How may the materials of the world shape people?
People are composed of things, tiny molecules of carbon, calcium, water; things that we take into ourselves food, ideas, air, but what are all of these things doing to humans? Many approaches to knowledge making have a “human exceptionalist” standpoint, viewing humans as the only beings that consciously shape the world, thus giving us the right to use its resources. In the light of changes that humans are making to the planet, new approaches are coming into the field. We are now coming to question how much humans are shaping the planet, what causes them to do so and whether the planet affects them back. By using a new materialities (Coole and Frost, 2010) viewpoint: studying the human’s place amongst non-human materials, I would like to look not just at how people relate to things but at how things shape the people that they relate to.

People are physically shaped by the materials that they encounter, through touch and the skin which takes in and “leaks” (Ingold, 2010) out substances or through eating when “the bodies of eaters materially bind with the bodies they ingest” (Attala, 2018, P.48). This links people to almost everything that surrounds them. They can interact as “natural investigators” as in Fayers-Kerr’s example of the Mursi tribe interacting with different earths and clays, using their bodies to take part in the “dynamically interactive network” of the world (2019, P.144). Ingestion can also shape people socially as what one eats, for some groups, is believed to have an impact on the ingester not only bodily but in terms of knowledge and personal qualities, for example: the Mbuti of the Ituri rainforest believe that eating meat makes them impure and has cost them immortality (Turnbull, 1983) for this reason they believe that children are pure and let them be their moral guides. For people who take “Ayahuasca” they are in relationship with the plant through ingestion and it gives them knowledge through hallucinations (Attala, 2018, P.59). These interactions create a relation between humans and their environment, and some would argue that this relationship is mutually beneficial as “humans look after and care for plants that are meaningful to them because the plants make them want to” (Attala, 2019, P.70). So, in this case the plants are shaping the lives of humans to meet their needs just as the humans are shaping the lives of plants to meet theirs. 

In the same this relationship between humans and the world’s materials works through a “human activity” (in this case gardening) so do many others, all materials are part of ongoing processes and “human activities” are just another one of those. This is a sort of “becoming-with” (Haraway, 2008) in every process materials are relating with each other. Moreover, materials that are shaped by a process then go on and shape others creating a huge “meshwork” (Ingold, 2010, p.3). When we take plants and make clothes, they then become part of a business transaction and then they are worn and become part of the image a person presents to the world and this affects how other people relate to them and so the material shapes not only one person but many through these cultural actions.

Due to this “meshwork”, we are constantly relating with many things at the same time. In the case of clothing we are interacting with the material itself, the person wearing it and the societal interpretations that it has with it. These societal interpretations are what Morton (2015) would term a “hyperobject”, something with which it’s hard to relate directly but is indicated by other things. Morton’s example was climate change which is seen in weather and many other factors but can be talked about as a single thing. These “hyperobjects” shape humans’ lives as much as any other object in the ways that they are engaged with. Climate change, for example has changed the habits we teach our children (“We need to turn the light off when we leave the room”), the media we see and the way we relate to certain behaviours and material (e.g. recycling is “good”, and polystyrene is “bad”). So, when relating to something in their daily activities humans are not only relating to the thing itself but also to the things it signifies, and these can shape us through the thing. Ingold explains that when we think of an object they are “cut off from the flows that bring them to life” (2010, P.7) he uses the example of a kite being lifeless without wind. One might argue that what is signified by something is another sort of flow, without it that thing would have no meaning and therefore would not be able to have relations with humans. The signification of an object shapes humans as much as the object itself. As much as a person would be uncomfortable without the ring that normally sits on their finger and so interacts with their body, so they would be uncomfortable without the love that it signifies. 

To me, all this seems just to further the point that humans are not separate or exceptional, they are part of the world and the processes that are going on within it. They are not acting upon the world but acting within it. Perhaps being aware that humans are just as shaped by the material world as they shape it could offer a new way of looking at the effects of human actions and finding new ways to encounter the world. 
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