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Fluidity is a common material phenomenon. We encounter it countless times every single 

day: for instance, when taking a shower, pouring milk into our cereal bowl, drinking a 

cup of tea, washing the dishes, watering plants, stepping into fog, refuelling the car, and 

so forth. Fluid phenomena may be familiar, but they are by no means trivial. Examples 

of the wide-ranging nature, significant consequences, and manifold intricacies of fluid-

ity abound. As we were preparing this volume, the news was awash with innumerable 

instances of fluid issues that constitute and affect the world we inhabit: There are the 

melting glaciers, rising sea levels, changing atmospheric flows, and the slowdown of ocean 

circulation systems due to global warming. Moreover, we were experiencing the COVID-

19 pandemic, reminding us of the correlations between aerosols, the dissemination of 

diseases, and fossil-fuelled mobility on a planetary scale. Rivers burst their banks, flooding 

towns, leaving behind swathes of destruction, and claiming human and non-human lives. 

A container ship jammed the Suez Canal, interrupting supply chains and the global move-

ment of materials and goods. Elsewhere, sewage polluted with fertilisers and the stagna-

tion of water currents stimulated massive algae blooms and the production of marine 

mucilage, causing the extinction of sea life. Endocrine disruptors and antibiotics seeped 

into the environment, polluting groundwater and food products, eventually jeopardising 

the health of living beings. Waste disposal, broken pipelines, or exploding warehouses 

brought about the leakage and dispersion of toxic chemicals. The list could go on and on 

(cf. Chen et al. 2013: 4–5). The study of fluidity, however, should not be limited to such 

cases of ecological disasters and hazardous material events; and it is not only a subject 

of the natural sciences, either. There is way more to fluidity, since above all, it is about 

materials in motion – materials active and activated, mobile and mobilised, activating 

and mobilising. What this volume therefore suggests is a kind of critical cultural rheology 

that draws a bigger and more differentiated picture of the material complexities, ecolog-

ical dimensions, political ramifications, and epistemic functions of fluidity.

The image we have chosen for the cover of our publication shows one of the most 

archaic and sublime representations of fluidity (Figure 1.1). It is a photograph of glow-

ing lava as it flows from Kīlauea volcano on Big Island, Hawaii. In this case, fluidity is 

a powerful natural phenomenon relentlessly changing and forming the environment. 

These streams of molten rock might help to develop a more complex understanding of 

fluidity, particularly with regard to the mobility and mobilisation of materials. First of 
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all, the lava draws attention to the fact that the differences between the fluid and the 

solid, between flow and stasis are only gradual. As the hot “mix of silicate liquid, crystals, 

and gas bubbles” (Griffiths 2000: 477) moves through the landscape, it begins to cool 

and solidify unevenly by interacting with the materials around it (such as soil, rocks, veg-

etation, water, and air). The currents of lava are not homogenous but “present a wide 

range of flow regimes” (ibid.), and the transitions take place on various scales and with 

different speeds. Moreover, the lava we see in the picture is not one but many: a trained 

eye can discern at least two morphological types (one called ‘A‘ā, the other Pāhoehoe) 

featuring different textures, compositions, rheological properties and behaviours (such 

as viscosity, flow rate, and velocity). Thus, the lava flow as an instance of materials in 

motion is varied in itself. In addition, the extremely hot mixture changes and mobilises 

other materials when coming into contact with them, for example, turning wood into 

ash, sand into glass, and water into steam. It is not only a picturesque phenomenon but 

also one exerting a generative power that transforms its surroundings aesthetically. As 

a result of volcanic outbursts, the lava also hints at other erupted materials that are set 

in motion and dispersed into the environment, such as gases (e.g. water vapour, carbon 

and sulphur dioxide) and tephra (e.g. airborne particles and rock fragments). This mobi-

lisation of both solid and fluid materials may have far-reaching ecological, economic, 

aesthetic, and health effects, not only locally but also in distant places, or even globally. 

In sum, the image of the Hawaiian lava flow indicates that fluidity is an intricate, entan-

gled material phenomenon that comprises manifold processes of change, movement, 

and agency in a wide range of contexts and on diverse spatial-temporal scales.

Figure 1.1: Brocken Inaglory, Pāhoehoe Lava and ‘A‘ā flows at Big Island, Hawaii, 2007.



Materials and Concepts of Fluidity | 9

The present volume delves into this diversity of fluidity. It compiles studies from 

art history, political science, cultural theory, media studies as well as environmental and 

materials history, taking into account a broad spectrum of fluid materialities ranging from 

fossil oil, foam and liquid crystals to plastic, chemicals and aerosols through to rivers and 

oceans. The topics are widely varied, demonstrating that fluidity and (fluid) materials per-

vade and connect the most different realms of the world: For instance, the essays examine 

the chemical and technological mobilisation of materials in petromodernity, and trace 

the relationships between artistic practices, liquid ecologies, the history of slow violence, 

and social crisis in Latin America. They address the nexus of global trade, logistics, and 

the controlling of flows, thereby critically assessing ideological and epistemic functions of 

fluid metaphors. Moreover, they pay attention to connections between fluidity and digi-

talisation, considering artistic and technological investigations into programmable mate-

rials, display systems, new life forms, and the liquid intelligence of GAN-generated images. 

Other contributions reflect upon theoretical and artistic engagement with the human 

body as a site of fluid materiality, verbal and visual tropes of liquid corporeality, and the 

dynamics of leakage. They point out the role of mobility and mobilisation in the social 

lives and histories of substances, and discuss the extensive production and consumption 

of materials as an anomaly in the socio-technological metabolism of the Anthropocene. 

Last but not least, they are concerned with the ecology of disperse materials, showing that 

humans and materials are in the mix together, even forming a collective social space.1 

These reflections on fluidity, thus, cover various scales of time and magnitude, relational 

orders, and regimes of flow: from local to global, molecular to infrastructural, natural to 

industrial, instantaneous to geohistorical, short-lived to creeping, smooth to turbulent, 

controlled to rampant, from inorganic substances to living organisms.

Notions and the imagery of fluidity (and related terms such as flow, liquidity, or 

circulation) are frequent topics in contemporary art, aesthetics, and cultural theory. This 

has been observed by numerous scholars across many disciplines, including history (cf. 

Espahangizi & Orland 2014; Gänger 2017), anthropology (cf. Rockefeller 2011), psycho-

analysis (cf. Downing 2017; Epps 2001), architecture (cf. Last 2015), media studies (cf. 

Denecke 2020; Hagener et al. 2020; Thibault 2015), queer theory (cf. Stephens 2014), 

political economy (cf. Roberts & Joseph 2015), social theory (cf. Sutherland 2013), and 

art history (cf. Finke & Weltzien 2017; Nakas 2015). It does not come as a surprise that 

current geographical, ethnological, anthropological, and literary approaches in the fields 

of “new thalassology”, maritime studies, or the “blue humanities” also give prominence 

to the fluid and flowing (cf. Helmreich 2011; Horden & Purcell 2006; Mentz 2009; Stein-

berg 2013; Steinberg & Peters 2015; Strang 2006). Thus, authors of diverse research 

backgrounds and interests have rightly pointed to the “recent surge in the use of fluidity 

as concept and metaphor” (Umans 2016: 149), thereby classifying it as a commonplace 

figure of thought or “a postmodern catchword” (Kaliściak & Sikora 2014: 72). In the light 

of this prevalence of notions of fluidity and flow, some have spoken of a “hydrological 

1  For more detailed abstracts of these contributions, see the short introductory chapters at the 
beginning of each section of this volume.
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turn” (Chen et al. 2013) or “liquid turn” (Blackmore & Gómez 2020) and associated it 

with a “new mobilities paradigm” (Sheller & Urry 2006: 207) that seems to characterise 

“liquid modernity” (Bauman 2000) in general. Given its ubiquity in present thought, 

the rhetoric and imagery of flows and fluidity needs to be examined critically. This is 

even more necessary since quite often the “concept of fluidity itself remains strangely 

uninterrogated”, being simply “taken as an unproblematic positive term”, as Elizabeth 

Stephens (2014: 186, 187) noted with regard to new materialism. She also found that 

usually “fluidity itself is rarely subject to examination” (ibid.: 186). Her observations are 

still valid for the most part and can be transposed to other disciplines and fields of 

research, too. For that reason, this volume takes into account both various concepts of 

fluidity (e.g. metaphoric, aesthetic, or epistemic) and fluidity as a material phenome-

non, expecting that this twofold perspective will reveal its multifarious dimensions and 

encourage a more sophisticated theoretical engagement with the subject.

Of course, the high currency of fluidity has not remained unquestioned. For 

instance, some scholars have explicitly criticised the “fetish of fluidity” (Epps 2001), 

deplored the “fetishism of flows” (Roberts & Joseph 2015: 4), or problematised the pre-

vailing “metaphysics of flux” (Sutherland 2013: 4). In turn, others have critically diag-

nosed a defamation and “fear of stagnation” (Behnstedt et al. 2007: 7, 9; my trans-

lation), i.e. a refusal of permanence, solidity, and objecthood, complaining about the 

incessant emphasis on mobility, change, speed, processes, and open-endedness. Con-

cepts of fluidity, it has been stated, are inclined to “overlook sites of resistance and 

opposition” and pay too little “attention to the complex ways in which material agency 

is often involved in interactions” (Tuana 2008: 194), thereby reifying “an ideology of 

immateriality that does not adequately reflect the material nature of production and 

distribution” (Sutherland 2013: 5). Moreover, the common association of fluidity with 

the dissolution of concrete forms, the liquefaction of stable relations and structures, or 

the melting away of distinct boundaries is often addressed sceptically. In short, such 

critiques point out that fluidity and flows are usually conceptualised in a way that is too 

simple, too homogenous, too weightless and effortless, too continuous and smooth, too 

liberating and affirmative. There seem to be no turbulences or frictions, no barriers or 

disruptions impeding movements, no limitations, impurities, or interdependencies with 

the solid and stationary. As fluidity becomes discursively detached from actual materials 

and physical processes, it tends to become a uniform and abstract phenomenon, even-

tually being purified and harmonised. Borrowing a phrase from Timothy Morton, who 

has an outspoken disdain for notions of the fluid and processual and is a critic of the 

“flowing and oozing metaphors abound[ing] in the new materialism” (Morton 2013a: 

70), there is indeed a risk of ending up with some kind of innocent “lava-lamp fluidity” 

(ibid.; 2013b: 164–174).2 Our cover image of the imposing lava flow indicates that flu-

idity goes far beyond theoretical containment and idealisation. Therefore, this volume 

2  Of course, we do not subscribe to Morton’s overall argument. However, the lava lamp as an image 
of a contained, tamed, and pleasing instance of fluidity seems to capture some issues pertaining 
to the latter’s conceptualisation. The rather ironic fact that Morton (2013a) himself draws heavily 
upon fluid metaphors is discussed in Finke (2020).
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takes the justified criticism seriously and considers fluidity neither as an immaterial flow 

nor as a general flux of matter.

We hold the opinion that a theoretical engagement with fluidity is key to a better 

understanding of the world we inhabit and the challenges currently confronting us, be 

they ecological, economic, political, or social. However, one needs to avoid both a “lava 

lamp theory”, which diminishes fluidity to an easily manageable, unproblematic phe-

nomenon, and a romanticising of the fluid and flowing, which indiscriminately promotes 

some kind of general ‘panthareisation’ (from Greek, panta rhei): we neither live in a 

lava lamp nor in an “amorphous stew” (Flusser 1993: 22). What we propose instead is 

a critical cultural rheology.3 First, this approach acknowledges that there are variegated 

regimes of fluidity and variable types of material flow “which move at different speeds, 

scales, and viscosities” (Sheller & Urry 2006: 213; cf. Sutherland 2013: 13). The streams 

of lava on Hawaii and, indeed, Morton’s lava lamp are but two instances of the diverse 

and intricate phenomenon of fluidity. Moreover, a critical rheology takes into account 

that fluidity has manifold cultural forms and manifestations rather than being solely a 

physical property or natural process. Countless material flows (even those which appear 

to be natural at first sight) result from the working together of various agencies, includ-

ing human and non-human animals, substances, technologies, policies, or weather: the 

climate-damaging emission of carbon dioxide, smog, the Great Pacific Garbage Patch, 

or the industrial mobilisation of fossil oil are obvious examples (cf. Klose & Steininger 

2021). Hence, it is necessary to investigate the epistemic, ecological, political, eco-

nomic, technological, and material conditions and consequences of fluidity (cf. Dom-

mann 2016: 531), the “material and institutional infrastructure of movement” (Tsing 

2002: 338), as well as the wide range of agencies and cultural practices that enable 

and constitute material flows in the first place. A critical rheology, then, would explore 

how materials are mobilised, how they are kept in motion or kept at bay, how they are 

sped up, diverted, slowed down, or stopped; and it would also study how materials and 

material flows themselves mobilise, activate, or disrupt the movement of others. Such 

a rheological approach would pay critical attention to both the flow and mobility of 

materials and to the variable “materialities of flows and mobilities” (Law 2006: 228), 

thereby freeing fluidity from the lava lamp: i.e. seeking to make it more complex, more 

troubling, more viscous, more leaky, more turbulent.4

3  In completely different contexts, both philosopher of science Gabriele Gramelsberger and art 
theorist Boris Groys have also recently adopted a “rheological perspective”: While Gramelsberger 
(2016), in her deliberations on slime as a prerequisite for technical media, calls for a “rheology of 
media”, Groys (2016) aims at a “rheology of art” when discussing the modern “fluidization of the 
artistic form” and art in general. Unfortunately, neither elaborates further on their idea of rheology.

4  A critical cultural rheology therefore points in a similar direction to the “liquid ecologies” approach 
suggested by Lisa Blackmore and Liliana Gómez (2020). In “Beyond the Blue”, they emphasise that 
the aim of this conceptual framework is “to probe the relational web of liquidity in its historical, 
political, environmental, social, epistemological and aesthetic dimension”, considering the “variable 
intensities, viscosities and porosities of liquid ecologies” (ibid.: 2–3). While their focus is mainly on 
water-related subjects, our volume has a broader take on fluidity and materials in motion.
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The present volume approaches its subject from three different angles. The first 

section, Thinking Fluid: Epistemology and Metaphorology, deals with notions and the 

imagery of fluidity, liquidity, and material flows in cultural theory and artistic practice. It 

addresses both the discursive and aesthetic thinking about as well as with fluid phenom-

ena and materials in motion. Discussing theoretical and imaginative concepts, verbal 

and visual metaphors, rhetorical tropes and representations of flux, it pays particular 

attention to the epistemic and ideological dimensions, challenges, and potentials they 

imply. The second section, Flows, Change, and Agency: Materials in Action, shifts the 

focus from conceptualisations of fluidity towards the materials and material phenom-

ena themselves. On the one hand, it delves into their social, technological, chemical, and 

industrial mobilisation, exploring the ways they are activated and set into motion, rang-

ing from the molecular to the planetary level. On the other hand, it also considers the 

materials’ own mobility and changeability by discussing their various dynamics, phases, 

transformations, and agentic capacities. The final section, A Leaky World: Ecology of 
Materials, takes into consideration that materials and material processes defy absolute 

containment, being inclined to reach out into their respective environments, dissipating 

and mingling with an endless number of other entities and agencies. It addresses flu-

idity with regard to the ecological entanglements and interdependencies of materials, 

examining diverse forms of material exchange within local and global systems as well 

as the consequent environmental effects. Last but not least, this section – and, in fact, 

the volume in its entirety – reflects upon how human life is deeply involved in material 

movements and interactions, and how we are affected by the ecology of materials.

Acknowledgements

The present volume originated from the research network Fluidity: Materials in Motion, 

which was funded by the German Research Foundation (DFG) from 2019 to 2022. We 

would like to express our gratitude to the DFG, particularly to Claudia Althaus and Ste-

fanie Röper, for their support and the opportunity to thoroughly immerse ourselves in 

the subject of fluidity. We are also much obliged to the other members of the research 

network, who played an important part in the development of the central ideas on which 

this publication is based. The network’s research assistants Saskia Watzl and Ana Sofia 

Suárez Lerche ensured that the workflows never came to a standstill. Over the course 

of the last three years, we have hosted a series of workshops, which were significantly 

enriched by guests from various fields of research and visual art, who generously shared 

their knowledge and perspectives with us: Our profound thanks go to Pamela Bannehr, 

Hugo Fortes, Hanna Hölling, Maria Janus, Ina Jessen, Alexander Klose, Holger Nobach, 

and Jens Soentgen. For this volume, we cooperated again with several people we had 

already had the pleasure of working with when editing an earlier publication on a similar 

subject, namely State of Flux: Aesthetics of Fluid Materials (2017): the illustrator Vanessa 

Karré designed the splendid cover, Lucinda Rennison did a great job proof-reading and 



Materials and Concepts of Fluidity | 13

improving the manuscript, and Beate Behrens, Isabella Knoesel, and Marie-Christin Selig 

of Reimer Verlag gave the project the best possible support. Last but not least, we are 

deeply indebted to all the contributors to this volume, who provided illuminating and 

innovative essays, teaching us a lot about the complex and far-reaching phenomenon 

of fluidity and materials in motion.

Bibliography

Bauman, Zygmunt (2000). Liquid Modernity. Cambridge, UK: Polity Press.

Behnstedt, Jan et al. (2007). “Einleitung,” in Stehende Gewässer: Medien der Stagnation, 

ed. Butis Butis, pp. 7–25. Zurich & Berlin: Diaphanes.

Blackmore, Lisa & Gómez, Liliana (2020). “Beyond the Blue: Notes on the Liquid Turn,” in 

Liquid Ecologies in Latin American and Caribbean Art, ed. Lisa Blackmore & Liliana 

Gómez, pp. 1–10. New York & London: Routledge.

Chen, Cecilia et al. (2013). “Introduction: Toward a Hydrological Turn?,” in Thinking 
with Water, ed. Cecilia Chen, Janine MacLeod & Astrid Neimanis, pp. 3–22. Mon-

treal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press.

Denecke, Mathias (2020). “Flows and Streams of Data: Notes on Metaphors in Dig-

ital Cultures,” in Explorations in Digital Cultures, ed. Marcus Burkhardt, Katja 

Grashöfer & Mary Shnayien, pp. 1–18. Lüneburg: Meson Press.

Dommann, Monika (2016). “Alles fließt: Soll die Geschichte nomadischer werden?,” in 

Geschichte und Gesellschaft 42(3), pp. 516–534.

Downing, Lisa (2017). “Perversion and the Problem of Fluidity and Fixity,” in Clinical 
Encounters in Sexuality: Psychoanalytic Practice and Queer Theory, ed. Noreen Giff-

ney & Eve Watson, pp. 123–144. Santa Barbara, CA: Punctum Books.

Epps, Brad (2001). “The Fetish of Fluidity,” in Homosexuality and Psychoanalysis, ed. 

Tim Dean & Christopher Lane, pp. 412–431. Chicago & London: The University of 

Chicago Press.

Espahangizi, Kijan & Orland, Barbara (2014). “Pseudo-Smaragde, Flussmittel und bewe-

gte Stoffe: Überlegungen zu einer Wissensgeschichte der materiellen Welt,” in 

Stoffe in Bewegung: Beiträge zu einer Wissensgeschichte der materiellen Welt, ed. 

Kijan Espahangizi & Barbara Orland, pp. 11–35. Zurich & Berlin: Diaphanes.

Finke, Marcel (2020). “Talking of Objects, Speaking with Fluids: Lava Lamps, Icebergs, 

Swimming Pools, Hyperobjects,” in https://materialien-in-bewegung.de/portfolio/

talking-of-objects-speaking-with-fluids-lava-lamps-icebergs-swimming-pools-hy-

perobjects/ (last accessed October 8, 2021).

Finke, Marcel & Weltzien, Friedrich, ed. (2017). State of Flux: Aesthetics of Fluid Materi-
als. Berlin: Reimer.

Flusser, Vilem (1993). “Form and Material,” in The Shape of Things: A Philosophy of 
Design, pp. 22–29. London: Reaktion Books.



14  |  Marcel Finke & Kassandra Nakas

Gänger, Stefanie (2017). “Circulation: Reflections on Circularity, Entity, and Liquidity in 

the Language of Global History,” in Journal of Global History 12(3), pp. 303–318.

Gramelsberger, Gabriele (2016). “Es schleimt, es lebt, es denkt – Eine Rheologie des 

Medialen,” in Zeitschrift für Medien- und Kulturforschung 7(2), pp. 155–167.

Griffiths, Ross W. (2000). “The Dynamics of Lava Flows,” in Annual Review of Fluid 
Mechanics 32(1), pp. 477–518.

Groys, Boris (2016). In the Flow. London: Verso.

Hagener, Malte et al. (2020). “Zirkulation: Einleitung in den Schwerpunkt,” in Zeitschrift 
für Medienwissenschaft 23(2), pp. 10–18.

Helmreich, Stefan (2011). “Nature/Culture/Seawater,” in American Anthropologist 
113(1), pp. 132–144. 

Horden, Peregrine & Purcell, Nicholas (2006). “The Mediterranean and ‘the New Thalas-

sology’,” in The American Historical Review 111(3), pp. 722–740.

Kaliściak, Tomasz & Sikora, Tomasz (2014). “Soma rhei, or the New Vision of Porn,” in 

InterAlia: A Journal of Queer Studies 9, pp. 72–93.

Klose, Alexander & Steininger, Benjamin, ed. (2021). Oil: Beauty and Horror in the Petrol 
Age. Cologne: Walther König.

Last, Nana (2015). “Architecture and the Image of Fluidity,” in Globalizing Architecture: 
Flows and Disruptions, ed. John Stuart & Mabel Wilson, pp. 35–41. Washington, 

DC: ACSA Press.

Law, John (2016). “Disaster in Agriculture: or Foot and Mouth Mobilities,” in Environment 
and Planning A: Economy and Space 38(2), pp. 227–239.

Mentz, Steven (2009). “Toward a Blue Cultural Studies: The Sea, Maritime Culture, and 

Early English Literature,” in Literature Compass 6(5), pp. 997–1013.

Morton, Timothy (2013a). Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology after the End of the 
World. Minneapolis & London: University of Minnesota Press.

Morton, Timothy (2013b). Realist Magic: Objects, Ontology, Causality. Ann Arbor, MI: 

Open Humanities Press.

Nakas, Kassandra, ed. (2015). Verflüssigungen: Ästhetische und semantische Dimen-
sionen eines Topos. Paderborn: Wilhelm Fink.

Roberts, John Michael & Joseph, Jonathan (2015). “Beyond Flows, Fluids and Networks: 

Social Theory and the Fetishism of the Global Informational Economy,” in New 
Political Economy 20(1), pp. 1–20.

Rockefeller, Stuart Alexander (2011). “Flow,” in Current Anthropology 52(4), pp. 557–578.

Sheller, Mimi & Urry, John (2006). “The New Mobilities Paradigm,” in Environment and 
Planning A: Economy and Space 38(2), pp. 207–226.

Steinberg, Philip E. (2013). “Of Other Seas: Metaphors and Materialities in Maritime 

Regions,” in Atlantic Studies 10(2), pp. 156–169.

Steinberg, Philip E. & Peters, Kimberly (2015). “Wet Ontologies, Fluid Spaces: Giving 

Depth to Volume Through Oceanic Thinking,” in Environment and Planning D: 
Society and Space 33(2), pp. 247–264.

Stephens, Elizabeth (2014). “Feminism and New Materialism: The Matter of Fluidity,” in 

InterAlia: A Journal of Queer Studies 9, pp. 186–202.



Materials and Concepts of Fluidity | 15

Strang, Veronica (2006). “Fluidscapes: Water, Identity, and the Senses,” in Worldviews: 
Environment, Culture, Religion 10(2), pp. 147–154.

Sutherland, Thomas (2013). “Liquid Networks and the Metaphysics of Flux: Ontolo-

gies of Flow in an Age of Speed and Mobility,” in Theory, Culture & Society 30(5), 

pp. 3–23.

Thibault, Ghislain (2015). “Streaming: A Media Hydrography of Televisual Flows,” in Jour-
nal of European Television History and Culture 4(7), pp. 110–119.

Tuana, Nancy (2008). “Viscous Porosity: Witnessing Katrina,” in Material Feminisms, ed. 

Stacy Alaimo & Susan Hekman, pp. 188–213. Bloomington & Indianapolis: Indi-

ana University Press.

Umans, Laurent (2016). On the Edge of Fluidity: International Cooperation in Turbu-
lent Times. PhD thesis, Wageningen University, https://edepot.wur.nl/388367 (last 

accessed February 3, 2022).


