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T H O U G H T

Cole Scott-Knox-Under, an idealistic technophobe pur-
posefully relegating himself to a minimum-wage fast 
food job, suddenly notices he is suffering from a strange 
neurosis: inanimate objects appear to be speaking to him, 
and the symptoms are worsening.

Hallucinations of lethal drink lids, personified congratu-
lations balloons, desperate old VHS tapes, buried-alive 
beepers, chatty styrofoam cups, and a holocaust of waste 
threaten to sever him from his family, friends and job. 
Or are they hallucinations at all?

This final installment of a triptych of novels about tech-
nology and madness sends characters both animate 
and inanimate on a sweeping adventure into neurosis, 
metaphysics, drinking, garbage, love, crazed artists and 
entrepreneurs, powerful furniture magnates, hyperbolic 
intellectuals, family politics, world revolution, and, even-
tually, into South Dakota.

A weird dark comedy examining one of the foundational 
pieces of U.S. modernity and crisis—disposability, in all 
its concrete and abstract forms.
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An Introduction of Mindset,
and a History of Materials



Racialized persons and racist practices were systematized and 
canonized principally owing to the financial interests and psychic 
needs that sustained the slave trade and New World slavery. 
The fundamental meaning of this white-supremacist ideology 
is this: New World Africans enter European modernity cast as 
disposable pieces of property, as commodifiable bits of chat-
tel slavery subject to arbitrary acts of violent punishment and 

vicious put-down.
—Cornel West,

The Ignoble Paradox of Modernity

“Kipple is useless objects, like junk mail or match folders after you 
use the last match or gum wrappers or yesterday’s homeopape. 
When nobody’s around, kipple reproduces itself. For instance, 
if you go to bed leaving any kipple around your apartment, 
when you wake up the next morning there’s twice as much of it. 
It always gets more and more…No one can win against kipple,” 
he said, “except temporarily and maybe in one spot, like in my 
apartment I’ve sort of created a stasis between the pressure of 
kipple and nonkipple, for the time being. But eventually I’ll die or 
go away, and then the kipple will again take over. It’s a universal 
principle operating throughout the universe; the entire universe 
is moving toward a final state of total, absolute kippleization.”

—Philip K. Dick,
Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?

It’s all good news now
Because we left the taps running

For a hundred years
So drink into the drink

A plastic cup of drink
Drink with a couple

Of people
The plastic creating people

—Gorillaz



He would be tearing open the thin plastic of a fresh sleeve 
of large 24-oz polystyrene cups, tossing the handful of wrapping 
into the bulging garbage where it would lay atop the pedestal of 
refuse like a slug on a throne, crackling, undoing itself from its 
crumpled state, and that would invariably be the moment when 
demented thoughts would flood him. He’d be doing that shit all 
the time, releasing fresh rigid squeaky plastic stacks from their 
wrappings, tossing things in garbages, catching from out the 
corner of his eye the perfectly synchronized printed BURGER 
KING labels on the smooth cylindrical carapaces of swaying 
towers of paper and plastic cups. He’d begun muttering to himself 
without being aware of it, if that gives you any idea. The adjust-
able cap where he touted his own personal BK logo on a field of 
tarnished black made his head itch and ache, accruing sweat and 
smells and attacking his hairline, and it was underneath there 
where the demented thoughts took place. “Demented thoughts” 
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is vague terminology, so I must tell you, in the interest of being 
more scientifically accurate, that what was actually occurring up 
there was more like a consistent developing neurosis. Something 
psychological, leastways; like the nagging neural equivalent of a 
bad toothache in one of them important molars. Still, for him, 
it was in the most fluid, least technical sense like an onrushing 
flood of alien and uncontrollable impulses—impulses that were 
occasionally violent, but always laden with a heavy element of 
what he had to classify as disgust. He didn’t really know at what, 
and that, too, was maddening.

A tiny man paces nervously inside a glass cube, which has 
been sunk under green water, the same green children crayon the 
hideous sea serpents in their coloring books, flushing all around 
the glass in dense foamy gushes full of horrifying sea-bits and 
sea-shrapnel. The glass is groaning with pressure, that tiny man 
in there just shaking and shaking. There’s a moment of silence, 
and then FLOOOOOOOM!!! All six walls burst inward, foamy 
green jaws clicking violently shut. The tiny man is devoured.

Although it’s plenty easy to demonize a job like working at 
Burger King, we must understand early on that he actually chose 
this occupation, even when so many do not have the luxury of 
choosing. Which isn’t to say we must look upon Burger King in 
a positive light, or even that he himself does, but it is to say we 
will not be engaging in the standard reading normally applied 
to this type of situation. We’re not coming at this from the angle 
of either sociological tragedy or unfulfilled American ambition, 
opportunity radiantly beckoning out there while here we see our 
anonymous subject, bravely toiling away in the fluorescent-lighted 
pit of tedium; or minimum wage; or humiliation; or an unfeel-
ing corporation; or his sub-par social standing. Relevant though 



An Introduction of Mindset, and a History of Materials

14

these complaints may be, they are not our concern here, and why? 
Because there is such a thing in the world as self-sabotage, and it 
was his habit, even sometimes his pleasure, unbelievable as we 
may find it, to intentionally sabotage his own life. There are of 
course many reasons why he might be doing so. It’s possible he 
has a very low or very skewed sense of self-worth. He could be 
experimenting in a socioeconomic sense, gravitating toward the 
strata of class, income and existence—whether permanently or 
temporarily—that intrigues him, like a starry-eyed moth rushing 
to hug a bug-zapper in the teeming night. He could be “lazy,” as 
some would undoubtedly say, shirking so-called “true” responsi-
bilities in exchange for his own beloved hedonisms. Or, and this 
is how we shall understand it, what he despised and feared most 
were the smiles and one-dimensional attitudes of his country-
men, their casual demands, their expectations and egos, their 
self-reflexivity and their religion, their servility and their parody, 
those who stared at him through digitized vision as they ordered 
meals designed by gliding figures in lab coats for quickness’s 
sake, or more often who didn’t look at him at all and instead 
conversed with the pictures that appeared on their palms, inter-
rupting their own orders by speaking into their earpieces as if to 
themselves, “—no, hold on, I’m ordering some food, the number 
four meal please, sure, uh-huh, no, fries are fine, whatever kind 
of soda, whatever, it doesn’t matter, no, I’m back, so what I’m 
saying is—” or who didn’t stare at him or away from him, but 
through him, toggling the augmented reality menus that hung 
invisibly in the air before him, reaching out brightly-sleeved arms 
to press invisible buttons, orders appearing on the tablet register 
automatically so his only actual function was to ask for here or 
to go and perform a money transaction. This was part of the 
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reason for the self-sabotage, was because he saw these examples 
of what became of those who did nothing to undermine them-
selves in any way. Blindness. But it wasn’t a single type of person 
he feared: he feared the blindness of everyone, their delighted 
dispositions, their careless and feckless opinions and decisions 
and blather. The way they burned through cups & plates & bags 
& straws & napkins, laughing, and here he was observing it all, 
unwrapping another five sleeves of cups while tossing a twelve-
inch strip of thermal paper into the garbage, coated in Bisphenol 
A compound ((CH3)2C(C6H4OH)2) which not only contaminates 
recycled paper but is also an endocrine disruptor (hormonal 
damage at low-dose exposures), of which Sandra Biedermann, 
Patrik Tschudin, and Koni Grob said this in 2010 in their study 
titled, “Transfer of bisphenol A from thermal printer paper to 
the skin” that appeared in volume 398 of the journal Analytical 
and Bioanalytical Chemistry1,

When taking hold of a receipt consisting of ther-
mal printing paper for 5 s, roughly 1 µg BPA (0.2-6 
µg) was transferred to the forefinger and the middle 
finger if the skin was rather dry and about ten times 
more if these fingers were wet or very greasy…
Extractability experiments did not enable us to 
conclude whether BPA passes through the skin, but 
indicated that it can enter the skin to such a depth 
that it can no longer be washed off. If this BPA ends 
up in the human metabolism, exposure of a person 

1 Biedermann, Sandra and Koni Grob and Patrick Tschudin. “Transfer 
of bisphenol A from thermal printer paper to the skin.” Analytical and 
Bioanalytical Chemistry Volume 398 Issue 1. September 2010: pp 571-
576. Print.
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repeatedly touching thermal printer paper for 10h/
day, such as at a cash register, could reach 71 µg/
day, which is 42 times less than the present tolerable 
daily intake (TDI). However, if more than just the 
finger pads contact the BPA-containing paper or a 
hand cream enhances permeability of the skin, this 
margin might be smaller.

The numbers and figures and tallymarks stacked up and up and 
up and up in his head, set to the ambient soundtrack of crude 
laughter and mass-market music and the crackling of another 
polystyrene slug in the trash, and this was where they all were, 
and demented thoughts of extermination and searing flesh made 
him mutter to himself while filling a 24-oz polystyrene to-go cup 
with Tropicana Orange Fanta, “Stop it, godfuckingdammit…”

—

The HE we’re talking about is Cole Scott-Knox-Under. I have no 
idea what’s all that significant about his appearance. Delete all 
the tenacity and anger and neurosis from the previous section, 
and you will be permitted to see Cole—27 years old, roughly six 
feet tall, around 170 lbs—from an outsider’s perspective. From 
this vantage he doesn’t look all that special, and you probably 
wouldn’t be able to find it within yourself to give a fuck. He’s 
actually a reasonably efficient, hard-working employee who pulls 
down about thirty-two hours of pay a week, which isn’t so bad 
considering he lives with his mom. People try as much as pos-
sible (well, certain types of people) to say things to Cole’s face 
floating behind the tiny tablet register (because in the age of 
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disposability and electroneuroticism and objectism, our rote 
workers and general-type servants aren’t even allowed to hide a 
piece of their humanity behind a sizeable register, but are forced, 
rather, to be totally exposed so that, in order to survive, they 
themselves must become a mechanized limb of the store, eradi-
cating all impulses of subversion), things like, “How’s your day 
going so far?”—and because he’s a nice guy he’ll usually answer, 
“Not too bad; yourself?”—and they say these things because 
they want to assure him they don’t view him as some subhuman 
drone, but rather as a full-fledged person who is being forced, 
even if it happens to be his own fault, to do the work of a drone.
From this angle we’re seeing him, he’s stripped of any dangerous 
potential. But perform the simple trick of switching to his per-
spective, and you’ll find it’s us he regards as the weak meandering 
drones, the human chaff, the sick gobblers of styrofoam to-go 
boxes smeared with food, shopping bags with brands on them, 
disposable cameras bloated with vacation photos from recent 
Carnival cruises, servants skittering in the background beyond 
the reach of the flash reduced to dark objects.

You’ll probably want to know he’s mixed—half-black, half-
white. His skin’s on the much lighter side. There are freckles. His 
hair has a caramel tinge thanks to his mother’s being blonde, and 
grows into a loose type of afro, though he keeps it cut short. Is 
he attractive or no? I can’t tell. More attractive than some. More 
like especially attractive to some. His eyes embody the observant, 
fearful gaze of the autodidact: deep skepticism fused to emotional 
vulnerability.

My intent with this section is to impart that, despite all the bad 
things you’re going to discover about Cole, and I suspect there 
will be many, and I also suspect there will be times when he fades 
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into the background to such an extent you’ll hope he stays there, 
because I’ll have to throw him into the trash and no one hopes 
for the resurrection of what ends up there, but despite all the bad 
things, he is actually loveable. Partly because he’ll do the things 
you don’t dare, and partly because your average reader demands 
this quality of their protagonists despite the fact that most people 
worth writing about are morally ambiguous at best, making it 
necessary for me to affirm his redeeming characteristics right 
here at the outset. But the biggest reason why you’ll find him 
loveable is that he is seemingly empty, someone who prefers to 
stay silent and let himself be filled with the actions and words 
of others, which makes him useful to me as a lens, an object of 
profound human fascination, and also one incapable of its own 
commentary.

—

We try not to get caught up in materials, but it’s impossible not 
to. There are many instances in the disposable age where fasci-
nation has evolved into obsession, and from there obsession has 
yielded to sickness. Materials of great simplicity, and therefore 
great genius, are the ones which cast spells over us—we get lost 
in their beauty and endless potential while their original pur-
poses become more muddled and convoluted, more cryptic and 
unfathomable. We become their slaves, and, in turn, they become 
more like us. The texture of disposable life is such that most of 
us, born into a megaworld of solid materials where everything 
is manipulable & artificial & infused with the sweet flavors of 
postindustrial secret intelligence, can’t even begin to compre-
hend the genesis of the strange ecosystem in which we live. Every 
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product, every material, every evolution, is a maddening coil of 
information without end, and the brave amongst us go about 
the work of studying this information not for the sake of their 
occupation or some entrepreneurial impulse, but for spiritual 
purposes, for truth-seeking. We are surrounded by objects that 
bewitch and rule us, and there are always attempts being made to 
counteract the power of these objects by being deeply informed 
about them. We wish to glimpse (or perhaps glare) into the super-
structure, and by so doing unchain ourselves. We’ve arrived at 
such a state of mass mental obfuscation, sealed off as we are from 
the psychological past of our species, that we require magical or 
ritualistic techniques to awaken ourselves. In the novel My Idea 
of Fun by Will Self2 there’s a scene where The Fat Controller, a 
sociopathic magician who has taken a sensitive young boy with 
an eidetic memory as his protégé, reveals to us the technique of 
“retroscendence.” He urges Ian, the protégé, to recall the label of 
his underpants.

I did as he said. The label was sewn onto the crin-
kled, elasticated hem of the pants, which were boxer 
shorts, blue-and-white-striped like mattress tick-
ing. The legend on the label read ‘Barries’ Menswear, 
212 King’s Road, London, 100% Egyptian Cotton.’ It 
was easy for me to summon up this everyday vision, 
because whenever I sat on the toilet the hem was 
stretched between my calves, and if I leant forward 
it was always the salient object in my view.

‘Good. Now, what I am about to teach you is an 
extension of your eidetic capability which you will 

2 Self, Will. My Idea of Fun. London: Bloomsbury Publishing Ltd., 1993. 
Print.
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find of great use in your intended career. There is 
no word, at least in current usage, that does justice 
to this advanced technique, so I have had to coin 
a term of my own. I call it “retroscendence”. ’ He 
paused and looked at me, as if trying to gauge what 
kind of impression this hokum was making. ‘Before 
we retroscend allow me a few prefatory remarks on 
your pants. Firstly, let us refer to them simply as 
“shorts”. You are too callow to be aware of this but 
the term “boxer shorts” is merely a marketing neolo-
gism, coined in order to revamp a demand for what 
in England was perceived as an outmoded type of 
underwear. In America where the loose, cotton, mid-
thigh-length male undergarment has consistently 
maintained its market share, there has never been 
any need to call these things anything but shorts.

‘A second point, you are not conspicuously dan-
dyish, indeed, I would say that you have grown to 
adult size with but little appreciation of the value of 
effective turn-out. Be that as it may, I perceive in your 
decision to purchase these shorts—you did purchase 
these shorts, didn’t you?’

‘Yes.’
‘An attempt, albeit muted, to get to grips with a 

world beyond Saltdean. I picture you on a trip up to 
London, perhaps for a day’s work experience at the 
offices of some conglomerate. Am I right?’

‘You’re right.’
‘In your lunch hour you head down the King’s 

Road from Sloane Square. You walk and walk, 
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staring at the chic emporia. Here’s one that sells just 
belt buckles, here’s another exclusively devoted to 
pointed boots, or country and westernalia, or what-
ever. It hardly matters. You do not intend to enter. 
You would feel yourself embarrassed, shy, in front 
of the shop assistant, who would be so much more 
metropolitan, more sophisticated, than you. Instead 
you peer inside and try to calculate the merchandis-
ing policy: what value of stock is required, per metre 
of shelf space, to meet overheads and instil profit? 
Am I right?’

‘Yes.’ His voice was hypnotic, dreamy.
‘Of course I am. Nonetheless, you do still have 

some vanity, don’t you? You still have the shame 
of the short-trousered recent past. You still—God 
knows why—wish to imagine that someone will 
inadvertently examine your underwear after the car 
crash of sexual congress. So after toddling about for 
a while you go into Barries’ and point out the shorts 
where they lie in the window, interleaved with their 
fellows. But I’m getting ahead of myself, when all I 
really want to teach you is the full history of such a 
product. That’s the title of this lecture: “The History 
of the Product”, and like all good modern lectures—
intended simply to garnish knowledge rather than 
impart it—this one uses visual aides.’

The big hand was on my neck again, twisting it 
like the focus grip of some humanoid camera. The 
autumnal trees, spindly, moulting, were cast into 
darkness as if the wan sun had been eclipsed. I 
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felt myself being pulled backwards, upwards, so 
that my visual field did indeed resemble that of a 
camera, a camera in some computer-graphics title 
sequence. The Sussex campus was shrinking below 
me into a collection of children’s play houses, then 
models, then crumbs, then fly droppings. Until the 
cars moving along the university’s peripheral roads 
were silverfish and the whole scene was dappled with 
low-lying cloud. Then we were higher still and the 
earth curved away from us, showing a nimbus of 
atmosphere at its edge.

The Fat Controller spoke inside of me again. ‘Look 
up above you, look at the bare-faced cheek of the 
infinite.’ I did as he bade me. Up there, set among the 
unblinking stars like some branding of the cosmos, 
was that selfsame label, the label in my boxer shorts. 
‘You see,’ he said, ‘retroscendence enables us to take 
any element in our visual field and, as it were, unpack 
its history. We have chosen your shorts, I now pro-
pose to instruct you in their origin and past life. 
Please do not be confused by the apparent dissolu-
tion of the integrity of your visual field. Remember 
that the purest of solipsism is indeed realism. For, 
if I am the world’—we were heading down again, 
his nails digging into my flesh, I could make out the 
Eastern Mediterranean—‘then the world must be 
real. Isn’t that so?’

The Fat Controller and Ian move seamlessly through the lifes-
pan of the cotton used to manufacture Ian’s boxers, questing 
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from the Egyptian Delta where the cotton was grown, through its 
industrial processes, and finally into the later stages of haggling, 
selection and use by designers and vendors a continent away in 
Europe. This process expresses a profound desire. The desire to 
free ourselves from illusion and delusion. We must possess the full 
knowledge of all materials—then and only then in a disposable 
age is one his or her own person, rid of all deception, self- and 
otherwise.

Of course it’s impossible, that goal. A false temptation leading 
to nothing. We are far more likely, within the span of our lives, to 
obtain a glut of information about a very few specific materials.

Polystyrene. Polystyrene is a synthetic polymer (chemical com-
pound defined by repeating structural molecular units known as 
monomers) made from the monomer styrene, a chemical prod-
uct derived from petroleum, or a petrochemical (liquid form). 
Styrene, a derivative of benzene, is also known as vinyl benzene 
or phenyl ethene. So to produce polystyrene, you polymerize 
styrene, a synthetic process that forces monomers to form chains, 
chemically shackling them together in a mass act of homogene-
ity. Polystyrene can be rigid or foamed (for instance, plastic or 
styrofoam cups), and is classified as a thermoplastic, or a polymer 
which becomes moldable after reaching a specific temperature, 
and then, incredibly, returns to its solid state in exactly the form 
it’s been molded into once cooled. Therein lies the genius of this 
material. The polymers themselves are then bound into chains by 
molecular forces. In styrene, the existence of its vinylic antenna is 
what allows it to polymerize. Vinyl has a significant relationship 
to ethyl alcohol—the word vinyl is derived from the Latin word 
for wine, vinum. Polystyrene ain’t exactly too biodegradable, and 
styrofoam isn’t biodegradable period. (You are too callow, The Fat 



An Introduction of Mindset, and a History of Materials

24

Controller would say, to be aware of this, but the term styrofoam 
is merely a neologism of product ubiquity, much like band-aid 
or kleenex, the Dow Chemical Company having popularized 
and sold polystyrenic foams under the trademark Styrofoam.) 
When heated, the polymer chains break down, then, once cooled, 
spontaneously reform—spontaneous being a word used often in 
literatures regarding thermoplastics. Not all plastics do this, but 
polystyrene does. The polymers can perform this transformation 
again and again, endlessly, being reheated and recooled, then 
spontaneously rechaining themselves together, bound by van der 
Waals attractions that provide the plastic a high intermolecular 
weakness versus the strong intramolecular properties of the heavy 
polystyrene chains (C8H8), so what you’re left with is a tough 
material also endowed with flexibility and elasticity. Look on the 
underside of that fat little plastic cup you’re sipping out of. You’ll 
see the number 6 wreathed in a triangle of arrows, and beneath 
that the letters PS, the abbreviation for polystyrene.

This material, among many others, has become something 
much more than a useful tool developed for selective situations—
it has become a demented compulsion, a  psychological sickness 
in and of itself.

According to Ullmann’s Encyclopedia of Industrial Chemistry for 
2007, there are 3,000,000,000+ kilograms of polystyrene produced 
per annum. Nurdles, the name given to preproduction plastic 
pellets, number at over a quadrillion/annum in the U.S. alone3. 
Fascination evolving into obsession, obsession quickly evolving 
into sickness of the mind.

Following a similar vein of thought, paper cups, often 
3 Maul, J., Frushour, B. G., Kontoff, J. R. Eichenauer, H., Ott, K.-H. 
and Schade, C. 2007. Polystyrene and Styrene Copolymers. Ullmann’s 
Encyclopedia of Industrial Chemistry.
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manufactured from virgin wood, are usually coated with a thin 
layer of polyethylene (PE) or polyactide (PLA). Of the two, only 
PLA is biodegradable, and in any case neither plastic is biodegrad-
able in the purest sense. Paper cups, regardless of their linings, 
require specialized facilities if they’re to be recycled at all. In the 
U.S. in 2006, 6.5 million trees were cut down and 4 billion gallons 
of water used to produce 16 billion paper cups. Post-disposal, the 
cups accrued into 253 million pounds of waste4.

Let us recognize early on there’s an intrinsic environmental 
aspect here that ought to be addressed, but I’m in the unfortunate 
position of having to demand you consider this a merely periph-
eral part of our concerns in this text. Relevant—yes. Primary—no. 
We are concerned with user-end symbolism, the realms of mind-
set and indoctrination, motors that drive the problem in the 
first place. And anyway, statistics like these are hopelessly basic, 
stupefying even, for the truly savvy environmentalist. I’ve even 
suppressed the urge to delve into such tired eco-laments as the 
oceanic trash vortices (which are not visible patches of distinct 
garbage, but far more sinister and intractable swirls of plastic 
mush). But my overall point, which is diffuse and, I can guaran-
tee based on the number of pages in your hands, will come on 
gradually, is moreso a commentary on ourselves and our basic 
psychology than it is planetary and environmental. What I’m 
saying is, feel free to envision your mind as a trash vortex. Look 
around you, no matter where you are. All the objects surrounding 
you are trash, whether eventual or immediate. Your television, 
your laptop, your phone and tablet and augmented reality device 
(glasses or contacts or whatever the fuck): these are, in addition 
4 Feldman, Hilary. “Paper Cups = Unsustainable Consumption.” 
AboutMyPlanet. 11 March, 2014. Web. http://www.aboutmyplanet.com/
environment/paper-unsustainable/.
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to being eventual physical trash, trash dispensers, spewing at all 
hours the products wrapped in trash you will purchase, then those 
products, too, will become trash. Envision simply a trash vortex, 
floating stand-alone and vertical in a void of your choosing, and it 
is spinning, massively, many times larger than any mountain, this 
gyre of trash, you would be no more than a spot of plankton inside 
it. The things of all types you’ve discarded just today—they’re all 
in there. The vortex cones its way down toward the narrow point 
upon which it spins. That foundation, that point, is the vertex of a 
giant human skull, sun-bleached, finely cracked all over, darkened 
about the eye sockets. It is the human neurosis of disposability.

—

Objectism is a theory closely related to retroscendence, but the 
difference is that the goal is not to unpack the history of products, 
but rather to enter them in their present forms, to animate and 
personify them with individual thought processes and personali-
ties dependent upon their functions, appearances, origins. Viagra 
pills that feel impotent. Workaholic refrigerators. Bossy remote 
controls. Later on we’ll learn a great deal more about objectism, 
but for now this cursory introduction will do just fine.

On 4th and Pacific in Long Beach, CA is the Burger King where 
Cole Scott-Knox-Under holds his occupation. He’s working in 
there right now, his friend West speaking to him during a lull in 
the onslaught of customers near a stack of paper cups preparing 
to enact their single-service lives, and the twenty-fourth cup from 
the bottom of the stack is eavesdropping.

“These people are shit, pure scum.”
“Look, I’m trying to just get through this one today, so please 
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relax.”
“Man, when all your black done left you, nigga?” 
This is West. He has the body of Bruce Lee, the face of a young 

Frederick Douglass, and the nervous stance of a chain smoker. 
“What you need is a particle accelerator to melt these fuckers 

down, then you return their goo back into nature to fertilize the 
plants and shit. The whole time they screamin…nah ha ha!…and 
it all settles into the ground as a fine organic fuzz.” He relishes 
the z’s, extending them out a full second.

From Cole, softly, “It’s not like I disagree, just…”
“So then you’re in agreement? The word slaughter comes to 

mind so easily. You know I wear these glasses because Corporate 
encourages us to, and I know you had some trouble handling it, 
but you should see what’s going on with these crazy fuckers, just 
see. They profiles draped around they heads, burgers and ads 
flying around like we in a war zone, motherfuckers walking in— 
oh yeah, I forgot to tell you about this, this business guy comes 
up to the counter with his LinkedIn profile hovering around him, 
scrolling on an automatic timer, it’s like he got a halo made of 
graphics, his job title suspended not two inches above the crown 
of his head in Garamond font. I’m not making this shit up…”

The internal monologue of the eavesdropping cup is marked 
by a gleeful, rabid form of anxiety:

…can’t keep up can’t keep up can’t keep up it’s gonna end it’s 
gonna all end, cramped and suffocated, listening to the world-
enders bark, gonna get free, gonna conglomerate, gonna bask in 
warm temperatures, leave this sclerotic existence behind, these 
two don’t realize how they’re reviled, how their barking gets them 
in trouble because we listen, because we stay silent, motionless 
and subservient and little do they notice as we carve up the world 
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as we please like a ready-made invading force…
West’s hands illustrate the air when orating. They’re both wear-

ing their uniforms with shirts tucked, caps perfectly straight; 
there’s something odd about it. Their disciplined manner of dress, 
despite the seething conversation and insolent body language, 
somehow confuses the brain, as if they were being sarcastic but 
only very subtly so.

“I just don’t have it in me to wade through all this scum. What’re 
you doing tonight? I’ve got some stuff I’ve gotta show you, I’m 
gonna need line checks for all the writing. Plus there’s revolution 
all over Africa, live feeds leaking all over the place like just ban-
quets of information, and I found a way to stream rebel broadcasts 
as well as closed channel transmissions. Around ten-thirty Dalia’s 
gonna be drinking with those white boy barbers, you’ve probably 
seen em around.”

Beneath his lips, Cole’s gritting his teeth. “I’m working the 
morning shift the next four days and Saturday I’m covering AJ’s 
close.”

“Fuck, you’re working Saturday too?”
Cole is involved with the task of cleaning the bank of soda 

fountains, frantically wiping things to a sheen. West stands lean-
ing against the wall.

“Don’t matter anyway, you’re gonna have to get acclimated 
[pronounced here a-climb-ated] to living a life outside of work 
irregardless of your rigorous-ass schedule. After a while inebria-
tion gonna be no different from sobriety, thus permitting you to 
sling burgers and fries all day long whilst inhabiting a pure and 
sonorous zone of your own mind.”

He’s trying to joke around, and normally it would be effective 
if it weren’t for the demented thoughts flashbombing Cole’s mind 
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beneath the properly-pitched Burger King cap like shocking bits 
of film spliced into an otherwise seamless and linear movie.

“I can’t do anything tonight. I’m too tired. I need rest.”
And Cole was catching the whole time alarming snippets of 

some rabid, barely intelligible internal monologue as if he were 
a transponder for closed-channel transmissions between rebel 
disposable cups.

…an invading force, carving up the world, letting them do the 
work while we remain silent and motionless…

—

Speaking of the glasses West wears at the behest of Corporate. 
Pervasive computing is currently the privilege of the wealthy, 

or the poor who aspire to be wealthy, but it’s also something 
more. People tend to agree pervasive computing is an exciting, 
significant advancement in human capability. But it’s only once 
asked to define what the advancement truly is with any sort of 
specificity that you’ll be able to observe them chaining together 
singular monomer thoughts into polymerized arguments, and 
likely what they’ll string together will sound vaguely reasonable. 
They will believe, of course, it’s the next “natural” step forward in 
computing, and the significance of such a step is that we ourselves 
have now been digitized to some extent. We hold access to roar-
ing waterfalls of information at any, every moment. We’re able to 
express ourselves in revolutionary ways, and then, as individu-
als, disseminate those expressions widely in mere instants. And, 
perhaps most importantly, that we’re now linked to each others’ 
minds through simulated telepathic channels, anyone, anywhere, 
and certainly this must represent progress? Except that all these 
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conclusions, on closer examination, are supremely idyllic, and at 
very best only half-true. It would be ridiculous to proclaim that 
computing, computers, and mobile devices have not improved 
our lives, but it’s equally ridiculous not to examine what has been 
improved, and in what way.

Let’s start with one of the basic platitudes put forth by tech 
company advertising in defense of pervasive computing and the 
branded devices which allow us to do so (which seems, unvary-
ingly across the entire industry, to take on a tone of humanistic 
positivism): that we have access to more information, and are 
therefore better informed. Here’s a 2012 article from Salon: “Apple 
cans game modeled on Foxconn tech workers’ suicides5.”

In 2010, a series of suicides among workers at a 
Chinese manufacturing plant that makes iPhones 
brought worldwide attention to Foxconn—and dif-
ficult ethical questions about what’s behind some 
of our most beloved gadgets. At the time, amid 
charges of “labor camp conditions,” things were 
so grim at the world’s ostensible “biggest electron-
ics maker”—supplying not just Apple but Dell and 
Hewlett-Packard—the company was driven to install 
nets to prevent workers from hurling themselves to 
their deaths. Were the over one dozen suicides over a 
short period of time an act of protest? Were they the 
result of stress culminating from the alleged 12-hour 
days that went into making Apple’s first generation 
iPad? And were we, with our dependence on the 
newest, shiniest hand-held devices to entertain us, in 

5 Williams, Mary Elizabeth. “Apple cans game modeled on Foxconn 
tech workers’ suicides.” Salon. 15 October, 2012. Web.
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any way morally accountable for the fates of factory 
workers half a world away? …

It should come as absolutely no surprise that Apple 
removed artist Benjamin Poynter’s In a Permanent 
Save State, an interactive tale of seven tech workers 
driven to suicide, less than an hour after it appeared 
in the App Store Friday. Though Apple has remained 
quiet about the withdrawal of the game, the decision 
likely stems from its loose interpretation of “objec-
tionable” content, which includes anything designed 
to “solely target a specific race, culture, a real govern-
ment or corporation.” …

It’s provocative stuff, reflecting not just the trag-
edies of two years ago but more recent, pressing 
events. Just last month, a riot in a Foxconn plant in 
Taiyun, Central China, one week after the iPhone 5 
went on sale in the U.S., left several workers hospital-
ized, several others detained by police, and as many 
as 10 dead. Just last spring, despite Apple’s alleged 
efforts against “harsh” conditions, the same factory 
was the site of a worker strike. And an investigation 
posted in Chinese online earlier this year told of 
aggressive worker recruiting and an anecdote of a 
teenage worker vomiting on site from the cold. “The 
factory in Chengdu is always hiring,” it says, “but has 
never been able to meet the demand.” Not hard to 
believe if you’ve ever been near an Apple store on a 
new release day.

For Poynter to take aim at a documented rash of 
suicides and the murkily reported ongoing claims 
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of brutal working conditions at the place where 
they make your devices—by creating a narrative for 
your hand-held device—is a poetically hopeful act 
of awareness raising. It’s also the kind of meta com-
mentary that Apple has a history of tamping down.

The article concludes on an anodyne note.

But a game alone can’t make a more humane tech 
world—though in a strange way, the news of its 
banning may ultimately call more attention to the 
ways in which our devices are manufactured than 
the game by itself could. And it’s a conversation we 
have to keep having, one that has to exist not just in 
the realm of fantasy.

Future dwellers, the conversation is stillborn. Not just because 
of our widespread disinterest in the fact that those who assemble 
our electronics will never be able to afford the same products 
themselves, or that they’re forced to work unethical hours to make 
basic ends meet for a behemoth corporation which could easily 
pay them more, or the occasional exposés of military-like disci-
pline in the workplace and child labor (after all, crow industry 
experts, these sorts of conditions are normal for Chinese manu-
facturing!), but because even those who are aware of the issues 
proceed to lament it only while soaring across the digital planes 
of their quite new, months-new, iPhones, heads down, eyes distant 
and hypnotized. We do not care. Rather than outrage, what was 
incited by Apple’s quashing of free information were record sales.

This is just the most common irony of electronic idealism, 



Disposable Thought

33

a new form of political conservatism based around a kind of 
magical thinking of the same stripe as trickle-down economics 
or economy-of-abundance. The sort of thing that finds young 
environmental activists ditching high-end device after high-end 
device, only for the contaminated remnants to end up in vast 
dumps a few hundred miles away from where they were origi-
nally assembled in Southern China, where they pollute wells and 
groundwater, and where the air has one of the highest dioxin 
concentrations in the world as a result, causing extensive cases 
of cancer, miscarriages, and lead poisoning6.

Tech company advertising has frightened the developed world 
into believing that information, without their proprietary devices 
and software, will be unavailable—and indeed their goal is to 
eliminate any contending system, whether beneficial or not, 
because they are not humanistic enterprises, but for-profit. The 
lie that we are dependent upon them for our information, pre-
posterous though it is, is being constantly reinforced as absolute 
truth by our total immersion in the carefully monitored and 
manipulated information systems of their creation. In any case, 
what can be clearly deduced is that increasing consumption and 
usage of pervasive computing not only leads to decreased ques-
tioning of macro-societal issues, but also to psychological states 
of general anesthetized complacency, and even apathy. 

What has been improved by pervasive computing, in all its 
various iterations, are the methods and functionality of age-old 
practices such as propaganda and mind control.

If that seems an outrageous claim, consider that this improve-
ment of insidious techniques was (mostly) an inadvertent 
development of the advancement of new, unheard-of, and 
6 Greene, Jay. “The environmental pitfalls at the end of an iPhone’s life.” 
CNET. 26 September 2012. Web.
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imaginative technologies. But humankind must be exhorted to 
move past its previous naivety regarding these issues. Information 
and tech proved to be the fertile new grounds for capitalism to 
reemerge in all its oldest and most heinous forms. And also to 
evolve into something more inculcating, dogmatic, and indwell-
ing than ever before.

Then what is the significance of pervasive computing? There 
are many, but one of the most chilling when considering the con-
clusions above is that, with the advent of pervasive augmented 
reality, what we are witnessing is a rearrangement of international 
infrastructures on par with electrification and the proliferation of 
the automobile—a society, or societies, whose functionality is in 
large part dependent upon these devices, thereby creating institu-
tionalized forced purchasing conformity. More unsettling: for how 
powerful a representation augmented reality is to a future where 
human beings are constantly connected to a subspace that doesn’t 
actually exist, it pales in comparison to the notion of emerging 
technologies, already being applied, such as DNA computing, 
wetware, artificial neural networking, chemical computing, and 
others. These technologies will, as an absolute certainty, manifest 
themselves into the realm of pervasive computing. Fortuitously, 
they are set to collide in their upward trajectories with a world 
stage tooled and prepared to hardwire this subspace into human 
perception, and in that case no awakening nor heroism will be 
possible.

—

At sixteen, Cole’s high school was a recipient of experimental 
curriculum. A state-funded supply of VR headsets and, preceding 
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that, tablet computers. His first encounter with virtual reality 
was in music class. The teacher distributed the hardware after 
a lecture on the subject of Ludwig van Beethoven’s so-called 
“middle period,” followed by a meticulous, overlong instruction 
concerning proper usage of the headsets. The class joked and 
laughed as the devices were handed out. They would be listening 
to Symphony No. 5, first movement, the teacher urging for no 
talking until the end of the piece. Cole doesn’t remember many 
specifics about this day—he has no recollection of what was said, 
who he sat next to, what happened later on. He remembers the 
room; he remembers placing the goggles against his face, the 
rubber edge digging in a bit more tightly around his eyes than was 
comfortable; he remembers the teacher stepping behind a laptop 
placed on a thickly outfitted podium sprouting arachnoid wires; 
he remembers there being no noise before the music started, 
only a jarring burst of sound that made him involuntarily show 
his teeth. Then he was inside it. The sensation was unlike what 
they were accustomed to with regular augmented reality. The 
classroom was no longer visible as it would’ve been with glasses, 
no thin rectangular border floating at the center of their vision. 
With AR they were used to being able to scrutinize the image 
field itself to find it imperfectly opaque, reality pressing through 
the digital just barely, like mice crawling beneath a thick quilt. 
VR, on the other hand, was utterly immersive.

The feeling at first was almost like a rollercoaster. The sym-
phony’s opening bars, commanding and ominous, unleashing 
them into a complex panorama of open Milky Way, thick bands of 
stars cutting through sparkling blackness, and they were moving 
up, rotating slightly, peaking in their ascent to slowly teeter at an 
invisible point where their vision was now filled by the expansive, 
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lip-lickingly realistic disc of earth, whole continents traversing its 
blue surface beneath scattered layers of white fluff. Cole looked 
down on the ersatz firmament, both hands ferociously gripping 
his pantlegs in defense against something unknown. The math-
ematical dam broke, gushing music. They dove through space into 
the planet, gliding smooth over rainforest canopies, remote ice 
plains scarred with brutal rock formations, then across European 
civilization, Chinese, Indian, then American, African, the visuals 
heavyhandedly imposing the idea Symphony No. 5 was somehow 
representational of all creation, shuttling through deep ocean 
without disturbing the traffic of immense sea creatures, into the 
upper stratosphere surrounded by cloud spires, over turbulent 
volcanic rivers lacing the air with red poisonous motes, suddenly 
simulating Man’s ascendancy through the evolutionary ladder in 
extreme time-lapse before frenetic minuscule figures built up the 
ancient metropolis of Cairo in mere seconds…

It continued on, but Cole, fingers dug into his jeans and sweat-
ing, was having some kind of adverse response to the headset. Not 
motion-sickness, as he would later have to explain, nor any sort 
of epileptic reaction. He remembers not perfectly understand-
ing why he found the VR unbearable; remembers the images 
being abjectly engrossing, to the point that he had found himself 
almost unable to remove the goggles well into the symphony’s 
third minute, lurching forcibly out of his seat and weaving his 
way through the rows of knees and feet to exit the room. The 
teacher, wearing his own headset, spotted Cole fleeing through 
the outward-facing camera, firmly intoning, “Cole, you do not 
have permission to leave my classroom.” The warning failed to 
deter him even slightly, though he remembers hearing it. He 
found himself in a restroom stall, breathing heavily and feeling, 
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in some way he ended up not being able to verbalize very well 
afterwards, deeply unsettled. What he knows for sure is that he 
considered what he did—tearing the goggles from his eyes even 
as he found himself completely transfixed by them (it would 
probably be too dramatic to say under their control)—to be an 
act of defiance he was proud of. 

None of the other students experienced the same strange intol-
erance to the VR. Cole was the only one. He remembers looking 
back at the class before walking out the door, everyone’s eyes 
blocked out by black goggles, looking in every possible direction 
at seemingly nothing, laughing. He was reprimanded for leaving 
the room without permission, albeit softly. I suspect this early 
instance of refusal and trauma points to why Cole has difficulty 
engaging with augmented or virtual reality in general, and why 
he prefers to almost never use it.

—

The lunch rush hits furiously as usual. He’s working the drive-
thru, the job most disliked by the cashiers and also the one which 
requires the greatest skill and endurance, like fighting off a swarm 
of bees. He hands off four large paper bags stuffed with paper-
board clamshell burger boxes, grease-resistant fry sleeves, seven 
napkins, and nine plastic ketchup packets apiece, plus the plastic 
straws wrapped in paper for each medium-size paper cup topped 
with plastic lids, plastic utensils and individual napkins sealed 
in plastic film, sending them out through the window with a 
half-sincere, half-forced smile (sincere because he’s fulfilled their 
order, forced because he’s hating them on the inside and fighting 
off a surge of dread) to a blue ’08 Dodge Durango piloted by a 



An Introduction of Mindset, and a History of Materials

38

45-year-old Salvadoreña lady, her nails red polymethyl methac-
rylate acrylic, shirt from Forever 21, the car chugging and farting 
in front of twelve more vehicles in line behind it. This while also 
filling a plastic cup with rootbeer slushy and capping it with 
plastic dome-top lid and taking an order through the inscrutable 
headset for one Whopper combo with a medium Diet Barq’s. In 
the lobby behind the counter West is prepping a for-here tray 
with a paper placemat, slapping down paper-wrapped burgers 
for all the pure scum, and off in one of the booths two cowork-
ers in expensive suits rip open several salt packets across fries 
fanning from paperboard sleeves. A single magnified instance 
of an incomprehensible hallucination-world made material, sys-
tematically disgorging pizza & styrofoam boxes; plastic bags; soy 
sauce packets; sugar packets; Equal packets; Splenda packets; 
wooden chopsticks wrapped in paper; plastic bowls; saltines 
in sealed plastic; beers in aluminum cans; glass bottles; whole 
reams of paper misprinted on so thrown into the trash and then 
redone on another whole ream of paper; Garfield Christmas 
ornaments destined primarily for a life as waste; unlucky slaves 
trudging into worker camps similarly destined; shampoo, body 
wash squeeze bottles; aerosol deodorant cans; steel shells burnt 
from escaping xylyl bromide; stockpiles of CDs now too scratched 
and laid to death; lungs withered and crusted with sulfur; tshirts 
custom-printed, boxed, shipped; ammunition shuddering across 
conveyors with vast pleasing metal jingling; unending marathons 
of red plastic cups used at all parties everywhere; non-refillable 
plastic lighters; cigarettes, cigarette boxes; toothpicks; frivolous 
magazines; impudent hands and feet; paper towels; water bottles 
& Gatorade bottles & soda bottles; boxes of immortal plastic cut-
lery; cans of paint, lacquer, sealant; bodies delivered into offices; 
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animatronic dinosaurs; Sun Chip Garden Salsa bags; predestined 
animals conjured from the ether and just as quickly replaced by 
others indistinguishable; and you’re saying yes! yes! we get it, 
we understand, just stop it! stop! but it never stops, and we don’t 
understand at all yet, not even a fraction.


