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The Forensics of Transient 
Computational Materials 

 
 

 Abstract 
Electronic components and computational artifacts tend 
to have a short lifespan. When they age, they become 
obsolete and lose their value and meaning. In a case 
where members of a makerspace investigate an old 
artifact with electronic components, we use the notion 
of forensics to describe how the lost meanings of 
discarded objects can be revived, and how the acts of 
inquiry around these objects and materials also bring 
new meaning to the objects at hand. This points to an 
alternative perspective on the transiency of electronic 
materials, where the focus is not on prolonging their 
lifespan, but rather on how such objects and materials 
can become meaningful after their “death”. 
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Introduction 
The archaeologist can find a piece of scattered 
ceramics, which can serve as a starting point to build a 
contextual and extensive understanding of the cultural, 
geographical and historical setting the piece belongs 
within. In a similar way, technological bits and pieces 
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can tell stories of their contexts of use and making. By 
disassembling and or reconstructing a discarded object, 
it can regain meaning in new ways. Such meaning 
making and reconstructive activities make sense for 
archeological artifacts, but how does this translate to 
the interpretation of discarded computational artifacts 
and technology? Where does it leave objects which are 
too young to be of historic interest and too old to be 
seen as functional or required in any context of use? 
Focusing on these materials that once served a purpose 
at some point during the course of technological 
progress, but which are nowadays foremost seen as 
waste or useless materials, we would like to raise 
questions around the value and meaning of discarded 
objects and on a second note the responsibility of the 
designer and creator of future technologies. This also 
links to examples where discarded and neglected “old” 
technology artifacts are brought back to life by artists 
[6], and in making contexts [10]. This positioning 
paper is a thought experiment based on some findings 
from a recent study at a makerspace, aiming to 
contribute to current discourses in HCI research on 
materiality, sustainability, aging and ephemerality.   

Exploring bits and pieces 
In a recent observational study we follow a case where 
a discarded old object is found, taken apart and 
examined by two members of a makerspace. The 
object, which turned out to be a prototype for a cash-
in-transit (CIT) box, was constituted by a combination 
of physical materials, explosives, electronic 
components, and embedded software code [figure 1]. 
The participants engaged in an inquiry around the 
object and its components that in a way resembles how 
forensic practitioners approach to reconstruct series of 
events from traces at a crime scene. In their 

examination of the object, the participants explored 
both its physical appearance, taking it subsequently 
apart in order to make meaning of its construction and 
to eventually extrude and hack the software 
components in a quest to get to the bottom of the 
object's origin. Those materials we refer to were 
assembled bits and pieces of technology which have 
been valuable in the recent past (old circuit boards, 
microprocessor, sensors etc.) that often still contain 
valuable materials (minerals and metals), but which are 
regarded as old and disposable material in the present. 
Considerably all materials that constituted the box in 
our example can be regarded as old and outdated and 
if used in today's context, wouldn’t provide sufficient 
power and performance that technology demands. 
While exploring the different parts, the two makerspace 
members reflect on the electronic material, try to make 
meaning out of them from the perspective of their age 
and skill set, such as “This looks like some form of 
processor, but it's way before my time.” but also relate 
to the age and qualities the discovered material 
provides: “Can you see these angles? In old circuit 
boards, basically the computer routing software wasn’t 
as good then and it’s used 90 degree angles on 
everything.” as well as providing further context “Back 
in the 1970’s people have hand-drawn circuits, which 
then tended to have no corners at all, but later they 
were replaced by 90 degrees sharp angles and today 
we are having rounded corners instead. [...] So that is 
indeed an indicator and gives information how old this 
object might be” [see figure 2].  As the inquiry around 
the object moved on to investigate the software 
extruded from the microcontrollers, the way the 
discovered code was written and assembled did provide 
further insight on the origin of the object as such: “I 
would say that people these days don’t program like 

 

Figure 1: The box opened with 

electronic and metal components 

stacked together 

 

Figure 2: PCB board with mounted 

chip and 90 degree circuit angles 

 

Figure 3: Close-up of a prototype 

board  



 

this anymore because nothing is done for you, which 
makes it very slow and complicated”. Furthermore, the 
quality of the materials reveals the nature of the object 
itself, which proved to be an original prototype created 
more than two decades earlier and the first of its kind. 
“This looks very handmade…or at least parts of it” one 
participant exclaimed during their exploration phase. 
Details hereby taken into account were for example 
that there the PCB boards used in combination with 
prototype boards [figure 3] and that some parts were 
assembled by hand and others industrial produced with 
more advanced machinery. A concluding comment of 
one of the participants was that according to him that 
“if you look at anything you can find some interesting 
history in it by looking at the details, I mean it’s a fun 
mental game”. This example here serves to illustrate 
how technological bits and pieces can, similar to 
archaeological or forensic findings, tell stories of their 
origin and emergence. We state that this might be an 
interesting thread to explore further. 

Discussion 
Inspired by writings from Mary Douglas who states that 
“Rejected bits and pieces” which are recognizably “out 
of place still have some identity as they can be traced 
back to their origins”, [2] we relate to writings in social 
anthropology and discussions within material culture to 
approach the matter. Caitlin DeSilvey draws in her 
work on entropic processes of deposition and decay, 
located at a derelict homestead. Here she argues that 
the “artifact is not a discrete entity but a material form 
bound into continual cycles of articulation and 
disarticulation” [1] as the artifacts at hand were 
influenced and partly taken over by decay. Even if the 
previously given examples in the earlier paragraph are 
less dramatic, natural aspects are elements which have 

to be taken into consideration. Similar to DeSilveys 
account argues Tim Edensor that “processes of decay 
and the obscure agencies of intrusive humans and non-
humans transform the familiar material world, changing 
the form and texture of object, eroding their assigned 
functions and meanings, and blurring the boundaries 
between things” [3]. On the note on materials 
transiency Tim Ingold writes that materials can be 
understood “as substances-in-becoming they carry on, 
forever overtaking the formal destinations that, at one 
time or another, have been assigned to them, and 
undergoing continual modulation as they do so” [4]. 
This idea of a constant shaping and reshaping is an 
interesting approach to understanding and explore 
materials properties and their actual durability after all.  

When turning towards HCI, researchers and artists 
have previously explored the potential for discarded 
objects and technology, where the technology got 
appropriated into novel contexts as well as used in 
order to tell the historical past and meaning of the 
object at hand [6, 7, 9]. Jackson and Kang argue that 
the “up-front design orientation of the HCI field” can 
benefit from “work with broken and discarded objects” 
and that they may thereby influence “our individual and 
collective relationships with technology” [6]. Other 
research that should be mentioned provides notions on 
maintenance, reuse and repair [5, 7, 8, 9] of 
technology, which stands in connection to the gaining 
awareness of the sustainable impact modern 
technology provokes. 

Conclusion 
The question we asked in this paper was how 
discarded  “old” objects and technologies are perceived 
and what kind of value they still contain. The materials 



 

in focus are located in an in-between state of being too 
young to spark interest and being to old to still be of 
use or function, we provide an idea to explore 
overlooked properties of technology. In our case where 
members of a makerspace investigate electronic and 
computational components, we used the notion of 
forensics to describe how the lost meanings of 
discarded objects can be revived, and how the acts of 
inquiry around these objects and materials may bring 
new meaning to the objects at hand. As there is an 
obvious correlation between the demand and 
production of the latest technology and the equivalent 
rise in the amount of technological waste, we argue 
that there is need to rethink the handling of old and the 
creation of new technology.  
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