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Preface

Compression Mode is a book about space-time. Setting out from a fusion of dimensions, it examines how together the fullness of the universe and the figure of compression can be understood as a singularity. Compression is presented not only as a digital process enacted through computing to reduce and accelerate, but also as a wider economic and political phenomenon that impacts on ecologies of waste, diversity, and social inclusivity.

The abiding ambition of this volume is to challenge the received wisdom that reason and logic, as primarily human activities, serve to deliver a coherent resolution to universal concerns, with order ultimately triumphing over chaos. As a counterpoint to this an alternative is proposed, arguing instead that reason and logic serve to impose certain very specific modal patterns on a world not entirely conducive to comprehensive or conclusive ordering. This ordering (as a mode of compression), such as it is, occurs through a process of mediation and representation and is communicated via an evolving set of technological standards. So, the term ‘compression’ as it is deployed here is understood simultaneously as the imposition and the communication of a kind of stable (relatively) and perceptible set of norms. In contemporary settings, however, such an imposition is no longer substantive, and does not satisfactorily account for the universe or the place of humans in it. To better serve our understanding of the circumstances we find ourselves in, a reassessment of the degrees of complexity that are present in subject/object, analogue/digital, human/posthuman/more than human relations, is necessary.

Embracing the multiple and the philosophical imperative of assemblage, Compression Mode collects references, inspirations, and points of interest as it goes – sometimes coherently while at others taking vectoral tangents – always energized and dynamic, sometimes settling, hesitating to rest and ‘make sense’. Through a process of orchestration, the various players are mixed and composed, sometimes tonally and sometimes shaped by atonal serialism, at other times improvised. 

Across the pages that follow, mathematical patterns form a protean complex with compression serving to create moments of order and clarity. Ever present are the unthinking, mindlessness of nature, self-organization and pattern formation, noise, waste, and repetition as process. The approach chosen presents as a particular kind of repetition, where difference is enacted through resistance, and where noise names an unfolding and unstable visceral affect that is distinct from the critical distance of the intellect. Whereas the latter resolves to extricate itself from uncertainty, the former embraces it and rather than being a secondary emotional form of intellect, is a fuller, more complex, and expressive form.

Through music as art and art as music, the coming to dominance of the visual and the linguistic turn, and finally a return to the acoustic and to noise, the narrative unfolds as a non-linear topology formed from regions rather that points as new and strange geometries, spherical and harmonious, come to serve as our ‘measure’.

The grain of the voice, intuition, the collapse of subject/object and of narrator and story, where story is itself a compressed form of reality, combine as they do in the work of Borges to both reduce and expand the complexity of the event horizon.

The compression of data is more than a metaphor. It is a practice that constitutes ‘political economy by design’ and as such it serves to marginalize and exclude. The practice resonates with the rise of populism and the prevalence of the ‘lowest common denominator’, the pushing of difference to the margins (while simultaneously celebrating its triumph), and the intensifying of nationalism and retrenchment.

Finally, the digitization of life in all its forms continues unabated. Reconciled and described using data rendered into code, life as both nature and culture is increasingly organized into ordered patterns. When the word data is used in this context, it generally refers to information that has/can be transformed and compressed into language for computers to process. If it is to be understood as more than this, however, data must be recognized as having a primordial presence that has always existed, as measurable and immeasurable quanta, it is nothing new. It is rather the sum total of all potentiality: all the information that exists, accepted and contested in a universe where order always breaks down. With this firmly in mind, we enter the library of Babel and begin our quest.




Introduction

Digitization is the latest in a long line of symbolic ‘technologies’ that have sought to impose order and a degree of comprehensibility on a wild and unruly universe. Its predecessors comprise a multitude of practices and linguistic models that include mathematics, geometry, and musical notation. A journey through the history of these ‘technologies’ shows how the drive to compress (that is central to all of them) comes at a cost commonly characterized by exclusion, the entrenchment of bias, and ideological dogma. This, as will become clear, is testament to the tendency towards superficiality that such practices all too often display. If this is not to continue into the digital age, then these symbolic practices need to be understood as processes and the details of their unfolding must be rethought and reconstituted to include contrasting and relative notions of expansion and inclusion, even when this generates a degree of uncertainty. It is not the case that compression is a negative practice and expansion a positive one, but rather that the interoperability between the two needs to be properly understood and articulated across all modes of experiencing.

The compression and expansion of time and space and their representation, as means of understanding and exerting control over the conditions of our shared existence as well as our individual experience (this distinction is important and will be expanded upon further in this volume) of the world, are the key areas of concern in what follows. Different modes of understanding and exerting control might be a matter of science and technology, but they are also very much the concern of philosophy and aesthetics. Why is this important? Because all incidences of compression or expansion of time and space – whether enacted by humans explicitly (cultural phenomena), or as purely ‘natural’ phenomena (and these two options are not mutually exclusive), or technological and mathematical – change the constitution of objects and subjects, relative to one another in a complex universe of interconnectivity. Currently, the focus of such change is on environmental matters, global political economy, and the avoidance of catastrophe, yet there seem to be few answers to these challenges that adequately go beyond current received wisdom. Minor adjustments to established arrangements and privileges are insufficient. What follows will aim to introduce several complex and specialized positions that when combined can be simultaneously compressed and expanded into forms that communicate the potential for genuinely new ways of approaching current problems.

Noise, sound, and music can never be far away in terms of achieving this stated aim. They demonstrate the extent to which any ‘bringing to order’ – in this case the way music imposes patterned regularity on noise and sound – is a precarious one. As a particular example of compression, music and musical notation can usefully be deployed to support claims for an expanded mode of analysis that can move beyond the deficiencies that are inherent in previous modes and demonstrate the veracity of arguments that foreground dynamic processes of movement and incessant change. Bringing together a great many theoretical discussions around noise, sound, and music will underpin claims that the digital present requires acoustic rather than visual modes of engagement to properly understand its significance.

Victor Zuckerkandl in Sound and Symbol (1973) argued that music, rather than other linguistic forms, was best placed to resolve the lingering issues of correlationism. That is the unbreakable chain that not only links, but also separates, the object and the subject, the world as it is and the world as it appears. He adds to the physical and the psychic (object/subject) a third dynamic force evident in music to reveal the process that forms the connection – not a connection between two abstract positions, but one that binds them together as a singularity. It is a dynamic force, a process of constant interaction and communication back and forth, a process that orders and patterns (as a mode of compression) while simultaneously retaining the potential to be otherwise. It is not conducive to the imposition of representational meaning through language (spoken or written) but the possibility remains for its expression in the mathematical mode.

Mathematics, unlike the spoken or written word, is a language with a ‘mind of its own’ – strictly rule laden, and humans are its adherents. Both types of language (as sound and logic) display different degrees of what is understood here as compression. They combine in music. More about this will follow as sound and music are embedded as features of all art insofar as it constitutes what can be described as a ‘relative mode of expansion’, embellishing and adorning rather than reducing and defining.

Deploying sound, listening, noise, and music as recursive tropes, what follows will endeavour to plot a sensory journey through compressed and expanded territories of order and chaos such that political arguments can be propagated and sustained. Language, music as a form of language, format (media), and the digital along with the drive to compress and the need to expand, all raise questions for modes of experiencing, for aesthetics, and for contemporary models of political economy.

Language, in its multiple forms, it will be argued, is a mode of compression. It is ‘clear and distinct’ in proportion to its variability. Its origin and its philosophical and political implications are explored through the enduring figures of noise and sound showing how compression as a process of reduction can have multiple and sometimes unintended effects. It can be an incredibly useful practice but can equally generate conditions and circumstances that serve to disrupt established orders at best and descend into ‘chaos’ at worst.1 At present this fragile balance is insufficiently understood or has not been adequately communicated.

What is important is the outlining of a method. Researching (context), experimenting (with different arrangements of voices), and communicating are comingled practices that in combination form a point in space or a moment in time where/when science, art, and philosophy merge, and where freedom of expression and disciplined processes are equally important. This was the gift that Michel Serres gave the world, and his thinking along with that of Alfred North Whitehead, among others, figure largely here. Recognizing what happens when different voices are arranged to form dialogues within a reconstituted spatio-temporal context requires the interplay and simultaneity of compression and expansion to fully appreciate the complexity at work in the universe and our ability to comprehend it.

This method reflects on the speculative turn throughout. Speculation, like Heidegger’s questioning, masquerades as a counterpoint to compression. On one level it as an expansive linguistic practice, but ultimately it seeks to compress in the pursuit of essence, a pursuit that for some (Graham Harman, for instance) is ultimately futile. Whitehead on the other hand skips right past this laborious task and takes as given the existence of a real that is in a constant state of flux, decay, and renewal. In the end then, it is the way(s) in which human beings comprehend, and their status in a material universe of objects, entities, events, that is at stake.

Our experience of the world is modal. The totality of the universe, as singular, monistic and relative forms the ground or materiality through which we embody different, distinguishable but not separable modes of knowing. To a degree our relationships, with ourselves, each other, and the wider universe are purely physical, biological, and conform to specific cause and effect relationships. In another mode however we are perceptive beings who organize sense data into ordered patterns that are abstracted as symbols. Finally, as advanced



















	1.The process of digitizing music

	2.Postmodernism and the search for truth among the noise

	3.The speculative turn

	4.Improvisation

	5.Serres on sound

	6.Cox on materiality

	7.Boulez – smooth and striated – serialism.







	1 Chaos is a term that of course takes numerous forms. While used in the general sense of disorder in this instance, it must always be recognized that chaos retains, like noise, positive properties.

	2 This term is defined more fully in Chapter 2.

	3 Audio codecs are programs that compress data for transmission and decompress that data on the receiving end. Their speed is measured in thousands of bits processed per second, known as ‘bitrate’ or ‘kbps’, and this number varies even within a single format. Generally, a lower bitrate means a smaller file, but that also means more data (sound) is lost in compression.






	4 Why is the world suddenly characterized by an overwhelming and bewildering volume of information? That it is, is well documented (‘information overload paradox’). In some ways however it is nothing new (https://www.economist.com/1843/2018/06/21/information-overload-is-nothing-new).

	5 Oakeshott, M. (2015), Experience and Its Modes.

	6 ‘Reflections, echoes, doubles and souls do not belong to the domain of resemblance or equivalence; and it is no more possible to exchange one’s soul than it is to substitute real twins for one another.’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1994: 1)
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