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Abstract
Media/Fetish: A Postcolonial Archeology of New Media and Africa
by
Jennifer A Blaylock
Doctor of Philosophy in Film & Media
University of California, Berkeley

Professor Mary Ann Doane, Chair

Media/Fetish analyzes the history of media technologies in anglophone West Africa with a
special emphasis on Ghana from the early twentieth century to the present. Each chapter
examines representations of a different media technology—gramophones, cinema, television,
and mobile phones—at the time when they were new. Through an engagement with African
studies, critical race theory, and postcolonial studies, Media/Fetish addresses a recurring
deficiency in the history and theory of new media. By reorienting the emphasis from historical
moments of invention, which tacitly privilege Euro-American ontologies of new media, to the
analysis of the meanings of media technologies once they are adopted and adapted, Media/Fetish
shows how the world is structured by new media use in Accra as much as it is by new media
design in Silicon Valley. I argue that media have, in part, been made “new” by their discursive
relationship to racialized development narratives. Be it the colonial civilizing mission to bring
Western knowledge to Africans through mobile cinema or the promise of black uplift through the
formation of Ghana’s national television, race has been crucial to global theories of new media.
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“The bourgeoisie that led the development of capitalism were drawn from particular ethnic and cultural
groups; the European proletariats and the mercenaries of the leading states from others; its peasants from
still other cultures; and its slaves from entirely different worlds. The tendency of European civilization
through capitalism was thus not to homogenize but to differentiate—to exaggerate regional, subcultural,
and dialectical differences into ‘racial’ ones.”

Cedric Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition’

Introduction
Unboxing the Mediating Fetish

From an extreme high angle, a fast-motion shot captures MissTechy’s hands opening an
87x5” rectangle black box. Lifting the cover from the left side of the package and pulling it to the
right she unfolds the box into three even sections. A mobile phone sits cradled by black plastic
packaging in the center while two smaller closed boxes flank it on either side. Each compartment
contains delectable electronic accessories not yet visible. Power adapters, plastic protective cases,
earbuds, and a sim-card slot opener, all patiently await unveiling. Unexpected excitement and
suspense accompanies the familiar action of unwrapping a new mobile phone and its
supplementary trappings, leading to the unparalleled global popularity of unboxing videos on
YouTube. Videos that feature hosts slowly describing new technological products as they
methodically open their packaging may not seem like riveting content, but unboxing YouTube
channels enjoy millions of subscribers.? The global popularity of the genre began following the
much-anticipated release of Apple’s first-generation iPhone in June 2007. Google Trends has
recorded that global searches for “unboxing” noticeably took an upswing after the iPhone debut.?
Few of those first-generation iPhone unboxing videos remain on YouTube, but those that do
continue to receive techno-nostalgic comments that remark on the speed at which mobile phone
technology has changed.

The emphasis on the packaging in unboxing videos demonstrates that the box is
fetishized as much as the device. Opinions about the visual aesthetics of the packaging and the
phones are important components of the genre, but unboxing videos are different from product
reviews. Many show what the box looks like and what is inside without stating their attitudes
about the functionality of the product. In iPhone unboxing videos, not only is the commodity
divorced from the means of its production, the aesthetics of the technology and the boxes they
come in, spectacularly separate it from its use value. This is particularly true of the iPhone
unboxing video because of Apple’s attention to aesthetics. The meticulous attention to the design
of packaging makes the mobile phones within them more desirable. According to Marc
Andreessen, the co-founder of Netscape, “The fetishistic unboxing video trend took off only

! Cedric Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1983), 26.

2 For instance, the YouTube channel FunToys Collector Disney Toys Review has over nine million subscribers. One
of the most popular videos on their channel, “Play Doh Sparkle Princess Ariel Elsa Anna Disney Frozen” has been
watched over 500 million times. Some of the most dedicated “unboxing” fans are children but many unboxing
channels features “adult toys,” namely game consoles, power tools, televisions, computers, and phones.

3 Google Trends, “Google Trends: unboxing,” accessed 3 February 2019,
https://trends.google.com/trends/explore?date=all&q=unboxing/.

1



when Apple made stunning, simple packaging deserving of the device inside.” Not only is the
iPhone packaging clean and sleek, the distinct sounds that accompany an iPhone unboxing add
satisfying pleasure to the haptic genre. When customers lift the top of an iPhone box, there are a
few time-extending seconds as the weight of the phone slowly pulls down the bottom of the box.
With a “froomp,” air rushes in to break the vacuum. During the pinnacle moment before the box
opens the unboxer’s monolog is temporarily suspended, enhancing the suspense of the unveiling.
Similarly, unboxers move the phone close to the digital camera and microphone to capture the
sound as they peel back the protective plastic that comes on the outer surface of new phones.
Repeatedly, hosts comment on the sense of fulfillment they get from peeling off the plastic. The
distinct and prominent sound of the peel-back and the “froomp” of the box as it opens, offers
viewers an opportunity to get closer to the object and derive at least some of the satisfaction the
unboxer experiences.

Marc Andreessen attributes the “giddily happy” feeling that a customer gets when they
open an iPhone box to Steve Jobs’ obsessive drive for impressive product design.® In the
biography of Steve Jobs, former Fortune magazine writers Brent Schlender and Rick Tetzeli
describe a forty-five-minute interview that Schlender had with Jobs about NeXT, the failed
project Jobs launched during the interim when he was not at Apple. Despite a lack of product to
speak about, Jobs enthusiastically discussed his corporate brand. He reportedly spent $100,000
for a trendy logo by leading graphic design artist Paul Rand. Schlender and Tetzeli conclude that
Jobs’ emphasis on corporate image was an “extravagance” but one “in the pursuit of
perfection.”® The aesthetics of Apple products have been so successful that Apple published a
design book called Designed by Apple of California (2016), featuring magnified images of its
computers, phones, and power cords on blank white backgrounds. The book was dedicated to
Steve Jobs. Capitalizing on the delight of unboxing Apple products, Designed by Apple of
California has also been unboxed on YouTube. Of course, those words—Designed by Apple of
California—are the same words engraved on each device making the phrase familiar to anyone
who has purchased an iPhone since June 29, 2007.

The emphasis on the location of the design by one of the leading information technology
companies contributes to a geographic imaginary that centers new media innovation and
development in California’s Bay Area. Arising out of the confluence of cold war military-
industrial research and 1960s counter-cultural movements, Silicon Valley iconoclasts have a
reputation for disrupting old organizational systems. By the mid-1990s, thanks to Stewart
Brand’s establishment of the Whole Earth Catalogue and a series of forums that brought together
entrepreneurs, technologists, and countercultural artists, personal computing and the Internet
became idealized tools for decentralized and egalitarian global communities.” In 1995 Richard
Barbrook and Andy Cameron called the perception of the Internet as a universal utopia where
information technologies are emancipatory and placeless the “Californian Ideology.”® The
California Ideology of Silicon Valley has endured because California’s older media center down

4 Marc Andreessen, “Forward,” in Becoming Steve Jobs: The Evolution of a Reckless Upstart into a Visionary
Leader (New York: Crown Publishing Group, 2016), loc. 107 of 7248, Kindle.

5 Marc Andreessen, “Forward,” in Becoming Steve Jobs: The Evolution of a Reckless Upstart into a Visionary
Leader (New York: Crown Publishing Group, 2016), loc. 98 of 7248, Kindle.

¢ Brent Schlender and Rick Tetzeli, Becoming Steve Jobs: The Evolution of a Reckless Upstart into a Visionary
Leader (New York: Crown Publishing Group, 2016), p. 7 of 434, Kindle.

7 Fred Turner, From Counterculture to Cyberculture: Stewart Brand, the Whole Earth Network, and the Rise of
Digital Utopianism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006).

8 Richard Barbrook and Andy Cameron, “The Californian Ideology,” Mute 1, no. 3 (1995).
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South has mythologized it through television and movies. Shows like Silicon Valley (2014—) and
Betas (2013-2014) highlight the convergence of (male) nerd culture and American
entrepreneurialism in California’s Bay Area. The hero of the Silicon story is a young, brilliant,
white man, who builds a business from nothing. The new wizards of a West Coast Menlo Park
may claim that their technologies disrupt old systems, but like Edison they also participate in a
long American tradition of the inventor turned entrepreneur.

“Designed by Apple of California” has made Silicon Valley a media industry tourist
destination not unlike the older one down South.” At the giant thumbs-up sign in front of
Facebook corporate headquarters numerous people queue-up to take pictures daily. In a gesture
of world-centering, fortunate Facebook campus visitors are given the opportunity to make a
Powers of Ten (1977) inspired video of themselves at Facebook.!? The video starts with the
image of the earth then zooms in on California, the Bay Area, and onto Facebook headquarters
before penetrating the roof into the room where you stand looking up at a camera. Unlike the
well-known film, Powers of Ten, which aims to shift human notions of scale, the video is an
analogy for how the platform views the world—Facebook becomes the central enabler of their
users’ connection to the rest of the world. Rather than situate the individual user within a
network of rhizomatic connections, the zoom—in both Powers of Ten and the Facebook
remake—moves vertically to organize the globe hierarchically. However contrived the optical
illusion of hierarchy may be, Facebook imagines itself at the center.!!

The center and periphery of new media are challenged by transnational commodity
chains where information technologies are built outside of the United States. Silicon Valley has
its counterpart in Shenzhen, China—the Silicon Delta—or as a Wired documentary calls it,
Shenzhen: The Silicon Valley of Hardware (2016). Chinese assembly plants have become
increasingly more visible in popular depictions of new media production to the point that the
iPhone’s now marks its dual citizenship, “Designed by Apple of California. Assembled in China.”
Yet, Africa and the countries within it, continue to be marginalized in discussions of new media.
The assumption has long been that media in Africa, if they are there at all, are not new. Africa, it
would seem by many accounts, is on the other side of a digital divide that presents Africa as an
underdeveloped information void in desperate need of new media technologies.'? As such, the
history of new media technology is written from centers of invention that rehearse inventor
narratives of mostly white men (i.e. Edison, Jobs, Gates). When new media history considers the

? Silicon Valley as a tourist destination is reminiscent of when Universal Studios’ director Carl Laemmle started
selling public tickets to watch the action happening behind the scenes on movie sets.

10 Powers of Ten was made by the office of Charles and Ray Eames for IBM to deal with “the relative size of things
in the universe and the effect of adding another zero.” [Quote from film title cards.]

! Bruno Latour notes that the Google map zoom effect is an impression of a zoom from a montage of data, “the
pixels become increasingly small), whereas, in practice, each stage in the ‘resolution’ extracts from the new data sets
on the server.” See Bruno Latour, “Anti-Zoom,” in Scale in Literature and Culture, eds. M. Tavel Clarke and D.
Wittenberg (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 94.

12 Efforts to bridge the divide though humanitarian aid like the “One Laptop per Child” initiative strove to make
equal access to technology available globally but inadequately assessed the actual needs of children in the
populations they sought to help. The desire to bridge the digital divide by putting more digital products into the
hands of children globally is met with the opposite tendency in Silicon Valley. Based on the results of recent studies
that have found that screen time should be restricted for children, technology workers in California’s Bay Area are
increasingly limiting their children’s use of screens. Paranoid about their children’s exposure, parents spy on each
other’s nannies at parks and reading hours and post about it on parent forums. [See Mark Warschauer and Morgan
Ames, “Can One Laptop per Child Save the World’s Poor?” Journal of International Affairs 64, no. 1 (2010): 33-51
and Nellie Bowles, “Silicon Valley Nannies Are Phone Police for Kids,” The New York Times, October 26, 2018.]
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peripheries of global technological centers—media’s margins—the story that is told is often the
unidirectional diffusion, adoption, and adaptation of new media. Transnational media studies
have shown that the content of media devices flows across international boundaries through
transnational productions, distribution, and consumption, but the material history of new media
(film projectors, radio boxes, broadcast towers, television sets, and mobile phones) continues to
narrate the invention and subsequent movement of new media from the West (and East) to the
Global South. Taking Dipesh Chakrabarty’s provincialization of European thought as a model,
we can ask how might the heritage of European and United States media history and theory “be
renewed from and for the margins?”!*> What happens when we provincialize the history of new
media? Or more provocatively, how might we reread the history of media from Africa?!'4

To do so, Media/Fetish: An Archeology of New Media and Africa analyzes the history of
media in Africa at the moment they were new from the early 1900s to the present. Media/Fetish
is not an historical account of the development of new media technologies in Africa (though it
does begin to fill out some of those underrepresented histories with details from the archive). To
cover the development of every media technology in all fifty-four African countries over the past
100 years would be a herculean task outside the scope any one project. Instead, to reread the
history of twentieth-century media from Africa, I approach “Africa” and “new media” as
discursive concepts that constitute one another.

Media/Fetish concentrates on globally mobile media technologies of the twentieth
century—gramophones, cinema, television, and mobile phones. However, this is the history of
how these media technologies have been understood, represented, theorized, and imagined.
Therefore, while the focus is on media technologies themselves, this is not a study that proposes
to eliminate either human actors or media content from the analysis. This is foremost a study
about the social meanings attached to media technologies, specifically as they appear in relation
to Africa in popular culture on and off the continent.

Each chapter describes a different media technology when they were new in order to
identify how the concept of new media continues to be shaped by the history of colonialism and
how Africans have challenged the colonial inflection within new media discourse by theorizing
African new media in photography, literature, film, and state media organizations. Attuned to
Erkki Huhtamos’ concept of media archeology as the study of topos, Media/Fetish treats the
representation of Africans and new media as a topos. Topoi, as Huhtamos defines them, are
“stereotypical formula[s] evoked over and over again in different guises and for varying
purposes” that “influence the development of media culture” and “mold the meaning of cultural
objects” including media technologies themselves.!> From the initial contact trope present in
Western travelogues of incredulous Africans’ encounters with gramophones to contemporary
popular images of the Maasai in pastoral African settings with mobile phones, depictions of
Africans with new media technologies in global discourse spectacularize representations of the
primitive and modern in order to affirm twentieth-century progress narratives. Conversely,
depictions of Africans and new media on the continent signified upon the racism of the trope by
repeating it with contextual differences that challenged the colonial intentions. An analysis of the

13 Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2000), 16.

14 Jean Comaroff and John L. Comaroff, Theory From the South: Or, How Euro-America is Evolving Toward Africa
(New York: Routledge, 2012).

15 Erkki Huhtamo, “Dismantling the Fairy Engine: Media Archaeology as Topos Study,” in Media Archaeology:
Approaches, Applications, and Implications (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011), 28.
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discursive intersections of new media and Africa as topos elucidates a dialectical cycle in which
media technologies are imbued with the power to mark racial and geographic difference while
simultaneously offering the possibility to signify equality. This cycle, I argue, is what makes new
media new.

Africa in Western discourse, as opposed to other geographies of the Global South, has
been the exemplary signifier of their primitive past. As Achille Mbembe writes, “Africa as an
idea, a concept, has historically served, and continues to serve, as a polemical argument for the
West’s desperate desire to assert its difference from the rest of the world.”!¢ However, Africans
and Africans in the diaspora have confronted that legacy with their own counter-narratives of
Africa. Post-independence pan-African projects, especially those of Ghana’s first Prime Minister
and President, sought to redefine Aftrica’s place in the world. For them it was important to show
an Africa rich in arts, culture, and knowledge. Thus, the invention of “Africa” resulted from both
the legacy of colonial white supremacy and the decolonial work of Africans to celebrate global
black excellence. To understand the meaning of Africa today, Jemima Pierre acknowledges, is to
recognize the role colonial violence—physical, cultural, political, and epistemological—has had
on efforts to define Africa since.!” It is within this dialectical history of oppression and resistance
that new media have played a particularly important role in both the construct of Africa as
alterity of the West and as a unifying symbol of black pride. Media/Fetish illuminates the
discursive history of Africa by following rhetoric about media technologies as it appears in
relation to Africa on and off the continent.

Central to understanding the margins of media history is to attend to the ways that the
meanings attached to African new media have been produced within the friction between global
discourse about new media in Africa and in local African media contexts that reject, adopt, and
adapt new media within specific socio-political circumstances. Meanings of new media circulate
the globe with the technology and are activated for different political purposes within specific
locations and times. For instance, media technologies of empire have been re-made to embody
the current political needs of the post-colonial state. The rhetoric of late-colonial civilizing
projects influenced post-colonial development and international goals, like the spread of
democracy and protection of human rights. As such, new media carry both the inequalities of
global geopolitics while they promote equality.!® Lasting elements of racism that informed the
colonial use of new media have etched racial hierarches into contemporary media and the social
relations they mediate. But new media today are also met with the same optimistic hopes for
uplift that African media practitioners and theorists from mid-twentieth century felt about new
media. Representations of Africans and media technologies, then and now, are critical for
understanding the legacies of colonialism and for imagining new Afro-futures.

Media/Fetish uses Ghana as an important case study because following independence,
Ghana challenged colonial discourse about Africa with an emphasis on the richness of African
arts and culture through the development of a robust media system. As the first Sub-Saharan
African country to gain independence from Europe, Ghana’s state film unit was well supplied
with one of the only black and white 16mm and 35mm film processing labs in Sub-Saharan

16 Achille Mbembe, On the Postcolony (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), 2.

17 Jemima Pierre, “Africa/African,” in Critical Terms for the Study of Afiica. Eds. Gaurav Desai and Adeline
Masquelier (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2018), 23.

18 Here I am inspired by Anna Tsing’s concept of activist packages. However, I am interested in how the movement
of media technology carry with them the colonial legacy of global inequality while promising the possibility of
equality. [See Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2005), 238.]
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Africa and in 1963 the first African television training school was opened in Accra.!® The
creation of Ghana television in the 1960s was a unique moment when Africans challenged the
racist legacies of colonialism by changing the narrative about Africa and new media.
Concentrating on Ghanaian responses to the legacy of racism in global new media discourse
highlights both the strategies of resistance employed by African media specialists and the
influences of colonialism that continued after the colonial period. While there remains a focus on
Ghana throughout Media/Fetish, chapter one takes a broader look at the introduction of
gramophones across Africa and in other parts of the Global South, and chapter five analyzes a
Nigerian film series form the 2010s that was extremely popular in Ghana and other African
countries.

Previously it was accepted that the spread of cultural content from the West to former
colonies choked out local media productions and homogenized media content globally. While
scholars are now critical of homogenization and instead see the spread of global media content as
part of a process of hybridization, the spatial configurations of center and periphery that were
fundamental to theories of cultural imperialism still hold. Contrary to public discourse about
media technologies annihilating space and time, media technologies also help produce the
remote places that they purport to connect. The role that media technology play in demarcating
the globe into first and third worlds, modern and developing countries, and technological centers
and peripheries becomes clear when we critically look at the intersection of discourse about new
media and Africa. What appears to be a hyper-connected world in which the remote village has
become global is actually structured by a history of racialized perceptions about what counts as
media technology, who has access to it, and where it is invented.

Media/Fetish shows how discourses about Africa and new media reinforce media
technologies as material objects that translate and mediate relationships of power. What I have
found is that new media, in relation to the concept of Africa have been, and continue to be, the
material and discursive means to define and entrench racialized global inequality particularly
through visual representations of Africans and new media in film, literature, journalism, and
photography. If media supposedly originate from Western centers of technological innovation,
then the juxtaposition of the alterity of Africa with the technological sophistication of media
from the West spectacularly produces the newness of new media. Primarily, it is difference that
manufactures the new in new media and the colonial racialization of Africa has been a durable
means to manufacture that difference.

But while new media in the context of Africa have historically marked the West as more
technologically sophisticated and occupying a space and time evolutionarily ahead, I have also
found that the use of new media technologies in Africa by Africans has activated new political
potentials for the development of African nation-states during the post-independence era. The
representational absence of new media technology on the continent by Western discourse has
catalyzed the imaginative reinvention of the latest technologies by African media professionals
to claim inclusion in a modern world. Media/Fetish follows both of these discursive threads—the
lasting impact of colonialism on contemporary theories of media technology and the decolonial
work of African media theorists.

19 Manthia Diawara, Afiican Cinema. Politics and Culture (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1992), 6.
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Unboxing the History of Old New Media

In an emerging subgenre of the unboxing video, unboxers open early models of phones
that have remained sealed in their original packaging for years. Watching a first-generation
iPhone be unwrapped is like unearthing an archeological discovery from the recent but distant
past. Viewers remark that they are transported to the time they opened the package of their first
smart phone. These unboxing videos celebrate, with a certain reverence and nostalgia, the old
new media of yesteryear.

Media archeologists also delight in the new media of the past. They often relish
excavating failed technologies with short lifespans and odd technological imaginaries that were
never realized, but media archeology as a field of media studies is notably hard to define. It is a
method to some and a symptom to others. Some wear the title media archeologist with pride,
others notoriously disavow it.?® However, there are a set of characteristics that cut across the
amorphous field. As Thomas Elsaesser summarizes, “almost every writer’s definition of Media
Archaeology includes an objection to teleology and linearity” leading him to claim that media
archeology is not a methodology but a symptom of the post-Enlightenment loss of faith in
progress.?!

The same celebration of the technological detritus of an earlier age that appears in the
unboxing video, a fetishization of the technology itself, is part of the discursive method of media
archaeology. Like all good media archeologists, unboxing a “new” 2007 iPhone years later
compresses technological time and forces new media out of familiar teleological trajectories. It
also confounds the concepts of newness and technological obsolescence. Its material persistence
allows technology enthusiasts to imagine the possibility of permanence in the face of
accelerating media transformations. Media archeology, according to Thomas Elsaesser, also
shares the ideological function to make a fetish out of obsolescence. He writes, “media
archaeology in art spaces becomes symptomatic of the material fetishes we require, in order to
reassure ourselves of our material existence, or rather: in the mirror of these media machines’
sculptural objecthood we can mourn and celebrate our own ephemerality and obsolescence.”??
To master the unavoidable loss of the digital content of our day due to the passage of time, we
linger on the material legacies of the not so distant media technologies of the recent past. The
lack of control over the present media landscape is displaced onto the media material that does
remain. This is simultaneously a confrontation with death and the process of making dead media
fetishes.?

But it is also unclear when exactly media are dead. Media tend to come back as zombies
after the luster of their newness has past. Zombie media, a term that accounts for media that are
resurrected by artists, technophiles, and other techo-nostalgists, are “the living dead of media

20 Friedrich Kittler is often cited as an important iconoclast of media archeology, yet he was reluctant to affiliate
with the method. [See John Armitage, “From Discourse Networks to Cultural Mathematics: An Interview with
Friedrich A. Kittler,” Theory, Culture and Society 23, nos. 7-8 (2006): 32-33.]

2! Thomas Elsaesser, “Media Archaeology as Symptom,” New Review of Film and Television Studies 14, no. 2
(2016): 8.

22 Thomas Elsaesser, “Media Archaeology as Symptom,” New Review of Film and Television Studies 14, no. 2
(2016): 206-207.

2 Bruce Sterling, The Dead Media Project: A Modest Proposal and a Public Appeal. 1995.
http://www.deadmedia.org/modest-proposal.html
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history.”** Bucking the planned obsolescence of consumer commaodities, zombiefied media are
“repurposed and reused in a more environmental friendly way” by artists.> “In the midst of an
ecological crisis,” Garnet Hertz and Jussi Parikka call for media archaeology to take a “more
thorough nonhuman view.”?® Obsolescence, however, is a relative term that is determined by
human use and humans use media differently across the globe. The life cycles of media are much
longer than some might expect, and the practice of reuse is not just the purview of artists. David
Edgerton has shown that when technologies reach the most people globally—the height of their
vivacity—is often when they have been determined obsolete in the West.?” Radio, for instance, is
used globally by more people now than it was during the so called “Golden Age” of radio from
the 1920s to the 40s. The maintenance and reuse of old electronics from radios to computers is a
thriving industry in West Africa, hardly the work of circuit bending techno-artist-archeologists.
Dead media appear as specters to those media scholars who neglect to look at the use of media
globally. What seems resurrected may have never died.

The colonial origins of the zombie seem particularly relevant to understanding the not-
quite-dead media zombies of media archeology. The zombie came out of the creole religious
practice of Voodoo, which was influenced by West African religions. In response to the
exploitative slave labor of Haitian plantations, the zombie was characterized as someone that
continued to work despite being dead. Given that technologies that have been determined to be
obsolete in the West continue to be used and reused in West Africa without ever dying, and there
is a profitable and lively business in refurbishing used computers from Europe and America for
West African markets, zombie media makes monsters out of the living media systems that are
familiar to many people across the Global South.

In a response to the theoretical focus of the expanding field of new media studies (or
emerging media studies as it is often called), historians have challenged the ahistorical claims
that accompany descriptions of media “newness.” This approach can be seen in works that write
“the history of”” a media technology or comparative media histories from one early media to the
next.?® Here the method of media archeology is to work backwards from the contemporary media
moment to find just how old new media really are. Yet this method, Siegfried Zielinski points
out, is tied to the familiar progress narrative that media archaeologists are supposed to reject:
“everything has always been around, only in a less elaborate form; one only need to look.”?’
Instead, Zielinski asks media archeologists to look beyond the “old in the new” and instead
search for the “new in the old.”*° In other words, media archeology should find those wonderous
media inventions that once existed that can expand and contest the media of the present not
necessarily explain its lineage.’! While Zielinski finds his variantology of the media through a

24 Garnet Hertz and Jussi Parikka, “Zombie Media: Circuit Bending Media Archaeology into an Art Method” in
Jussi Parikka, 4 Geology of Media (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2015), 151.

25 Jussi Parikka, “Introduction: The Materiality of Media and Waste,” in Medianatures: The Materiality of
Information Technology and Electronic Waste, ed. Jussi Parikka (London: Open Humanities Press, 2011).

26 Garnet Hertz and Jussi Parikka, “Zombie Media: Circuit Bending Media Archaeology into an Art Method,” in 4
Geology of Media (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2015), 151.

27 David Edgerton, The Shock of the Old: Technology and Global History Since 1900 (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2007).

28 See Brian Winston, Media Technology and Society: A History: From the Telegraph to the Internet (London:
Routledge, 1998) and Friedrich Kittler, Gramophone, Film, Typewriter, trans. Geoffrey Winthrop-Young and
Michael Wutz (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999).

2 Siegfried Zielinski, Deep Time of the Media (Boston: The MIT Press, 2006), 3.

30 Siegfried Zielinski, Deep Time of the Media (Boston: The MIT Press, 2006), 3.

31 Siegfried Zielinski, Deep Time of the Media (Boston: The MIT Press, 2006), 11.
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deep dive into the history of Western thought, the geography of his media archeology is quite
limited, restricting how varied this media cartography can be.*?

Siegfried Zielinski’s media archaeology, deriving its methodology in part from Michel
Foucault, is a critical practice that excavates media pasts in order to re-contextualize the media
present and their possible futures.’® Yet Foucault’s own genealogy of knowledge starts with the
idea of alterity. Michel Foucault begins his 1966 “Archaeology of the Human Sciences” with an
account of an intellectual sensation he feels after reading Jorge Luis Borges’ The Analytical
Language of John Wilkins.

...all the familiar landmarks of my thought—our thought, the thought that bears the

stamp of our age and our geography—breaking up all the ordered surfaces and all the

planes with which we are accustomed to tame the wild profusion of existing things...In

the wonderment of this taxonomy, the thing we apprehend in one great leap, the thing

that, by means of the fable, is demonstrated as the exotic charm of another system of

thought, is the limitation of our own, the stark impossibility of thinking rhar.*
Confronting alterity in Borges’ speculative fiction, for it was a fictional “Chinese encyclopedia”
that provocatively ordered animals in inconceivable ways, the structures of meaning Foucault
took as stable—a constant and immovable force—began to dissipate. Thus, Foucault begins an
astoundingly detailed “archaeology” of western intellectual thought from the sixteenth century to
the twentieth, from his acknowledgement that the precarity of that thought is the result of “the
stamp” of temporal and geographic specificity.

Like Jorge Luis Borges’ illusory Chinese encyclopedia, in the hands of the media
archaeologist the unearthed discarded media object destabilizes the presumed order of things. In
the case of media archeology, what is unsettled is the assumption of the inevitability of the media
of the present. In other words, “the stark impossibility of thinking that” about our contemporary
media, demonstrates “the limitation of our own” conventions about what media have been, are,
and what they can become.

But it would seem media archeologists have been too preoccupied with time. In their
pursuit of the “always already new,”* they tend to set aside questions about the impact
provenance has on the old new media they uncover. As a result, media archaeologies have often
begun and ended in the West. Instead of uncovering odd-ball forgotten media in the depths of
European archives, I want to make the case that to know the contours of the present mediatic
moment, media archaeology must consider new media geographies as much as alternative media
timelines. Postcolonial media archaeology recognizes that time and geography matter.

This kind of geographic consideration is not so much concerned with situating media
within its material environment like Shannon Mattern’s excavation of urban landscapes through
deep time, but rather the way location constructs notions of media and the way notions of media

32 His own list includes the following cities, not one from the Global South: Krakow, Palermo, Rome, New York,
Prague, Florence, Jena, and Wroclaw. [See Siegfried Zielinski, Deep Time of the Media (Boston: The MIT Press,
2006), 7.]

33 Huhtamo, Erkki and Jussi Parikka, “Introduction: An Archaeology of Media Archaeology,” in Media
Archaeology: Approaches, Applications, and Implications, eds. Erkki Huhtamo and Jussi Parikka (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2011), 28.

34 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (New York: Random House,
1970), xv.

35 Lisa Gitelman, Always Already New: Media, History, and the Data of Culture (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2008).
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construct location.’® As such, Media/Fetish teeters between different new media discourses. On
the one hand it asks how global new media discourse activated the idea of Africa to define new
forms of media. And on the other, how Africans responded to that discourse to situate new media
technologies within the African context.

All this focus on the materiality of the media object has left media archeology with a
human problem, or rather, the problem of not attending to the human at all. Friedrich Kittler’s
project was allegedly interested in “driving out the human from the humanities.”” Similarly,
Marshall McLuhan’s “the medium is the message” privileges the technology over producers and
their audiences.?® With postcolonial media archeology, I suggest that we resurrect the fetish as an
analytical tool to understand the relations between people that have been forged from the bonds
people have with the media machines they build and rebuild.

The Fetish

Pausing to admire the packaging, MissTechy, a leading technology blogger in Nigeria,
announces enthusiastically, “Now guys, you have to give it to Tecno phone for an impressive
package.” It is true. The design of the Phantom 8§ packaging is sleek. Embossed on the front of
the all black box in copper-gold is the number “8.” The font hints at 70s Blaxploitation; a design
choice that appeals to consumers in the company’s primary market—Africa. Founded in 2004,
the Hong Kong based Tecno initially set out to produce mobile phones for emerging markets in
South East Asia, Africa, and South America. By 2007 they concluded that the African market
promised the best returns, therefore they began to focus entirely on making and marketing
mobile phones for African consumers. By 2017 Tecno dominated the highly competitive mobile
phone market in African countries like Ghana, Nigeria, and Kenya and had subsequently also
expanded to India and the Middle East.

Impressed with the packaging of the Tecno smart phone, MissTechy declares, “As a
matter of fact, I think this calls for a stop-motion animation.”® In the following shot the box is
turned on its side and set in front of a whimsical backdrop. At once the box opens, spilling forth
all its magical contents. The phone and its posse of accessories walk themselves into the
foreground as if asking the viewer to play. They dance around tantalizingly, like the teddy bears
that Goldilocks spies on in The “Teddy” Bears (Edison, 1907). MissTechy’s stop-motion
animation utilizes the magic of cinema to make explicit the fetishistic animism of mobile phones
not unlike the “grotesque ideas” germinating from Karl Marx’s table.*® As commodities, both the

36 Shannon Mattern, Code and Clay, Data and Dirt: five Thousand Years of Urban Media (Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press, 2017) and Deep Mapping the Media City (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2015).
37 Thomas Elsaesser, “Media Archaeology as Symptom,” New Review of Film and Television Studies 14, no. 2
(2016): 192.

38 T am indebted to John Durham Peters’ succinct summary of both theorists’ minimalist definitions of media. As he
puts it, both Kittler and McLuhan leave “messages and people as add-ons” to definitions of media, privileging the
apparatus over all else. [See John Durham Peters, “Mass Media,” in Critical Terms for Media Studies, eds. W.J.T.
Mitchell and Mark B.N. Hansen (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2010), 266.]

39 Tobi Ayeni is the founder of the Misstechy website that features blog posts about technology news, reviews of
technology products, tutorials, and highlights on women in the technology sector. [See https://misstechy.com]

40 “The form of wood, for instance, is altered if a table is made out of it. Nevertheless the table continues to be
wood, an ordinary, sensuous thing. But as soon as it emerges as a commodity, it changes into a thing which
transcends sensuousness. It not only stands with its feet on the ground, but, in relation to all other commodities, it
stands on its head, and evolves out of its wooden brain grotesque ideas, far more wonderful than if it were to begin
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mobile phone and the teddy bear are, according to Marx, “nothing but the definite social relation
between men themselves which assumes here, for them, the fantastic form of a relation between
things.”*! These commodities reconcile the total labor of society by translating individual human
labor through the exchange of the products of their labor.*? It is through the act of material
exchange that labor is universalized and different systems can be made comparable within one
set of values. In other words, the commodity fetish mediates different forms of labor through
exchangeable goods.

The word “fetish” has a long history of being slippery, dubious, and as William Pietz puts
it, “discursively promiscuous.” The fetish’s interdisciplinary is both its problem and its
attractiveness as an analytic term. Religious relic, coping mechanism, or an object of economic
exchange, the fetish has been so widely used as to become cliché. While many assert an
understanding of the fetish as some universal psychological experience (most commonly Freud’s
phallic symbolism), the idea of the fetish as the ultimate referent of the phallus was a nineteenth
century idea. Earlier concepts of the fetish were tied to African witchcraft and the feminine.*
The idea of the fetish, though often assumed to be a continuation of the Christian ideas of
idolatry, has a very specific historical origin separate from this Christian linage. According to
Pietz, the fetish came out of the intercultural spaces of the Portuguese colonies along the Gulf of
Guinea, including what is present day Ghana.*’

In the mid-1700s, Charles de Brosses offered the first theorization of the term he coined,
“fétichisme.”*® Eighteenth century thinkers were fascinated with de Brosses’ theories of fetish
worship. Particularly that, “African societies were ordered by mechanisms of chance rather than
by morally principled intentions.”*’ Fetishism became established by the end of the eighteenth
century as a central term in theories about the history of religion and eventually came to
represent all that was not enlightenment.

The etymology of the word comes from the Portuguese word ‘feit¢o,” which means “an
object or a practice pertaining to witchcraft.”*® The term, when it was taken up by the mulatto
populations who worked as middlemen for Portuguese traders and local populations, became
“Fetisso” in pidgin. Small gold ornaments in the shape of animals and plants that adorned the
hair of Akan women were called Fetissos. These ornaments mixed gold, of primary interest to
Europeans, with other substances resulting in an adulterated gold that was less desirable to
Europeans. This gold became known as “Fetiche Gold,” or false gold. William Pietz writes, “The
falsity of ‘sophisticated’ gold in economic transactions inevitably echoed the religious falsity
embodied by the gold fetish figures...fetish gold became a sort of synecdoche expressing all the

dancing of its own free will.” [See Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, Volume 1 (London:
Penguin Classics, 1990), 163-164.]

4! Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, Volume I (London: Penguin Classics, 1990), 165.

42 Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, Volume I (London: Penguin Classics, 1990), 165.

43 William Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, 1,” RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, no. 9 (1985): 5.

4 William Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, 1,” RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, no. 9 (1985): 6.

45 The Portuguese established settlements along the Gulf of Guinea in 1482. These coastal settlements were
occupied by the Portuguese until 1642 when the colony was given to the Dutch.

46 William Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, IIla: Bosman’s Guinea and the Enlightenment Theory of Fetishism.”
RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, no. 16 (1988): 106.

47 William Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, 1Ila: Bosman’s Guinea and the Enlightenment Theory of Fetishism.”
RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, no. 16 (1988): 121.

48 William Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, IIla: Bosman’s Guinea and the Enlightenment Theory of Fetishism.”
RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, no. 16 (1988): 108.
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distrust and suspicion of fraud, all the intense anxiety about judging the commercial value of
material commodities, which attends trade across cultures.”*’

The fetish arose out of the cross-cultural problem of assigning common value to objects
for exchange in the heterogeneous cultural space of the colony. Fetissos referred to a great many
different kinds of African objects and practices that enabled commercial exchange between
Europeans and Africans. Europeans were quite puzzled by Africans who would trade gold for
what that seemed to have little value. Fetishism developed out of European traders’ surprise at
Africans’ attachments to what seemed to them to be trinkets and trifles. According to William
Pietz, the materiality of the fetish fixed the translation of radically different social values
between cultures so that exchange could be repeated.’® These baffling commercial decisions
were explained as symptomatic of African religious practice which was characterized by the
irrational personification of material objects—fetish worship.>! Uninterested in the social
relations that the fetish represented, Europeans imagined the fetish objects were gods to Africans
rather than objects that represented new social responsibilities, new associations, and agreements
across cultures, as was the custom of the West Africans. Thus, fetish objects miraculously
became the material instantiations of mediated power between people and their values.

European travel accounts from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries shows a
conflation of several distinct kinds of objects that Africans assigned value into the fetish category,
particularly because of European belief in African confusion about religious and nonreligious
matters. While the term “Fetisso” described several different value-objects (religious articles,
ornaments, gold pendants, talismans), Europeans distilled the uniting principle of fetish worship
as the false belief in the powers of inanimate material objects over human life. The technological
objects that Europeans brought with them to the Guinea coast were part of this mix of objects
that Africans supposedly superstitiously personified.’?> Western science and the media
technologies it produced, thus became new fetishes in the spaces of empire.

New media technologies brought to Africa to amuse colonists and pacify unruly Africans
acquired the properties of fetishes, or so colonists liked to attest. Repeatedly during the early
twentieth century when western explorers, colonial administrators, filmmakers, and ethnologists
described Africans’ befuddled encounters with gramophones they emphasized that Africans
experienced the western media technology as magic. It was African religious systems that gave
material objects the powers of the gods that colonists believed led Africans to believe in the
magic of gramophones, but as discussed in chapter one, it was colonial belief in the magic of
their media that produced the media fetish. Demonstrations of gramophones by colonial officials
imbuing the new media technology with spectacular capability to pacify disobedient Africans.
Repeatedly referred to as “white magic” by colonial officials, settlers, and explorers the new
media apparatus was a symbol of the godlike vision they had of themselves. The idea of the
fetish as magic continues in contemporary literature on new media. Wendy Hui Kyong Chun
equates the fetish with witchcraft through the pun on the “sourcery” of software code.>

4 William Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I1la: Bosman’s Guinea and the Enlightenment Theory of Fetishism”
RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, no. 16 (1988): 108—111.

50 William Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I,” RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, no. 9 (1985): 10.

5! ' William Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, II: The Origin of the Fetish.” RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, no.
13 (1987): 23-24.

52 William Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I1la: Bosman’s Guinea and the Enlightenment Theory of Fetishism.”
RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, no. 16 (1988): 109.

33 Wendy Hui Kyong Chun, “On ‘Sourcery,” or Code as Fetish,” Configurations 16 (2008): 300.
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Fig. 2: DJ STELO at 2017 Chale Wote Festival, Acra, Ghana

However, what was “white man’s magic” in colonial discourse about gramophones in
Africa in the early twentieth century was inverted a century later. Extending the common phrase,
“the magic of cinema,” Ghanaian and Nigerian movies are often viewed from satellite television
stations Africa Magic and Africa Magic Plus and since the early 2000s Ghanaians have called
witchcraft African electronics. “African electronics,” Birgit Meyer writes, is “an efficient and
potentially constructive technology that was—alas—used by Africans primarily for selfish and
socially destructive ends.”* Damien Droney notes that during 2011-12, African electronics
became an African technology to both make fun of the absence of other forms of “real”
technology in herbal medicine laboratories, but also to paradoxically both deride Ghanaian belief
in witchcraft and celebrate it.>> The two-day Chale Wote street art festival in Accra appropriated
the joke to re-envision Afrofuturism in their 2015 theme: African Electronics. Further entangling
magic, spiritualism, and media technologies, the 2017 Chale Wote festival opened with a trance
performance by the Hutor Adzimashie Bali from the Torgbui Adzima Shrine in Torgodo, Volta
Region and the Hu-Koku Association. Their performance was an interpretation of the 2015
theme entitled “Badboy BODY Electronics.” In it the “internal technologies” of trance and
African spiritual practice were fashioned into new electronics.>® Trance induced feats—cutting
their bodies with long knives and bathing in fire—were followed by DJ STELOQ’s trance music
procession from Brazil House (the prior home of former Brazilian slaves who returned to Accra
in the early 1800s) to James Fort. STELOO, in a white square cape in the shape of a circuit board,
road at the front of a trolley outfitted with speakers [fig. 2]. Pulling the trolley was a man
wearing a bull skull reminiscent of the skull affixed to Mory’s motorcycle in Djibril Diop
Mambéty’s legendary film, Touki Bouki (1973).57 These artistic renderings of “African

54 Birgit Meyer, Sensational Movies: Video, Vision, and Christianity in Ghana (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 2015), 205.

55 Damien Droney, “Ironies of Laboratory Work during Ghana's Second Age of Optimism.” Cultural
Anthropology 29, no. 2 (2014): 363-384.

56 “Internal technologies” is how the performance was described in Chale Wote publicity.

57 Beyoncé and Jay Z made a similar citation in their promotional materials for their 2018 On the Run Il tour.
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electronics™ highlight the conceptual overlap between magic and technology on the continent. As
Afrofuturist novelist Nnedi Okorafor has said, “to be African is to merge technology and
magic.”8

But for Marx and Freud the fetish was used to describe peculiar western habits. For Freud
it is “an abnormality” that is not necessarily felt as an ailment by the patient.® The commodity
fetish is a form of mis-value; where the labor of production is hidden from the exchange value of
the commodity. It draws on the idea of the primitive other who believes in the power of a fetish
to turn the commodity into a dirty thing. As Peitz writes, “The discourse of the fetish has always
been a critical discourse about the false objective values of a culture from which the speaker is
personally distanced.”®® The fetish is constructed as the antithesis of rationality and modernity.
The absorbed gullibility that colonialists projected onto “natives” allowed them to congratulate
themselves on their own distanced critical engagement with the world. As Bruno Latour put it,
“wherever they [moderns] drop anchor, they soon set up fetishes; that is, they see all the peoples
they encounter as worshipers of meaningless objects.”®! David Graeber makes the point that it
was “not the ‘Otherness’ of the West Africans that ultimately drove Europeans to such extreme
caricatures” of African fetishism, “but rather, the threat of similarity—which required the most
radical rejection.”® The gold that Europeans fervently sought had as much use value as the
trinkets and trifles the Europeans used in trade with Africans.

Media/Fetish argues that the West African fetish is the theoretical origins of what we
think of as new media. While constructed as the primitive precursor to the supposedly rational
relationship Europeans now had to their things, the fetishes that originated from the coast of
West Africa were a thoroughly modern creation. If capitalism arose from racial difference in
Europe, the Atlantic slave trade solidified race as capitalism’s functioning core.®® It was in the
space between Europe, American, and Africa—the black Atlantic—that new economies of
exchange solidified an economy of value along racial categories. It was also the black Atlantic
that produced the fetish—a new medium that communicated different values across cultures.

New media mediate social relations, hierarches of power, and different social values just
as the fetishes in the Gold Coast came to distinguish Africans from Europeans. While
technological machines became “the measures of men” at an earlier date, twentieth-century
media technologies both carried sermons of progress in the content they transmitted and were the
material expression of that message.®* The meanings attached to the media technologies of the
“civilized world” that came to Africa with European exploration, colonization, and settlement
have their origins in the violent colonization o