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1. Introduction
	We, humans, put on many items in daily life. Clothing, of course, accessories, hats, and so on. However, most people do not pay attention to the effects of these things. If we observe things from a different perspective, it will emerge that the roles of things are not mere cold insulation or embellishment. In terms of agency of things, things lead how people act and feel. For example, if we wear a suit, it makes people speak politely and seriously even their posture can change. This is because suits initiate action towards humans. Its stiffness and heaviness of the fabric limit human actions. Moreover, not only the physical effect but psychological effect is generated. When humans wear a suit, it makes people to reminds their social roles. By reminding their professional self, humans tend to change their actions. 
	In this lecture, I will focus on the items we used to wear daily, which are the masks. During the COVID-19 pandemic (around 2019-2023), I was startled by how society had changed significantly. By posing the question, “Is the mask merely an object, or does it act as an agent that shapes human behavior, social relations, and political realities?”, I aim to reveal how masks have influenced both humans and society.

2. Theoretical Framework
	Before discussing the activity of the masks, I would like to introduce the two main theories that I will use to examine the masks.
The first theory is how matters provoke or mediate certain actions and social relations. According to Alfred Gell (1998), matters are “secondary agents” that mediate and extend human actions. Which means that even though they do not have will or intention, they can exercise the power to enable actions within relationships with users of matters and systems. For example, tattoos are not mere symbols. They encourage connecting the relationship between the human and society.
The second theory is Actor-Network Theory (ANT), which posits that society emerges as a result of connections. According to Bruno Latour (2005), society is an assemblage where humans and non-humans produce outcomes together. Moreover, society's functioning is shaped not only by humans but also by networks including non-human elements. In other words, agency is not static in one place but is distributed throughout the entire network. Furthermore, he asserts that humans and non-humans are equally constituted entities. For instance, traffic signals issue commands to “stop” or “proceed”, and drivers comply with these signals, which generates the traffic order. The social rule is generated through the collaborative network of law, which is institutions, signals, which are non-humans, and drivers, which are humans. Thus, the social outcome of “safe traffic” is a co-production of human and non-human entities.
	I have outlined two theories above. Next, I will compare and contrast them to clarify their commonalities and differences. A commonality is that both deny the anthropocentric notion that insists that humans are the only things that actively exist. Both claim that actions arise within relationships. On the other hand, what are the differences? The primary difference between Gell and Latour is who or what has the power to act. Gell treats humans as primary agents and objects as secondary agents. Which means that he believes that the power of objects is exercised through human action. This reveals that while Gell rejects anthropocentrism, his theory does not entirely transcend it. In contrast, Latour asserts that both humans and things are emerging agents constituting society. He claims that actions arise within diverse networks, including humans, things, and other elements, without any hierarchical relationships.

3. Case Study: The Masks
	Next, I will analyze the masks from three different points of view, which are body, society, and politics.
Firstly, in terms of the body, masks affect both breathing and facial expression. While they cover the nose and mouth to prevent droplet infection, they also affect our physical functions. According to Riqiang et al. (2023), a randomized clinical trial in China found that wearing N95 masks for extended periods alters breathing and heart rate. N95 masks are masks certified by the US National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) (Shigematsu, no year). The experiment showed that N95 masks increase breathing rate and decrease oxygen saturation after one hour, with heart rate rising after two hours. These changes suggest that the body adapts to mild suffocation by adjusting the mask or speaking less. Furthermore, covering the lower face conceals visible emotions, forcing people to rely on the eyes, eyebrows, gestures, or tone of voice for communication. However, this can make reactions harder to interpret, causing people to feel anxiety and misunderstanding. Thus, masks affect both physical action and communication.
In a social context, masks symbolise courtesy, consideration, and conformity. In East Asian societies such as Japan, where harmony and social order are highly valued, masks embody politeness and respect for others. Masks act as social signals. Wearing masks conveys care and responsibility, whereas not wearing one may be perceived as selfish or inconsiderate. According to Nippon TV (2020), many interviewees who live in Japan stated that mask-wearing had become the social norm during the pandemic. There were even some incidents where people reacted strongly towards non-wearers, such as pressing train emergency stop buttons or secretly photographing them. As mask-wearing became expected, it evolved into a mechanism of social evaluation. Consequently, masks express moral values and reinforce social conformity, which can be dangerous to lead to the exclusion or discrimination of those who choose not to follow the norm.
Finally, in the political dimension, masks can be viewed as tools of governance and as symbols of the conflict between freedom and security. From a Western perspective, where individual liberty is emphasized, many people were opposed to making mask-wearing mandatory. According to Rosenberg (2021), protests against mask mandates emerged in the US because citizens viewed such policies as a threat to their personal freedom. Masks thus became tools for public safety and symbols of restricted liberty. However, another aspect can be seen in the mask ban in North Carolina. According to Seminera (2024), while the bill permitted exceptions for medical reasons, it banned masks in public in an attempt to suppress protests relating to the Gaza War. In this sense, masks operate as instruments of state control and tools of individual resistance. Masks are, therefore, not passive objects, but active agents that mediate and reshape the power relationship between citizens and the state.

4. Discussion
	In the previous sections, I have outlined two different theories and the agency of masks from three dimensions. In this section, I will consider how the masks connect to theories and also try to expand or critically re-examine the theory.

4.1 Body Dimension
	Masks change how people breathe and express emotions by working as extensions of the body. Even without intention, they subtly reshape bodily actions. This connects to Gell’s idea that objects can mediate and extend human behavior. Yet masks affect more than just the parts of the face they touch. During the COVID-19 pandemic in Japan, for instance, people were asked to maintain a distance of about two meters apart under “social distancing” policies (We say “Social Distance” in Japanese). This shows how masks shape human behavior beyond the body. From Latour’s (2005) perspective, both humans and masks act as actants that influence each other. However, I would like to critically consider his theory that humans and non-humans are equal. This is because humans can make or throw away masks, but masks, in turn, just affect people by making them feel breathless or encouraging distance. Therefore, I believe their agency is relational but uneven. This can mean that even within the same system, not all actors have equal power. However, this perspective appears to involve a dilemma since it ultimately fails to move beyond anthropocentrism. Next, I will extend the theory. The distance created by masks is not only physical but psychological. It reflects people’s sense of hygiene and the emotions based on social life. Mary Douglas (1966) argues that “dirt is matter out of place,” and through her theory, people might see others as potential sources of contamination. In that sense, masks become tools that mediate values like clean/unclean or safe/dangerous, shaping how we relate to one another in everyday life.

4.2 Social Dimension
	Turning to the social dimension, according to Gell’s theory, masks can be understood as secondary agents that influence social behavior. By functioning as material expressions of moral values, especially in Japan, masks make social intentions such as care and politeness visible. In this way, people who wear masks convey the message, “I care about others.” Wearers are often seen as considerate and sensible, while those who do not wear masks may be perceived as lacking common sense and risk facing exclusion. From Latour’s perspective, masks participate in an actor-network that generates appropriate public behavior and moral judgments. The presence or absence of masks in public spaces can evoke emotions such as anger or anxiety, and the spread of these emotions helps to reproduce social order. Therefore, masks are not merely tools of social pressure but active participants in the networks that shape society. According to Latour, humans, masks, the media, and other elements collaborate to produce conformity. However, it's important to note that both Gell’s and Latour’s approaches reflect Western theoretical assumptions. The social meanings of masks, such as politeness and care, are culturally constructed and not universal. For instance, in Japan, as I mentioned before, masks symbolize respect and cleanliness, while in many Western contexts, they symbolize restriction or distrust. This difference highlights the culturally specific agency of masks. The same applies to distancing practices. Japan adopted the term "social distancing," whereas Western countries preferred "physical distancing" to avoid suggesting emotional separation. In short, the agency of a mask depends on the text, and it can both mediate and disrupt social power. 

4.3 Political Dimension
	Let us now consider the last dimension. From Gell’s perspective, masks act as intermediaries in political action. For example, in the anti-mask movement, they enabled people to assert their freedom against state control. Conversely, the mask ban in North Carolina turned masks into symbols of state suppression. Although masks have no intention of their own, they gain agency through their interaction with humans and institutions. According to Latour's Actor-Network Theory, masks participate in networks alongside governments, citizens, and the media, producing meanings such as freedom or safety. However, are these networks neutral? When governments impose mask mandates, masks become part of surveillance and social conformity. In contrast, refusing to wear a mask signifies resistance. Thus, the agency of masks depends on the network in which they operate, whether as tools of control or of opposition. Furthermore, masks can act as a form of resistance within surveillance systems. In countries such as the US and the UK, surveillance cameras were widely installed for crime prevention and counter-terrorism. Particularly after the 9/11 attacks (Cahn, 2021). By introducing facial recognition technology, these systems extend state governance into citizens’ private lives (Brewster, 2022). In this context, masks take on a new significance beyond hygiene. They conceal faces and protect personal identity. Consequently, wearing masks becomes a subtle form of resistance by reversing the surveillance gaze. The masks thus mediate the boundary between public and private, simultaneously serving as a product of control and a tool of defiance.

5. Conclusion
	To summarize, this lecture aimed to analyze the agency of masks. I perceived the agency of masks from three domains, which are the physical, social, and political domains. I respectively examined each based on the theories of Gell and Latou. Furthermore, rather than merely applying these theories, I critically considered them and expanded the discussion to comprehensively address the agency of masks. In response to the questions posed, it became clear that masks, objects which are unquestioningly present in our daily lives, are not mere objects. They are entities that exert influence across multiple dimensions, affecting both humans and society. However, their effects are likely to be dependent on the cultural and social context of the individual experienced. I urge you to pause and consider what masks represent within your own culture and the society in which you live. This very act of reflection enables us to gain an important view of how humans live in society. This will also be a significant step for us to move beyond anthropocentric assumptions.
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※I used AI applications (DeepL and Grammarly) to check my grammar and translate words I do not know in English. I also used what I learned in the class, including the texts and slides you made, as a reference.
