
Compositional Methodology:				  
On the Individuation of a Problematic			 
of the Contemporary

Celia Lury

Introduction

The primary focus of Gilbert Simondon’s writings is the problematic of in-
dividuation (1992; 2017); a subsidiary but integral dimension of this focus is 
a concern with the individuation of a problematic. In this essay, I explore some 
of the methodological aspects of this process. At a fundamental level, ap-
proaching the construction of a problematic as a process of individuation, 
Simondon provides an alternative to theories of knowledge in which the pos-
sibility of knowledge is grounded in the constituting activity of the knowing 
subject. As he puts it, ‘We cannot know individuation in the common sense of 
the phrase; we can only individuate, individuate ourselves and in ourselves’ 
(1992: 317). 

In Simondon’s approach to the individuation of a problematic, metaphys-
ics and logic are merged in what is called transduction, that is, a recursive 
analogical operation in which the process of individuation ‘between the real 
exterior and the subject is grasped by the subject due to the analogical indi-
viduation of knowledge in the subject’ (Simondon quoted in Combes, 2012: 9; 
my italics). Transduction is the analogical and self-grounding dimension of 
the procedure of thought. As Adrian Mackenzie explains,

Every transduction is an individuation in process. It is a way something comes 
to be. Importantly, transduction refers not only to a process that occurs in 
physical, biological or technical ensembles as they individuate. It also occurs 
in and as thought. Thinking can be understood as an individuation of a think-
ing subject; not just something that someone who thinks does. (2002: 18)
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The individuation of a problematic is always double, both ontogenetic and 
epistemological. As Combes put it in her inf luential account, for Simondon, 
‘thought is nothing more than one of the phases of being-becoming, because 
the operation of individuation does not admit of an already constituted ob-
server.’ (2012: 7)

In what follows my concern is to explore the implications of the on-
to-epistemological doubling by focusing on issues of methodology. Given 
this concern, I risk falling into a kind of technocratic conception of the prob-
lematic, of inhabiting the position of a functionary (Flusser 2014), but I hope 
to avoid doing so by following Simondon in refusing to understand meth-
odology as a principle or a set of principles that can simply be applied or put 
into effect. Instead, the aim is to see methodology as a principle – or perhaps 
better – and, to adopt Simondon’s terminology, an operation, that is itself con-
stituted as it happens: ‘the transposition of the scheme is in turn accompanied 
by a composition of it’ (Simondon, quoted in Combes 2012: 13). I put forward 
the term ‘compositional methodology’ to describe the dynamic and meth-
odologically constitutive dimensions of the individuation of a problematic 
(Lury, forthcoming), the twisting of process into practice.

The use of the term ‘compositional’ is intended to draw attention to Si-
mondon’s distinctive notion of form. His criticism of hylomorphism – in 
which a pre-existing form is imposed on matter from outside – is well 
known. In Simondon’s view, such an understanding is inadequate in that 
it does not recognise the potentials that are always emerging in a process of 
individuation. To acknowledge this potential, he proposes a concept of form 
related to the activity of in-formation. In this understanding, information 
designates ‘the very operation of taking on form, the irreversible direction in 
which individuation operates’ (Combes 2012: 5). This understanding of form 
as an operation – a continuous, variable process – is also present in other 
process thinkers, including A.N. Whitehead, who says that the comprehen-
sion of process requires ‘an analysis of the interweaving of data, form, tran-
sition, and issue’ (Whitehead 1968: 34).
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A problematic of the contemporary

My aim here is to consider the methodological aspects of the individuation 
of a problematic by addressing the individuation of a problematic of the con-
temporary. Peter Osborne (1995) provides a note of caution for such a project 
when he suggests that the space of the contemporary is constituted as an 
illusory present in much social and cultural theory. He gives as an example 
those analyses that make use of the term ‘new media’ as if ‘new-ness’ provid-
ed its own context. This present-ism, he suggests, is a consequence of theo-
ry’s modernism and its negation of the past. Acknowledging the pitfalls of 
such an approach, I propose instead to elaborate what might be involved in 
the individuation of a problematic of the contemporary by drawing on Paul 
Rabinow’s anthropology of reason, which explicitly aims to move beyond 
modernity as a metric of inquiry.1 Rabinow presents the contemporary as an 
assemblage of old and new elements and their interactions and interfaces: 
‘The contemporary is a moving ratio of modernity, moving through the re-
cent past and near future in a (nonlinear) space that gauges modernity as an 
ethos already becoming historical.’ (2009: 2)

In this way of thinking, the individuation of a problematic of the con-
temporary is emergent, where emergence refers to ‘a state in which multiple 
elements combine to produce an assemblage, whose significance cannot be 
reduced to prior elements and relations’ (2009: 2). Simondon himself uses 
the term contemporary to describe the individuation of living individuals, in 
contradistinction to that of physical individuals: he says that the living indi-
vidual is contemporary with itself whereas a physical individual contains a 
past that is ‘radically “past”’ (1992). The restriction of this understanding of 
the contemporary to living entities is not adopted here since, methodolog-
ically, it is important to recognise the heterogeneity of milieu in which the 
individuation of a problematic takes place and acknowledge the significance 
of modes of conscious and non-conscious cognition that cut across the dis-
tinction between the living and the non-living (Hayles 2017). Although some 
scholars (Back and Puwar 2012) have proposed the term ‘live methods’ to gal-
vanise methods across the social sciences, what is proposed here is a little 
different (though not incompatible): that is, a compositional methodology is 

1 � Relatedly, Rabinow says, ‘it is only through discovering and giving form to elements that 
are already present that the inquiry can proceed’ (2009: 9).
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proposed in which the individuation of a problematic is a processual ensem-
ble of living and non-living entities. 

Having laid out some general methodological characteristics of the indi-
viduation of a problematic of the contemporary, let me now brief ly introduce 
the notion of epistemic infrastructures to orient the discussion of the envi-
ronment in which the individuation of problematics takes place. The term 
‘infrastructure’ highlights the ways in which individuation requires and in-
stalls ‘material supports’ in the world, including ‘buildings, bureaucracies, 
standards, forms, technologies, funding f lows, affective orientations, and 
power relations’ (Murphy 2017: 6). The term epistemic is used to signal that 
what is at issue is the nature of knowledge, justification and belief rather 
than (pre-formed) knowledge as such. Indeed, the relation of knowledge to 
truth, and the complex relations between knowledge, faith, feeling and be-
lief are central to discussions of the individuation of the problematic of the 
contemporary (for different perspectives on these issues see Simone 1994; 
Connelly 1999; Esposito 2013; Blencowe 2015). 

Crucially, infrastructures are never self-contained or discrete: they 
themselves leave legacies that impinge on environments, atmospheres and 
other material sites through complex interrelationships of energy trans-
ference, waste disposal and economics (for example, data centers globally 
currently account for 2% of global greenhouse emissions equivalent to avi-
ation)’ (Corby 2017: 368). And of course they are always changing. Consider, 
for example, the changes described by Alberto Corsín Jiménez (2014) in his 
discussion of beta or open source urbanism. By this he means the ways in 
which citizens are ‘wiring the landscape of their communities with the de-
vices, networks, or architectures that they deem worthy of local attention or 
concern’ (2014: 342). He situates these developments in relation to the ‘new 
economy of open knowledge’ emerging from organisational forms, such as 
peer‐to‐peer networks of collaboration, and in doing so identifies the possi-
bility of a right to infrastructure. 

Corsín Jiménez identifies three dimensions to this right. One, concep-
tual: projects in open source urbanism populate urban ecologies with digi-
tal and material entities whose emergence destabilises classical regulatory 
distinctions between public, private or commercial property forms, tech-
nologies and spaces. Two, technical: open source urban projects are built on 
networks of expertise and skills that traverse localised boundaries. Three, 
political: open source projects transform the stakes in modes of urban gover-
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nance. In an open source project, a community may assume political and ex-
pert management of its infrastructure. By bringing these three dimensions 
together, he suggests, it becomes possible to read the right to infrastructure 
as a verb, not a noun: 

The process of infrastructuring makes visible and legible the languages, me-
dia, inscriptions, artefacts, devices, and relations – the betagrams – through 
which political and social agencies are endowed with […] expressive capacity. 
(2014: 357)

But, as Corsín Jiménez also acknowledges, both the right to and the capacity 
for infrastructure are unevenly distributed. There is a precarious politics as-
sociated with the articulation of this right and the associated redistribution 
of expertise. For example, in the UK and more widely in Europe, academ-
ics in all disciplines are now routinely encouraged to extend collaboration 
outside the academy, not simply to engage representatives of business, gov-
ernment and the third sector, social movements and the public, but to invite 
them to participate in research activity as co-producers of knowledge. On 
the one hand, it is part of a shift in emphasis from the experimental as a 
knowledge-site to the experimental as a social process. On the other hand, 
it is also an unequal playing field, in which the nature and characteristics 
of the social are being redefined (Marres, Guggenheim and Wilkie 2018). At 
the same time, ‘users’ (that is, most of us who engage with digital media as 
part of our everyday lives) are increasingly required to take part in/be part 
of a variety of genres of participation, including tests, trials, games, com-
petitions, experiments, quizzes and so on, also including various forms of 
tracking and tracing, where we are not so much participating as being par-
ticipated. In these practices, knowledge-making is implicitly and explicitly 
tied to the creation of epistemic cultures of increasingly diverse, distributed 
heterogeneous kinds (Knorr Cetina 1999), including (multi-sided) markets. 
As the traditional entry and exit points of knowledge-creation become less 
clear ‘information’ asymmetries proliferate. 

The politics of infrastructuralism is also at issue in the emergence of 
what are called global challenges or global problems. In these uses, the glob-
al is sometimes understood as size or magnitude, that is, some problems – 
such as climate change or disease – are understood to be so ‘big’ as to be 
global. In addition, the term is sometimes extended to a concern with the 
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heterogeneity of the actors said to be required to address such problems, 
and the necessity of including both human and non-human participants. On 
other occasions, much of the data and processes associated with what are 
called global problems are now held to operate below and before thresholds 
of human awareness. These kinds of formulations are increasingly hard to 
avoid. But the concept of the global and the related term globalisation are 
also contested, at least in some disciplines: it is argued that they cannot cap-
ture the intensities and unevenness of the variety of mobilities that cross-
cut the world (Sheller and Urry 2006). For this reason, some scholars prefer 
to explore the unevenness that might be introduced into an understanding 
of such mobilities by focusing on ‘inter’-relations. This approach has more 
resonance with a consideration of the individuation of a problematic of the 
contemporary, and with an emphasis on the making or composing – rather 
than the finding – of problems.

Consider, for example, those scholars who have drawn on the idea of 
‘Asia as a method’ (Chen 2010) to develop both an intellectual movement – 
Inter-Asia Cultural Studies (IACS) – and a methodology, Inter-Asia method-
ology. Inter-Asia as methodology involves visibilizing the normative frame 
that often has the ‘West’ as its key reference point, comparative work, and 
the identification of terms to become part of a broader conceptual frame-
work. For Niranjana this includes what she calls the ‘pressing’ of concepts, 
that is a mutual or lateral interrogation of concepts with each other to reveal 
their interconnections and how they unevenly implicate simultaneously dif-
ferent Asian locations, the production of genealogies of the Asian ‘present’ 
(2013).

Infrastructural changes such as the increase in computational capac-
ity, the growing availability of ‘real-time’ data and transformations in the 
ecosystem of data retrieval, have also contributed to a preoccupation with 
the relation of research to the future. In particular, these changes have 
stimulated discussion as to whether the future can somehow be brought 
into the present, that is whether the future can be not just predicted but in 
some sense anticipated. That is, for example, one way of understanding the 
changes in the calculation of risk associated with new techniques of statis-
tical analysis (Amoore 2013). It is also linked to a resurgence of interest in 
design as a methodology and a concern with the performativity of method. 
The appropriation of design methodology is also associated with the making 
of artefacts of all kinds, including epistemic artefacts, synthetic materials or 
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even smart cities. In research linked to smart materials, smart cars or smart 
cities, design methodology contributes to the creation of cognitive and epis-
temic artifacts that are held to have the capacity to modulate the present in 
what is described as real time, bypassing more human forms of governance. 
As epistemic infrastructures come to be equipped with real-time instrumen-
tation, including actuators (Hayles 2017), and a growing number of storage 
and memory artefacts able to mobilise and articulate the potential-izing ca-
pacities of individuation, Simondon’s claim that time itself is ‘the expression 
of the dimensionality of the being as it is becoming individualised’ (1992: 314) 
is being activated methodologically. 

-ing

By focusing on form as in-formation, the proposal of the term compositional 
methodology is designed to draw attention to the uneven, non-linear tem-
poralities of this methodological activation. The thinking behind the term 
was developed in the perhaps unlikely context of working on an International 
Handbook of Interdisciplinary Methods (2018; with co-editors Rachel Fensham, 
Alexandra Heller-McCrea, Angela Last, Mike Michael, and Emma Uprich-
ard), the working shorthand for which was -ing! Contributors were asked to 
describe the do-ing of their chosen methods. 

An inspiration for this approach was the artist Richard Serra’s claim that 
‘Drawing is a verb’. His artwork Verb List  (1967-68) serves as a kind of mani-
festo for this pronouncement. In pencil, on two sheets of paper, in four col-
umns of scripts, the artist lists the infinitives of 84 verbs – to roll, to crease, to 
fold, to store, for example – and 24 possible states or conditions – of gravity, of 
entropy, of photosynthesis, of nature among others. In an interview, Serra says, 
‘[t]he problem I was trying to resolve … was: How do you apply an activity or a 
process to a material and arrive at a form that refers back to its own making?’ 
(Garrels 2011). The art critic Rosalind Krauss suggests that the list describes 
Serra’s own practice in terms of action that ‘simply acts, and acts, and acts’ 
(1985: 101). Serra himself draws attention to the relations in which the action 
that ‘simply acts’ takes place: he describes the list as a series of ‘actions to 
relate to oneself, material, place, and process’ (Buchloh 2000: 7; my emphasis). 

The verbs in the list are transitive, that is, in linguistic terms, they can 
imply or express an object – to roll pastry, to crease paper, to fold metal, to 
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store data, for example. This formulation – of implication or expression – is 
important; the verbs are not ‘applied’ to materials – they imply or implicate an 
object in a process, ‘something/happening’ as one of the contributors, Thomas 
Jellis, says in a discussion of experimenting (Jellis 2018: 53). This, perhaps, is 
why 24 examples ‘of’ a variety of objects, conditions or states are also included 
in the list by Serra: verbs are expressions of objects, conditions or states, and 
objects, states and conditions are the implication or expression of verbs. 

Perhaps most significantly for a compositional methodology, how the 
verbs in Serra’s list imply or express an object is a problem – indeed, it is 
‘the’ problem. As he puts it, the problem is how to accomplish a form by or in 
doing. Drawing on this insight, and the contributions to the Handbook, the 
proposal I want to advance here is that the individuation of a problematic of 
the contemporary is an accomplishment of the do-ing of a method or meth-
ods, that is, it is an accomplishment of a practice in which there is a referral 
back to person, place, matter and process. For Serra, as for Simondon, that 
this accomplishment emerges as a form cannot be assumed: the operation 
of methods may or may not arrive at a form, have purchase on a question, or 
individuate a problem.

‘[n]ot having turns of phrase and modes of conjugation indicating processu-
ality (like the English form -ing that indicates an action in the process of hap-
pening) available to him in his language, Simondon is to some extent con-
strained, in order to introduce dynamism into his thought, to invent a style.’ 
(2013: 109). 

In contrast to Serra’s use of the infinitive form of verbs in Verb List, the ap-
proach introduced in the Handbook places emphasis on what are, in the 
English language, known as gerunds, that is, active present tense forms that 
may also function as nouns (a doubling that is made explicit in Serra’s phrase, 
‘Drawing is a verb’).2 Put rather grandly, the Handbook’s concern with meth-
ods as gerunds or -ings is intended to identify the potential of methods to 

2 � In English, this verb form typically ends in -ing, which is why our informal name for the 
Handbook was –ings! As Rachel Fensham, one of the co-editors of the Handbook, pointed 
out in discussion, other languages do not necessarily have the same verb forms. Indeed, as 
Combes points out in her influential explication of Simondon’s conception of individua-
tion, ‘[n]ot having turns of phrase and modes of conjugation indicating processuality (like 
the English form -ing that indicates an action in the process of happening) available to him 
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compose problems as interruptions of the (historical) present. That is, the 
aim of a compositional methodology is to emphasise the role of methods in 
the making of problems as an activation of the present: they are of interest in-
sofar as they contribute to the determination of a situation as a problem, that 
is, ‘a state of things in which something that will perhaps matter is unfolding 
amidst the usual activity of life’ (Berlant 2008: 4). Just as Simondon says of a 
concept that it ‘is neither a priori or a posteriori but a praesentia, because it is 
an informative and interactive communication between that which is larger 
than the individual and that which is smaller’ (1992: 310), so we sought to de-
scribe interdisciplinary methods. Put rather more prosaically, the aim was 
to consider how methods might constitute some aspect of what is given, the 
present – in all its geo-political complexity – as a situation that has poten-
tials that can be methodologically activated in specific, precise ways.3 

How to realise this aspiration is described in a variety of ways in the 
Handbook. Matthew Reason says in his discussion of the method of drawing, 
‘[d]rawing is at once immediate, and yet takes time’: 

When I ask a participant to draw me a picture I am inviting a dif ferent dy-
namic than if I had simply asked them to talk. I do not expect them to re-
spond instantly. Instead drawing imposes a slowing down, a pause for reflec-
tion in the returning to memories. (Reason 2018: 48)

Gail Davies and Helen Scalway say of the diagram, 

[…] it hasn’t got a beginning, it hasn’t got an end but nonetheless the incom-
mensurable meanings are there, written in, but it hasn’t got to have that lin-
ear structure of time. (Davies and Scalway 2018: 226)

in his language, Simondon is to some extent constrained, in order to introduce dynamism 
into his thought, to invent a style.’ (2013: 109)
She continues: ‘For all its subtlety, this style is nonetheless tangible, relying in large part on 
a specific usage of punctuation: it is thus not rare to see deployed, in a phrase composed 
of brief compositions connected with semicolons, all the phases of a movement of being 
or an emotion.’ (ibid) 

3 � LaMarre, in his translation of Combes, uses the word ‘givenness’ in place of ‘il y a’ (which he 
also describes as a gloss on ‘es gibt’), all phrases used to refer to ‘being as such’, in contra-
distinction to individuated being.
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Alex Wilkie observes of speculating:

Speculation, however, requires a shif t in approach from analysing how 
probabilistic futures are manifested, managed and contested in the present 

– how actors imagine, model, predict, coordinate and in turn configure the 
future to the present – to the construction of adequate concepts and devices 
for exploring possible latent futures that matter. A word of caution is in order 
here, however: speculation is both prospective and retrospective. It applies 
as much to the politics of explaining past events (what might have been) as 
it does to the capturing of future possibilities (what might be). (Wilkie 2018: 
347)

Catherine Ayres and David Bissel use the term suspending to describe the 
analytical potential of acknowledging the multiple durations present in an 
interview. They say,

Dif ferent durations resonate at dif ferent times, sometimes immediately, 
and sometimes years af ter the initial encounter. Following Ingold’s (1993) 
observations about the multiple co-existent temporalities of landscapes, we 
want to show how the interview “landscape” is steeped in the pasts and pos-
sible futures of researcher and researched alike, a site in which trajectories 
converge and transform. We want to revisit the interview event between 
Catherine and John to draw out “suspending” as a methodological interven-
tion filled with theoretical, practical and ethical possibilities for thinking em-
pirical encounters. (Ayres and Bissell 2018: 76)

Jussi Parikka says:

As a method, digging opens up historically constructed material reality. It 
does not merely expose “ruins” but the multiple historical realities where 
material infrastructures have been layered, revealing dif ferent “distinctive 
temporalities and evolutionary paths” (Mattern 2015: 14). In this sense, dig-
ging opens the dif ferent temporalities that are all the time layered in infra-
structures of cities, in media technological objects and in everyday situations. 
(Parikka 2018: 164-5)
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Importantly, this activation of the present in the individuation of a prob-
lematic is not something that is a one-off, a discrete procedure, but rather, 
something that itself is typically conducted as part of a distributed and col-
laborative process in which a problematic individuates and is individuated. 
In other words, just as LaMarre notes in his discussion of technical individ-
uation, ‘because machines also exist in series and in ensembles, we also need 
to look at their phylogeny, at the relation between reproduction and trans-
formation’ (1999: 104), so also do we need to look at the distributed or differ-
entiated reproduction of problems. To use a different, although related, set 
of terms, problems are always the methodologically induced property of dis-
tributed practical fields, themselves comprising researchers, methods, ma-
terials and media, connected to each other in time and space in diverse ways 
as part of the constantly changing epistemic infrastructure. Or, as Combes 
puts it, transductive unity is accomplished through ‘a relative store of the 

“spacing out of being”, its capacity for dephasing’ (2013: 6). 
To explore what all this might mean in relation to an individuation of a 

problematic of the contemporary let me return to the notion of process de-
scribed by Simondon as transduction, and described by Whitehead as con-
formation–the interweaving of data, form, transition, and issue. Simondon 
says: 

By transduction, we mean a physical, biological, mental or social opera-
tion, through which an activity [of relation] propagates from point to point 
within a domain, grounding this propagation in the structuration of the do-
main, which is operated from place to place: each region of the constituted 
structure serves as a principle of constitution for the next region. (Simondon, 
quoted in Combes 2013: 6)

In this process, the operations of in-formation link the problematic and the 
associated milieu and ground the links between internal and external milieu. 
This is a difficult process to grasp but it is one way to acknowledge that a 
problem does not simply take place or individuate in an unchanging context, 
nor only to recognise that it is simply the context that is changing, but to 
acknowledge that the changing context is (also) changed by each action. One 
way of understanding this is through the notion of recursion, where recur-
sion is understood as a repetition that sums as it sequences. In other words, 
the action that simply acts in the individuation of a problematic of the con-

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839446409-007 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839446409-007
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Celia Lury138

temporary is not so simple at all, but, rather, compounds the problem. A par-
adigmatic example is free software, where the infrastructure (code) is self‐
grounded by the very collaborative effort that sets it in motion (Kelty 2008). 
In earlier work (Adkins/Lury 2011; Lury/Wakeford 2012) I used the term 
auto-spatialisation – adopted from the philosopher Gilles Châtelet (1999) – 
to describe this process of individuating a problem. From a compositional 
methodology point of view, the operation of individuation as auto-spatial-
isation can be taken to mean that a problem is always both a composite and 
compositional, that is, a form that is of the process of being in-formed. And 
this composition continually actualises potential as it makes relations be-
tween a problem and (the changing) context anew: a problem individuating 
is never fully solved but always in suspension. 

Auto-spatialisation

Let me give some examples from a variety of disciplinary and interdisciplin-
ary practices. 

First, sampling. Zeilinger (2014) proposes that we recognise sampling as 
a methodological intervention, not simply as borrowing or stealing, but as a 
purposeful replacement of a recognizable original. He gives two cases. The 
first concerns a record of the Bobby Darin 1959 hit song Dream Lover, which 
as a result of the repeated playing of selected passages is scratched so that 
the needle gets stuck, repeating certain grooves: ‘the jumping needle trans-
forms the line “Dream lover, where are you – with a love oh so true?” into a 
loop that sounds like: “Dreamlo-lo-lo-lover where are yo-u-u-u-u […]?”’ (2014: 
163-164). The effect of this stuttering, he says, subtly changes the line’s conno-
tation: ‘The scratched record takes on the quality of a new utterance […], and, 
from its inscribed involuntary repetitions and stammering, the listener may 
discern the longing for love, the insecurities, and the unfulfilled desires of a 
whole generation of listeners.’ (2014: 164) The second case concerns the film 
Alone. Zeilinger says,

[b]y my estimation, Arnold’s Alone appropriates a total of around two minutes 
from several source films and, by inserting countless repetitions of sampled 
snippets, stretches the source material to roughly eight times its original du-
ration. This intervention allows the filmmaker to focus on a number of arche-
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typical character constellations (such as Father-Son, Father-Mother-Son, and 
Mother-Son-Love Interest) and to foreground in these constellations psycho-
logical issues that the cultural mainstream tends to gloss over. (2014: 164)

Through these two cases, Zeilinger argues that sampling can uncover, fore-
ground, and repurpose the meanings of original materials. He shows how 
sampling can return the past to the present and the future. In making this 
argument he is very much concerned with the ways in which repetition is 
sequenced, that is, in the terms being developed here, how the organisation 
of auto-spatialisation can individuate a problematic in very particular ways: 

When we sample, we do not necessarily produce anti-authoritative ruptures 
(that would be the legal action of the sampling artist as pirate); rather, sam-
pling allows us to become part of circuits of meaningful repetition that can 
create new intimacies, new rapports between us, the original work, and the 
sampling piece itself. Sampling simultaneously dismantles and reinstates a 
work, an idea, or a unit. (2014: 169)

A second example comes from a study of Fluidity, the name of an open source 
computational code that is the key methodological resource of a large group 
of scientists at the Applied Modelling and Computation Group at Imperial 
College in London. In his ethnography of this group, Matthew Spencer de-
scribes the complex temporalities that are involved in the transformation 
in use of this code by scientists in different disciplines, working both inde-
pendently and collaboratively, in syncopated rhythms with each other. He 
writes,

[r]esearch projects carry with them the whole weight of their past. While the 
trajectory of construction may move from a mathematical model of an ana-
lytical solution to a model of a well-studied experiment, the results of these 
previous stages become concretised in the apparatus as part of a testing 
system. When a scientist moves on to model something new, it is import-
ant to be assured that changes made in doing this have not undone earlier 
successes that built the foundation for the project. So as a test incorporated 
into the automated build and test suite, the earlier result will be run every 
time modifications are made to the code, ensuring that confidence from past 
success can still hold. […] When a model is under active development, it is 
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never enough to cite validations and verifications that have been made in the 
past, because these have been made with respect to a dif ferent code. All past 
verification and validation accreted in the present system of research is thus 
carried forwards with current research projects, applied over and over again 
to every new iteration of the code. (Spencer 2013: 107)

This characteristic – the operationalisation of repetition in ways that actively 
engage and exploit a context that is itself changing – is an aspect of all indi-
viduation (including the individuation of a problematic), so Simondon would 
suggest. As Spencer acknowledges, scientific practice has always been repet-
itively distributed in space and time, but his study shows the newly enhanced 
methodological importance of the changing organisation of that repetition 
in a shared computational infrastructure that is itself being deliberately changed 
in a process of auto-spatialisation.

A third example relates to the use of computer-generated images (CGIs) 
in urban planning. Rose, Degen and Melhuish (2014) argue that rather than 
seeing them as still images, as static representations of urban space, they 
should be understood as interfaces circulating through a dynamic soft-
ware-supported network space:

[…] the action done on and with CGIs as they are created takes place at a series 
of interfaces. These interfaces – between and among humans, sof tware, and 
hardware – are where work is done both to create the CGI and to create the 
conditions for their circulation. (2014: 386)

Crucially, understood as interfaces, the circulation of a CGI is not secondary 
to its creation, but both a condition and a consequence of its methodological 
value in a process of auto-spatialisation. 

A fourth example – perhaps the paradigmatic one – concerns the in-
creasing importance attached to search in the conduct of re-search. David 
Stark observes a shift in the ways in which networks are transforming the 
processes of classification that are fundamental to many kinds of research 
(2011: 169). Things changed, he says, when the founders of Google reorgan-
ised search from a classificatory to a network logic: 

[…] new social technologies exploit, radically in recombination, the three ba-
sic activities of life on the Web: search, link, interact. [… S]earch based on the 
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structure of the links […]. Interact based on the structure of searches […] [L]ink 
based on the structure of the interactions. (2011: 171)

Stark emphasises the capacity of this new logic of search to correct a defi-
ciency of methods that conceive databases as ‘passive’ and model search as 
information retrieval, that is, assume that the existing, often static, struc-
ture of an information resource contains all the relevant knowledge to be 
discovered. In contrast, Stark says, ‘[o]nce the vast databases are seen as 
an associative knowledge structure, the goal is to make them accessible as 
evolving knowledge repositories’ (2011: 171). New categories emerge by treat-
ing users themselves as information resources with their own specific con-
texts. While the concept of category is not abandoned it is reconceived in re-
lation to contexts produced in relation to circulation or movement: 

[…] short-term categories bring together a number of possibly highly unrelat-
ed contexts, which in turn create new associations in the individual informa-
tion resources that would never occur with their own limited context. (Stark 
2011: 173)

Each of these examples demonstrates the methodologically constitutive op-
eration of auto-spatialisation, including, perhaps most significantly, prac-
tices of contexting that provide (unevenly) shared resource for the individu-
ation of a problematic in terms of movement within and through changing 
milieu.

Rendition

To consider what is at stake in these practices for the individuation of a prob-
lematic of the contemporary let me introduce the artist Hito Steyerl’s de-
scription of how the practice of film editing is currently being transformed. 
It is, she says, 

[…] being expanded by techniques of encryption – techniques of selection – 
and ways to keep material safe and to distribute information. Not only mak-
ing it public, divulging or disclosing, but really finding new formats and cir-
cuits for it. I think this is an art that has not yet been defined as such, but it is, 
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well, aesthetic. It’s a form. […] Now it’s not only about narration but also about 
navigation, translation, braving serious personal risk, and evading a whole 
bunch of military spooks. It’s about handling transparency as well as opacity, 
in a new way, in a new, vastly extended kind of filmmaking that requires vast-
ly extended skills. (Steyerl/Poitras 2015: 311)

Steyerl proposes that the question of how information is ‘stored, secured, 
circulated, redacted, checked, and so on [… the] entire art of withholding 
and disseminating information and carefully determining the circumstanc-
es’ is a ‘formal decision’. She emphasises that this decision has an unstable 
temporality:

When I’m working with Af ter Ef fects,4 there is hardly any real-time play back. 
So much information is being processed, it might take two hours or longer 
before you see the result. So editing is replaced by rendering. Rendering, ren-
dering, staring at the render bar. It feels like I’m being rendered all the time.

What do you do if you don’t really see what you edit while you’re doing it? 
You speculate. It’s speculative editing. You try to guess what it’s going to look 
like if you put key frames here and here and here. Then there are the many 
algorithms that do this kind of speculation for you. (Steyerl /Poitras 2015: 312)

In dialogue with Steyerl, the filmmaker Laura Poitras discusses the pro-
gramme TREASUREMAP used by the US National Security Agency (NSA) to 
provide analysts with ‘a near-real-time map of the internet and every device 
connected to it’. She suggests that at the core of the NSA’s approach to data 
collection is a ‘retrospective querying – how to see narrative after the fact’ 
(Steyerl and Poitras 2015: 312).5 

In the terms being developed here Steyerl provides a description of a 
specific form of auto-spatialisation – one which I suggest is increasingly 
dominant: rendition (see also Day and Lury 2017). Rendering or rendition is 
a term with many everyday as well as technical definitions, including: a per-

4 � Adobe Af ter Ef fects is a sof tware tool for video compositing, motion graphics design and 
animation.

5 � Following this line of thought, phenomena such as ‘fake news’ can be understood as epis-
temic artefacts of practices of rendition.
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formance, a translation, an artistic depiction, a representation of a building 
executed in perspective, as well as meaning to return, to make a payment 
in money, kind or service, to pay in due (a tax or tribute) and, in legal terms, 
to transfer persons from one jurisdiction to another. The origin for all these 
uses of the term is the Latin reddere: ‘to give back.’ However, as Steyerl’s de-
scription makes clear – and the current salience of the term ‘forced rendition’ 
also highlights – rendition can operate in ways that are deeply challenging 
to artistic practice. More widely, Steyerl’s description of the changing con-
ditions of editing provides a way to identify some of the issues facing any-
one concerned with the individuation of a problematic of the contemporary. 
Among many others, these include: the ‘auto’ of auto-spatialisation; the 
composition of styles of reasoning; and transcontextualism and radicalizing 
contexts.

First, the ‘auto’ of auto-spatialisation. In relation to the changes in epis-
temic infrastructures described earlier, the provocation provided by my in-
troduction of the notion of rendition makes visible the political importance of 
negotiating the tension between auto-as-autonomy and auto-as automatism. 
This concern is perhaps most evident in discussions of algorithms in general 
and machine learning in particular (Mackenzie 2017), since the evaluation of 
these methods relates to how they operationalise recursion (Fuller and Gof-
fey 2012; Totaro and Ninno 2014). What is of concern is the kinds of control 

– the new kinds of normal, for example – that are established as recursion is 
used to ‘organise heterogeneous material into a continuous, self-consistent 
pattern’. And while ‘each recursive event is different, in terms of its scale, 
location in time, in the complications it may entail, and in terms of its place 
in relation to its nesting within other recursions or to those in which it is in 
turn nested’, it is still by no means clear whether and how these methods are 
able to automate statistical induction to meaningful effect (Pasquinelli 2017). 

This point leads onto the second issue – composite styles of reasoning. 
Simondon is keen to distinguish transduction from both deduction and in-
duction. He says that, unlike deduction, transduction ‘does not seek else-
where a principle to resolve the problem at hand; rather, it derives the re-
solving structure from the tensions themselves within the domains’ (1992: 
315). And transduction is not comparable to induction, he says, ‘because in-
duction retains the character of the term of the reality as it is understood 
in the area under investigation – deriving the structures of analyses from 
these terms themselves […] it only retains that which is positive, which is to 
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say, that which is common to all the terms, eliminating whatever is singu-
lar’ (1992: 315). Abduction – as it is commonly understood as the formation 
of explanatory hypotheses – has more affinity with transduction insofar as 
it is often explicitly defined in terms of inventiveness or creativity (Schurz 
2008). However, the examples of auto-spatialisation outlined above suggest 
that transduction need not be restricted or reduced to any of deduction, in-
duction or abduction, but that – in the individuation of specific problematics 

– all such styles of reasoning may play a role, in different ways, in different 
phases. Perhaps this is one way to think of a moving ratio? 

Certainly the changes in epistemic infrastructures described above in-
vite and support re-combinations of styles of reasoning: they allow, for ex-
ample, for a variety of kinds of feedback, reciprocity and repetition. These, 
in turn, enable a more explicit engagement with what Simondon describes 
as the allagmatic dimensions of individuation, in which the concern is with 
description rather than explanation, or perhaps better, there are more ways 
to link description and explanation (Uprichard 2013; Mackenzie 2015). These 
include ongoing (epistemologically diverse and heterogeneously compos-
ite) experiments in anticipation (Ramírez and Selin 2014), speculation (as 
above and see Wilkie, Savransky and Rosengarten 2017), prototyping (Corsín 
Jiménez 2017), agent-based modelling, and simulation (Gilbert 2008; Gilbert 
and Troitzsch 2005). At the same time, the questionable epistemological sta-
tus of, for example, ‘narratives after the fact’, the unstable evidential value of 
the possible rather than the probable, and concerns about whether and how 
anticipation comes to be associated with a pre-emption of the future all point 
to the political as well as epistemological dilemmas involved in the individu-
ation of a problematic of the contemporary. 

The third issue provoked by the notion of rendition and shared by the ex-
amples above can be understood in terms of the genus of syndromes that 
Gregory Bateson describes as transcontextualism. By this term, Bateson re-
fers to a variety of cognitive tangles sharing common features, which he says 
are a result of the ‘weaving of contexts and of messages which propose con-
text – but which, like all messages, whatsoever, have ‘meaning’ only by virtue 
of context’ (1972: 275-276). He says that most of these syndromes are not to be 
regarded as pathological (although his own thinking about the transcontex-
tual relates to his attempts to understand schizophrenia), but should rather 
be understood as ‘double takes’ of a variety of kinds. Examples include when 
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‘[e]xogenous events may be framed in the context of dreams, and internal 
thought may be projected into the contexts of the external world’ (1972: 200). 

While Bateson’s discussion of the implications of transcontextualism is 
largely confined to the level of the individual organism, his observations have 
considerable relevance in relation to the individuation of a problematic of 
the contemporary insofar as there is now an increased potential for contexts 
to be multiplied, and for heterogeneous cultures of contexting (Seaver 2015) 
to collide as well as for contexts to be equipped so as to be able to be interac-
tive (Lury and Marres 2015).6 As Bateson notes, there are a variety of ways to 
respond to or inhabit the transcontextual, including minimizing encounters 
with the transcontextual and actively resisting transcontextual pathways. 
However, neither way seems adequate at a time of ‘radicalizing contexts’. As 
Antoinette Rouvroy and Thomas Berns point out, ‘action based on the an-
ticipation of individual behaviours could in the future be increasingly lim-
ited to an intervention on their environment, especially if the environment 
itself is reactive and intelligent, that is, if it collects data in real-time through 
multiple sensors, and shares and processes them to constantly adapt to spe-
cific needs and dangers, which is already the case at least during the signif-
icant part of life that individuals spend online’ (2013: 172). Moreover, as both 
Bateson and Simondon acknowledge, (knowledge) propositions are always 
affective and have the potential to be pathological. Bateson writes, 

[p]sychologists commonly speak as if the abstractions of relationship (de-
pendency, hostility, love, etc.) were real things which are to be described or 
expressed by messages. This is epistemology backwards: in truth, the mes-
sages constitute the relationship, and words like ‘dependency’ are verbally 
coded descriptions of patterns immanent in the combination of exchanged 
messages. (1972: 201)

6 � For Cooley, communications provide for not only an extension, but also a possible multi-
plicity of environments. As a consequence, selection emerges as a formative, infrastructur-
al dynamic in which ‘a million environments solicit’ the emergent individual (Cooley 1897: 
23). A mundane example of this is the situation in which wifi networks solicit you (or your 
machine) to join them, the relative strength of their signals disrupting any continuity of 
context. 
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Conclusion

This discussion has addressed a subsidiary but integral dimension of Simon-
don’s thinking: the individuation of a problematic. It introduced the term 
compositional methodology to draw attention to the methodological dimen-
sions of this process, focusing on the temporalities involved in what was de-
scribed as the activation of the present or the folding of process into practice 
as part of the individuation of a problematic of the contemporary. It further 
sought to demonstrate that the methodological aspects of the individuation 
of a problematic of the contemporary cannot be separated from the affective, 
moral and political aspects of this process by introducing the notion of ren-
dition alongside the term auto-spatialisation. 

In conclusion, I want to return to the understanding of the contemporary 
and its significance for an understanding of the individuation of a problem-
atic. On the one hand, if we wish to avoid the present-ism of which Osborne 
speaks it is important to acknowledge Simondon’s relation to the cybernetic 
theory that was emerging at the time of his writing (see Hörl 2012). He him-
self recognised the importance of doing so, distinguishing between what he 
considered to be his own qualitative interpretation of information and the 
quantitative understanding operationalised by Shannon and Weaver (Hay-
ward and Geoghegan 2012). But still the question remains: Does Simondon’s 
use of the concept of in-formation rely on an understanding that is insuf-
ficiently distinguished from that which is operationalised in the practices 
which are, very often, the object of study? That is, does his reliance on a no-
tion of in-formation make him unable to challenge cybernetic thinking and 
practice and so make his understanding of individuation inadequate for un-
derstanding the contemporary? On the other hand, to avoid the pitfalls of a 
deterministic historicism, perhaps we need to recognise that the individu-
ation of a problematic of the contemporary has potentials that can only be 
actualised in relation to the impersonal power of a shifting present (Esposito 
2012). While being aware of the possibility of foreclosure of thought implied 
in rendition, the analysis above suggests that we should not retreat to the 
(un)certainties of a knowing subject, but rather assess what it means for un-
certainty about to be distributed unevenly, and what conceptual personae 

– the idiot (Stengers 2005), the lurker (Goriunova 2017), the digital subject 
(Wark 2018), the machine learner (Mackenzie 2017) – might be adequate as 
we ‘individuate, individuate ourselves and in ourselves’. 
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