 

that any in-format-ing (e.g. forming of a content-substance through the organization of 

purport in a given content-form) of a given informatum (e.g. a given content-substance, 

as now formed, since form precedes substance) is the result of a media operation of 

exvelopment. To format a presentation is to exvelop a situation, not simply to make the 

situation available for analysis, but to make analysis available for the situation. 

So, we part ways with Badiou when he says that "the concept of identity holds 

only for marks" (Badiou 2013). We do not disagree, but point out that Badiou is speaking 

of math, while we (via Hjelmslev) wish to speak of language, and, more generally, 

semiotics, and, more generally still, systems and processes. For us marks, understood as 

figurae, carry no identity, but simply make themselves available for combination (in the 

production of content-forms) and selection (of purport for the production of formed 

content-substances). The production of a negation that exceeds the current order is not 

simply the result of a strong cutting mechanism applied, à la Gödel, one too many times, 

as it were, but instead the result of a selective mechanism inherent to the in-format-ing of 
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content as a language (system), a capacity whose exercise is present in every articulation 

and re-articulation of a content-substance-as-formed-figurae (a formed content-

substance, a content-form).  

Hence, for us the political dimension (the fact of selecting one way as opposed to 

another) is not something hidden or imported into the onto-epistemics of Western 

metaphysics (or indeed, any metaphysical triangulation of ontology, epistemology, and 

ethics), but instead something superficial, a true concern of the surface (recall our earlier 

positioning of media as the Deleuzian screen). Caution! It would be grievous to mistake 

the superficial for the unimportant. Position (as in, surficiality) denotes only a mode of 

operativity, not a hierarchy of importance. 

Locating the political at the surface of the onto-epistemic – as opposed to as its 

hidden kernel or as an imposition from an outside (about which we will have more to 

say in a moment, in our discussion of the coronal plane) – provides for us a powerful 

antidote to a particularly Baudrillardian pessimism (and again, the sins of the progenitor 

accumulate to their offspring…). Namely, the factual availability of alternative 

structures as part and parcel of the enunciative mechanism of the onto-epistemic's 

operation in the first place. Selection (of a point of view, of an articulation, or truly, of a 

given articulability, e.g., mode of articulation), production (of zones of continua, of 

cartographic contiguities that produce stratifications, e.g., the borderlines of purport, 

themselves agglomerations of the nothings known as media…), correspond not to the 
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operation of some higher power, but instead, right there, on the surface, are themselves 

proof of possibility (truly, possibilities). Alternative structures are possible. Not in spite 

of current structurations, but precisely because structurations exist at all. Evidence of 

oppression is proof of freedom's possibility. The rest is a matter of will, imagination, and 

intellect. 

3.8 PERBODIMENTS AND THE CRITIQUE OF THE CORONAL 
PLANE 

To insist that the political is right there, on the surface of the onto-epistemic, is to 

configure the conditions of struggle intimately with the experience of life as it is 

presently organized, which is to say, for the benefit of a certain set of ontologics over 

and above other possibilities. We may now contend with the optico-topological conceit 

of visibility/invisibility, and inside/outside. For us, the key lesson is not that digital 

philosophy, or Marxist critiques of immaterial labor, or affect theory, or object oriented 

ontology (OOO), or alien phenomenologies, or anthropologies of simulacra (as in 

Azuma's Database Animals), or the newfound data-fetish of a (now digital!) humanities 

gasping for funding breath in an increasingly asphyxiating intellectual climate, etc. point 

to a convergence/divergence debate over the role of the body under contemporary 

conditions of computation. 

By convergence/divergence we mean that theorists in the above camps 

alternately displace or replace the body as a center of analysis as concerns both 
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actuation, effect, and governance of control logics, in spatial, logical, and temporal 

dimensions (witness the rise of the "Anthropocene" as an organizing moniker).  

They debate and define new methods for either dampening or reinforcing the 

material importance of the body. At times the human body and its implications for 

agency is foregrounded (the missing half-second), and in others the allegedly too-

anthropocentric focus on the human body (or, most expansively, and without taking a 

position on dualism vs. monism, the human body-mind) is replaced with an extension of 

corporeality (and/or consciousness, cognition, or computation) to the planet itself, rocks, 

twigs, bugs, and animals all (cf. discussion of the "cognitive nonconscious" in Hayles 

2014a, and discussion of various approaches to the "missing half second" in Hansen 

2015, 218-20). 

Alongside both of these impulses (which, we argue, are as stabilizing as they are 

productive, especially if, given our analysis above, one operative modality of production 

is to stabilize discourse's revolution around an organizational axis), we propose a third: 

that the reconfiguration of corporeality currently under way may be profitably analyzed 

from the selection of a point of view that accommodates the computational 

materialization of the universe. 

Dense mechanisms, of sensation, computation, and configuration, are extending 

everywhere, particularly with the internet of things ("IoT"). Software and now hardware 

both are "eating the world" (Andreessen 2016). We need a mode of thinking appropriate 
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to the current massive reorganization underway. It is not a simple matter of thinking the 

network (network of what?), nor of thinking the protocol (protocol for what?), nor even 

of thinking a rebalancing of sense-ratios a la McLuhan (whose sense-ratios?), though each 

of these has something to offer. What we wish to unleash is a mode of thinking 

unmoored from the fixity of two eyeballs in the front of a skull. 

Today's body(-ies) are compositions of multiple and dispersed sensor networks, 

whose linkages and interfaces are themselves proliferating. Against criticisms that our 

work does not seem, at a definite point, to return to "the human" for consideration, that 

our work seems all-too machinic, or dis-embodied, we claim instead that our work is the 

work of a new body presently under construction, one that does not fetishize the optico-

topology of scopophilia, the demand that that which is hidden must be uncovered, 

rendered visible and plain so that one may behold it. 

Belief in a durable inside and outside cannot be separated from the fact of a 

vision apparatus that produces a definite "front" and "back" to the (current) human 

body's experience. Concealment, exposure, penetration (of the gaze, of a subject matter), 

impediment, coverings, revelations…the lexical roots of this optico-topological marriage 

are pervasive. It matters little whether we consider the new bodily constructions to be 

shorn of eyes altogether or composed of a 360° field of eyes, as in one of Google's 

StreetView cameras, or (better yet) composed of dense networks of alternative sense-
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formats: thermal, accelerometric, magnetometric, radiographic, custom and software-

defined…. Everything is in dramatic reconfiguration (see, e.g., Gabrys 2016). 

Awareness of the optico-topological as a folding point for the production of a 

certain mode of analysis may inform a pattern (or, more appropriately, an anti-pattern) 

we wish to deploy. Such an anti-pattern, perversely, is precisely what produces the 

nigh-but-not-quite-orthogonal relation of compatibility we wish to preserve between the 

any-universe-what-so-ever's our readers may choose for deployment on top of our 

media-theoretic hypervisor. If a pattern unifies, an anti-pattern disrupts. Happily, our 

attention to the neo-corporealization under way not only attends to contemporary 

conditions but also serves our engineering goals of hypervisor construction and 

maximal compatibility, freeing us of an unnecessary constraint by means of abandoning 

the coronal plane as grounding conceit for games of knowledge and practice. 

We term this resulting system to be one of perbodiments, as opposed to 

embodiments. Whereas embodiment seeks a return to or through the body (and 

especially, the human body), perbodiments refocuses discussion on pervasive and active 

networks tracing their organizing forces through and via formations of substance, that is 

to say, via stratifications of organizing force over, across, and through purport, which, it 

must be remembered, is not only the amorphous mass for the production (articulation) 

of content but also for expression (something completely lacking in any simplifying 

impulse to analogize, without reservation, our work to that of word2vec): zones of 
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number or color from the content perspective, but also from the point of view of 

expression zones of the labial aperture and vowel, of rotational extensa about the wrist 

and manual digits (e.g., sign language), of mechanical interaction between the tongue 

and "median profile of the roof of the mouth," or even again the zone of color but this 

time expressively (e.g. maritime flag signaling) and again the zone of number but this 

time as a digitally addressable computational field (e.g. binary in a computer's RAM, or 

random access memory) (Hjelmslev 1969, 55)… 

Note at once the plural: perbodiments. The key mistake among devotees of 

Deleuze and Guattari is to ignore the role of disjuncture in their work on flow. The 

category of error is likely to be the same here. To suggest perbodiments as a direction for 

organizing discourse is not a simple revival of panpsychism under the aegis of a hyper-

technologized façade. The fact of a connection depends upon a gap to be bridged. 

Similarly, any half-way decent thinking of perbodiments must attend to the per-, the 

notion of "through." First, note that viaducts bridge in more than one direction: across 

the land they span, and, between the ground and sky, in their underneathness gaps are 

found once more. Channels here are complex and permeable entities themselves. Fish 

within ponds within fish within ponds (Deleuze 1992). 

Second, to suggest perbodiments requires acknowledging that the current and 

near-future neo-corporealizations need not link in one grand configuration, that 

multiple and competing configurations are possible and probable. And, keeping in mind 
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the centrality of Hjelmslev to our ethic (for a way of maneuvering is exactly that, an 

ethic), the multi-object is available for analysis on the basis of the selection of a point of 

view. The s in inactivates is both phoneme and sign-expression, as per its functive role in 

the given functions it contracts. 

Third, perbodiments need not evolve in the same manner. Speaking computer 

scientifically (and of network architecture in specific) for a moment, networks may be 

constructed out of either packets (best-effort, quantized units of information generally 

routed among entities with only local knowledge of a neighborhood) or circuits (durable 

channels for point-to-point transmission established across the length of the network 

one wishes to transit). The packetized modality of connection is one in which a 

programmatic fragmentation (the organization of an information stream into packets) is 

what makes possible a routing infrastructure capable of sustaining planet-wide 

communication (e.g., the Internet Protocol "IP"). Whether gaps that build bridges 

(packetized communication) or bridges that build gaps (viaducts), the operativity of 

perbodiment is non-ideological with regards to the disposition of connection over 

disjunction. 

 

In a way we can say that all functives of language enter into both a process and a 

system, contract both conjunction, or coexistence, and disjunction, or alternation, 

and that their definition in the particular instance as conjuncts or disjuncts, 
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coexistents or alternants, depends on the point of view from which they are 

surveyed. (Hjelmslev 1969, 37). 

 

Fourth, and perhaps most radically, we can ask the question, "a body of what?" A 

focus on the body is usually seen as a means to (re-)materialize critique, with body 

commonly (but not always) understood in opposition to mind. What we are suggesting 

here is a critical intervention precisely at the level of what is understood as "the 

(corporeally) material," namely, the level of abstraction proper to the soma as organizing 

nexus unifying, in an immanent fashion, the (alternately transcendental or empirical, 

depending on the thought-system to which one happens to be pledging allegiance) 

concerns of onto-epistemics, that is, the political, sensation/perception/phenomenology, 

the ethical, knowing, pleasure and pain, reason and unreason, etc. 

Bodies as subjects of concern and objects of use present helpful challenges for 

thought and analysis, and we do not mean to suggest that bodies must be done away 

with altogether. Instead, one might risk generalizing the abstraction body to the level of 

texts (processes), languages (systems), and ubifurcations of analyses (analysis 

complexes). Perhaps the radical vision of perbodiments is to be found precisely here, at a 

troubling of the question of appropriate abstraction, such that articulations and re-

articulations of purport, itself subjected to in-form-ation in both content and expression, 

may be said to form bodies for analysis.  
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We may then view, in a cascading kaleidoscope of (productive) indecipherability 

(for the accordion concept of analysis is precisely such that the cipher may be re-applied, 

and in fact, as we have been arguing, it is the role of media to make analysis available 

for a situation, hence cipherability as opposed to re-cipherability, though either might 

do), the question "which body?"  

We may then ask, what duties and forces obtain between bodies of this sort and 

bodies of other, perhaps less strange and more familiar, sorts? At once, as any student of 

Agamben knows, the decidability of a zoning procedure with regards to content (say, 

sovereign violence) and expression (say, its racialized application in Japanese-American 

internment camps) – again, recalling the Hjelmslevian triad – suddenly throws itself into 

high relief, the stratographical compilation of a zonic production on the surface of 

purport, here militarized in a State-sovereign nexus of violence and racist securitization 

paranoia (one is tempted, today, to find immediately a point of application for this 

analysis in the expression-form of Trump's "Muslim ban" executive order, and the 

particular content-form(s) to which it contracts).  

As always, our goal is not to disclaim such analyses, but rather to enable them, 

by means of a sufficiently general and resourced hypervisor, such that implementations 

of media within the theoretical universes readers wish to run may be executed. And if it 

is precisely at the level of bodies that this venture may pose a challenge, it is not for lack 

of specification, nor airy abstractionism, to lament. Consequently, to critics of de-
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materialized and dis-embodied readings of technology or computation (or, indeed, 

media), we might proffer the following rejoinder, which, more a parry than a strike, 

redirects the force of the attack to an alternate location: abandon the coronal plane, 

pursue perbodiments. 
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3.9 TRIP TO THE ZONE #? 

 

Figure 7: Image extracted from SF Cacophony Society 1990. 

On the other hand, one can have a language without a text constructed in 

that language. This means that the language in question is foreseen by 
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linguistic theory as a possible system, but that no process belonging to it 

is present as realized. The textual process is virtual. This remark obliges us 

to define realization. 

 

An operation with a given result we shall call universal if it is asserted that 

the operation can be performed on any object whatsoever; its resultants 

we shall call universals. On the other hand, an operation with a given 

result we shall call particular, and its resultants particulars, if it is asserted 

that the operation can be performed on a certain object but not on any 

other object. On this basis we call a class realized if it can be taken as the 

object of a particular analysis, and virtual if this is not the case. We believe 

that we have thus attained a formal definition that guards us against 

metaphysical obligations, the necessary and sufficient fixing of what we 

mean by the word realization. (Hjelmslev 1969, 39-40, italics original) 

 

The concept of realization and its subsequent generalization help us address an 

important question. How shall we account for change? Marxism, for example, 

traditionally centers the means and forces of production, bi-directionalizing the 

society/individual vector, but nonetheless locating motive force within the forces of 

production, or the struggle for their control, e.g. the class struggle, etc. Indeed, in a 
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startling footnote in Requiem for the Media, Baudrillard alludes to previous work (The 

Mirror of Production) and asks if this dependence within Marxism on a theory of 

production is not an industrial appendix, as it were, a vestige from a historically specific 

conjuncture that is no longer valid, unable to meaningfully intervene in the 

conceptualization of (mass) media. We shall touch on this remarkable essay more 

shortly, but here posit another fashion in which our hypervisor adventures may bear 

fruit. 

To speak of a hypervisor, again, is to speak of support for the implementation of 

media within various ontologies or thought-systems. We needed, as well, to speak of 

ontologics, meta-systems contesting the generality (compatibility) of the hypervisor plane, 

instituting their own offensive groupings of hypervisor compatibility classes in order to 

further their instrumental goals. But what is the process by which a given ontologic 

deploys a given ontology, within, of course, a historically specific conjuncture (a given, 

empirical, hic et nunc)? 

This capacity we call realization. Realization, in the Hjelmslevian sense, is a vision 

in which architectures are foregrounded, as opposed to pure economism or its 

displacement along the political (e.g. à la Negri's social factory etc.). There is no need to 

force the system to fit the analysis, and the demand in fact is opposite: analysis must be 

made available for the situation. "On this basis we call a class [class is another word for 

"object of analysis"] realized if it can be taken as the object of a particular analysis, and 
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virtual if this is not the case" (one is tempted, though we dare not for sake of economy of 

exegesis, to ask whether the proletariat remains a virtual class, in the sense above; 

nonetheless, the theoretical richness of the hypervisic field is evident) (Hjelmslev 1969, 

40). 

A particular analysis, of course, refers to a given analysis, an articulation that has 

chosen as a basis some departure point within a totality (text, process) and proceeded by 

means of division into content and expression to elaborate the mutual interior 

dependences that structure the whole. Thus, to realize an analysis (for an analysis, of 

course, must itself be written as a text) is to produce a process (text) on the basis of some 

totality. The system by which the analysis may be realized we might refer to, in its 

common (philosophical/theoretical) usage, as an ontology (or thought-system, etc.). 

Thus, ontologics, which flexibly deploy ontologies as needed for instrumental purposes, 

may be said to be meta-realized (pre-realized? Or perhaps, prefigured?) in the ontologies 

they call, which themselves are realized in specific, particular analyses.  

Realization, or the performance of a specific analysis on the basis of the invocation 

of a particular system of possible analyses (a particular family of analyses, or analysis 

complex, whose members are all those analyses reachable by means of the thought-

system currently called on to execute), is one way a theory of the hypervisor might 

account for change, dynamics, or even the production of history. 
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Seen in this light, reading historical archives becomes less a means of dreaming 

up novel ways for rehashing the continuity vs. breaks problematic (i.e., "Is phenomenon 

X an altogether new rupture or continuation of something prior," or, in media-theoretic 

terms, the alternating de-/re-naturalization of the "new" in new media, new new media 

(i.e. so-called "social" media), etc.), but instead, an investigative and inherently 

transdisciplinary venture, intimately concerned with the tracing of how a particular 

location or nexus in the hypervisor plane was subject to contested and repeated 

modification, at the hands of one or more competing ontologics.  

One can see already a path for reconfiguring the balkanization of media studies, 

currently generally dependent on apparatus-specificity for intelligibility, as was alluded 

to in the Introduction (as noted previously, we ourselves are not performing this 

reconfiguration (itself the work of many, many books and concrete investigations) here, 

rather, we are building the architectures with which such work may be possible. Before 

the hypervisor is specified it will not be possible to contest it.). 

*** 

An interesting series of questions: does the ontology-set (group of ontologies) of 

an ontologic stay stable over time, or does it change? Why and how might changes 

occur, e.g., in response to contestation of executable hypervisor compatibility classes by 

other ontologics? Do some ontologics form mutual alliances against other ontologics, 

when and under what conditions, and how do these alliances diverge and dissolve? Is 
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there only one hypervisor compatibility class active (or multiple classes, all attempting 

to be installed/enforced on the hypervisor plane, with some winning some of the time 

and others losing) for any given historical conjuncture? 

Seen in this light, we can understand the contestation of the hypervisor plane by 

warring ontologics (each of which wills the installation of its preferred, that is to say, 

instrumental, hypervisor compatibility class, or, group of supported ontologies) as a 

fight by ontologics for their necessary resource: virtualized system accesses, e.g., 

deployability of ontologies (systems) for the zoning and districting of purport, which is 

to say, for the aspirationally transcendental management (through immanent interfaces) 

of immanent and imbricated structural-empirical matters (e.g., forms and substances). 

Truthfully, the old language strains, for media, in our configuration, can neither be 

transcendental nor immanent, as media do not exist: only procedures for their 

generation. 

The (political) question then immediately becomes, of course, whether or not one 

can construct ontologics capable of sustainable and scalable self-starvation, e.g., 

ontologics whose aspirations are other than transcendental authority, which is to say, 

the exercise of the monopoly condition over the production and consumption of 

virtualized system accesses (what we will later refer to as syscalls). Or, phrased 

differently, ontologics whose consumption of virtualized system accesses is not 

predicated on the blockage of other ontologics' consumptions, but, simultaneously, 
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defensively prevents the takeover of the hypervisor plane by a rapacious, all-consuming 

ontologic interested primarily in its own self-enlargement (as, for example, many critics 

might consider capital to be), e.g., not just a non-monopolistic ontologic but an actively 

anti-monopolizing ontologic. 

Such a move might, in some tactical senses, be analogous to the legal genius 

involved in the creation of the GPL (GNU General Public License), a license form for free 

(as in freedom) software that uses the private property enforcement mechanism of 

copyright to force software to be, in fact, open and free for re-use and modification by 

downstream recipients. In the GPL we see the torsion of a legal-economic system of 

copyright against itself, in order to produce the commons-protecting copyleft license 

(Free Software Foundation 2016). Strategically, we might say, what is sought after is kami 

no itte (神の一手), understood here as a single, strategic move in a game of go that completely 

changes the flow. However, as Deleuze and Guattari are wont to remind with their 

language of re-territorialization, effects are hard to foresee, and modifications at the 

level of the hypervisor are fraught with unforeseeables. 

Consider, for example, the fate of TXTMOB, an open source tool for activists to 

dynamically coordinate protest movements to evade police containment and capture via 

cell phone text messages, or SMS. Launched by the aptly-named Institute for Applied 

Autonomy, TXTMOB was successfully used to protest the 2004 Democratic and 

Republican National Conventions. However, TXTMOB was also a model service 
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examined by the founders of Twitter, considering how best to turnaround their then-

failing San Francisco podcast company in 2006, and indeed the first version of Twitter 

ran over SMS (Sagolla 2009). Of course, Twitter is the preferred tool of none other than 

America's 45th president, Donald J. Trump. From protesting the DNC and RNC to 

Trump, from TXTMOB to Twitter, interventions and contestations, even more so those 

at the level of the hypervisor plane, are always productive, even and especially in 

unforeseen ways. 

*** 

We said the old language strains, for media do not exist (only procedures for 

their generation). In the same breath we may as well have said, the old language strains 

to describe media as the constituents of the borderlines of purport. Media are gaps, or 

liberties, that make up the borders of articulations (stratifications) of the surface of 

purport. In the board game go, liberties (or breaths or breathing spaces or, sometimes, dame 

(駄目)) refer to the empty points adjacent to legal shapes: stones (of a single color, e.g., 

belonging to a single player) must have at least one liberty to be legal. A shape whose 

last liberty is lost to an attacking stone is captured by the opposing player. 
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Figure 8: The red circles denote all of white's liberties. Note that liberties may 
also be internal to a shape (not pictured). Image from Sensei's Library 2011. 

Borders are traditionally thought of as containers that demarcate and limit the 

extension of an internal area through description of its confines. Here, by contrast, the 

power of a line to bring into being a shape is foregrounded. In a move that will no doubt 

delight students of capital (critics and devotees alike), borders are not simply 

confinements but in fact statements about where the growth opportunities are. Borders 

are what enable growth, though the existence of a division does not by itself determine 

which bordering zone will succeed in expanding its influence. That is a matter for 

politics. 

Additionally, something crucial is foregrounded in this reading of articulation, of 

the zonic. Namely, that the mode of operativity proper to the zonic cannot be 

conceptualized in advance. It is not a simple (simplifying) matter of forming content in 

regards to some pre-determined set of rules, no matter how coquettishly our present 

investigations flirt with formalism. One may think of go as a game in which one places 

colored stones on the board, in an attempt to win territory and disrupt the enemy's 

shapes. But, one may also think of go as a game in which the moves concern the 
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placement (or displacement) and contestation of liberties, such that the opponent is denied 

breath. Shapes are there in both dimensions, as collections of stones of a single color, and 

as their encapsulating, potentially vivifying, always contested, liberties. To play, with 

stones, where the stones are not, that, perhaps, may be the most pleasing of all. 

3.10 THE MASTER AND THE MODEL 

We have already reaped many meta-methodological benefits from our 

generalizations of Hjelmslevian categories. We now turn to Baudrillard as a path for 

uniting our semiotic work on Hjelmslev's sign with both the hypervisor and its 

consequences for the internal structure, or coherence, of media theory. 

The radical kernel of Baudrillard (in his Requiem for the Media) is to point out the 

importance to media theory of the model. For Baudrillard, the problem with 

Enzensberger's socialization of the media means of production is that it leaves 

untouched the social form that all the technological developments in (mass) media do 

not change. Namely, the transmitter-message-receiver model of communication, which 

Baudrillard identifies with Saussure. For Baudrillard, not only is the problem "quite 

correctly not a technical problem, since media ideology functions at the level of form, at the 

level of the separation it establishes, which is a social division," it is in fact a problem of a 

certain kind of "monopoly of speech" (Baudrillard 2003, 280-81, emphasis original). This 

monopoly is the monopoly of the Saussurean communication formula (reflected in 

Jakobson's focus on a code): 
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TRASNSMITTER—MESSAGE—RECEIVER 

(ENCODER—MESSAGE—DECODER) 

(Baudrillard 2003, 284) 

 

For Baudrillard, the Saussurean sign system replicates an atomization of poles 

that destroys exchange, thereby rendering moot the technological underpinnings of 

(mass) media, foregrounding instead the social form they reproduce as determinative of 

their function: 

 

This structure is based on the same arbitrariness as that of signification (i.e., the 

arbitrariness of the sign): two terms are artificially isolated and artificially 

reunited by an objectified content called a message. There is neither reciprocal 

relation nor simultaneous mutual presence of the two terms,27 since each 

determines itself in its relation to the message or code, the  “intermedium” that 

maintains both in a respective situation (it is the code that holds both in 

“respect”), at a distance from one another, a distance that seals the full and 

autonomized “value” of the message (in fact, its exchange value)....What really 

circulates is information, a semantic content that is assumed to be legible and 

univocal. (Baudrillard 2003, 285) 
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Pure informationalism, an exchange model of communication (as opposed to 

Baudrillard's preference for symbolic exchange), prohibits reciprocal response and 

ambiguity. In some sense, it is a critique of Kittler's techno-determinism avant la lettre. 

This exclusion, of reciprocal response and ambiguity, a consequence of the 

Saussurean/Jakobson model of communication, is the defining aspect for Baudrillard: 

 

It is as if the entire formalization exists only to avert this catastrophe. And 

therein resides its "scientific" status. What it underpins, in fact, is the terrorism of 

the code. In this guiding schema, the code becomes the only agency that speaks, 

that exchanges itself and reproduces through the dissociation of the two terms 

and the univocality (or equivocality, or multivocality—it hardly matters: through 

the non-ambivalence) of the message. (Likewise, in the process of economic 

exchange, it is no longer people who exchange; the system of exchange value 

reproduces itself through them). (Baudrillard 2003, 285) 

 

With this analysis in place, Baudrillard declares that "the essential Medium is the 

Model" (Baudrillard 2003, 283). "What is mediatized is not what comes off the daily 

press, out of the tube, or on the radio: it is what is reinterpreted by the sign form, 

articulated into models, and administered by the code (just as the commodity is not 
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what is produced industrially, but what is mediatized by the exchange value system of 

abstraction)" (Baudrillard 2003, 283). 

Our concerns are somewhat different from Baudrillard's focused critique of 

Marxism and the mass media. Nevertheless, we find Baudrillard's expansion of 

McLuhan's "medium is the message" to be quite provocative, and it is in this light that 

we will attempt to mount a response. Very well, if the medium is the model, and the 

Saussurean model is to be found lacking, let us begin to trace the suggestion of an 

alternative, Hjelmslevian, model. In so doing we shall reformulate and demonstrate 

some architectural similarities between the model underpinning both critical and media-

theoretic projects, in a fashion appropriate to our own expanded generalization, at the 

level of the hypervisor. We will once again speak of the secret division of labor between 

the poststructuralists and psychoanalysis on the content plane, and the media artists and 

theorists on the expression plane, both of whom fail the following challenge: to think 

both content and expression without subordinating one to the other, and without 

imposing mimetic isomorphism that reduce the two to mirror images of the other. 

Since Saussurean sign theory dominates as the model for reference and referent, 

critics in the Continental vein tend to think in terms of an unmoored reference, a 

territory we will locate firmly on the content-plane of Hjelmslev's bifurcation. The 

univalence of the Saussurean sign function – a function that points only from a reference 

to a referent – means that theorists concern themselves only with a certain kind of 
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unidirectionality, regardless of where they choose to point it. For example, Derrida's 

play of signifiers in which references refer to other references, signs dance and the 

referents are mostly lost, elided in the circular slippage of signifier to signifier, like so 

many shimmering scales on the body of a fish (as in, e.g., Derrida 1988). Or Baudrillard's 

polemic in Simulacra and Simulation in which the map dissolves, the real loses out against 

the imaginary, and reality gives way to the hyperreal as copies in orders of escalating 

precessional perturbance parameterize the circulation of simulacra (Baudrillard 1994). 

Or Zizek's reading of Lacan, with his triplicate order of Real, Imaginary, and Symbolic, 

in which the trauma of the non-inhering Real is held at bay through the invocation of a 

Symbolic order whose appearances are managed at the level of an Imaginary (see, e.g., 

Zizek's chessboard analogy in Zizek 2007). 

In each of these the univalence of the Saussurean sign function is pointed in a new 

and interesting direction. With Derrida, references refer not to referents but to other 

references. With Baudrillard, reference to a referent is alternately true (first order), sly 

(second order), or absent (third order). With Zizek, references are alternately impossible 

(and in fact destabilize the mechanics of representation and reference, e.g. the (real) 

Real), possible on the basis of a managed exclusion of that which may not be 

incorporated into the referential regime, such that the exclusion conditions the rules of 

exchange (Symbolic), and phenomenal as particular representational strategies 

(Imaginary). In the Real we have simultaneously no references and a non-lacking (non- 
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or not-)All that is a necessary prerequisite for the possibility of symbolization, in the 

Symbolic the rules conditioning the possibility of reference and exchange of references 

(rules for the production of Saussurean signs), and in the Imaginary the qualifications of 

the phenomenality (representation) of the references and their referents (Saussurean 

signs). 

In each of these theories, sketched here only illustratively, the theorist asks a 

question about where or how a sign may point from its reference to its referent, or where or 

how such a sign might be produced, circulate, be active in the world, etc. In a fashion at 

once completely contrary and productively alien to such univalent questions, we have 

Hjelmslev and his "Janus-like" sign function, contracted by functives content and 

expression, (a division which is itself subject to the triad of general relativism, real 

distinction, and reciprocal presupposition), each of which projects by means of a form an 

organization of substance on the surface of purport (Hjelmslev 1969, 58). On the basis of 

districtings, segmentations, cartographies and the production of continua, the surface of 

purport is zoned, a system (language) obtains, and signs circulate in processes (texts), the 

analysis of which reveal the zoning procedures, even as the performance of the processes 

refresh (articulate, re-articulate) the zonic demarcations. 

All of this is largely ignored in the present socio-semiotic traditions, whose 

obsession over the Saussurean univalent sign devolve, in our Hjelmslevian swamp, into 

a myopic oneirism centered on the content-form and content-substance. Of course, this 
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is not to say that things will be any better with Hjelmslev. For all we know, this venture 

is doomed to fail. However, it is ours to gamble with, ours to set a stake on, and for now, 

at the least, we hope that the hypervisic contributions herein are tantalizing enough to 

prompt further attention, and substantial enough to offer tools for those who would 

come after in hopes of exploring the new terrain we are attempting to open. (And of 

course, in a moment of cynical self-awareness with regards to any scholastic enterprise 

that prides itself on opening new terrains, we note that the real money to be made in a 

gold rush is not in prospecting, but in providing pickaxes and packs. Would that our 

venture turns out more equitably generative than the speculators of old.) 

In a parallel and mirrored fashion, media theory reproduces this obsessional 

tendency of Continental theory, but here in the register of expression, again "based on the 

same arbitrariness as that of signification (i.e., the arbitrariness of the sign): two terms 

are artificially isolated and artificially reunited by an objectified content called a 

message" (Baudrillard 2003, 285). This artificial isolation refers, of course, to the 

Saussurean/Jakobsonian differentiation between the medium (vernacularly, 'form,' 

alternatively the 'channel' into which a message must be encoded/decoded for 

transmission) and the message (vernacularly, 'content'). In some senses, what defines 

media theory following McLuhan (whose insistence on sense ratios really follows from 

Simmel's work on the metropolis, cf. Simmel 2002) as opposed to the sociological and 

discursive spirit of mass media studies was precisely an emphasis on form, as a means 
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for liberation from content (where here form and content are understood in their 

vernacular opposition as the form/content binary, not in their Hjelmslevian senses). 

Form in the old, vernacular opposition between form and content may map, in 

our Hjelmslevian terminology, more cleanly to expression. In this light, we would say 

that previous media theories (bracketing for the moment the sociological, content-based 

studies), with the exception of Baudrillard's, have focused primarily on the expression 

plane, with an assumption that developments there condition what we understand as 

the content-substance (or, said differently, that vernacularly, form dictates content, or 

equivalently, that the medium is the message). 

 

Figure 9: Schematizing media theory along the expression plane. 

Critical and aesthetic innovation in art, particularly art concerned with semiotics, 

has also been about traversing the chain between expression-form and expression-

substance in new and interesting ways. In the diagram above, position (1) corresponds 

to the formalist theories, e.g., the exposés of formalism for which Buchloh is rightly 

famous. At the other extreme, in position (2) in the diagram above, we have works 

concerned primarily with expression-substance, e.g. so-called "media materialism," as is 
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found in the flicker films, named after Tony Conrad's 1966 The Flicker. We see as well the 

materialist media approach in the fantastic and fascinating work of Ernie Gehr.  

Here the physicality of the medium (of the film strip) is primary, and forms the 

experimental surface for aesthetic innovation (even as, for example, nitrates in Warhol's 

urine are dripping onto canvases, themselves exciting nitric reactions in other registers). 

And at once (and even in the same general artistic camp, that of the structural 

filmmakers), we have as well as a tendency to position (3) in the diagram, that of 

"apparatus theory," in which the interaction between expression-form and expression-

substance is what is of interest, e.g., as in Paul Sharits' work in the 70's, attending to the 

cinematic apparatus en toto, manipulating placement and installation of projectors… 

Not only practical (artistic), but also media theoretical developments attend to 

these positions as well. As already noted, the canonical art criticism of the formalists in 

position (1), and in positions (2) and (3) we might, with some debate, place theorists 

such as Kittler (recall his analysis of the typewriter, or of writing in the age of Intel's 

microprocessors) and Benjamin, respectively. Perhaps of Kittler it would be fairer to say 

he inverted the Hjelmslevian view, by which the expression-form orders the expression-

substance, to hold instead that the (technical) expression-substance was determinative of 

the expression-form. In any case, media theorists have largely been concerned with 

traveling up, down, and along the expression plane. In each instance, their claims have 

tended to be that exposing relations in the expression plane are significant for an 



 

108 

assumed ordering effect on content-substance (the crossed arrow in the diagram above). 

Our provocation is to risk thinking media studies anew with an altogether different 

model of the sign – that of Hjelmslev's – with our work providing the necessary 

theoretical preparation for alternative media entanglements. 

The vernacular opposition between form and content, identical with the 

opposition between medium and message, or reference and referent (the Saussurean 

sign), has animated so much of art and art criticism, media theory, and Continental 

theory, respectively. To risk replacing it with something else, with a different model, is a 

move that will not be accomplished all at once. Indeed, the ramifications have been so 

dense, so nuclear, that, concomitant with the theoretical elaborations necessary to 

prepare ground for such a move, we have been obliged to introduce an entirely new 

way of considering theory writ large, that of the hypervisor. 

3.11 ARRIVAL: IN THE BORDERLANDS OF PURPORT 

Let us now turn, at last, to figuring the meaning of the cipher with which we 

began: that media are the constituents of the borderlines of purport. Where is a border? 

Is it in the region L on its left, or the region R on its right? Neither, of course, for it 

divides the two. But also, both, of course, for both share the border, it is a border of both 

L and R. Yet the border itself is in neither L nor R. The border is a part of but not in the 

regions it divides. At first glance, we have an inversion of the membership relation 

peculiar to media: in but not a part of becomes a part of but not in. Is this truly the case? To 
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be a part of without being in quite clearly maps to the set M, of media, whose individual 

elements' memberships in the non-All are guaranteed, but, who, together (as M), are 

missing. We might say, M is a part of A that is apart of A. But of course, to say that one is 

a part that is apart, is precisely to say that one is in but not a part of, this is what it means 

to be a part apart. This curious self-elision, like a Möbius strip made of nothingness, 

conditions our understanding of media. 

Interestingly, the intuitive disorientation of the Möbius strip has a precise term in 

mathematics: non-orientability. A non-orientable surface is one on which it is not 

possible to have a consistent normal vector, or a vector perpendicular to the surface that 

consistently faces in the same direction. With the Möbius strip, its torsion consists 

precisely in the fact that a normal vector extending from the surface of the strip, when 

traced sufficiently far along, 'flips' direction to point the other way. Intuitively, a woman 

walking on the surface of the strip would, after circumnavigating its entirety, return to 

her initial spot facing upside down. 

*** 

To our knowledge, Hjelmslev does not once specify what the demarcations on 

purport's surface are made up of. For someone with such an exacting attention to detail 

(the dictionary of defined terms in Prolegomena counts no fewer than 108 entries) the 

omission is both startling and vivifying, a chink in the armor, a chance for a breath of 

fresh air in an otherwise exquisitely laid trap (or, perhaps, in the forest of terminology 



 

110 

we have simply been led astray, unable to find our way to the proper place…). The 

closest we get is that substances are ordered as according to form's projection upon 

purport, as though through shadows. But what are shadows made of? Our contention is 

that the borderlands of purport are made of media. 

What is the width of a borderline? In real terms (substantive terms), it must be 

zero: the border itself does not refer to a zone of purport, so much as its zoning, the 

border subtracts no space from its regions. Nonetheless, the border is still there, 

embedded (projected), in the map (on the surface of purport). A borderline is, by this 

reading, a particular sculpted nothing, there on the map, on the skin of purport, 

tattooing a regional declaration. Not only is a border in but not a part of, it is also a 

particular nothing, one of many possible nothings, for borders may be redrawn. This is 

why a border has no width and yet defines an absolute break of cartographic contiguity. 

At the same time, the border itself is only a border (a given border, as opposed to some 

other border) by virtue of its own contiguity. It is the togetherness of the holes that 

produces the division, or articulation (or, stratification) of the surface of the map. In both 

the senses previously established, then, the borderlands of purport are strictly co-

equivalent to our prior formulations of media. 

3.12 U+0019 

Until now, we have considered the set M mostly from the point of view of A, the 

non-All. The question now arises, how, precisely, should we figure the fact of individual 
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m ∈ M, from the perspective of M itself? That is to say, from the point of view of media, 

how shall any given media be thought? At once we see something delightful. While it is 

plainly true that any given m ∈ M is in M, by definition, it is also true that all m ∈ M 

also possess a membership relation to which M may not lay claim, namely, belonging to 

A.  

Thus, from the point of view of the set M of all media, it is composed of media 

which, individually, are the source of a doubled membership claim whose articulation 

reveals a negative indentation within the concept M itself. To use the old language, their 

presence in M is expressly (definitionally) conditioned on the absence, from A, of M en 

toto, despite, of course, their individual presence in A.  

It is the act of collection, of gathering for consideration as a whole (of holes…) 

that triggers the escape sequence, as it were, bumping the group out of reach of the 

parser currently running. Perhaps, in this sense, it can then be said that media is its own 

end, in, of course, the doubled sense of both words (end may mean either "purpose" or 

"termination," and media may refer either to a single m ∈ M or to the collection M 

itself). This leads us to a remarkable chain of crumbs, left on the forest floor, as it were, 

by a nameless and enterprising Hansel for our later discovery… 

 

In computing and telecommunication, a control character or non-printing 

character is a code point (a number) in a character set, that does not represent a 
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written symbol. They are used as in-band signaling to cause effects other than 

the addition of a symbol to the text. (Wikipedia 2017c) 

 

U+0019 was added to Unicode in version 1.1 (1993). It belongs to the block Basic 

Latin in the Basic Multilingual Plane. 

 

This character is a Control and is commonly used, that is, in no specific script. 

The character is also known as END OF MEDIUM. 

 

The glyph is not a composition. It has a Neutral East Asian Width. In 

bidirectional context it acts as Boundary Neutral and is not mirrored. In text 

U+0019 behaves as Combining Mark regarding line breaks. It has type Other for 

sentence and Other for word breaks. The Grapheme Cluster Break is Control. 

(Strehl 2017) 

 

CM Combining Mark Combining marks, control codes  

Prohibit a line break between the character and the preceding character. 

(Unicode Standard Annex #14 2016). 
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In what can only be described as a cosmogyral crocitation, we have the curious 

codepoint U+0019, a character in the control set for the Basic Multilingual Plane of 

Unicode (though originally derived from the ASCII character set), originally intended to 

signify the END OF MEDIUM, e.g. of a physical tape, now interpreted, in accordance 

with Unicode's line breaking algorithm, as a CM character, or one that "prohibit[s] a line 

break between the character and the preceding character" (Unicode Standard Annex #14 

2016). The reverberations are too thick not to enjoy, from Baudrillard's prior insistence 

on the "terrorism" of the Saussurean code (codepoint), to our rescue mission absconding 

with the sign on a flight to the Hjelmslevian planes (Basic Multilingual Plane), to, 

exactly, the idea of a borderline on the surface of purport which, of course, as border, 

must lay claim to a contiguity (must not permit its line to be broken), but which is, 

however, paradoxically conditioned by a media whose understanding, in our model, 

produces its own end, with the doubled self-elision of the m ∈ M, first from the 

standpoint of the non-All A, and second from the standpoint of M itself, the part apart. 

*** 

But soft, we get ahead of ourselves. A treatment, at last, of the computational 

primordiality of media, and a more precise rendering of the stratum, the Ecumenon, and 

the anti-regression, gaps-based reading is to come, in the subsequent chapter. For now, 

let us close with some parting meditations on that chariot of the gods, that bearer of the 

sun himself, the hypervisor. 
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Recall, there's no such thing as media, only procedures for generating media. 

Similarly, there are no formless substances. Substance is the realization of form in 

purport. Just like the hypervisor, purport is ambivalent with regards to whether or not it 

can be said to "exist." It is inaccessible and amorphous until articulation or analysis.  

Articulation (analysis) is what happens when the sign function operates. The 

sign function contracts an expression-form (the sound /riNG/) with a content-form (the 

word "ring"), while both content-form and expression-form in turn contract content-

substance (the meaning of the word ring, e.g., the sound a telephone makes when 

someone calls you, or, the object worn around the finger) and expression-substance (the 

vocalic continuum and mechanical manipulations of which my mouth is capable). The 

expression-form and content-form are both realized in, or projected onto, the amorphous 

mass of purport. 

Substance is the result of this projection, it is the organization of purport by 

means of form. Homologically, there is no such thing as media, only procedures for 

generating it. Media is the effect that happens when the content and expression-forms 

are projected onto the surface of purport. It is the borderlines in their skeins or shadowy 

nets. It is the articulation (or the result of articulation? cause and effect are difficult to 

trace here…) of purport, its division into zones. Specifically, thinking of cause and effect, 

the only way to analyze cause and effect in the articulation of purport (which is to say, 
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the generation/deployment of media), is to adopt without reserve the Hjelmslevian 

trinity: general relativism, real distinction, reciprocal presupposition. 

When it comes to the analysis of nothings that are "in but not a part of" the non-

All, causality or the mechanics of producing cause and effect as separable moments of 

identification is something possible only from a perspective, which produces and 

operates on a real distinction, despite the fact that both valences reciprocally presuppose 

one another, and despite the fact that had the perspective been chosen differently their 

identities may well have been swapped. Just as content and expression both are stable 

yet modular (and thus re-positionable, re-articulable) concepts, so too cause and effect in 

the eco-cosmos of media. 

Thus media both provide a means for transport, transition, or moving about the 

non-All (as in, etymologically, metaphor), but also, they provide a means for zoning, 

organizing, districting, dividing the non-All. They provide a means for the 

administration of contiguities, for the production of continua as districted zones. They 

are inherently computational and administrative. They are the result of procedures (as 

well as, perhaps, their cause) as much as they are the encoding of procedures, the 

performance of procedures. They are "in but not a part of" both cause and effect. They 

are a transversal dance that both officiates and is ancillary to force and forced. As such, 

media are also both what is described by the hypervisor as well as what is produced by 

the hypervisor (when, for example, an implementation of media is built out into a given 
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philosophical universe), and, of course, what is used for the construction of the 

hypervisor. 

One can see that if media are what is responsible for the administration or zoning 

of continua, or purport, then the hypervisor must in fact expose the zoning of purport as 

an available, virtualized system resource for each of the various philosophical ontologies 

or universes that seek to run on top of it. Just as the virtual machine considers itself to 

posses true and singular access to bare metal system resources, the various philosophical 

ontologies must be made to perform as though they were granted true and singular 

articulation of purport.  

This virtualization which the hypervisor performs consists not in producing 

distinct worlds or zones of purport within which each philosophical universe may play 

(e.g. splitting purport into distinct zones allocated to each philosophical universe, which 

would correspond to allocating hardware-defined zones of bare metal resources to each 

virtual machine (VM): in actuality hypervisors multiplex multiple guest operating 

system requests for the same physical system resources), but instead at a much more 

fundamental level in which the possibility for districting or configuration of purport 

(which is always only the manipulation or generation of media, the performance of 

procedures that perform) is continuously held open. 
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4. Chapter Three 
 

Challenger, moreover, had changed since the beginning of his talk. His voice had become 

hoarser, broken occasionally by an apish cough. His dream was not so much to give a 

lecture to humans as to provide a program for pure computers.  

-Deleuze and Guattari (Thousand Plateaus, 57) 

 

Computer science is no more about computers than astronomy is about telescopes. 

-Edsger Dijkstra (attributed) 

 

There remained the inexplicable mass of rock. The legend tried to explain the inexplicable. 

As it came out of a substratum of truth it had in turn to end in the inexplicable. 

-Franz Kafka (Prometheus) 

 

We opened our investigation by claiming two connected, but subtly distinct, 

queries. First, whether there exists a container, "media," up to the task of holding within 

it the diverse and sundry media theories and objects currently understood as the 

purview of the activity identifying as media studies. This was the line of questioning we 

have treated until now, with our threefold equivalence between our set theoretic 

formation of the set M of media as a set in but not a part of the non-all A, of media as a 
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whole of holes, and of media as the constituents of the borderlines of purport. Further, 

we found that the particular collection media is one subject to inclusion only on 

condition of separation, a fact we alluded to as "selection," and one that will become 

operative in our analysis of the primordial computivity of media. 

We turn now to our second question: Is there a media(-um) of media? The thrust 

of this chapter is to answer this question in the affirmative, arguing for a primordial 

computivity situating media as the abstract machine of abstract machines, in the line of 

Deleuze and Guattari's analysis of stratification in Thousand Plateaus. However, while 

Deleuze and Guattari concern themselves with generalization, in the mathematical sense 

mentioned above, of Hjelmslevian content and expression analysis to a geophilosophy 

of becoming, our analysis is different in nature, concerned with the functionality and 

mode of operation proper to media, understood hypervisically. Consequently, our tack 

will be to attack what they call the "pure" abstract machine, as opposed to its specific 

incarnation in the three forms they concern themselves with explicitly (physiochemical, 

organic, and anthropomorphic/alloplastic). 

The map of our final hunt is as follows. We begin by exploring the conclusion of 

our hypervisor construction, by questioning how zones of purport may perdure, on the 

basis of "Ecumenonical" confinements of other zonic procedures. Here we treat the 

doubled quality of borderlines on purport, as both performant (processes of stratifying 
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the surface of purport, of operationalizing zonic confinements) and performance 

gradients (gatekeepers or regulators for the passage of formations to and from zones). 

Along with this "top down" description of the hypervisor, we consider a "bottom 

up" perspective by analyzing a particular media object and the zones of color, both 

expression and content, that it contracts, namely, the film installation The Enclave by 

Richard Mosse. Following this characterization of a given media object's destabilization 

of perduring zones of purport and their attendant deployment strategies, we move to 

consider the chapter's thematic question, of specifying the medium of media's operation. 

This analysis entails a novel reconceptualization both of our initial set theoretic 

formulation (in part) as well as an extension of McLuhan's other well-known 

provocation: that the content of a medium is always another medium. 

We accomplish this passage by means of appeal to Panini, an ancient Sanskrit 

grammarian from India, credited with the invention, roughly 2,000 years avant la lettre, 

of the world's first computing language. Finally, we conclude by positing the primordial 

computivity of media as a new basis for establishing the coherence of media studies 

today, not simply on the basis of the external effects or uses to which media is put (viz., 

its "relationship to society"), but also, on the basis of the formal, internal coherence 

structured by our analysis.  
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4.1 THE PERDURATION OF ZONES 

How is it that a given zonic demarcation on the surface of purport might 

perdure? It is our contention that such demarcations are in continual need of refreshing. 

The borderlines of purport are formed and re-formed according to the executable media 

procedures with which the various ontologics attempt to, by way of their attendant 

ontologies or thought systems, install themselves in privileged positions in the 

hypervisor plane.  

Accordingly, when we say that a borderline is a matter of performance, we mean 

this in several ways. First, that the borderline, an agglomeration of media, which do not 

exist (only procedures for their generation), must be performed or produced again and 

again.  Second, that in their performances, the borderlines themselves produce the zones 

on the body of purport. The performance of performing the borderlines is productive, 

zones are realized. Third, the performance—here understood as one might 

computationally, e.g., speed, quality, durability, or effectiveness of a software system—

of the ontologic (or ontology) under question is at issue, in a sense of how well and even 

how adaptively (for perduration does not foreclose mutation, and in fact, in some 

senses, our telescoping regime of greater levels of abstraction, from an analysis to an 

ontology to an ontologic to the hypervisor plane can be viewed as statements of 

coherences exhibiting ever greater tolerance towards change) a given zonic 
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configuration can subsist. Accordingly, to describe such mechanics, we should think of 

the non-tautological status of homeostasis.  

How is it that homeostasis might be thought differently from a tautological 

vision of mere repetition? Homeostasis is not a tautology for the precise reason that 

meta-stable and meta-dynamic are subject to the Hjelmslevian triad of real distinction, 

general relativism, and reciprocal presupposition. That is to say, meta-stabilization is the 

inducement of meta-dynamism within (or above, or without) a system under 

consideration. Stabilization requires an opposing dynamic. Hence, homeo-stasis, a stasis 

that is itself meta-dynamic (or, equivalently, a dynamism that is itself meta-stable).  

We know that meta-dynamism and meta-stabilization may be thought only on 

the basis of a distinction that is generally relative (e.g., choose an alternate perspective 

and the labels swap), yet nonetheless real (there is something or some set of processes 

subject to stabilization, or productive of dynamism, etc.), and absolutely reciprocally 

pre-suppository (to dynamize something requires a stability to interrupt, while 

stabilizing something requires the application of a dynamism in an opposing fashion to 

a dynamic oriented in a different direction). 

Accordingly, the perduration of zonic configurations requires the refreshment of 

media procedures. As a consequence, to position media studies as deciding media either 

as specific and artefactual (a given media object and its effects on society) or as a general 

anti-analytic foundation for understanding en toto (a techno-deterministic screen 
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conditioning society as such) is to confuse things (of course such a stylization 

exaggerates, but serves illustratively of the current situation, where theories of media's 

social impact are posited competitively).  

Local and global are always meta-relative (or reflexively constituted), with 

regards to the confines of the system (or process – as Hjelmslev notes, these are 

imbricated conceptualizations; and are themselves subject to the Hjelmslevian triad) 

currently under description. Media must instead be understood first, on internal 

grounds, with its own methods of coherence before it is reintroduced to social analysis 

writ large.  

4.2 A SPIRITUAL INHERITANCE FROM DELEUZE AND 
GUATTARI 

We appeal to Deleuze and Guattari's work on strata, in Thousand Plateaus, for the 

further analysis of zonic demarcations. We do so not in an attempt to follow the letter of 

their interpretation, but rather, the spirit. For where Deleuze and Guattari are concerned, 

chiefly, with three main axes of abstract machines and stratic productions, namely, the 

physicochemical (e.g. crystals), the organic (e.g. animals), and the anthropomorphic, we 

are concerned instead with a more general question: whether there exists a medium of 

media, a mediation of mediation. Where Hjelmslev sought to generalize his method of 

studying linguistics to form a science of the humanities, Deleuze and Guattari sought to 

generalize Hjelmslev's formal system to the analysis of a geophilosophy. We, too, seek a 

generalization of Hjelmslev, with at once more modest and audacious goals. 
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We do not propose a unified science of the humanities, nor do we propose a new 

scientific poetics of becoming. What we propose is the first formal study, from the point 

of view of media, of the internal coherence of media as a concept. This is a noble goal, 

for media is traditionally thought of as a "differential concept," something that exists 

only in the multiple and with reference to an in-between situated amongst some 

exterior. To think media in itself, in its internal coherence, is as radical a shift for media 

theory as Hjelmslev's elaboration and eventual departure from Saussure was for 

semiotics. And, since we are thinking theoretically, it is hoped that our hypervisic 

elaborations may even prove of consequence for cultural and critical theories and their 

interpositionings as well. 

Accordingly, to borrow Deleuze and Guattari's verbiage, we seek what might be 

described as the abstract machine of abstract machines. Abstract machine in Thousand 

Plateaus is a concept appropriate to the organization and production of strata, their 

relations, de- and re-territorializations, etc. Broadly speaking, this is the geophysics, 

organic chemistry, microbiology, and musicology of Deleuze and Guattari's politics and 

poetics of becoming. Our goal, however, is different. Our interest lies in media, and 

specifically, in understanding media at a formal level of analysis, in understanding 

media's capacity for mediation at all (it is our view that describing the medium of media 

is to describe the mediation of mediation). Specifically, when we write that the 
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borderlines of purport, assembled through the execution and refreshment of media 

procedures, are themselves strata, we wish to mark two things. 

First, that strata are sites for exchange. From the point of view of a stratum there 

is no inside/outside, for inside/outside are both inside the stratum. Accordingly, there is 

only a semi-permeable passage to and from a stratum: what is active is selection. Second, 

that a stratum's intelligibility rests on the successful operation of its Ecumenon, and 

further, that Ecumenonical readings demand attention to gaps, suspensions, and 

interruptions, as opposed to genericizing, typifying "regression" analysis (analysis on 

the basis of commonalities). Taking these two points of view, of a stratum as selective 

operator for the production of a site of exchange, and of Ecumena as mobile 

organizational nexūs that operate on the basis of (tolerable) interruptions, we proceed to 

characterize the perduration, mutation, and interrelation of zonic configurations. 

4.3 STRATA AND ECUMENA  

Let us begin with some definitions. After describing strata and Ecumena both, 

we proceed to position them with regards to our anti-theory of the hypervisor. In 

Thousand Plateaus, strata operate to segment, stratify, define, modulate, and multiply 

populations, packs, and multiplicities. Related by differential relations of speed and 

intensity, as opposed to typological degrees of development, strata provide for the 

organization of formed substances from materials into compounds. Each stratum 

possesses a specific unity of composition, related to the manner in which it chooses from 
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among particle flows available to it for the production of compounds (Deleuze and 

Guattari 1987, 45, 49, 502). "Forms imply a code, modes of coding and decoding. 

Substances as formed matters refer to territorialities and degrees of territorialization and 

deterritorialization. But each articulation has a code and a territoriality; therefore each 

possesses both form and substance" (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 41, italics original). 

Here we see the generalization of Hjelmslev that Deleuze and Guattari perform 

quite readily. Coding/decoding is nothing less than the imposition of form, whereby 

substances (à la Hjelmslev) are seen as formed purport. Substance, then, maps to 

territorialities for Deleuze and Guattari, with corresponding degrees of substantiality 

(formation), or, "degrees of territorialization and deterritorialization" (Deleuze and 

Guattari 1987, 41). Because articulation, another concept borrowed from Hjelmslev, must 

operate on the basis of the quaternary division into forms and substances of content and 

expression planes, articulation in its generalized, Deleuze and Guattarian 

(Challengerian?) form is double as well, proceeding both by code and territory. 

Thus for Deleuze and Guattari, "[s]trata are acts of capture, they are like 'black 

holes' or occlusions striving to seize whatever comes within their reach. They operate by 

coding and territorialization upon the earth; they proceed simultaneously by code and 

by territoriality" (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 40). Likewise, relations between and 

amongst strata are subject to the Hjelmslevian triad, whereby division into content and 

expression planes is on the basis of selection of point of view for analysis. While Deleuze 
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and Guattari hold that "form and substance are not really distinct, [but] content and 

expression are," because between the two planes of content and expression "there is 

neither a correspondence, nor a cause-effect relation nor a signifier-signified relation: 

there is real distinction, reciprocal presupposition, and only isomorphy" (Deleuze and 

Guattari 1987, 502-3).  

Interestingly, for Deleuze and Guattari they slip from an earlier, closer fidelity to 

Hjelmslev, in which they argue that as concerns the division between content and 

expression, "[w]e must combine all the resources of real distinction, reciprocal 

presupposition, and general relativism" (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 45). 

Nonetheless, slipperiness aside, the distinction between content and expression 

is "real" for Deleuze and Guattari insofar as it produces distinctions among strata, "the 

distribution of content and expression is not the same on the three major strata" 

(Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 503). Thus the two see in the organic stratum, where the 

abstract (machine of the) Animal accrues the unity of composition of the organic, a 

"'linearization' of expression," referring, here, to the linearity (despite folding – consider 

the process of the helix's unzipping into two linear chains and their reconstitution in 

DNA reproduction) of a genetic code, that is to say, of DNA and RNA (Deleuze and 

Guattari 1987, 503). 

As one can see, for Deleuze and Guattari the challenge is to compose the unity of 

a particular stratum by means of specifying how its particular abstract machine 
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articulates, on the bases of codes and territories (forms and substances) and the 

distribution, internally, of content and expression. 

Such a move permits Deleuze and Guattari to flavorize Hjelmslev's quaternary 

distinction, such that each stratum of application (physicochemical, organic, 

anthropomorphic) can be more neatly embedded within their overall geophilosophy of 

the Mechanosphere. Our interests are of course different; we seek to build hypervisors. 

Thus our job is not so much to claim a specific unity of composition for something born, 

necessarily, of the Earth; but rather, to seek the internal coherence of media in order to, 

at the most general level, posit the mediation of mediation itself, or, in other words, to 

discover the medium of media. As media is inescapably a concept of the middle or an in 

between, it stands to reason then that our abstract machine will not posit an operation 

on the basis of a unity of composition specific to a given stratum, but, instead, will posit 

its operativity on the basis of a unity of composition predicated on the possibility of strata 

at all. Hence our terminology of an abstract machine of the abstract machine. 

Deleuze and Guattari themselves do not foreclose such an opportunity, though 

they use a word we disagree with. In proper Challengerian fashion, they begin by 

forcefully declaiming any possibility of non-immanence with regard to abstract 

machines, writing, "[t]here is no abstract machine, or machines, in the sense of a Platonic 

Idea, transcendent, universal, eternal. Abstract machines operate within concrete 

assemblages" (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 510). Some few sentences later they proclaim, 
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"[t]hat covers singular and immanent abstract machines. What we have said does not 

preclude the possibility of 'the' abstract machine serving as a transcendent model, under 

very particular conditions. This time the concrete assemblages are related to an abstract 

idea of the Machine and, depending on how they effectuate it, are assigned coefficients 

taking into account their potentialities, their creativity" (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 512). 

Slippery, slippery… 

What is evident is that, in the last analysis, even Deleuze and Guattari were 

unable to escape completely a notion of specification, at a formal level, permitting 

generalization of a concept. And in some sense this is inherent in what they set out to 

do, the risk was always there that someone would come along and attempt to codify 

their performance, write it down in neat little rules and packages, explain it. For us, the 

key issue is whether or not an abstract machine of abstract machines must needs be 

transcendent. From the point of view of a geophilosophy, it is clear that such a 

formulation likely is, for the Earth is a body without organs "permeated by unformed, 

unstable matters, by flows in all directions" (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 40). Hence, any 

effort to constitute an abstraction intended to cover its entirety, explanatorily, 

necessarily constitutes the transcendent form. 

Fortunately, it is neither our interest nor our place to endorse nor dispute such 

geophilosophical efforts. What interests us is the abstract machine of abstract machines, 

with regards to the construction of a hypervisor appropriate for understanding the 
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internal coherence of the concept media. In this sense, what we seek is a non-

transcendental abstract machine of abstract machines, one that does not attempt to suit 

itself for the application to a Mechanosphere, but, instead, seeks to understand only the 

basis for mediation itself, that is to say, the medium of media, this set that is both in but 

not a part of the non-All. This non-transcendental effort is the effort of the hypervisor's 

construction and operation. 

*** 

What shall we take from Professor Challenger's strata, if it is not to be found in 

their geophilosophical application? What we are concerned with is the propensity of 

strata to organize, amongst themselves, environments for the stabilization and exchange 

of compounds and molecules. That is to say, for the negotiation, through selective and 

semi-permeable membranes, for the transit of materials to and from a stratum. This 

conceptualization is key to link together two seemingly disparate worlds: the 

Hjelmslevian multi-object, e.g. the s in in-act-iv-ate-s and its role alternately as phoneme 

and sign-expression, and, the cell, or microbiological (or crystalline, speaking 

physicochemically) environment of Deleuze and Guattari's strata. How do these two 

relate? 

The multi-object is multiple precisely for two reasons. First, the Hjelmslevian 

rejection of the "naïve realism" of an analytic that divides entities into their constituent 

parts, finding at some base the 'truth' of a matter, in favor for the recognition of "objects" 
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as "bundles of…dependences" (single quotes mine, double quotes Hjelmslev 1969, 22). 

Second, that an analysis proceeds through a text on the basis of a selection of a point of 

view, the selection of some basis. This basis, of course, is subject to selection, and thus 

articulates different paths of analysis depending on what departure (or entry) point is 

chosen. The stratum is multiple too, but in a slightly different fashion. 

First, "[a] given stratum retains a unity of composition in spite of the diversity in 

its organization and development" (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 502). Though a stratum 

may produce (does produce) diverse outputs in diverse fashions, its unity is nonetheless 

maintained. We might speak similarly of an ontology, making available a class of 

possible analyses (or, we might say, speaking as humanists, "critical positions"). 

Second, "[t]he strata are extremely mobile. One stratum is always capable of 

serving as the substratum of another, or of colliding with another, independently of any 

evolutionary order" (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 502, emphasis original). Again we 

agree, while strata pump in and out of other strata, feeding and re-feeding each other 

with compounds and materials, it is possible (again, via Hjelmslev, on the basis of the 

selection of a point of view for analysis, for the execution of a procedure) for stratum 

and substratum to switch, collide, separate, or even for strata separately thought to be 

orders apart to re-collide.  

We see the same thing computer scientifically, in the study of security, when 

bugs or information leaks in one level of the stack implicate another (i.e. side-channel 



 

131 

attacks in multi-tenant hosted clouds, e.g. cache eviction timing attacks to reduce 

password-reset token entropy in a specific PHP library as in Zhang et al. 2014). More 

forthrightly, such a collapse "independently of any evolutionary order" is precisely the 

goal of most exploit chains, which seek so-called 'privilege escalation' to expand the 

scope of an attacker's purchase on a computer system by turning a minor security hole 

into a much larger one (double quotes Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 502). Accordingly, 

"substrata should not be thought of only as substrata: in particular, their organization is 

no less complex than, nor is it inferior to, that of the strata" (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 

49). 

Third, strata are sites for the exchange of inside and outside, they envelop both 

inside and outside, such that the proper terms to use for passage amongst strata are not 

inside and outside but to and from: particles flowing to a given stratum from another one. 

"The materials furnished by the substratum constitute an exterior milieu for the elements 

and compounds of the stratum under consideration, but they are not exterior to the 

stratum" (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 49, emphasis original). Thus, "[t]he elements and 

compounds constitute an interior of the stratum, just as the materials constitute an 

exterior of the stratum; both belong to the stratum" (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 49, 

emphasis original). The exterior is an exterior of the stratum, not an exterior to the 

stratum. Equivalently, as Deleuze and Guattari hold in their analysis of the relationship 
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of exterior to interior in the problem of the crystal and its seed, "both exterior and 

interior are interior to the stratum" (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 49). 

It is our contention that the folds or layers of description we have offered in our 

hypervisor structure should be considered from the point of view of strata. Their 

interrelationships are those of strata and substrata, corralling or producing milieu for the 

development of media, and between and among which media pass, yet nonetheless 

organized in a definite way such that eclipsing levels of generality are brought about by 

traversing the structure. While what we have described as our hypervisor may seem, at 

a glance, rigid and unbending to cross-connections, reformulation, or short-circuits, this 

is not the case. Computer scientists, the most devoted sculptors of abstractions, have a 

phrase that plays well: the so-called "law of leaky abstractions." No matter how effective 

and how strong an abstraction intends to be, inevitably, details leak from one layer to 

another. No abstraction is truly hermetic; no hypervisor is perfectly transparent. Do not 

despair! Despite a lack of perfection, abstraction and hypervisors still work. 

In our own case the scenario is made still more complex on account of the self-

referential nature of the construction materials and edifice so constructed, namely, the 

fact that the hypervisor is both built from and operates on media (a similar dynamic is at 

work in Panini's computational grammar of Sanskrit, as we will see later). Hence it was 

impossible, from the outset, not to admit a certain degree of flex in the structure. This 
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"flex" is welcome, however, as it provides a space for politics, as we shall now see in our 

consideration of Richard Mosse's The Enclave. 

4.4 THE CHILDREN THE SUN KISSED MOST 

Mosse's six-screen video work, impossible to see in its entirety from any one 

angle, is an alien installation. It is impossible not to want to look. Shot on Kodak 

Aerochrome film stock, the deep greens of the Congolese jungle transform into shock-

bright foliage, the color of neon pink. The transformation is captivating, surreal, 

incomprehensible. Art historian Deborah Frizzell describes "[a] vertigo-inducing 

physical reaction [that] seemed to overtake many visitors in both Venice and New York. 

Most remained in The Enclave well past the thirty-nine-minute, twenty-five-second loop, 

walking around and through the maze, standing in one spot or sitting on the floor along 

one of the four walls" (Frizzell 2015, 168). My own visit, at Duke University's Nasher 

Museum, mirrored those Frizzell describes. 

Frizzell's read is revealing and well-positioned. She adroitly positions the 

physical film Mosse uses (an infrared imaging stock traditionally used for surveillance 

photography in war), the tradition of documentary he challenges, and the complex 

intercultural dynamics of an Irishman conducting an observation of Congolese people, a 

type of media anthropology that can all too often reveal itself as recycled racism.  

Coupled with the immersive, loop-based presentation is the material, which is 

alternately mundane, dramatic (a funeral scene), militarized (the training of youths for 
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war), and macabre (the dead). The juxtapositions are hyper-productive, rightfully 

characterized by Frizzell as "glitches and short-circuits" that "engage[] at the critical 

points where sign systems break down" and challenge the viewer to account for "the 

tensions of attraction and aversion that oscillate within the sublime" (Frizzell 2015, 163). 

It is precisely the disruption of habitual modes of image production and 

consumption that maps so cleanly to the political nature of the film work, for its 

deployment of the sublime challenges the largely Western and affluent audiences as 

well, to account for their failure to observe and meaningfully react to the systematic 

extermination and precariousness of black and brown bodies globally, and of the 

colonial and post-colonial conflicts and genocidal instability (via Rwanda) that has 

affected the Congo specifically. Frizzell has a particularly apropos demonstration of the 

uneasy proximity between the sublime and the ethical when she writes, 

 

Mosse’s images seduce. I was particularly taken by the hot pink. And then of 

course the alizarin crimson, amaranth, scarlet, vermillion, Tyrian purple, Persian 

Gulf red, dragon’s blood, madder, and lac. What remained true to life were the 

skin tones, the water, the sky, the plumes of smoke, a corpse’s white sheet, and 

the dried bones by the roadside. (Frizzell 2015, 165) 
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What, then, might our own, Hjelmslevian inspired account of media have to 

offer? At the outset two things must be noted. First, that an analysis such as Frizzell's 

would doubtless be accommodated well by the architecture we have built. We would 

say, it is compatible with the hypervisor. This is heartening, for describing the internal 

coherence of the term media through an exhibition of its own structure would be less 

useful if it immediately foreclosed practices already underway and understood as 

constituting media studies. 

Second, it is worth noting what does not appear in Frizzell's work. Though she 

engages forthrightly with concerns of Otherization and Orientalist critique, not once is 

blackness, as race, explicitly mentioned. The color black is mentioned three times 

aesthetically, as concerns the color of curtains, the momentary dimming and brightening 

of screens to signal diurnal cycles, and the effect of the six screens' asynchronic flickers. 

Yet the color, the "media materiality," if you will, of the film's subjects, goes unmarked. 

Yet surely this is the chief technique of the film: its key strategy is to contract across two 

zones of color, one marked by content, the other by expression, and in their combination 

to reveal as ethically bankrupt the Western, affluent subject's enjoyment (consumption) 

of the sublime. For the film experience poses no danger, no real risk is involved. The 

viewer did not travel to a warring region, Mosse did. And he was free to leave. Why, 

then, the perplexity, entrancement, and debates that Frizzell cites? 
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The attendant anxiety is a result of the collapse, in one artistic space, of content 

and expression planes as concerns zonic operations of color, operating distinctly yet 

made to move in tandem by Mosse. The infrared film, originally used "to identify 

camouflaged enemy soldiers in vegetated landscapes" during World War II, clearly 

maps to an expression substance in Hjelmslevian terms, of the sort that Kittler would no 

doubt have found interesting (or perhaps, indeed, even already wrote on) (Frizzell 2015, 

164).  

The shock bright pinkness of it all, a foreign landscape whose Otherness 

redoubles and can only fascinate, an alien landscape. Then, immediately, these strategies 

juxtaposed with the fact that we are watching black people in a state of protracted war 

and survival. We are watching, in some cases, their dead, and in others, their literal 

births, as when a baby is "deliver[ed] by C-section" and "shaken until he or she breathes 

his or her first breath, and then wrapped in a blanket" (Frizzell 2015, 170). 

And then we realize, entranced as we are, sticking around to find the beginnings 

of the loops, circulating among the screens, craning our necks to see what we may have 

missed – we realize that, perhaps for the first time in a long while, we are genuinely 

interested in what is happening with black people. And this is the moment of alienation, 

of repulsion.  

It is not just the pinkness of the infrared film, not just the rawness of the scenes 

we are shown, it is the contraction, in one place, in one work, of two zones of color, on 
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an expression plane—film stock—and content plane—the hierarchical value of life 

ascribed to those of us who live with more melanin in our skins, a perverse reversal of 

the historical fact that we are the children whom the sun has kissed most—that 

challenge the viewer, that flip the script from attraction to revulsion, that complete the 

circuit of producing what Brecht has called the V-effekt. If there is to be poetry, after the 

Rape of the Congo, for the descendants of Leopold and their kin, this may be what it looks 

like. 

4.5 ECUMENA AND MOTHER LICKERS 

As we have just seen, the ability of a given media object – or perhaps, for it is an 

installation, media machine – to strike back at the set of ontologies currently regulating 

the availability of analyses for circulation is one consequence of a leaky, stratified 

conception of the internal structure of our hypervisor. Specifically, what is at stake in 

theoretic terms is the efficacy of a given ontology-set's Ecumenon. "There is a single 

abstract machine that is enveloped by the stratum and constitutes its unity. This is the 

Ecumenon" (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 50, emphasis original). Specifically, the 

Ecumenon functions as a mobile center/periphery whose rebounding constitutes the 

unity of composition of a given stratum. Importantly, Ecumena are operational only 

through gaps and interruptions, namely, through the production of gradients of epistrata 

that disrupt their intelligibility. 
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A stratum, considered from the stand-point of its unity of composition, therefore 

exists only in its substantial epistrata, which shatter its continuity, fragment its 

ring, and break it down into gradations. The central ring does not exist 

independently of a periphery that forms a new center, reacts back upon the first 

center, and in turn gives forth discontinuous epistrata. (Deleuze and Guattari 

1987, 51) 

 

This mode of organization may best be understood with reference to a crystal, as 

Deleuze and Guattari themselves explain (albeit less clearly). One process of 

crystallization occurs when a supersaturated solution cools, reducing the amount of 

solute (dissolved material) the solvent (dissolving material) can carry. The solute then 

forms nuclei, or seeds, which if they reach a critical mass undergo crystal formation. The 

process of crystal formation is precisely the generation of epistrata that "shatter [the] 

continuity" of the Ecumenon, the mobile center/periphery of the crystal (Deleuze and 

Guattari 1987, 51). 

Why mobile? Because in order for the crystal to continue to grow, the fringes of 

the crystal themselves act as seed-points or nuclei, inducing further crystallization at the 

tips. Thus "[t]he central ring does not exist independently of a periphery that forms a 

new center, reacts back upon the first center, and in turn gives forth discontinuous 

epistrata" (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 51). The action of the Ecumenon is the action of its 
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disruption and mobilization, through the production of "discontinuous epistrata" 

(Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 51). 

Accordingly, for our media theoretic and hypervisic ends, we hold that the 

hypervisor is a fibrillation of strata, a mobility of Ecumena: it is stratic. Thus given 

media operations or procedures, executed in the apparent name of (i.e., on the basis of) 

an ontology or system, act in order to "stabilize" and promote a given ontology (itself 

deployed in the service of an ontologic) through the ontology's mobile disruption and 

reformation. We get, built-in as it were, Zizek's critiques of interpassivity and ideology as 

an open system that demands its transgression. 

However, these disruptions are tolerated only up to a certain threshold of 

identity. 

 

There is an outgrowth and multiplication of intermediate states, and this process 

is one of the local conditions of the central ring (different concentrations, 

variations that are tolerated below a certain threshold of 

identity)...[intermediaries] between the different formed substances (substances 

of content and substances of expression). We will use the term epistrata for these 

intermediaries and superpositions, these outgrowths, these levels. (Deleuze and 

Guattari 1987, 50, emphasis original) 
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It is the microphysics of the Ecumenon of an ontology that it conditions or allows 

the production of certain analyses, themselves realized simultaneously on the basis of a 

central or centralizing ring whose movement they demand through their production 

and insertion into the non-all A, as media procedures. This doubled radiation of 

movement outward, rebounding inward, and then outward again constitutes the life of 

the Ecumenon, and is the character of analyses produced on the basis of an ontology-set. 

"Circulation" is too old a metaphor for the description of sign systems and media 

masses. Packs, populations, and crowds distribute phenomena along epigenetic 

transversals. 

However, this distribution occurs subject to a bounded stochasticity, subject to some 

degree of non-determinism but not a greater one. This is the meaning of the "certain 

threshold of identity," below which emissions and epistrata constitute an Ecumenon, and 

above which they threaten its dissolution and the death of a stratum (Deleuze and 

Guattari 1987, 50). We can see, now, how our hypervisic interpretation of history might 

account for the rise and fall of a given ontology or worldview, on the basis of ejecta so 

powerful that, at a certain point, the threshold of identity is irrevocably violated, and the 

stratum or "area[] of thickening, coagulation[], [or] belt[]" lapses into decay, leaving in its 

wake an impure mother liquor (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 513). 
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4.6 ECUMENA AND SYSCALLS 

How to identify an Ecumenon? "It would be a mistake to believe that it is 

possible to isolate this unitary, central layer of the stratum, or to grasp it in itself, by 

regression" (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 50). What is identification by regression? Simple 

regression analysis is a mode of statistical reasoning whereby the effect of various 

independent variables on a dependent variable is deduced. In truth regression is a broad 

term encompassing a diversity of techniques, including sophisticated machine learning 

approaches, some of which stated in particular fashions are equivalent with the latest 

deep learning, "neural net" approaches to artificial intelligence. Our estimate is that 

Deleuze and Guattari likely had the simpler forms of regression analysis in mind when 

making these claims, for, as we have seen, some machine learning approaches are 

sophisticated enough to perform semantic analyses that delight (see Chapter 2, on 

word2vec). 

In keeping with this somewhat unfortunate use of terminology, we have chosen 

to claim that reading Ecumena requires an "anti-regressive" method of analysis. We 

might describe a simple linear regression in which a single variable of interest, termed 

the dependent variable, is examined. Specifically, we wish to know how multiple 

independent variables contribute to the value of the dependent variable. Accordingly, 

we perform an analysis the result of which describes how changes in each independent 
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variable (e.g. the various epistrata), assuming all other independent variables are held 

constant, effect the value of the dependent variable (e.g. the Ecumenon). 

Speaking in a bounded sense with regards to the term "regression," the reason 

one cannot identify an Ecumenon by regression analysis is because there exists no stable 

dependent variable, nor does the possibility of holding all other independent variables 

"constant" apply. Reason being, "[t]he ideally continuous belt or ring of the stratum—the 

Ecumenon defined by the identity of molecular materials, substantial elements, and 

formal relations—exists only as shattered, fragmented into epistrata and parastrata that 

imply concrete machines and their respective indexes" (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 52). 

We ignore the distinction Deleuze and Guattari draw between epistrata and parastrata, 

noting for now that it is sufficient for our purposes that the Ecumenon exists only as a 

shattering. 

Given that regression, by which Deleuze and Guattari really mean a shorthand 

for typical modes of analysis, e.g., what Hjelmslev earlier characterized as "naïve 

realism's" splitting of an object into its constituent parts (recall, he, instead, recognizes 

entities as bundles of dependences or relations), is not a possible means for securing 

purchase on the concept of an Ecumenon, how shall we make means to identify it? 

Imbibing the moonshine of our geophilosophical friends, we hold that the proper 

method of analysis is to seek out the shatterings, gaps, interruptions, the epistrata and 

parastrata, for it is here, in the space below the threshold of identity, where mobile 
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center and periphery rebound and radiate through the fact of discontinuities, that an 

Ecumenon may be found. (Perhaps, even, rebounded radiation is one way to seek the 

meaning of the term exvelop...) 

*** 

Very well. We have said that the layers (belts, sheaves, abstractive couplings…) 

of the hypervisor's various hierarchies (analyses, systems, ontologies, ontologics…) are 

fundamentally stratic in nature. How then, may we identify their Ecumena? What we see 

in reality is a multiply and hierarchically (though not, it must be maintained, in a strictly 

fetishistic, fascistic, or uncritical way that would, e.g. hew to an "independent 

evolutionary order" without regard for stratic mixing) re-radiative mixing of 

discontinuities, of epi- and parastrata, in a mutually reinforcing and reforming 

configuration. A radiation of multiple and multiply located reboundings or wave 

interference patterns that at times operate constructively, at others destructively, and in 

an ensemble fashion contest and produce the possibilities for phase shifts. While the 

Ecumenon of the hypervisor may be, as it were, "single," the center is not a simple 

singularity, but instead a multiply localized or multi-modal density function (hence our 

ability to identify multiple strata). 

The shared point of contention that all interruptions, gaps, or breaks irrupt is the 

hypervisor plane itself, the same location where ontologics compete for the installation 

of advantageous hypervisor compatibility classes, and where rare but impactful media 
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machines like The Enclave of Mosse may at times signal uncomfortable and 

unanticipated contractions. What we are describing will be well understood by any 

computer scientists, hardy enough to have made it thus far, who may be left in the 

audience. All we are describing is a syscall (and, from the point of view of The Enclave, a 

privilege escalation exploit that permits near-arbitrary code execution with root 

privileges – we say near-arbitrary because, unlike a computer, the process of gaining 

root on society is not so simple. Ontologics run deep, but bugs are opportunities for 

politics.). 

An explanation will clarify. Recall our earlier, computer scientific interpretation 

of a hypervisor. A hypervisor multiplexes guest operating system requests for bare 

metal resources. Multiplexing refers to handling multiple simultaneous requests for 

access to a single resource. In the traditional computer model, a single operating system 

multiplexes requests from multiple programs or applications. For example, with the 

laptop I am writing on, Microsoft Word (a program) may make a request to the 

operating system (Mac OS X) for write privileges to the hard drive, so that it may store 

the file I am composing. Simultaneously, Dropbox (another program) asks for access to 

the hard drive in order to synch files from the cloud (a remote server). The operating 

system arbitrates between the access requests, approving those with sufficient authority 

and permissions and interleaving them such that the entire dance continues, 

orchestrated from behind the scenes with little to no knowledge on the part of the user 
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(except, of course, when things break and my mouse cursor turns into a spinning beach 

ball.) 

Similarly, the hypervisor multiplexes access to bare metal resources for each 

virtual machine (VM), or guest operating system. The guest operating systems perceive 

themselves as having unfettered access to bare metal, but when they in turn issue their 

commands (to yet lower level components, called drivers, which permit operating 

systems to intercourse with actual silicon and electrons), these are intercepted and 

multiplexed by the hypervisor, which arbitrates access to the true, physical metal on 

which the machine runs. Thus we have applications issuing requests to guest operating 

systems which issue requests to virtualized metal which is arbitrated by a hypervisor 

multiplexing access to actual metal. 

Accordingly, when we conceive of our ontologies or thought-systems as virtual 

machines, or guest operating systems, they are themselves issuing interrupts trapped 

and arbitrated by a hypervisor plane. In this sense, the hypervisor is its own Ecumenon. 

The various programs (e.g. various systems or particular analyses), guest operating 

systems (e.g. various ontologies or thought-systems) and their requests (themselves, in 

our description, formed from media) are the epi- and parastrata, realizing in their 

discontinuities the operation of the Ecumenon. 

Of course at once an interesting question presents itself. If there is a certain 

threshold of identity below which an Ecumenon inheres, what would it mean to violate 
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the threshold of identity of our media theoretic hypervisor? We believe this threshold is 

unlikely to be breached, because the stratum it identifies is the stratum of strata 

themselves, it is the mediation of mediation, the medium of media, or, in other words, the 

simultaneous actuality and possibility of media in the first place. However, an epochally 

revolutionary response would be to find the answer to this question, and then to pose it. 

Such a finding would delight us to no end. Finally, as we mentioned in Chapter 2, it is 

the virtual system resource of realizing a syscall, of being able to effect the physical 

metal through one's interrupt, that is the dream and goal of every ontologic (and thus 

the prize for which they compete). 

*** 

Intra-hypervisic concerns are stratic, while extra-hypervisic concerns are 

purportive. Yet, in either case, despite purport being the purview of media, media is 

operative both intra- and extra-hypervisically. This is because intra-hypervisic domains 

do not describe non-purportive concerns, so much as they describe descriptions (or 

descriptabilities, e.g. our nesting order of analyses, systems, ontologies, etc.) themselves. 

Of course, such descriptions, despite their meta character, are purportive. 

It is worth clarifying purport once more. We have said that purport is a concept 

that exists for definition, for description. To define or describe it in advance is to 

circumscribe its utility. Nobody asks what Turing's tape is made of; we care only that it 

extends indefinitely. Accordingly, we do not have to answer what purport is "made of," 
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nor do we have to limit in advance the extent of its application, e.g., by claiming that 

subjects are or are not made of purport, etc. These claims are best left to the ontology or 

thought-system to which the reader pledges allegiance. Our concerns remain focused on 

providing such a reader with a means of implementing media in their universe. 

4.7 THE MEDIUM OF MEDIA 

We have now specified the internal architecture of our hypervisor plane, from its 

lowest level element of individual media operations (the substitution of Hjelmslev for 

Saussure in our model of the sign, and the accompanying fourfold model of content and 

expression form and substance ordering purport), to the triplicate definition of the set M 

of media and its members m in relation to the non-All A (the media as exhibitors of the 

curious membership relation "in but not a part of," holes in a whole, and constituents of 

the borderlines of purport), and the abstractive relations in order of increasing generality 

between analyses, systems, ontologies, and ontologics. 

We have further characterized the scarce system resource that ontologics all 

compete for, the virtualized system interrupts that feed their ontologies' syscalls, or 

attempts to realize, on the basis of their favored ontology-sets, particular configurations 

of purport. Finally, we have described the intra-hypervisor relations between the 

various levels (or dare we say, plateaus?) of abstraction as stratic, accounting for the 

internal coherence and reproduction of the hypervisor apparatus along with the 

possibility, as a privilege-escalating software bug might, for impactful media machines 
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to jump and strike at levels of hierarchy beyond their immediate grasp, as in Richard 

Mosse's The Enclave (though, as in TXTMOB and Twitter, dangers abound). 

We are close to finishing our description of the internal structure of media. Our 

final task in its description is to specify the medium of media itself, the means by which 

media mediates, the mediation of mediation. As we noted with strata and the 

hypervisor, our definition will be to some extent recursive and self-referential, as our 

apparatus is the abstract machine of abstract machines, the stratic architecture whose 

Ecumenon is the description of strata themselves (including, of course, itself). Hence the 

hypervisor is its own Ecumenon. 

However, to make our analysis concrete, we will use a specific historical example 

of what has been called "remediation," in this case in the encounter between the oralic 

continuum and phonemic alphabeticization, in the case of the Sanskrit grammarian 

Panini and his invention of the world's first computing language. To be clear, Panini's 

master-thought of inventing the world's first computing language cannot be reduced to 

remediation between two media forms, and as we will see requires appeal to our 

hypervisic hierarchy for full intelligibility. However, our current task is to show that the 

fact of remediation itself, which is simply, in our final analysis, mediation, is thinkable 

only on the basis of our prior formulations of media (a fourfold sign, a triplicate 

configuration of media). 
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That remediation is foundational to the action of media within society is not new. 

However, our concerns are not chiefly with external configurations of media but their 

proper, internal structurings. Accordingly, our analysis will not at all cleave to Bolter and 

Grusin's alternating valences of immediacy and hypermediacy (cf. Bolter and Grusin 

1998), concerned primarily with the effect of media on society, but instead on the 

internal coherence or description of media itself. Our task is to disclose what and how 

remediation is, internally, and our answer is that it is primordial computivity. In so 

doing we thereby disclose the medium of the plural-as-singular media, as this 

primordial computivity. 

Specifically, we will show how two heretofore undiscussed elements, one, a 

concept from our set-theoretic definition (that m ∉ m), and two, our characterization of 

the injunction that media enjoys the affordance of presence only under condition of 

separation, form the basis on which to think the medium of media as primordial 

computivity, e.g., the selective production of segmentarities. This is the path Panini 

opens for us. 

4.8 PANINI AND A PROGRAM FOR PURE COMPUTERS 

Three things stand out about Panini's monumental achievement. First, that an 

ancient grammarian, working sometime between 6th and 4th centuries BCE, would be 

capable of inventing the world's first computing language, where computing language is 

understood to mean "a formal calculus capable of representing universal computation" 
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(Kadvany 2016, 325). Panini's techniques would later be rediscovered by a European, 

Emil Post, over two millennia later, and come to form the basis for modern 

programming languages and their "compilers," or programs that translate from human 

readable code into machine instructions, 0's and 1's (in some cases an intermediate step 

is involved, e.g. compiling to assembly code or Java bytecode; for our purposes the 

distinction is irrelevant). 

Second, that unlike modern software programming languages, the computing 

environment for Panini was strictly oral. He quite literally made the mouth into a 

computer. Third, Panini's grammatical compiler was "self-hosted," a computer scientific 

term designating compilers capable of compiling themselves. For example, a compiler 

written in the C programming language that is capable of taking C code and producing 

machine code (1's and 0's) would be described as "self-hosted." Panini's grammatical 

compiler was self-hosted within Sanskrit, making use of Sanskrit affixes to produce 

formal derivation procedures for the generation of all grammatically valid Sanskrit 

phrases. This tripled achievement, of producing the world's first computing language 

and doing so in a self-hosted fashion within the medium of orality, hold the key to 

understanding media internally, and disclosing the medium of media itself as 

primordial computivity. 

Let us describe what Panini did, and how he did it. Panini's goal was clearly not 

to produce a universal computer, along the lines of Babbage's failed Analytic Engine 
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attempts, which would take place roughly two thousand years later. Instead, in keeping 

with the ideological and religious strictures of the time, Panini sought a means for 

ensuring the procedural correctness of Vedic rituals, for the proper worship of deities 

and completion of religious ceremony. Kadvany writes that "language and linguistics 

had a preeminent scientific role in ancient India, comparable to geometry and 

astronomy in Greece, but with a complementary prestige associated in India with 

algorithmic thinking of all kinds. The oldest theoretical formulations…appear to be 

those of so-called ritual 'manuals', guiding explicit ritual design and execution in the 

Vedas and elsewhere" (Kadvany 2016, 327). These ceremonies were often extremely 

complex, and previous Vedic scholars had gone to some lengths to introduce methods 

capable of economically expressing procedural steps that required strict execution (Staal 

1996, 106). 
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Figure 10: Note the resemblance to Figure 1. Map of embeddings typical of 
rituals described in the Śrauta Sutras. The D nodes, rituals composed of specific steps 
d1, d2, d3, would be described in the first section of the text, then the P nodes (which 

in turn embedded D), without the repetition of the description of the D nodes, etc. 
Recursive reference and embeddings enabled economy of expression. (Reprinted 

from Staal 1996, 106) 

Similarly, mnemonic techniques for the exact memorization and pronunciation of 

speech were common, such as reciting texts with specific pauses inserted, or with 

specific chaining-together of words. One scholar counts "eleven modes of recitation," so 

arranged as to catch errors in one mode by appeal to the others (today in computer 

engineering we have similar, if more electronically optimized, schemes, so-called 

'erasure codings' and more generally 'error correcting codes') (single quotes mine, 

double quotes Filliozat 2004, 138). 
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These techniques successfully preserved and transmitted the ancient Rigveda for 

a thousand years before its transcription. Importantly, in contradistinction to what a 

modern day reader might bring to mind when thinking of memorization, both content 

and expression planes were preserved. Not just the content-forms (e.g. the individual 

Sanskrit words) but also their inflections and pronunciations (e.g. their expression-

forms) were active subjects of the recitational models. For what is a bird with one wing? 

If a Vedic ritual is to be accurate both planes are necessary. Writing was thought to be 

impure, and consequently a rich oral culture of Brahmanic transmission and 

reproduction accompanied the proper execution of rites and ceremonies. 

It was from this context that Panini worked. His was the goal of producing a 

generative grammar, embedded within spoken Sanskrit, that could formally derive all 

legal Sanskrit expressions, thereby guaranteeing the proper execution of religious 

rituals.  

Significantly, the derivations themselves would then constitute "certificates of 

authenticity" for the correctness of a given expression (Kadvany 2016, 327). The 

techniques he marshalled to accomplish such a feat were precisely those necessary for 

the realization of general computing environments in the 20th century, namely, a meta-

linguistic system of markers and formal manipulations producing a symbolic calculus 

capable of universal computation (though this was, of course, not his aim). Even more 

astounding, he constructed his machine in such a way as to be self-hosted within oral 
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Sanskrit, a language famously indifferent to its script. Throughout history and in 

different regions in India and Southeast Asia, different scripts are used for the writing of 

Sanskrit. Inscriptionally, expression-forms enjoy variability while content-forms (the 

actual "words") remain the same. 

The technical details of his achievement are legion. Ashtadhyayi, the work in 

which Panini's grammatical procedures are to be found, spans eight chapters, each 

divided into four sub-sections, with 3,959 sutras (an aphoristic "string" or "thread") in 

total. In remarkably terse formulation, Panini economically lays out his grammar and 

meta-grammar for the generation of valid Sanskrit phrases. Thankfully we will avoid an 

in-depth technical analysis of Panini's work. The interested reader may consult the cited 

article by Kadvany, along with readings on Post canonical systems and Backus-Naur 

form and compiler theory, for more. Additionally, an online annotated version of the 

Ashtadhyayi, in translation, may be found here: http://panini.phil.hhu.de/panini/panini/. 

One technical note is in order, however, for us to appreciate what is at stake for 

media theory. Our goal is to determine the medium of media (the mediation of 

mediation) as primordial computivity. Understanding Panini's technical genius, at a 

high level, is in fact inherently a question of media. Panini's insight consisted in using 

resources inherent to spoken Sanskrit for the production of formal derivation 

procedures. Specifically, Panini used the affixes endogenous to Sanskrit as so-called 

"non-terminal" markers, to mark the intermediate state of derivations, or computations. 
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"Terminal" markers are then the result of a formal derivation, i.e., systematic actions on 

the non-terminal markers until the algorithm's output (an error, indicating no derivation 

is possible, or a well-formed Sanskrit expression) is reached. 

Accordingly, "[t]he user of the grammar, like the user of a formal proof system or 

programming language, will start with some Sanskrit target word, compound word, or 

sentence in mind as the goal" (Kadvany 2016, 328). Then, "metalinguistic rules" are 

deployed "to mark roots and stems as having their intended syntactic roles, using six 

functional categories" (Kadvany 2016, 329). Through a series of formal rule applications, 

some of which are non-deterministic ("The non-deterministic formulation further 

compacts the grammar and reduces its size for memorization" (Kadvany 2016, 329)), 

these rules are applied to the functional categories and in so doing "step-wise transform 

roots and stems into valid Sanskrit words and sentences, primarily through affixing and 

compounding" (Kadvany 2016, 329).  

The result is a well-formed Sanskrit expression, "comparable to the formation of 

an individual, concrete and well-formed program by the rules of the programming 

language in which it is expressed" (Kadvany 2016, 329). Indeed, this very same system of 

non-terminal and terminal markers is precisely what Post rediscovered and used in his 

"production/rewrite" systems, which Kadvany retro-analogizes to Panini's "re-speak" 

derivations (Kadvany 2016, 326, 328). 



 

156 

To sum up, Sanskrit affixes are systematically applied to Sanskrit stems and 

roots, themselves meta-marked by various functional categories. These non-terminal 

states are repeatedly processed by means of Panini's grammar until no further 

processing is possible, at which point the process concludes either in error (the phrase 

cannot be well-formed) or the correct Sanskrit expression. The derivational process then 

serves as stamp of authenticity for the expression in question. 

To accomplish oralic computations Panini needed to make of the mouth a 

computer. He did so in precisely the way we have alluded to, previously, in our initial 

discussions of Hjelmslev and expression-substance. Namely, through use of the vocalic 

continuum. In what can only be described as a somatically godlike move, Panini 

transforms the spectrum of tongue placement and vocal action involved in the 

production of Sanskrit phonemes into an ordered list, from which sublists can be 

selected which, when combined appropriately with affixes, form context-sensitive rules 

that are themselves Sanskrit expressions (Kadvany 2016, 334-35). 

Marvelously, this ordered list of Sanskrit phonemes is in fact the minimal such list 

appropriate for his uses, an important achievement for a system intended to be orally 

transmitted, and thus in need of as much compactness as possible. Wiebke Petersen, a 

computational linguist and mathematician, writes that "[b]ased on a formal argument it 

[can] be shown that there is no shorter solution than the Sivasutras to the problem of 

ordering the sounds of Sanskrit in a linear, by markers interrupted list with as few 
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repeated sounds as possible" (Petersen 2009, see also Petersen 2004 for a fuller 

treatment). Amazingly, Panini optimized not only for the mouth as expression-

substance, but even for human memory as recording apparatus. No better solution was, 

or is, possible. 

4.9 THE PHONEMIC HYPOTHESIS 

How was Panini capable of such a feat? Kadvany advances an explanation he 

terms the "phonemic hypothesis" (Kadvany 2016, 338). In a somewhat similar vein to 

Walter Ong (Ong 2005, 63-65), though he does not cite him, Kadvany extends the 

reasoning of anthropologist Goody (who himself cites Ong), and classicists Parry and 

Lord to conclude that Panini's grammar, though intended for oral retransmission and 

use, would not have been possible without the advent of phonemic writing (indeed Ong 

and McLuhan both analyze the emergence of a phonemic alphabet as a critical moment 

in media history, as does Brian Rotman in his work on the enunciation "I" and its 

transitions from gesture to speech to alphabetic writing to digital culture, cf. Rotman 

2008). 

Specifically, citing Parry and Lord's work with bards from the former 

Yugoslavia, Kadvany holds that concepts such as a "word" and a "line" as a unit of 

divisible speech were unthinkable prior to the development of a phonemic alphabet. 

Unlike older syllabaries, phonemic alphabets are unique in that arbitrary consonant and 

vowel combinations can be used to impose a series of discontinuities on the oralic 
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continuum (though note that this explanation glosses over some subtleties in regard to 

abugidas). In the place of fully contiguous speech (when asked for a "word" some bards 

reportedly responded by singing entire songs), this series of discontinuities or 

segmentarities is a result of selection or separation acting upon the oralic continuum, which 

in turn becomes separable. Kadvany holds that Panini's grammar is thinkable only on the 

basis of such segmentarities, without which such a self-reflexive formal ordering would 

have been impossible. 

In fact, the phonemic compounds so formed are idealized and typified 

representations of speech, such as do not exist in spoken practice. Panini and his 

colleagues, chief scientists of ancient linguistics and algorithms, "long recognized the 

discrete terms used in their analysis as abstractions; hence derived expressions required 

(internal and between-word) 'smoothing' to better approximate empirical speech" 

(Kadvany 2016, 330). These smoothing operators were performed, systematically, in the 

service of Panini's grammatic compilations. Additionally, the codification into phonemic 

expression-form and substance meant that any spoken language could now be 

transliterated. The impact of the phonemic alphabet was not merely to select from a 

given spoken language, but to select from speech as a whole (Kadvany 2016, 340). 

Already we can see the action of the Ecumenon at work, revealed only in the 

discontinuities of its epi- and parastratal shatterings, themselves available for a radiated 

perfusion of the oralic continuum with phonemic gaps, and a redoubled movement of 
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'smoothing' operators for their oral reintegration into the disrupted and now-

discontinuable medium of speech.  

This is the operation of the Ecumenon of the set M of media, in which the 

individual media m persist. The production of segmentarities on the basis of selection, 

which then become available to Panini for linear orderings, which in turn complement 

rules of ritual and process so that, algorithmically, speech becomes computational. Our 

argument is that this capacity of media, as mediation, to permit through a selective 

procedure the production of segmentarities is primordially computational, and in Panini 

explicitly so, due to the meta-reflexive strategies of compilation he derived. 

Lest the reader fall prey to thinking that our discussion remains confined only to 

an encounter between phonemic writing and speech, as opposed to a sufficiently general 

character of the mediation of mediation itself, of the medium of the plural-as-singular 

media, Frits Staal's 2005 address to the Thai Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn is worth 

keeping in mind. In this under-appreciated text, Staal lays out the fundamental 

discovery of the sound pattern of Sanskrit. We mentioned earlier that Sanskrit is 

famously indifferent to its script. According to Staal, it was precisely the freedom from 

writing that permitted the discovery of a sound pattern so well-considered that its 

influence stretched from India to "a large part of Asia – including Central Asia, Korea, 

Japan and, momentarily, in a grammar of Arabic composed in Iran" (Staal 2006, 196). 
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This sound pattern consisted in the remarkable discovery – hypothesized by 

Staal to have occurred only once in human history – that "the consonants of a language 

are produced by constricting the vocal tract at a particular point along its stationary 

portion - the palate or upper lip...[and] Each of these syllables may be unvoiced or 

voiced, provided with more or less breath, which may be made to pass through the 

nasal cavity as well" (Staal 2006, 194). And thus with two dimensions a varga or 

grouping may be made (cf. Staal 2006, 194), in which the medium speech acts as 

selectivity upon the medium of the human head and respiratory apparatus to produce a 

natural ordering of segmentarities, this time in a continuous fashion, from back to front 

of mouth and from throat through nose. In turn, the selection of speech on the body is 

not simply a selection on some discrete set of Indian bodies, but in fact a possibility for 

selection from human bodies as a whole. 

The head-mouth-tongue-lip-throat-nose-lung medium, thought only in its 

immediacy and integration, breaks up and becomes definable, a surface for the 

production of zones and segmentarities, even though the discontinuities are themselves 

stratal mixtures, non-digital and an-abrupt, smooth shavings of difference and 

distinction sketched on a previously totalized and indistinguishable mass (witness as 

well, from another and related point of view, the zoning of body as purport for the 

projection of a unique ordering of expression-form and substance). 
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The Sanskrit sound pattern is primordial computivity in action, the medium of 

the plural-as-singular media, the mediation of mediation, the internal structure and 

rhyme and rhythm and rigor of remediation. The capacity for an ordering, whether from 

continua (Sanskrit sound patterns, force and flex of tongue and degree and direction of 

aspiration) or discretizations (the idealized consonant vowel pairings of phonemic 

alphabets), deploys in a field of selection on the basis of which segmentarities may be 

thought. 

 

Figure 11: Two-dimensional Sanskrit sound pattern diagram. Reprinted from 
Staal 2006, 194. 
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4.10 m ∉ m 

We have shown that primordial computivity is at work, in at least the two 

examples of Panini's oralic computation and the Sanskrit sound pattern. To generalize to 

other non-obvious remediational interactions requires only the recognition of the fact of 

selection as a general character of media, already established by our earlier definition. 

Coupled with the recognition of computivity as an intensive spectrum, pre- and non-

Panini media forms and their effects may also be understood as selection, separation. 

What remains is to explicitly position the mechanics of this primordial computivity as 

part of our earlier, generalized description of media, so that we may complete our 

inquiry. Additionally, we will specify in what manner Panini remains only partially 

understood without the aid of our hypervisic hierarchy. 

Let us recall, from the beginning of our investigation, our reformulation, via the 

set theoretician Karagila, of Russell's Paradox, which led to our set theoretic definition of 

media. We are interested here in the last part of our definition of the set M of all media. 

Recall that the set M	:=	{m	∈	A|m	∉	m}. The set M is the set of all individual media m that 

are part of the non-all A, provided that these media m are entities that are not member to 

themselves (this is what is meant by the ∉ symbol). It is this second proviso that interests 

us now, the requirement that m ∉	m.		

Consider again the Paninian formulation, in which we argue the primordial 

computivity of media finds its most intensive expression. In the process of transforming 
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the intermediary, non-terminal markers of Sanskrit into the terminal, well-formed 

Sanskrit expressions something marvelous occurs. As Panini's was an oral computer, the 

non-semantically meaningful intermediary states were actually spoken aloud. Hence, in the 

middle of speech we had speech of another, completely different kind. Arbitrary and 

procedurally generated content-forms whose maps to content-substance were not, in 

fact, semantically meaningful divisions on the surface of purport, zones with the 

purpose of semantic intelligibility. Instead, these content-substances were in fact traces 

of a different set of zonic demarcations, embedded within Sanskrit, yes, in the self-

hosted fashion described earlier, but nonetheless distinct. 

The distinction lies in their reference not to the semantic concerns of spoken 

Sanskrit but instead to an alternative system, or perhaps ontology, in our hypervisic 

hierarchy. The difference between the two choices depends, itself, on the selection of a 

point of view with regards to the hypervisor. If we view a system of text as something 

that conditions all possible analyses, and Panini's grammar as such a system, then 

Panini's non-terminal markers were traces of a system embedded within a language, or 

ontology, e.g. Sanskrit. On the other hand, if we view Panini's grammar as generative of 

possible systems in their own rights, e.g., generative of Sanskrit texts which may then be 

subjected to analyses on the basis of selections of points of view, then Panini's grammar 

itself constitutes an ontology or language. 
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In either case, what is indisputable is that the grammar is self-hosted, in which 

case we have that curious fact of compilation, in which one layer or stratal belt of the 

hypervisic hierarchy conditions, ingests, and outputs another. In fact, this stratic 

configuration flowed in more than one direction: semantic knowledge of Sanskrit was 

necessary to properly setup the compiler for operation.  

Allocation of the six functional categories, or kāraka, to the stems and roots of the 

pre-compiled content-forms was done on the basis of meta-rules, themselves semantically 

meaningful. "Because of that, and the need to interpret rules through working knowledge 

of Sanskrit, the grammar is not sharply divided into phonology, morphology, syntax 

and semantics as in some modern linguistics" (Kadvany 2016, 329). A mutually 

interrupting orgy of Ecumena, all of whom operate on the basis of the affordance for 

shatterings, interruptions, gaps, and the introduction of segmentarities on the basis of 

selective functions: primordial computivity. 

It is in this sense that we may explain the second half of our set-theoretic 

definition of media, and in so doing conclude our study into the internal structure of 

media, namely, by specifying the requirement that m ∉	m.	In some sense, stated literally 

this expression evaluates to the following: media is where it is not. Of course, this 

formulation is entirely co-extensive with the conceptualization of media as holes in a 

whole, and of the plural-as-singular media as a whole of holes. And yet again, it links 

tightly and closely to our conceptualization of borderlines, themselves in but not a part 
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of the regions they divide. All of this in stratal exchange around a meta-Ecumenon of 

Ecumena, an abstract machine of abstract machines: the production of segmentarities on 

the basis of selective functions, the fact of shattering, discontinuity or interruption. The 

hypervisor is its own Ecumenon, and the medium of the plural-as-singular media is the 

fact of mediation, which is this internal vibrational logic of primordial computivity, as 

we have described it. 

We began with a triple, and we now end with a triple: 

• The meta-Ecumenon of Ecumena is primordial computivity.  

• The affordance for shattering (selection, presence under condition of 

separation, breakup of a central ring into epi- and parastratal gradients…) 

is mediation.  

• The abstract machine of abstract machines is media.
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5. Conclusion 
 

'The treatment of media as a singular noun…is spreading into the upper cultural 

strata,' Kingsley Amis observed in 1966. And at or around that moment, when it 

becomes possible to speak of media in the singular—as something other and indeed more 

than a simple accumulation of individual mediums—media studies emerges as a quasi-

autonomous enterprise. 

-Mitchell and Hansen (Critical Terms for Media Studies, x) 

 

5.1 CONCLUDING DISCOVERIES 

Our goal has been to identify the internal coherence and action of the plural-as-

singular media. Along the way, several coincident discoveries of interest have been 

made. 

First, our anti-theory of the hypervisor provides a novel way of doing cultural 

and critical theory. Instead of positing ontologies or thought-systems as either/or 

choices, where the goal of critical practice is to exploit the blind spots in another 

scholar's formulation for the formation of one's own, differentially superior thought-

system, the target is re-conceptualized at a higher level of abstraction: the hypervisor 

plane. Here analysis shifts to analyzing ontologics as meta-structures of control that 

flexibly deploy and modify ontologies on an as-needed basis to structure the horizons of 
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the thinkable in fashions conducive to the realization of their own instrumental goals. In 

this fashion thought-systems come to be understood not as competing for some degree 

of certitude, belief, persuasion, or correctness, but instead as mobile actuators for the 

production of thought-worlds themselves generative of control patterns in the flux of 

history.  

Instead of theory accounting for an object-domain, an object-domain is an 

account of a theory. While this reversal of theory and object-domain has often been the 

stated goal of critical practice, analysis at the level of the hypervisor plane rigorously 

completes the abstraction. "Complete" here, not in a sense of "finished," but in a sense of 

"fully abstracted," or generalized. It is only on the basis of a sufficient generalization that 

this category of analysis can now proceed.  

Second, the related notion of hypervisor compatibility classes offers a new lens for 

the interpretation of history. In place of debates over what should or should not qualify 

as the operative motor of history (e.g. class struggle, techno-determinism, liberal-

democratic capitalism), historical analysis is called to account for a higher plane of 

abstraction, in which it is differing modes of historical motiricity that are themselves 

deployed in the service of ontologics' instrumental goals. Again, this critical impulse is 

not new, but in our formulation rises to the status of a formal (from the standpoint of the 

humanities, it must be noted, not the sciences) approach.  



 

168 

Accordingly, scholars may now pose questions as to the composition and 

coordination of mutually combative ontology-sets, and the attempts by various 

ontologics to install (or de-install) these sets at the level of mutually incompatible 

hypervisor compatibility classes. Relations abound, both internal to an ontology-set 

(how is it that a given ontology is or is not preferred vis-à-vis others in a given 

ontologic's set?) and between ontology-sets (what does it mean if a given ontology is 

common to more than one ontology-set currently engaged in contestation of the 

hypervisor compatibility class? Do these ontologies occupy a special or privileged role 

for the cross-contraction or intersection of inter-ideological and inter-disciplinary 

fronts?). The morphology of an ontologic's ontology-sets over time is also of interest 

(how much change is necessary before an ontologic becomes something else? A hyper-

virtualized Ship of Theseus, if you will). 

Third, the discovery and cartography of intra-hypervisic concerns as stratic, and 

co-consequent invention of a language for describing Ecumenonical vibrations and 

gradations between and among levels of a hierarchy that is itself flexible and self-hosted. 

This is a language of logic that accommodates rigorously the possibility that the law of 

the excluded middle fails when what is of interest is precisely the middle, or media. It 

was necessary, drawing from the resources of set theory, Deleuze and Guattari's 

geophilosophical generalization of Hjelmslev (strata), compiler theory (self-hosting, 

Post), Hjelmslev's scientification of linguistics (analysis, systems, analysis complexes), 
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and ancient Indian grammatology (Panini), to invent a meta-method for discussion of 

systems arranged hierarchically, but also recursively and telescopically, in topologies 

that defy hermetic separation, yet nonetheless are effective (leaky abstractions still work).  

This topology of a mode of separability contracted within one and the same 

concept has allowed us to define the medium of media and operativity of mediation as 

primordial computivity. It has also provided us a new body of affordances and machinic 

motors for the analysis and discussion of media, remediation, computation, and politics 

(bugs are opportunities, modifications entail hidden dangers). 

Fourth, our fourfold interpretation of the sign following Hjelmslev and our 

attention to zonic operations on the surface of purport provide new onto-political 

analyses of art and other media machines (e.g. The Enclave), and simultaneously permits 

the identification of a secret division of labor between the French post-structuralists on 

the content plane and the media theorists on the expression plane. Accordingly, a new 

tripled history of media theory, semiotics and post-structuralism, and artistic media 

materialisms (e.g. structural filmmaking) may be thought, concerning itself with both 

the production and elision of this division of labor, and figuring precisely the role that 

artistic practice had in prompting both poststructuralist and media theoretical 

innovation. 
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5.2 A NEW COHERENCE FOR MEDIA STUDIES 

Our investigation of the internal structure or coherence of media is profitable, as 

well, for endogenous concerns of the field. In the following quote the word "language" 

might well be replaced in all its appearances with the word "media," and no better 

characterization of our initial impulse would be found: 

 

Considered thus, language, even when it is the object of scientific investigation, 

becomes not an end in itself, but a means: means to a knowledge whose main 

object lies outside language itself…[the] phenomena per se are not language itself, 

but only disconnected, external facets of it, selected as objects of study, not for 

language's sake, but for the sake of the phenomena towards which language is 

oriented. The same holds true when language is further considered, on the basis 

of these descriptions, as a key to the understanding of social conditions…. 

(Hjelmslev 1969, 4-5) 

 

Hence our continuation, even intensification, of the twin McLuhan provocations, 

that the content of a medium is always another medium, and that, famously, the 

medium is the message (with which, via recourse to Baudrillard, we conclude instead 

that the medium is the Model). 
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We have sought simultaneously a full generalization of Hjelmslev's own 

approach (which required, itself, a meta-generalization of the geophilosphically 

embedded generalization of Hjelmslev produced by Deleuze and Guattari) and to situate 

as object and (anti-)theory of this generalization, media itself, in order to grasp the 

internal coherence of the medium of the plural-as-singular media. This has been the 

torsion through which our conceptualization of the internal structure of media has 

folded and unfolded. 

This investigation is a theoretical intervention into the heart of the contemporary 

configuration of media studies, within which the disciplinary object "media" has been in 

flux as the discipline begins to mature. Emphasis shifts among groundings such as 

prosthesis (McLuhan), technical artifactuality (e.g. software studies and its critics, cf. 

Manovich 2001, Chun 2011), infrastructure (e.g. Kittler and more recently Liu and 

critical infrastructure studies, cf. Liu 2016, Liu 2017), co-constitutive technogenesis (e.g. 

Stiegler 1998, Hansen 2006), OOI (object oriented inquiry) and new environmentalities 

(e.g. Hayles 2014b, Jue 2014).  

And of course, in parallel, the apparatus-focused investigations into each new 

expressive medium (here "medium" understood in the vernacular sense) explode, e.g., 

radio (as early as Brecht 1964 (originally published 1932)), film (as early as Benjamin 

2008 (originally 1935-36)), new media (e.g. Hansen 2004), hypertext (e.g. Hayles 2001, 

Hayles 2005), keitai shousetsu (cell phone novels) and anime studies (e.g. Condry 2013, 
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Azuma 2009) from Japan, game studies, porn studies (e.g. Kipnis 1998 and Williams 

1989, as well as the newly launched Porn Studies journal, from 2014), and even more 

recently social media studies and VR (virtual reality) studies. To say nothing of the 

social scientific, empirical and statistical methods at work in political science, economics, 

and other sites for the interrogation of mass media forms. 

Media is in danger of becoming a word that means everything, and thus means 

nothing. We have shown how the anti-theory of the hypervisor, a relativism that does 

not entail choosing yet refuses to erase distinctions, provides a theoretical intervention 

that motivates a new coherence for the complexity and often-competing interpretations 

of media theory and media objects. Through the motivation of media as the abstract 

machine of abstract machines, we have refigured and extended Deleuze and Guattari's 

anti-regression, gaps based theory of strata and Ecumena to be the building blocks of a 

new, hypervisic understanding of the medium of the plural-as-singular term media. 

5.3 NEW SKELETIZATIONS: POST-CLASSICAL MEDIA FUTURES 

We hope our approach is useful, and that understanding the basis for media's 

internal coherence permits a richer and deeper re-embedding of media studies into a 

trans-disciplinary ethic of investigation. With its internal structure disclosed, media may 

be re-analyzed in light of this understanding for new cross-contractions with regards to 

its external, societal functions. Rather than media preceding the object-domain of a given 
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explanation or theory, media are simultaneously the basis for and the result of 

instantiations (procedures) on the basis of bringing a given object-domain into focus.  

For example, our work on primordial computivity, which led us to posit 

computation as an intensive spectrum inherently related to the internal structure and 

operation of media, cleared the way for media-theoretically reading linguistics, orality, 

and computation (i.e. Sanskrit sound patterns, the phonemic alphabet, and Panini's 

grammar) in a fashion previously unthought. We hope it also clears the way for new 

skeletizations of media's external relations to society. 

For example, remapping the constituted/constituting power dialectic to a multi-

planar division of content and expression, each with their respective forms and 

substances, such that the State becomes media. Or likewise, generalizing the concept of 

value such that it becomes a measure of the degree of monopolization that a given 

ontologic exhibits on the affordance of virtualization, or resource-hogging of the 

virtualized syscall interrupt at the hypervisor plane (that is to say, the capacity for 

realization of one's instrumental goals through the positioning of ontologies or thought-

systems as the generators for systems and consequently bases for analysis or procedures, 

including zonic operations on the surface of purport). 

This analysis might start in the bellies of Smith and Marx, reaching up through 

the strata to achieve such an abstracted notion of value, before its consequent re-

embedding and contextualization, historico-politically, on the basis of this anti-
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theoretical intervention. Likewise, an analysis of the proletariat as a virtual class, here in 

the Hjelmslevian sense, where a virtual class is one that may only be subject of a 

universal statement, and simultaneously is non-realized in any particular text. Likely 

there exists a connection to the "virtualized syscall" monopolization referenced with 

respect to ontologics. 

In these and hopefully many more ways, the internal primordial computivity of 

media, its structure and cohesion as the abstract machine of abstract machines, 

reconfigures the field of analysis. We conclude with offering just one more problem re-

posed in light of our media-theoretic investigation, that of quantum computing. We 

must note, before proceeding, that this is an area of exceeding technical difficulty, and 

not one on which the author is an expert. Despite our best efforts, inaccuracies remain 

possible. 

There are at least two instances in which Kittler spoke of quantum computing. 

Once, in his essay There Is No Software (1995), and again, in an interview with Mark 

Hansen for Theory, Culture, and Society (Gane and Sale 2007; he also mentions it at the 

end of a lecture given before that interview, entitled Ontology of the Media, perhaps 

related to a later publication with a modified name, cf. Kittler 2009). In both cases, there 

is an opposition between a digitality of Turing's approach and an assumed real-valued, 

or continuum, of nature. Turing machines are posed as facing a technical precipice, 

whereupon multiple machines are no more effective than a single, classical Turing 
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machine. For Kittler this represented the "technical end of history," until the possibility 

of quantum computing opened a new horizon (Gane and Sale 2007, 324). Kittler appears 

to speak approvingly of such developments, writing in There Is No Software that 

quantum computing may "find the way back from IBM to Shannon…[and] be the only 

way to enter that body of real numbers originally known as chaos" (Kittler 1995). 

This relation between chaos, or the continuum, and countably infinite or finite 

discretizations (Shannon's insight regarding his and Nyquist's sampling theorem was that 

it was possible to fully specify a continuous wave on the basis of a finite set of discrete 

measures) was of inspirational importance to Kittler, and is also of media-theoretic 

importance for us. It might be the case that, upon reading our interpretation of the 

Ecumenon of media as primordial computivity, whereby we identify the production of 

segmentarities on the basis of selection and separability, that a reader concludes that we 

mean nothing more than the selection of a finite (or at most, countably infinite) subset 

from an uncountably infinite and continuous parent set, e.g., a continuum. On this 

account, selection and separation entail a reduction in intensity or numerality, from the 

uncountable to the countable.  

Or, alternatively, as entailed by the language of Deleuze and Guattari, the 

interruptive structure of the Ecumenon's realization in its disintegration into epi- and 

parastrata may be read to imply that discontinuities must, themselves, be discrete. This 



 

176 

is a slippage that is simple to make, but is unfounded, as we saw with our example of 

the Sanskrit sound system's segmentary action upon the human body. 

A similar capacity is revealed in quantum computing, whereby the introduction 

of interruptions, gaps, or discontinuities in the sense in which we speak of the 

Ecumenonical action of primordial computivity does not rely on the discretization of a 

space or medium. Instead, what is thought in the action of a quantum computer comes 

down to the nature of a qubit, or quantum bit.  

A mathematical representation of a qubit is a Bloch sphere, in which the two 

Hilbert-orthogonal basis vectors (which are themselves of unit length, or length one) 

denote the certainty of a 0 or a 1 (alternately, the system will collapse, on measurement, 

to one of these two states: collapse is how we read the result of a quantum computation, 

at which point it takes on a classical value). Points on the surface of the sphere in 

between the two poles correspond to superpositions of the 0 and 1 states (and 

technically mixed states, which arise from entanglement of multiple qubits, are 

represented by points interior to the sphere (or strictly speaking, the ball)). 
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Figure 12: Here the two Hilbert-orthogonal basis vectors are the ones pointed 
at z ̂ and -z	̂, which correspond to |0> and |1>, respectively. Reprinted from Wikipedia 

2017d. 

What is significant is that, assuming pure states only (not to limit the scope of the 

analysis but to make explanation tractable), quantum logic gate operations on qubits 

correspond to movements of the state vector representing the superposition of the 

particle on the surface of the Bloch sphere. In other words, a quantum logic gates acts on 

such pure qubit states by moving them around on the surface of the sphere. Yet what is 

being moved is not a hard 0 or a hard 1, what is being moved is some superposition of 

the two states, i.e., a wave function whose coherence has not been lost (has not 

collapsed). 

In multi-qubit systems (and all useful quantum computers require more than one 

qubit, just as all useful classical computers require more than one bit), a system of n 

qubits exists, pre-measurement, in a superposition of 2n states. This quantum behavior 

persists throughout the logic transformations performed by the quantum logic gates, 

until the collapse occurs at moment of measurement, in which case each qubit assumes a 
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definite 0 or 1 value, and one of the 2n states is chosen. It is our hope that, with further 

study, our media theory of primordial computivity and the hypervisor proves sufficient 

for a media theoretical account of quantum computers.  We believe such technology is 

coming, and to think it will require appropriate tooling, some of which is already 

underway (cf. Barad 2007, Barad 2012, Lee 2014). 

Furthermore, what is of immediate interest to our current progress is to note the 

collapse, at time of measurement, from the quantum system to a single, classically 

coherent state, from a continuous wave function to a discrete set of classical, binary 

values. What interests us about the narrative arc of the quantum system's evolution and 

eventual decoherence is not only the straightforward extension of our meta-

Ecumenonical reading of media, in which it is precisely the interruption or gap that 

identifies the abstract machine of abstract machines, but also a similar arc with which 

our own, hypervisic analysis contends. One in which stratal and complex mixtures-of-

systems and mixtures-of-layers (remember, leaky abstractions…) contend, alternately 

activated or condensing in the media procedures under analysis.  

It is our hope that our own thinking, perhaps after more refinement, stronger 

exposition, and more accessible bridges, may serve a similar function, in which analyses 

can contend with greater, exponential complexity, before measurable collapse to a 

legible system state for readout. A post-classical future, for theory, through media 

theory. 
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Appendix A: Glossary 

Glossary of Terms: An Anexact Compendium 

"Anexact yet rigorous…," as Husserl once said. The following terms are loosely 

organized thematically. Our aim is to provide readers a useful point of reference for 

concepts that inform the work as a whole.  

Categories include: First Terms, Things That Are Not Media, Initial Tripled Definition 

of Media, Terms To Do With Purport, Actions, Terms To Do With Analysis, Hypervisor 

Hierarchy, Additional Hypervisor Terms, Computivity Terms, Plural-as-singular Media Terms, 

Baudrillard Terms, Miscellaneous Computer Science Terms, Miscellaneous Math Terms, 

Ecumenonical / Stratic Terms, Additional Hjelmslev Terms, Perbodiments / Coronal Plane, and 

Politics. 

 

First Terms 

media – a concept characterized by the question "which?" As in, "which media?" For 

example, if TV and music are both media, are they part of the same media or different? 

Our aim is to characterize the internal coherence of this concept rigorously, as opposed 

to traditional media theory and media studies, which mostly proceed from the 

viewpoint of characterizing external, social effects of media, or the artifactual coherence 

of a specific media form (e.g. semiotics of film). 
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the set A – a totemic representation of the philosophical or theoretical, non-totalized 

"all." Examples include Deleuze's Open from Cinema, Deleuze and Guattari's 

Mechanosphere from Thousand Plateaus, or most generally a set of given 

compossibilities. We settle on Zizek's "non-All" (pas tout), based on his reading of Lacan, 

in which the All is a non-inherable Real that exists fractured and catastrophically open 

before its incorporation into an All in the Symbolic. The particular choice doesn't really 

matter, and from the standpoint of our hypervisor is one to which we are agnostic (we 

aim only for compatibility with the widest breadth of varying A's possible). The set A 

refers to "everything" in a way that is not a closed totality. 

 

the set M – the set of all media. Its members belong to A, but it itself is not a member of 

A. The plural-as-singular media. 

 

exvelop – the relationship proper to media (some m ∈ M) and a situation. The 

application of exvelopment to other a ∈ A that are not m is not discussed (e.g., to events 

or populations/packs/masses). 

 

Things That Are Not Media 

situation – member to the set A (the non-All) that is not member to the set M of media 
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event – likewise, member to the set A (the non-All) that is not member to the set M of 

media. The equivalence or difference of situations and events is not discussed. 

 

populations/packs/multiplicities – likewise, member to the set A (the non-All) that is 

not member to the set M of media. The equivalence or difference of situations, events, 

and populations/packs/multiplicities is not discussed, though we find it likely that the 

latter differs intrinsically from the former two. 

 

Initial Tripled Definition Of Media 

whole of holes – description of the set M as a set of individual media m that interrupt 

the non-all A. Also, description of the set M as a collection of nothings, or holes. 

Productive paradox at the heart of media. 

 

in but not a part of – description of the peculiar membership relation media exhibit, 

following a re-reading Russell's Paradox, in which we end up with a subset whose 

members are all part of the parent set, but whose collection is not. Media are "in but not 

a part of" the non-All A. Productive paradox at the heart of media. 

 

borderlines of purport – shadowy outlines of content- and expression-forms' projections 

on the surface of purport. These projections divide and order content- and expression-
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substance such that meaningful statements become possible (Hjelmslevian theory of the 

sign). Media are the constituents of these borderlines. 

 

Terms To Do With Purport 

purport – a concept that exists for analysis. To define it is to limit it. Inexhaustible. 

Entirely surficial. Permits us to think both structurally (old language: "ideally") and 

empirically (old language: "materially") without taking a position on the existence or 

strength of such a structure-empirics divide. May be cut as finely or coarsely as we wish. 

 

(the) zonic – having to do with the production of zones on the surface of purport. 

Zoning is an unstable operation that must be refreshed and continually performed. 

Zoning operations have ethical, political, and existential consequences. The zonic is a 

generalization of Hjelmslev's theory of signification beyond language to other spheres of 

concern, both social and physical (as is seen in Thousand Plateaus, where strata are 

operative. We re-generalize away from the geophilosophical embedding in Thousand 

Plateaus to speak hypervisically). 

 

stratography – intra-hypervisor concerns are stratic. The mode of organization proper to 

the flexible hierarchy of the hypervisor, in which Ecumena of various layers of 

abstraction are revealed precisely in their disruption, which conditions the possibility for 
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inter-layer (inter-stratum) jumps across the hierarchy. Stratography describes this 

organization. 

 

Actions 

analysis – a procedure based on the selection of a point of view, or basis, within a text. 

Analyses produce articulations. Carried out on the basis of a system. 

 

procedure – contraction of a function by its functives, which may be more than two.  

 

realize – (meta-)process by which a process based on a given system (a given ontology) 

is executed (de-virtualized) by the hypervisor. 

 

articulations – stratifications of the surface of purport. Outputs include zones, 

articulations into content and expression planes, generation of forms, formation of 

substances, and production of functives and functions. 

 

Terms To Do With Analysis 

process – Hjelmslev defines this linguistically as a text (though he notes its 

generalizability beyond linguistics); alternately, the diachronic grasp of a system. In its 

generalized form we define it as an executable from the hypervisor. This term changes 
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with scale, and may inflate or deflate. An analysis complex is a process from an 

abstracted point of view (e.g., from the point of view of an ontologic, itself a meta-

system). 

 

system – Hjelmslev defines this linguistically as a language (though he notes its 

generalizability beyond linguistics); alternately, the synchronic grasp of a process. In its 

generalized form we define it as an execution environment capable of hosting processes. 

Note that execution environments are, of course, themselves also executed. This term 

changes with scale, and may inflate or deflate. The hypervisor itself may be considered 

as a system (with the various ontologics as processural incarnations of it). 

 

ubifurcation (system, language, ontology; mutually soluble ubifurcations) – all 

execution paths of an analysis complex. An ontology-set may be thought of as a group of 

mutually soluble ubifurcations. That a group of ubifurcations is mutually soluble does 

not mean they do not contend for resources, or exist free of conflict, nor does it mean 

that each and every furcation (process, analysis) reachable from each ontology within an 

ontology-set may be mutually realized simultaneously. It simply means there exist valid 

execution paths for each furcation. 
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analysis complex – a family of programs or procedures supported by a given ontology. 

The set of all analyses reachable from all bases supported by a given ontology. 

 

Hypervisor Hierarchy 

hypervisor hierarchy – a flexible, stratic hierarchy, built as strata from media, for the 

production of media (and execution of zonic operations) in various ontologies. 

 

ontology / thought-system – a given set of assumptions used for generation of a 

speculative universe. Generation may occur without either the witting or willing 

participation of subjectivated subjects, in which case the ontology functions akin to an 

episteme. In either case an ontology defines the horizon of the thinkable. 

 

ontology-set – a group of ontologies, deployed by ontologics in an attempt to 

monopolize the hypervisor plane's ability to realize. 

 

ontologic – a meta-system that flexibly deploys ontologies in the service of instrumental 

goals. Typically desires monopolization of the hypervisor plane. Able to afford "second-

order" monopolization by way of competition among the ontologies it permits into its 

ontology-set. 
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hypervisor compatibility class – the ontology-set the hypervisor is capable of 

supporting. Forking the hypervisor (introducing incompatibilities between ontology-sets 

of opponent ontologics) is an offensive attempt to monopolize the hypervisor plane by 

an ontologic. 

 

Additional Hypervisor Terms 

hypervisor – meta-Ecumenon of Ecumena. Abstract machine of abstract machines. Is its 

own Ecumenon. See also, hypervisor hierarchy. 

 

anti-theory (of the hypervisor) – a relativism that defies choice without erasing 

distinctions. A new coherence for media studies on the basis of reading the internal 

coherence or structure of media as mediation, which is in turn read as primordial 

computivity. 

 

syscall – in computer science this term refers to a call made by a program requesting 

access to a resource, generally a bare metal resource, i.e., a hard drive, network card, 

graphics card, etc. In our media-theoretically generalized form this term refers to an 

interrupt (to the hypervisor) thrown by (or whose thrown-ness is conditioned by) a 

system, with the goal of realization. Ontologies and ontologics alike make syscalls, when 

they condition analyses or ontologies, respectively. Media machines may find unpatched 
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exploits that enable them to make syscalls beyond their default privileges, as in our 

analysis of Mosse's The Enclave in Chapter 3. 

 

virtualized – non-realized. As ontologies are virtualized their zonic operations depend 

on continual refreshment (via realization) for perduration. 

 

Computivity Terms 

primordial computivity – the selective production of segmentarities. The medium of the 

set M of plural-as-singular media. Consider, for example, Panini's Sanskrit grammar, 

possible on the basis of production of segmentarities (roots, affixes, vocalic markers, etc.) 

within spoken Sanskrit. Without selective production of segmentarities, non-terminal 

markers and their algorithmic relation to terminal markers cannot be specified. 

 

non-terminal, terminal markers – non-terminal markers refer to intermediate states of a 

computational process. Terminal markers refer to the output of a computational process. 

Used in the definition of Post production/rewrite systems, the basis for modern day 

software compilers. Originally discovered and characterized as an oral system by 

Sanskrit grammarian Panini, some two millennia earlier. 
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selection – the fact of separation, a consequence of the set M's requirement that it be 

present only under condition of separation. Selection occurs as a consequence of 

separation conditioning a function for the application of one medium on another, and 

results in the production of segmentarities. It is the replication, via an effective function 

of one medium on another, of separability.  

 

presence under condition of separation – The mode of presence proper to the set M of 

media, which conditions how the individual media m interoperate, both with each other 

and with the non-All A. Follows from our re-reading of Russell's Paradox (based off 

conversation with Karagila), in which we end up with a subset whose members are all 

part of the parent set, but whose collection is not. 

 

self-hosted (Panini, compiler) – a self-hosted compiler can compile part or all of itself. 

For example, a compiler for the language C (translating from human-readable C code to 

machine-readable assembly code) that is written in C is a self-hosted compiler. Panini's 

grammar, which compiled (derived) grammatically correct Sanskrit, was spoken in 

Sanskrit. Hence it is a self-hosted compiler. See Ken Thompson's Reflections on Trusting 

Trust acceptance speech for the Turing Award for a discussion of a particularly nasty, 

near-undetectable class of exploits due to self-hosted compilers. See David A. Wheeler's 

"Countering Trusting Trust through Diverse Double-Compiling" for counter-measures.  
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alphabeticization – selection of the writing medium upon the oralic medium by means 

of discretization. Previously fully continuous sound was chopped up into idealized 

phonemes by means of free consonant and vowel combination. Thought by some to be 

the basis for concepts such as "word" and "line," leading to the argument that Panini's 

oralic computer for grammatically valid Sanskrit would not have been possible without 

phonemic alphabets. 

 

quantum computing – a method of computing in which bits are replaced by qubits, bits 

whose states include the classical 1 and 0 as well as superpositions of these two. A 

quantum computer with n qubits explores 2n states at once. Measurement at the end of a 

given computation collapses the system into one of the given states, as each qubit 

assumes a classical value. Holds the potential to radically change the difficulty of 

foundational computational problems, including the viability of methods for securing 

data sent over the internet (encryption).  

 

Of interest to our media-theoretic investigations as a type of selection in which 

contiguities (as opposed to the discretizations of the phonemic alphabet's selection upon 

the oralic continuum) are selected. Of additional interest as concerns Kittler's 

aspirational faith, stated precisely at the end of There Is No Software, that quantum 
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computing may "find the way back from IBM to Shannon…[and] be the only way to 

enter that body of real numbers originally known as chaos" (Kittler 1995). 

 

Plural-as-singular Media Terms  

m ∈	M vs. plural-as-singular media – the phrase "m ∈ M" refers to some particular 

media in the set M of all media. The phrase "plural-as-singular media" refers to the set M 

of all media, following Mitchell and Hansen's quote of Kingsley Amis in the 

introduction to Critical Terms for Media Studies, used to mark the emergence of media 

studies as "quasi-autonomous enterprise" (Mitchell and Hansen 2010, x). 

 

mediation of mediation – See medium of the plural-as-singular media. 

 

medium of plural-as-singular media – the medium in which media (the set M)'s 

mediation occurs. The mode of operativity by which mediation is possible. The meta-

Ecumenon of Ecumena, the abstract machine of abstract machines. The stratum of strata. 

Primordial computivity. 

 

internal coherence of media – a concern with media focused primarily on the internal 

structure and intrinsic properties of media, prior to and considered separately from 

(though still in relation, via the peculiar membership relation proper to media, to an 
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abstraction of) the specific effects media have on society. A proper understanding of the 

internal coherence of media permits a re-energized point of view for the analysis of 

media's effects on society, and for understanding the commonality behind the diverse 

enterprises in the rapidly growing field of study known as "media studies." 

 

Baudrillard Terms 

(Baudrillard) the medium is the Model / "terrorism of the code" – Baudrillard's epochal 

realization that, contra Enzensberger, democratization of media whose model is the 

monopoly-form of speech is not revolutionary. The underlying semiotic code, 

Jakobsonian/Saussurean, remains bourgeois. Points the way for a massive revolution not 

just within media studies but within the critical enterprise of theory itself, hence our 

own discovery of the secret division of labor between the Continental philosophers on 

the content plane and the media theorists on the expression plane (see Chapter 2). In this 

light, our work may be read as an attempt to hack theory, uninstall Saussure, and re-

virtualize everything on top of a fully generalized Hjelmslev. 

 

(mode of) operativity – not a term Baudrillard uses, but a term inspired from 

Baudrillard. Describes a character of organization of a given stratum or zonic operations 

carried out on behalf of (by means of) an ontology, or in the service of an ontologic 

marshalling an ontology-set. 
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Miscellaneous Computer Science Terms 

privilege escalation – a type of attack in which a security hole is exploited by escalating 

the privilege of the process. Privilege escalation corresponds to granting the attack 

process greater rights, expanding the scope of damage or surveillance of which the 

process is capable. 

 

process – a unit of computer execution. Processes sometimes spawn multiple threads. 

Roughly speaking, a process corresponds to an "app" the user experiences. Processes 

belong to users and have restricted rights and privileges according to the user or group 

to which they belong. Processes request resources from operating systems. 

 

resource – a physical system resource a process requests. Examples include hard drive 

reads or writes, network access, RAM (memory) access, CPU (processor) access, 

graphics card access, etc. 

 

side-channel – an attack vector for system compromise or information leakage that is a 

consequence of implementation details orthogonal to the system's logical design. 

Generally, information leakage that leads to compromise via the physical instantiation of 

a cryptosystem (e.g., measuring heat can reveal how hard a processor is working, which 
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leaks information about how hard a given computation is, perhaps weakening an 

encryption scheme). 

 

multiplex – a logical action whereby multiple simultaneous accesses of a medium are 

combined and sent over an individual signal. Alternatively, used to describe an 

operating system gate-keeping access to scarce physical resources to multiple system 

processes in such a way that each process is able to continue computation (or in 

accordance with any other scheduling policy).  

 

operating system – commonly abbreviated "OS." A set of software that multiplexes 

application accesses to physical system resources. Speaks to "bare metal" resources (e.g. 

network card, graphics card, etc.) by way of additional software components called 

"drivers." Examples of OS's on desktop/laptop: Mac OS X, Windows, Linux, BSD, 

ChromeOS. Examples of OS's on mobile: iOS, Android, Sailfish. 

 

abstraction (computer science) – a method for hiding system complexity through the 

creation of an interface for accessing lower-level system resources. Higher-level 

processes request actions, data, or resources from lower-level processes by means of 

their abstractions, e.g., by defined methods for interfacing. In this fashion higher-level 
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processes do not need to know about or re-implement lower level logic. See also, 

abstraction (math). 

 

law of leaky abstractions – "All non-trivial abstractions, to some degree, are leaky." A 

leaky abstraction exposes details of the lower-level logic it is supposed to be hiding to 

the layers above it. Coined by Joel Spolsky, successful software engineer that frequently 

writes on software engineering. Spolsky co-founded Stack Overflow, one of the central 

websites where software engineers and other technical specialists collaboratively ask 

and answer questions. Also co-founded productivity software company Trello, recently 

sold (January 2017) to Atlassian for almost half a billion dollars. 

 

Miscellaneous Math Terms 

set – a collection of elements, each of which is unique. 

 

subset – a collection of elements, each of which is unique and is member to some larger 

(or equal sized) set. 

 

Cantor's Paradox – paradox resulting from consideration of "the largest" set. 
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Russell's Paradox – paradox resulting from consideration of a self-referential set (the set 

containing all sets not belonging to themselves). Derived from Cantor's Paradox. 

 

vector – an ordered list of numbers, each of which corresponds to an independent 

dimension of a vector space. A line with an arrow drawn from the origin of a vector 

space. A quantity with both magnitude (length) and direction (orientation). 

 

real (continuum) – the set ℝ of real numbers. An uncountably infinite and continuous set 

(NB uncountable infinites are strictly larger than countable infinites, though both are 

infinite. Look up Cantor's diagonalization proof for more.) The continuum, or real line, 

consists of all real numbers in [-∞, ∞]. There are no gaps in the real line, unlike the 

integer number line (set ℤ), which also spans [-∞, ∞] but has gaps between each whole 

number, e.g., between -2 and -1, or 4 and 5. This is why 1/2 cannot be located on the 

integer number line. If we repair the integer number line with the addition of all 

(rational) fractions, we get ℚ, the set of all rationals. But 2   cannot be found on this line. 

Repairing ℚ leads to ℝ, which has no gaps (NB imaginary numbers are omitted for 

simplicity). 

 

plane – a sphere with infinite radius. 
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sphere / unit sphere – a collection of points equidistant (all with the same radius) from a 

given point. A unit sphere is a sphere with radius length one (equivalently, a radius "of 

unit length"). Speaking loosely, a sphere has one dimension less than the space it 

encloses (which is the volume of its corresponding "ball," just as a "disk" is an area 

corresponding to the curvilinear boundary known as a "circle"). To the author's 

knowledge, may be generalized to arbitrarily high dimensional spaces as an n-sphere 

(NB: I am unclear on subtleties concerning finite high-dimensional spaces and infinite-

dimensional spaces, e.g., Hilbert spaces, which are themselves generalizations of finite-

dimensioned Euclidean spaces). 

 

abstraction (math) – "the process of extracting the underlying essence of a mathematical 

concept, removing any dependence on real world objects with which it might originally 

have been connected, and generalizing it so that it has wider applications or matching 

among other abstract descriptions of equivalent phenomena" (Wikipedia 2017e). See also 

abstraction (computer science). 

 

generalize – to abstract a concept from particular conditions such that it applies to a 

class of concepts at a higher level of abstraction, without losing compatibility with its 

various particular instantiations. For example, a polygon is a generalization of any planar 

n-gon, e.g., a triangle, a pentagon, etc. A polygon is itself a particular example of the 
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more general polytope. Math abounds with examples of these successive generalizations. 

Theorems as well as concepts may be generalized (e.g. the Kakutani fixed point theorem 

is a generalization of the Brouwer fixed point theorem, both of which were used by 

Nash in his famous Nash equilibria, with the former providing a simpler proof of the 

equilibrium's existence). 

 

Ecumenonical / Stratic Terms 

strata / stratum – a site for exchange. A layer or belt whose operation is conditioned by 

an Ecumenon. A semi-permeable zone that functionalizes selection. 

 

epistrata / parastrata – stratal discontinuities and shatterings of an Ecumenon that make 

up an Ecumenon. 

 

Ecumenon – an anti-regressive, mobile center of a stratum whose movement is 

conditioned by a doubled radiating and rebounding action of breakup into epi- and 

parastrata. Operates on the basis of selection and the production of segmentarities. 

 

Ecumenonical method of reading (anti-regressive method) – method that focuses on 

gaps, interruptions, and disjunctions as central to the logic under study. Emphasis on 

functional relations, selective functions, and the role of segmentarities.  
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meta-Ecumenon of Ecumena, abstract machine of abstract machines – The Ecumenon 

of the set of all Ecumena. The abstract machine of all abstract machines. Alternatively, 

the generalized (abstracted) Ecumenon or abstract machine. 

 

go – an ancient board game originating in China and played throughout East Asia, 

especially in Korea and Japan. Two opponents (black and white) place stones on a grid 

in an effort to capture territory. Strategies revolve around influence, territory, and shape, 

as well as ritualized and sophisticated patterns of exchange particular to given strategic 

situations. 

 

shape (go) – shapes in go are either alive or dead, on the basis of certain technical 

requirements having to do with breath (or liberties), empty spaces around stones in a 

given shape. Denying the opponent breath kills their shapes, permitting capture and 

enlargement of one's own territory. Relevant to our media-theoretic work on the zonic, 

in which configurations and organizations on the surface of purport may be viewed as 

an inter-ontology game of high-dimensional go. Also relevant for providing a non-

vitalist measure of life and death, as well as process and change, since go is a game of 

combinatorics. 
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Additional Hjelmslev Terms 

Hjelmslevian triad – a meta-methodological (anti-methodological? pre-

methodological?), interlocking set of three approaches: (1) general relativism, (2) real 

distinction, and (3) reciprocal presupposition. Central to the construction and use of our 

hypervisor.  

 

General relativism: this point (for the production of analysis) is as good as any other 

point, and denotation of content and expression planes is arbitrary and could be 

swapped. Real distinction: bifurcation into content and expression planes denotes a real 

distinction (the two planes operate distinctly). Reciprocal presupposition: the two planes 

exist only insofar as they presuppose the existence of the other. Note that 

equinumerality between the two planes (bijection) is explicitly disavowed. 

 

multi-object – a given object is multiple as per the functions that contract it. The s in in-

act-iv-ate-s is both sign-expression (indicating a tense) and phoneme. The object resolves 

on the basis of the selection of a point of view for analysis. 

 

(objects are) bundles of dependences – objects are not pre-given, but exist on the basis 

of systems and as a result of bundles of dependences, or relations, contra what Hjelmslev 

calls "naïve realism" (Hjelmslev 1969, 22). 
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expression – one of two planes into which a text (process) may be divided. Identified in 

our work as the typical realm of media theory to date. 

 

content – one of two planes into which a text (process) may be divided. Identified in our 

work as the typical realm of Continental philosophy, in particular semiotics, 

deconstruction, and psychoanalysis, to date. 

 

form and substance – forms organize substances. Substances are always formed; 

formless substances do not exist. Substanceless forms may exist, virtually (here "virtual" 

used in the philosophical fashion). Substance is form's emulsification in purport. See the 

example of the word "ring" (taken from Hjelmslev) in Chapter 2 for a step-by-step 

walkthrough of form, substance, content, and expression. 

 

Hjelmslevian sign function (as opposed to Saussurean sign) – sign function contracting 

expression and content-forms, each of which orders their respective substances in 

purport. Opposed to the Saussurean sign, in which a unitary signifier points to a unitary 

signified. 

 



 

201 

function and functives – a function is a relation that contracts (involves) two or more 

functives, or terminals. Hjelmslev further specifies various functions on the basis of the 

necessity or freedom of one or either of the functives, and clarifies that functions may 

contract more than two functives. We ignore the first distinction and embrace the 

second. 

 

Perbodiments / Coronal Plane 

(critique of the) coronal plane – critique of the lexical and conceptual marriage between 

optics and topology, in which depth is taken as the measurement of significance. The 

critique is theorized as a reaction against the fact that humans have two eyes in the front 

of their head, configuring a coronal (as opposed to the sagittal or transverse planes) 

orientation that has pervaded theory. 

 

perbodiments – an alternative notion of body in which gaps and joinings are contingent 

and non-anthropocentrically distributed, with an emphasis on new computational 

methods (accelometric, magnetometric, thermometric, etc.) for the production of sensing 

and sense apparatuses, along with reactive or "smart" objects. The idea that multiple 

bodies perfuse an environment, and need not evolve or advance, nor converge, at the 

same rate or velocity, nor in the same direction of development or elaboration. A 
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reaction against the media-theoretic impulse to configure media as mere prostheses 

centered on a human body. 

 

Politics 

Bugs are opportunities for politics – given the stratal (and thus, flexible) hierarchy of 

the hypervisor, privilege escalation exploits and other bugs constitute critical 

opportunities for politics (see, e.g., our read of Richard Mosse's The Enclave in Chapter 

3). However, dangers abound (see, e.g., Chapter 2's minor history of the protest tool 

TXTMOB's transformation into the preferred vehicle for Trump's fascism, Twitter). 

 

Intra-ontology politics – bugs are not the only opportunities for politics. Politics, 

particularly of the everyday, can occur within an ontology or given episteme. Politics of 

the everyday and of care are no less important for their placement within the everyday, 

and may even be able to instantiate durations that exceed recapture by dominant 

ontologics through meaningful shifts. See, for example, Mark D. Jordan's work 

(Convulsing Bodies: Religion and Resistance in Foucault) on Foucault, ritual, and religion as 

methods of practice for alternative forms of subjectivation. 
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