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Materiality and 
media theory
+P� KPVGTHCEG� VJGQT[�� /CTKCPPG� XCP� FGP�
$QQOGPũU�EQPEGRV�QH�ŬOCVGTKCN�OGVCRJQTŭ�
DTKPIU�VQIGVJGT�VYQ�VJKPIU�VJCV�HQT�OCP[�
FQ� PQV� DGNQPI� VQIGVJGT�� PCOGN[� UGOCP-
VKEU� CPF� OCVGTKCNKV[�� 9KVJ� VJG� TGNCVKQP�
DGVYGGP� UGOCPVKEU� CPF� OCVGTKCNKV[� C�
MG[�KUUWG�QH�OGFKC�VJGQT[�KU�VQWEJGF��6JG�
JKUVQT[� QH�OGFKC� VJGQT[� KU� CNUQ� VJG� JKU-
VQT[� QH� VTCEKPI�OGCPKPI�� YJKEJ�YCU� HQT�
C�NQPI�VKOG�RTKOCTKN[�TGICTFGF�CU�GZENW-
UKXGN[� CP� KUUWG� QH� UGOKQVKEU�� DCEM� VQ� KVU�
OCVGTKCN� HQWPFCVKQPU��� 6TCFKVKQPCNN[� VJKU�
KU� GZRTGUUGF� KP� CP� CTIWOGPV� EQPUKUVKPI�
QH� VYQ� RTGOKUGU�� (KTUV�� VJG� VJGUKU� QH� ŨKP-
XKUKDKNKUCVKQP� VJTQWIJ� KOOCVGTKCNKUCVKQPũ�
KU� RWV� HQTYCTF��#EEQTFKPI� VQ� VJKU� VJGUKU��
OGFKC� ECP� DG� FGUETKDGF� JKUVQTKECNN[� CU�
VGEJPQNQIKECN�GPVKVKGU�YJKEJ�ECTT[�C�FQW-
DNG�RTQOKUG�QH�KOOCVGTKCNKUCVKQP��1P�VJG�
QPG�JCPF��RJQVQITCRJ[�� VGNGITCRJ[�� VGNG-
XKUKQP�� FKIKVCN� OGFKC� CNN� ŨKOOCVGTKCNKUGũ�
VJG� TGHGTGPEG� VQ� VJG�YQTNF�� QP� VJG� QVJGT�
JCPF�VJG[�FQ�VJKU�KP�CP�CNOQUV�ŨKPXKUKDNGũ�
YC[��6JG�KOOCVGTKCNKUCVKQP�KU�PQV�TGEQI-
PKUGF�CU�UWEJ��5GEQPF�� KP�OGFKC�UVWFKGU�
VJKU�VJGUKU�KU�NKPMGF�VQ�VJG�ENCKO��VJCV�VJG�
OCKP�VCUM�QH�OGFKC�VJGQT[�KU�VQ�ENCTKH[�VJG�
OCVGTKCN�EQPFKVKQPU�QH�VJKU�RTQEGUU��9KVJ�
ETKVKECN� KPVGPV��OGFKC�VJGQT[�CVVGORVU�VQ�
TGOKPF�WU�QH�VJG� ŨOCVGTKCNKV[ũ�QH�VJG�OG-
FKWO�CPF�VQ�TGXGCN�URGEKƓE�UQEKQ�EWNVWTCN�
EKTEWOUVCPEGU�CPF�EQPVGZVU�VJCV�CTG�KP-

1  Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht and Karl Ludwig Pfeiffer (eds.), Materi-
alities of communication (Stanford, CA 1994).

EQTRQTCVGF�KPVQ�VJG�EQPUVKVWVKQP�QH�OGCP-
KPI��7UGT� KPVGTHCEGU�QH�FKIKVCN�OGFKC�CTG�
C�RCTCFKIOCVKE�GZCORNG�QH�VJKU�FWCN�RGT-
URGEVKXG��1P�VJG�QPG�JCPF��WUGT�KPVGTHCE-
GU� ECP� DG� WPFGTUVQQF� JKUVQTKECNN[� CU� CP�
CVVGORV�VQ�TGPFGT�OCVGTKCN�EQPFKVKQPU�QH�
VJG�OGFKWO�KPXKUKDNG��9KVJKP�OGFKC�VJG-
QT[��QP�VJG�QVJGT�JCPF��VJKU�RWVU�KPVGTHCEG�
VJGQT[� KP� VJG� RQUKVKQP� VQ� ŨTGXGCNũ� VJG� CT-
TCPIGOGPV�CPF�GODGFFKPI�QH�KPVGTHCEGU�
KP�VJGKT�OCVGTKCN�EQPVGZV��5WEJ�CP�CVVGORV�
KU�OCFG� D[� VJG� EQPEGRV� QH� VJG�OCVGTKCN�
OGVCRJQT�D[�/CTKCPPG�XCP�FGP�$QQOGP��
+P�VJG�HQNNQYKPI�TGOCTMU�� +�YQWNF� NKMG�VQ�
TGEQPUVTWEV� VJKU�EQPEGRV�QH� VJG�OCVGTKCN�
OGVCRJQT�KP�XCP�FGP�$QQOGPũU�YQTM�CPF�
RTQXKFG�C�DTKGH�EQOOGPV�2

The concept  
of “material  
metaphors”
8CP� FGP� $QQOGP� URGCMU� QH� OCVGTKCN�
OGVCRJQTU� KP� QTFGT� VQ� FGUETKDG� ŬFKIK-
VCN�OCVGTKCN�VTCPUEQFKPIU�D[�OGVCRJQTU�ŭ�
YJKEJ� CTG� RCTCFKIOCVKECNN[� HQTOGF� KP�
WUGT� KPVGTHCEGU�� Ŭ=���?�OCVGTKCN�OGVCRJQTU�
PQV� QPN[� QTICPK\G� YC[U� QH� TGCFKPI�� TG-
HGTTKPI�� CPF� KPVGTRTGVKPI�� DWV� VJG[� CNUQ�
EQPƓIWTG� UQEKCN� CPF� EWNVWTCN� RTCZKU�ŭ3 
/CVGTKCN�OGVCRJQTU�VJWU�ŨEQPƓIWTGũ�FKI-
KVCN� RTCEVKEGU�� +P� QTFGT� VQ� VJKPM� QH� VJKU�

2  I’m grateful to Jan Distelmeyer for introducing me to the works 
of Marianne van den Boomen.

3  Marianne van den Boomen, Transcoding the digital. How 
metaphors matter in new media (Amsterdam 2014), p. 22
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EQPƓIWTCVKQP� QH� RTCEVKEGU�� C� EQPEGRV� QH�
OGVCRJQT� KU�RWV� HQTVJ� VJCV�IQGU�DG[QPF�
C�EQIPKVKXG�FGƓPKVKQP�QH�VJG�OGVCRJQT�CU�
KV�KU�ƓTUV�CPF�HQTGOQUV�FGXGNQRGF�KP�EQI-
PKVKXG�NKPIWKUVKEU�4�6JKU�VTCPUITGUUKQP�KU�
KPFKECVGF�D[�WUKPI�VJG�VGTO�ŨOCVGTKCNKV[�ũ�
/GVCRJQTU� CTG� TGICTFGF� VQ� DG� GPVKVKGU�
KP� VJG� OCVGTKCN� YQTNF� QH� VJKPIU� YJKEJ�
UVTWEVWTG�UQEKCN�CPF�EWNVWTCN�RTCEVKEGU�QH�
WUKPI�CP�KPVGTHCEG�

+P�QTFGT�VQ�UWDUVCPVKCVG�VJKU�TCVJGT�WUW-
CN� XKGY� QP� OGVCRJQT�� XCP� FGP� $QQOGP�
TGKPVGTRTGVU�VJG�VTCFKVKQPCN�OGVCRJQTKECN�
TGNCVKQPUJKR� DGVYGGP� ŬUQWTEG�ŭ� CPF� ŬVCT-
IGV�FQOCKP�ŭ5�5JG�RQUVWNCVGU�VJCV�VJKU�HWP-
FCOGPVCN� TGNCVKQPUJKR� CEVWCNN[� EQPUKUVU�
QH� VYQ� TGNCVKQPU� VJCV� ECP� DG� WPFGTUVQQF�
CU� ŬTGRTGUGPVCVKQPŭ� CPF� ŬRGTHQTOCVKXKV[�ŭ�
#EEQTFKPI� VQ� JGT� CTIWOGPV�� TGRTGUGPVC-
VKQP�OGCPU� VJCV� KP� C�OGVCRJQTKECN� TGNC-
VKQP� ŨUQOGVJKPI� UVCPFU� HQT� UQOGVJKPI�
GNUG�ũ�/GVCRJQTKECN�RGTHQTOCVKXKV[��QP�VJG�
QVJGT�JCPF��OGCPU�VJCV� VJG�OGVCRJQT� KU�
CP� CEVKXG� XGJKENG� VJCV�OGFKCVGU� CPF� QT-
ICPK\GU�KP�C�PGVYQTM�QH�OGCPKPIU��6JKU�KU�
YJCV�XCP�FGP�$QQOGP�KU�IGVVKPI�CV�YJGP�
UJG�YTKVGU�VJCV�OGVCRJQT�KU�C�ŬRTQFWEVKXG�
CPF� RGTHQTOCVKXG� OCVGTKCN�UGOKQVKE�FG-
XKEGŭ�6�Ŭ=���?�OCVGTKCN�OGVCRJQTU�KPFKECVG�C�
IGPGTCN�YC[�QH�OGFKCVKPI�CPF�QTICPK\KPI�
C� PGVYQTM� QH� VTCHƓE� DGVYGGP�YQTFU� CPF�
YQTNF�ŭ7�#PF�KP�CNN�ENCTKV[�

4  George Lakoff, and Mark Johnson, Metaphors we live by. With 
a new afterword (Chicago, IL and London, 2003).

5  Lakoff, The contemporary theory of metaphor, in: Semiotics. Critical 
concepts in language studies. Vol. II: Linguistics, ed. Frederik Stjernfelt & 
4IIV�*��&YRHKEEVH��0SRHSR�?IX��EP�A�������?����A��TT�����–311.

6  Boomen, Transcoding the digital, p. 187.

7  Ibid., p. 54.

(IGMWMZI�MW�XLI�XVEƾG�XLI]�?XLI�QIXETLSVW��'�)�A�
enable, conduct, or invoke between the symbol-
ic and the material, thereby constituting what 
can be known, imagined, and narrated, and how 
it can be addressed, appropriated, and enacted. 
These material metaphors do not just signify 
and represent – as all metaphors do – they are 
also able to evoke acts in the material world with 
their mobilization of particular physical-material 
attributes.�

6JKU� EQPUKFGTCVKQP� NGCFU� VQ� VJG� CU-
UWORVKQP� VJCV� OGVCRJQTKECN� TGNCVKQPU�
GZKUV�PQV�QPN[�DGVYGGP�VYQ�UGRCTCVG�UG-
mantic� FQOCKPU�� DWV� CNUQ� DGVYGGP� VYQ�
UGRCTCVG� QPVQNQIKECN� FQOCKPU�� Ŭ9JCV� KU�
PGGFGF� KU� C� VJGQT[� QH� OGVCRJQT� YJKEJ�
PQV� QPN[� OCRU� VTCPUHGTGPEGU� DGVYGGP�
FKHHGTGPV� UGOCPVKE�FQOCKPU� =���?� DWV�CNUQ�
DGVYGGP� FKHHGTGPV� QPVQNQIKECN� FQOCKPU��
HTQO�EQPEGRVU� VQ�QDLGEVU�� HTQO�UQHVYCTG�
KPUVTWEVKQPU� VQ� XKUWCN� KEQPU�� HTQO� UKIPU�
VQ� VQQNU� =���?�ŭ9� 6JWU�� TGNCVKQPU� ECTT[KPI�
OGCPKPI�UJQWNF�PQV�QPN[�DG�VJQWIJV�QH�KP�
VGTOU�QH�C� ŬEQPEGRVWCN� TGHGTGPEGŭ� VQ� VJG�
YQTNF� QH� JWOCP� FTCYKPI� RTCEVKEGU�� DWV�
CNUQ� DG� WPFGTUVQQF� QP� VJG� NGXGN� QH�OC-
VGTKCN� KPFGZKECN� TGHGTGPEGU���� 6JKU� KU� VJG�
QPN[�YC[�VQ�ITCUR�VJG�QRGTCDKNKV[�QH�EJCT-
CEVGTU�RTQEGUUGF�KP�EQORWVGTU��*QYGXGT��
VJG�ƔKR�UKFG�KU�C�XGT[�DTQCF�FGƓPKVKQP�QH�
OGVCRJQT��Ŭ9JGPGXGT�CP�KOCIG�QT�CP�QD-
LGEV�HWPEVKQPU�CU�C�U[ODQN�CPF�KU�CDNG�VQ�
GPVCKN�C�EJCPIG�QH�CHHCKTU�YJGP�GPCEVGF�

8  Ibid., p. 55.

9  Boomen, Interfacing by material metaphors. How your mailbox 
may fool you, in: Digital Material. Tracing new media in everyday life 
and technology, ed. Marianne van den Boomen et al. (Amsterdam 
2009), pp. 253–265, here 262.

10  Ibid., p. 261.
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KP� VJG� RTQRGT� EQPVGZV�� KV� ECP� DG� EQPUKF-
GTGF�C�OCVGTKCN�OGVCRJQT�ŭ��

#V� VJKU�RQKPV�� KV� KU�WUGHWN� VQ�DTKGƔ[� KP-
VTQFWEG� VJG� VJGQTGVKECN�RTGOKUGU�QH� VJKU�
TGKPVGTRTGVCVKQP�QH�VJG�OGVCRJQT�D[�XCP�
FGP�$QQOGP��+ORQTVCPV�CTG�VJTGG�RTGO-
KUGU� TGICTFKPI�OGFKC� CGUVJGVKEU�� EQIPK-
VKXG�VJGQT[�CPF�UGOKQVKEU�

Premise 1:  
Media aesthetics
#U� KU� YGNN� MPQYP�� KP� KPVGTHCEG� FGUKIP��
OGVCRJQTU�UGTXG�CU�FGUKIP�RTKPEKRNGU�VQ�
OCMG�URGEKƓE�HWPEVKQPU�QH�FKIKVCN�OGFKC�
CXCKNCDNG� VQ� VJG� WUGT�� G�� I�� VJG� ŨFGUMVQR�
OGVCRJQTũ� HQT� ƓNG� OCPCIGOGPV� KP� VTC-
FKVKQPCN� RGTUQPCN� EQORWVKPI�� 8CP� FGP�
$QQOGP�� JQYGXGT�� WUGU� VJG� GZCORNG� QH�
VTCFKVKQPCN� )TCRJKECN� 7UGT� +PVGTHCEGU� VQ�
TGOKPF�WU�VJCV�VJKU�CXCKNCDKNKV[�QH�EGTVCKP�
HWPEVKQPU�QH�C�OGFKWO�CNUQ�OGCPU��VJCV�
OCEJKPG� RTQEGUUGU� CTG� EQPEGCNGF� U[U-
VGOCVKECNN[�D[�VJG�KPVGTHCEG��

The visual tools on our screen thus seem to work 
as metaphorical stand-ins for complex machine 
processes. After the metaphorical translation of 
machine code into human code, there seems to 
be no way back. Metaphorical sign-tools acquire 
a life of their own, cannibalizing everything else 
that might be there. By showing they hide, by 
translating they substitute.��

9JCV�KU�IQKPI�QP�JGTG�KU�CP�ŨKPXKUKDKNK-
UCVKQPũ�QH�OCVGTKCN�RTQEGUUGU��

This concealment of software and hardware pro-

11  Ibid., p. 262.

12  Ibid., p. 254.

GIWWIW�GERRSX�FI�WIIR�EW�GSMRGMHIRXEP�ƈRSR�VIT-
VIWIRXMRKƉ�� MX� MW� E� RIGIWWEV]� ERH� HIPMFIVEXI� EGX�
against representation. I propose to call this 
act of deliberate concealing depresentation. We 
could then say that computer icons do their work 
by representing an ontologized stable state, 
while depresenting the procedural complexity.��

+P�)TCRJKECN�7UGT� +PVGTHCEGU�� VJG�OGCP-
KPIU�FGTKXGF�HTQO�UWDLGEVKXG�JWOCP�CEVKQP�
EQPVGZVU�CTG�TGKƓGF��YJKNG�OCVGTKCN�OCEJKPG�
RTQEGUUGU�CTG�FKUIWKUGF�
ŬFGRTGUGPVCVKQPŭ��

Premise 2:  
Cognitive Theory
5WEJ�CP�ŨKPXKUKDKNKUCVKQPũ�QH�OCVGTKCN�RTQ-
EGUUGU�CV�VJG�NGXGN�QH�U[ODQNU�ECP�DG�CP-
CN[UGF�D[�FTCYKPI�QP�VJG�EQIPKVKXG�VJGQ-
T[�QH�OGVCRJQT�D[�)GQTI�.CMQHH�CPF�/CTM�
,QJPUQP��#EEQTFKPI�VQ�XCP�FGP�$QQOGP�
CP� GZGORNCT[� ŬETQUU�FQOCKP� OCRRKPIŭ�
HQT�VJG�OGVCRJQT�ŬƩ�Ʊƥƭư�ƭƶ�ǫƳƶƷƥư�Ʊƥƭưŭ�
NQQMU�NKMG�VJKU���

Source Domain: postal mail Target domain: e-mail

mailbox   inbox of mail program

letters, packets  messages, attachments

sending and receiving  send or get mail button

sorting, disposing  distribution to folders, 

   deleting

?TSWXEP�HMWXVMFYXMSR�W]WXIQA� ?QEMP�WIVZIV�RIX[SVO�

� � � EX�-74WA

?HIPMZIV]�F]�TSWXQERA� � ?GSRWYPXMRK�E�QEMP�WIVZIV��

� � � JIXGL�QEMP�GSQQERHA

13  Ibid., p. 256.

14  This table can be found in Boomen, Interfacing by material 
metaphors, p. 260.
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8CP�FGP�$QQOGP� KNNWUVTCVGU� VJKU�YKVJ�
VJG�FKCITCO�KP�ƓI����

#U�KV�KU�V[RKECN�HQT�OGVCRJQTU��C�RTQEGUU�
QH�ŬJKIJNKIJVKPI�CPF�JKFKPIŭ�VCMGU�RNCEG��� 
6JG�ITG[�URCEGU�QH�VJG�FKCITCO�TGRTGUGPV�
VJG�JKFFGP�CURGEVU�QH� VJG�OCEJKPG�RTQ-
EGUUGU��#EEQTFKPI�VQ�VJG�FKCITCO��QDLGEVU�
VJCV�CTG�CEEGUUKDNG�VQ�VJG�DQFKN[�CEVKQPU�

Ŭ<WJCPFGPJGKVŭ����VGPF�VQ�DG�TGRTGUGPVGF�
U[ODQNKECNN[�� YJKNG� VJG� UVTWEVWTCN� OC-
VGTKCN�KPFGZKECN� RTQEGUUGU� ť� YJKEJ� XCP�
FGP� $QQOGP� CNUQ� EQPUKFGTU�OGVCRJQTK-

15  Lakoff, and Johnson, Metaphors we live by, pp. 10–13.

16  Boomen, Transcoding the Digital, p. 40–42.

ECN�ť�CTG�EQPEGCNGF��6JKU��KP�VWTP��KU�HQT-
OWNCVGF�VJTQWIJ�C�TGEQWTUG�VQ�C�RTGOKUG�
FGTKXGF�HTQO�UGOKQVKEU�

Premise 3:  
Semiotics
8CP�FGP�$QQOGP�ITCURU�VJG�ŬOCVGTKCN�KP-
FGZKECNKECV[ŭ���YKVJ�VJG�JGNR�QH�%JCTNGU�5��
2GKTEGŨU� FKUVKPEVKQP� DGVYGGP� CP� ŬKOOG-
FKCVGŭ�CPF�C�ŬF[PCOKE�QDLGEV�ŭ�#EEQTFKPI�

17  Ibid., p. 47.

Fig 1: Diagram in Marianne van den Boomen, Interfacing by material metaphors. How your mailbox may fool you, in: Digital material. Tracing 
new media in everyday life and technology, ed. Marianne van den Boomen et al. (Amsterdam 2009), pp. 253–265, here 261.
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VQ�2GKTEG��KP�UGOKQVKE�RTQEGUUGU�VJG�TGNC-
VKQP�QH�VJG�ŬQDLGEVŭ�JCU�VYQ�RQNGU��2GKTEG�
YTKVGU�KP�JKU�HCOQWU�2TQNGIQOGPC�VQ�CP�
CRQNQI[�HQT�RTCIOCVKEKUO�HTQO������

But it remains to point out that there are usually 
two Objects, and more than two Interpretants. 
Namely, we have to distinguish the Immediate 
Object, which is the Object as the Sign itself rep-
resents it, and whose Being is thus dependent 
upon the Representation of it in the Sign, from 
the Dynamical Object, which is the Reality which 
by some means contrives to determine the Sign 
to its Representation.��

8CP�FGP�$QQOGP�ENCKOU�VJCV�KP�C�OCKN-
DQZ�KEQP��HQT�GZCORNG��CP�KOOGFKCVG�QD-
LGEV�EQPUVKVWVGF�D[�VJG�UKIP�KU�TGRTGUGPV-
GF�CU� VJG�UQWTEG�FQOCKP�CPF� VJG� VCTIGV�
FQOCKP�QH�VJG�OGVCRJQT��+P�VJKU�RTQEGUU��
U[ODQNU� CTG� RTGHGTTGF� YJKEJ� CTG� KPVG-
ITCVGF� KPVQ� UKVWCVGF� EQPVGZVU� QH� DQFKN[�
CEVKQP� 
CTG� ŨJKIJNKIJVGFũ��� *QYGXGT�� VJG�
KPFGZKECN� FKOGPUKQPU� QH� ŬOCEJKPG� OG-
FKCVKQPUŭ�YJKEJ�VGPF�VQ�VCMG�QP�VJG�TQNG�
QH�YJCV�2GKTEG�ECNNU� VJG�F[PCOKE�QDLGEV�
TGOCKP�QWVUKFG�QH�VJKU�RTQEGUU�
CTG� ŨJKF-
FGPũ��

$[�WUKPI�2GKTEGũU�VGTOKPQNQI[�XCP�FGP�
$QQOGP� VTKGU� VQ� FGUETKDG� VJG� HCEV� VJCV�
KP� KPVGTHCEGU� ŨOGVCRJQTKECN� KOOGFKCVG�
QDLGEVUũ� TGSWKTG�ť�IKXGP�VJG�CDQXG�OGP-
VKQPGF� FKHHGTGPEG� DGVYGGP� TGRTGUGPVC-
VKQP� CPF� RGTHQTOCVKXKV[� ť� PQV� QPN[� C�
ŬTGCFKPIŭ�
U[ODQN���DWV�CP�ŬCEVKQPŭ�KP�VJG�
UGPUG� QH�OCVGTKCN� KPFGZKECNKV[��YJKEJ� KU�
PGIQVKCVGF�DGVYGGP�WUGT�CPF�PGVYQTMGF�
OCEJKPGU�� 6JG� RTQEGUUWCNKV[� QH� VJKU� KP-

18  Charles S. Peirce, 8LI�GSPPIGXIH�TETIVW�SJ�'LEVPIW�7��4IMVGI, 8 
Vol. (electronic edition), ed. by Charles Hartshorne, Paul Weiss & 
Arthur W. Burks (Cambridge, MA and London 1994), CP 4.536.

FGZKECN�ŬCEVKQPŭ�KU�VJG�TGCNN[�ETKVKECN�TGNC-
VKQP�KP�WUGT�KPVGTHCEGU��DGECWUG�KV�KU�VJKU�
TGNCVKQP� VJTQWIJ�YJKEJ� JWOCP� RTCEVKE-
GU� CTG� EQTTGNCVGF�YKVJ� VJG� ŨKPXKUKDKNKUGFũ�
CPF�OCEJKPG�UKFGF�ŨUETKRVGF�QDLGEVUũ��K��G��
ƓZGF� CNIQTKVJOKE� RTQEGUUGU�YJKEJ� ICKP�
VJGKT� OGCPKPI� CU� OCVGTKCN� OGVCRJQTU�� 

The broad  
concept of  
material  
metaphor
6JG�EQPUGSWGPEG�QH� VJG� VJTGG�RTGOKUGU�
KU�C�XGT[�DTQCF�EQPEGRV�QH�ŬFKIKVCN�OCVGTK-
CN�OGVCRJQTUŭ�

Without metaphor, there are no boundaries, 
and no digital object. While non-digital materi-
al objects can exist without built-in metaphor-
ical power (say, a stone or a table), there are 
no digital material objects (or spaces) without 
a metaphorical form and address. This even 
holds for seemingly abstract non-metaphorical 
concepts such as data table, logical address, 
or command line. These interfacial entities are 
also already metaphors, imported from other 
domains in order to construe manipulable ma-
terial entities in the digital domain, on the edge 
SJ�PERKYEKI�ERH�SFNIGXW��IREFPMRK�?���A�XLI�XVEƾG�
between symbols and physical artifacts.��

9JGTG� VJKU� NGCFU� VQ� KU� ƓPCNN[� OCFG�
ENGCT�KP�VJKU�SWQVCVKQP�

[…] the very thingness of digital objects consists 
of metaphors made material and operational. 

19  Boomen, Transcoding the digital, p. 69.

ERNST / ARE THERE MATERIAL METAPHORS?



INTERFACE CRITIQUE JOURNAL – VOL. 3 – 2021

283

Such digital-material metaphors go beyond 
mere representation and language. They act 
as signs and metaphors, but also as things and 
procedures.��

6JKU� NCUV� SWQVG� KNNWUVTCVGU� VJG� DCUKE�
KFGC�XGT[�ENGCTN[��/CVGTKCN�OGVCRJQTU�KP�
KPVGTHCEGU� CTG� GZRNKEKVN[� FGƓPGF� CU� VJG�
UWRGTUGFKPI� ECVGIQT[� VQ� C� EQPXGPVKQPCN�
PQVKQP�QH�ŨUKIPU�CPF�OGVCRJQTUũ�DGECWUG�
VJG[�OCVGTKCN�OGVCRJQTU�KPENWFG�ŨVJKPIU�
CPF�RTQEGFWTGU�ũ� +V�VJWU�ECP�DG�UCKF�VJCV�
OCVGTKCN� OGVCRJQTU� ŨEQPƓIWTGũ� VJG� UQ-
EKQ�EWNVWTCN�TGCNKV[�QH�VJG�RTCEVKECN�WUG�QH�
FKIKVCN�OGFKC�

Comment –  
Metaphor  
ƴ�1EXIVMEPMX]
6JG�SWGUVKQP�QH�JQY�RTCEVKEGU�CTG�EQPƓI-
WTGF� KP� KPVGTHCEGU� KU� WPFQWDVGFN[� C� MG[�
SWGUVKQP� KP� KPVGTHCEG� VJGQT[��$WV�CTG�YG�
FQKPI� QWTUGNXGU� C� HCXQWT� D[� GZRNCKPKPI�
KPVGTHCEG�CTTCPIGOGPVU�QT�KPVGTHCEG�RTQ-
EGUUGU�CU�OCVGTKCN�OGVCRJQTU!� +V�UGGOU�
VJCV�XCP�FGP�$QQOGP�KU�TKIJV�VQ�RQKPV�QWV�
VJCV�VJG�OGVCRJQT�KU�OQTG�VJCP�C�FKOGP-
UKQP� QH� OGCPKPI� CVVCEJGF� VQ� NKPIWKUVKE�
TGRTGUGPVCVKQP�� #U� KU�YGNN� MPQYP�� VJGTG�
CTG�ŬCDUQNWVG�OGVCRJQTUŭ�
*CPU�$NWOGP-
DGTI��� ŬOWNVKOQFCN� OGVCRJQTUŭ� 
%JCTNGU�
(QTEGXKNNG��� ŬXKUWCN� OGVCRJQTUŭ� 
8KTIKN�
#NFTKEJ��� ŬEKPGOCVKE� OGVCRJQTUŭ� 
6TGXQT�
9JKVVQEM�� ť� VQ� PCOG� LWUV� C� HGY�� #NN� QH�
VJGUG� CTG� GZRNQTGF� KP� FGVCKN� KP� VJGKT� TG-

20  Ibid., p. 188.

URGEVKXG� EQPVGZVU� QH� TGUGCTEJ��*QYGXGT��
CU�HCT�CU�+�ECP�UGG��CNN�VJGUG�PQVKQPU�CPF�
VJGQTKGU�TGOCKP�ť�CPF�YKVJ�IQQF�TGCUQP�
ť�YKVJKP�YJCV� XCP� FGP�$QQOGP� ECNNU� C�
ŬEQPEGRVWCN� TGHGTGPEGŭ� DGVYGGP� VYQ� UG-
mantic�FQOCKPU�

'URGEKCNN[� RTQDNGOCVKE� KU� XCP� FGP�
$QQOGPũU� CVVGORV� VQ� NQECVG� OGVCRJQTU�
XKC� C� ŬOCVGTKCN� KPFGZKECN� TGHGTGPEGUŭ� CU�
TGNCVKQPU� DGVYGGP� QPVQNQIKECNN[� JGVGTQ-
IGPGQWU� FQOCKPU�� 1PG� RTQDNGO� QH� XCP�
FGP�$QQOGPŨU�CRRTQCEJ�KU�VJCV�CP�KPFGZ-
KECN�TGNCVKQP�QP�VJG�NGXGN�QH�OCVGTKCN�ECW-
UCNKV[�ECPPQV�GCUKN[�DG�TGKPVGTRTGVGF�KPVQ�
C�UGOCPVKE�OGVCRJQTKECN�TGNCVKQP��2GKTEG�
JCF� CNTGCF[� YQTMGF� QWV� VJCV� C� FKUVKPE-
VKQP�JCU�VQ�DG�OCFG�YJGVJGT�CP�KPFGZKECN�
UKIP� QRGTCVGU� YKVJKP� C� PQP�FKUEWTUKXG�
OCVGTKCN�ECWUCN� TGNCVKQPUJKR�QT�YJGVJGT�
VJKU�OCVGTKCN�ECWUCN� TGNCVKQPUJKR� KU�RCTV�
QH�C�EQPENWUKQP�KP�C�FKUEWTUKXG�RTCEVKEG��� 
+P� VJG�EQPVGZV�QH�JKU� KPHGTGPVKCN�UGOCP-
VKEU� 4QDGTV� $TCPFQO� RWVU� KV� VJKU� YC[��
YJGP�C�RCTTQV�GZRTGUUGU�VJG�UQWPFU�ŨTGFũ�
KP�TGURQPUG�VQ�C�TGF�QDLGEV��KV�KU�CP�KPFGZ-
KECN�TGNCVKQPUJKR�VJCV�ECP�DG�VTCEGF�DCEM�
VQ� KVU�OCVGTKCNKV[�� $WV� KV� FQGU�PQV� HQNNQY�
HTQO� VJKU� GZKUVGPVKCN� TGNCVKQPUJKR� VJCV�
VJG� RCTTQV� WPFGTUVCPFU� VJG�OGCPKPI� QH�
ŨTGF�ũ� JGPEG� VJG� RCTTQV�OCMGU� PQ�OGCP-
KPIHWN� reference� D[�WVVGTKPI� VJG�UQWPFU��
6JWU��VJG�GUUGPVKCN�EQPFKVKQP�VQ�GUVCDNKUJ�
C�OGVCRJQTKECN�TGNCVKQP�KP�VJG�ƓTUV�RNCEG�
KU� PQV� HWNƓNNGF��9JCV� VJG� RCTTQV� NCEMU� KU�
CP�WPFGTUVCPFKPI�QH�VJG�JQNKUVKE�TGNCVKQP-
UJKR� QH� VJG� CTVKEWNCVGF� UQWPF� UGSWGPEG�

21  See Peirce’s distinction between “genuine” and “degenerate” 
indexicality, e. g. Peirce CP 2.283. See on the issue of indexicality 
also Jan Distelmeyer, Machtzeichen.
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ŨTGFũ� VQ� CNN� QVJGT� GNGOGPVU� QH� NCPIWCIG�
CPF� VJG�PQTOU�QH� KVU� EQTTGEV�WUG��PQV� VQ�
OGPVKQP� OGVCRJQTU�22� +P� UJQTV�� VQ� TGCF�
ŬEQPEGRVWCN� TGHGTGPEGUŭ� CU� ŬOCVGTKCN�KP-
FGZKECN� TGHGTGPEGUŭ� KIPQTGU� VJG� FKHHGT-
GPEG�DGVYGGP�FKUEWTUKXKV[�CPF�PQP�FKU-
EWTUKXKV[�23

+P� XCP� FGP�$QQOGPũU�YQTM�� VJGTGHQTG��
C� XGT[� KORQTVCPV� SWGUVKQP� HQT� KPVGTHCEG�
VJGQT[�KU�RQUGF��DWV�CV�VJG�UCOG�VKOG�VJG�
RQUUKDKNKV[�QH�CP�CPUYGT�KU�QDUVTWEVGF�D[�
EQODKPCVKQP� QH� OGVCRJQT� YKVJ� OCVGTK-
CN� EQPFKVKQPU�� (TQO� CP� KFGQNQI[�ETKVKECN�
RGTURGEVKXG�� KV� KU� EGTVCKPN[� TKIJV�� HQT� GZ-
CORNG�� VQ� SWGUVKQP� RTQEGUUGU� QH� ŨENQWF�
EQORWVKPIũ�YKVJ�TGICTF�VQ�VJGKT�OGVCRJQ-
TKEKV[��$WV�FQGU�UWEJ�C�DTQCF�EQPEGRV�QH�
ŬOCVGTKCN�OGVCRJQTUŭ�PGGF�VQ�DG�CRRNKGF�
KP�UWEJ�CP�GPFGCXQWT!�#P�CPCN[UKU�QH�VJG�
TGNCVKQPUJKR� DGVYGGP� OCEJKPG� UGOCP-
VKEU� CPF� JWOCP� UGOCPVKEU� ECP� QPN[� DG�
UWEEGUUHWN�KH�VJG�OCVGTKCNKV[�QH�VJG�KPVGT-
HCEGU�CPF�VJG�UGOCPVKEU�QH�VJG�OGVCRJQT�
are not�EQPUKFGTGF�CU�QPG�DWV�CTG�UVKNN�WP-
FGTUVQQF�CU�QRRQUKVGU��)KXGP�VJG�KPXQNXG-
OGPV�QH�VJG�OCVGTKCNKV[�QH�KPVGTHCEGU�YKVJ�
JWOCP�CEVKQP��KUPŨV�KV�OWEJ�OQTG�KORQT-
VCPV� VQ� ENCTKH[� JQY� RQKPVU� QH� FKHHGTGPEG�
CPF�TWRVWTG�GOGTIG� KP�JWOCP�OCEJKPG�
TGNCVKQPU�� VJTQWIJ� YJKEJ� VGEJPQNQIKECN�
CVVGORVU�CTG�OCFG�VQ�CNKIP�OCEJKPG�RTQ-
EGUUGU�YKVJ�VJG�GNGOGPVCT[�RTQEGUUGU�QH�
JWOCP�UGOCPVKEU�� HQT�YJKEJ� ŪOGVCRJQTŨ�
KU��KP�VWTP��HWPFCOGPVCN!

22  Robert B. Brandom, Articulating Reasons, pp. 17, 48, 162.

23  Ibid., pp. 2–3, 14–15, 82–84.
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