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The Poetics and Political Economy 

of Repair 

Steven J. Jackson and Lara Houston 

What can media scholars learn from and bring to repair, including in the compu
tational sites that increasingly shape and define the field? What would it mean to 
think repair- and think media - as a form of both poetics and political economy? 

This chapter is intended as a contribution to the study of media infrastructures 
advocated and pioneered by scholars such as Susan Leigh Star, Geoffrey Bowker 
and others. This work names some key features of infrastructure: for example, its 
embedding in other structures; its frequent transparency (or invisibility) in use; 
its reach or scope beyond single sites of practice; its formative connection to con
ventions, standards and communities of practice; its dependence on the installed 
base of practice, history and material; and its tendency to 'reappear' ( or return 
to conscious reflection) upon disruption or breakdown (Star and Ruhleder 1996; 
Bowker and Star 1999). At its best, this work has learnt to approach infrastructure 
not purely as object, with self-sufficient and delimited ontology ('this is infrastruc
ture; this is not'), but also as a layered, resonant and consequential thing, defined 
in its relational, experiential and affective dimensions. 

To be a thing in the world, however, is also to be vulnerable: in the words of 
the great Nigerian novelist Chinua Achebe, things fall apart. Concrete crumbles, 
bridges collapse and cities and economies fall into ruin. Markets and institu
tions fail and erode. Habitats and ecologies change and evolve, through reasons 
and forces related to human action and for others completely separate. These 
principles are no less true of the media worlds around us, despite our best efforts 
to ignore them. Screens crack and buttons seize. Firms and industries struggle and 
fail. Old, but still-functioning, objects fade into obsolescence, planned or other

wise. The world moves on to new expectations and hopes, and pristine clean room 
dreams and circuits are transformed into sleek and expensive bricks. 
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THE POETICS AND POLITICAL ECONOMY OF REPAIR 

But things also get put back together, in ways that reflect and engage dee 
human capacities for imagination, resilience and care. These are the twin fore!
at the heart of what we have argued for elsewhere (Jackson 2014) as a kind of
'broken world t�inkin�': an a�ternate sensibility or starting point for thinking
through our relat10ns with media and technology. Broken world thinking acknow
ledges the inherent fragility of our systems and infrastructures, and the constant
work of maintenance and repair that goes into sustaining them. It recognizes the
deep forms of skill and knowledge expressed in such moments (and the need for
our stories of technology and innovation to accommodate them). And it argues
for the possibility of richer, more creative and more enduring relations of care
connecting us to the object worlds around us. 

This sets repair apart from a variety of front-end terms that have too often dom
inated and limited our thinking around questions of media and technology: for
example, 'design' (an increasingly mystified word); 'innovation' (thinly and nar
rowly conceived) or 'production' (which critical scholarship itself has had some
hand in reifying). In relation to these terms, repair has certain virtues. It is mun
dane, enduring and frequently routine. It is humble and modest. It is grounded
inescapably in the forms of breakdown from which it arises, making it irredu
cibly tied (and therefore accountable) to the worlds around it. Above all, repair
is ordinary, part of the everyday ongoingness by which order is maintained and
extended in the world, one fraught fix at a time. 

This basic stance has led us to a continuing series of empirical studies, unfolded
over several years and with many collaborators, that has attempted to ground
and connect these ideas to concrete questions across a range of sites and experi
ences. For example, what role do maintenance and repair (or lack thereof) play
in the sustainability (or not) of technology development projects in the global
south (Jackson et al. 2011, 2012)? What forms of technical skill and knowledge
operate through repair, how is such knowledge shared and learnt and how might
this disrupt presumptions around the nature and global distribution of technical
expertise (Jackson et al. 2014; Ahmed et al. 2015)? What forms of value and valu
ation are expressed and extended through repair, from amateur repair in the global 

north to the livelihood repair sectors of Uganda and Bangladesh (Houston et al.
2016)? How might repair work be reimagined under the language of care, and
how could this shift or upend our basic understandings of morality and collective
order (Houston and Jackson 2017)? And how might breakdown and repair be
refigured as moments not just of failure and restoration but also of imagination
and creativity- and what might this reveal about wider processes of collaboration,
responsibility and being, in and with the 'thing-y' world around us (Jackson and
Kang 2014)?

245 










































