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Discussions of the “materiality” of documents usually proceed according to discussing particularly types of documents in terms of their material specificity.  In the best discussions, the specificity of their type is determined by their difference with other materials, that is, not by defining their material qualities positively, but by virtue of their difference with other materials, in spatially and temporal specific manners.  A type, thus, is something that can do such and such, that is, it has the power to act in certain types of conditions within certain ways.

This notion of expressive powers within social contexts and material lineages is important for definition, because without it, types are merely ideal.  Technologies, as all real types, however, evolve, disappear, and converge.  Tracing such convergences historically, we become aware of the multiple ways or categories through which technologies evolve.  For example, documents, as technologies, change through the various categorical groups or “genres,” such as rhetorical style, physical composition, temporal endurance, social appearance, audience understanding, etc.

If documents express themselves in these socially constructed ways and categories, the problem of convergence becomes a problem of designing linkages on these various plateaus.  The history of such convergences, looked at historically, forms a sort of constellation, depending on the viewer.  The French documentalist Suzanne Briet, pointed to a rather interesting plateau where powers converge.  Influenced by her knowledge of cybernetics, Briet saw that techniques and technologies must overlap on similar planes if technologies are to be socially meaningful.  Such overlapping may be called “design,” and engineering constitutes the technological part of design.

There is a tendency in social informatics to see the study of social informatics as the study of the relation and adaptation of technology to human organizations and persons.  It is as if both relations—that of the so-called “user” and the so-called “technology” arose out of an historical vacuum.  Though, sometimes, technology can appear in such ways (“what is this thing?!”), our practical, non-recognition of the object in terms of social meaning and use is not due to historical lack, but due to social differences.  The object is not socially meaningful to a certain “us.”  While studying the circle of social adaptability and design evolution is important, there seems to be another aspect of this problem, namely co-evolution, and technology and technique as double, overlapping, but ontologically unique, articulations or expressions of common “techne.”  It is, in fact, the dematerialization of the object and the “user”—or to be more accurate, their always already multiple materialization—which allow both to evolve.  The “user” is never simply singular nor even is the “technology,” particularly over time.

There is, on the other hand, the tendency in the humanities to see these common spaces for overlap as strongly historically determined.  Thus, there is, for example, Martin Heidegger’s famous philosophical meditations on “techne” as a Western, metaphysical determination of all things as calculable.  And while such a claim may be true or untrue, the very generality of such a claim makes it, too, metaphysical, that is, largely confined to a classical, highly general, conceptual approach to historical events, even though its claim to have discovered a cultural metaphysics attempts otherwise.

The issue of techne is, thus, largely, historiographical, in the sense that it is question of how to account for the double—and when analysed more closely, even more multiple articulation of ​techne in terms of historical events.  A materialist historiography, as Walter Benjamin argued, starts from the premise of labor, objects, power, and events as repetition toward historical meaning, whereas an idealist, classical, or “bourgeois” historiography begins from the premise of historical meaning, and from such--often developed in terms of progress--engulfs labor, objects, power, and events within a developmental historiography.  If time is linear, for an historical materialist, history only may be linear and even less progressive, since it is, essentially, made up of repetitions of relations of labor and objects, joined by logics of powers into repeating events.

The question of privileging the concept of the “document” qua a materialist concept means examining its historical specificity, not within a deterministic or an innovative history, but within an expressionistic history.  Such a history would view the essential “typology” of a documentary object in terms of its expressions in various contexts.  It would also view the tendency toward convergence as a tendency weighted according to various social tendencies. Its materiality—both as a type of document and according to the category “document,” in other words, would have to be socially read, and could not be asserted outside of social construction.  

“Materialist” analyses of documents are not analyses of physical objects or “virtual” objects as distinct objects or object types in the historical progression of the “idea” of the document, following a vague technological lineage.  Materialist analyses of documents must begin with the fact of cultural expressions and social relations.  Such a view may, for example, find convergences between ideas of different historical periods, not as evidence of the progression from earlier, more “primitive” ideas (e.g., Otlet’s “universe” of bibliographical knowledge and later, “information age” and “digital library” claims), but as repetitions of social relations and ideologies.  Similarly, the repetition of inventions may show similar social movements. 

 “Techne” in this manner, means not the metaphysical, developing spirit of a guiding idea on the relation of humans and objects through history, but rather, moments where spirit appears through a constellation formed from events.  Whether this constellation is meaningful or not, depends on the viewpoint.  Whether “new” types of documents are “new” depends on what we’ve historically aware of.  The view that “digital documents” are a form of progress must be viewed skeptically.  Practical “progress” in some senses of ease, etc., certainly, technical progress in terms of certain technical problems, yes, but “historical progress?”  Once again, the category of “history” must be made more specific before we can attempt to answer.  The materialist analysis of “document,” like all materialist analyses, subverts historicist tendencies.  A materialist analysis of “document” isn’t a view toward an object, but an approach toward a concept.

