How People and the Material World Shape Each Other

People have feasibly mastered the material world, we can bend it to our will; be it rerouting rivers, building skyscrapers or exploiting fossil fuel reserves. Despite this the material world influences us through natural disasters and climate change. Neither exists in separation from the other but humans seem to deliberately put themselves in a different category from things that are ‘material’.
One prominent idea is that objects have a will of sorts. Bennett references this idea by saying “All things have agency” and that “agency appears as a continuum” (Bennett, 2004). These points are drawn from Bruno Latour’s broader Actor Network Theory in which he states that all things are connected by a set of relationships that are constantly in flux with other things: one thing will exert influence over another by a ‘connection’. Bennett addresses this idea by recounting an experience when she saw a mass of objects clogging a storm drain; and her mind flits between “stuff to ignore… and on the other hand, stuff that commands attention as vital and alive in its own right” (Bennett, 2004). From a purely logical standpoint this idea seems silly because inanimate matter cannot have vitality of the ‘being alive’ she eludes to; one of the things clogging the storm drain was a rat corpse, and that clearly is not alive because it is dead. Yet Bennett says that this mass “exudes a kind of dignity, provokes poetry, or inspires fear” (Bennett, 2004) which appears to be the material world shaping her opinion of that mass of what is consider to be waste. The fact that she was impacted by said waste could be interpreted as a kind of unintentional agency on the part of the waste, or it could just as equally be Bennett attributing that meaning. Either way, this idea of object agency has traction in an abstract or philosophical sense and a degree of validity in a logical sense because the waste’s ability to command and draw attention to itself as a “residue of human action and inaction” (Bennett, 2004). Had the waste not been there, Bennett wouldn’t have noticed it and as a result wouldn’t have considered it a sign of action and inaction.
Another point of view is that humans assign value to things by consuming them. In an interview, Daniel Miller says that “consumption is a process by which human beings materialise or objectify values or meanings” (Borgerson, 2009). One way of interpreting his viewpoint is that people are always seeking to gain more material wealth because it helps people to objectify the amount of ‘value’ they have to their name. For example, hobbyist collectors will enjoy amassing a large array of their favoured collectible for no tangible reason; one reason could simple be because they like having a lot of ‘material value’. Another interpretation of Miller’s viewpoint links to the psychoanalysis of Sigmund Freud, Miller points this out by saying “you have a clear idea why you like something over something else, but when asked you would struggle to say why” (Borgerson, 2009). This could mean that it is not just a conscious function to collect but also a subconscious drive that is biologically programmed into humans, that being a drive to collect or amass material wealth as a sign of status or just to collect.
A more direct example of the material world shaping humans is through climate change. Aaron Vansintjan says in his Anthropocene Debate article that humans “exist in an age when humans have fundamentally changed the geology of the earth” (Vansintjan, 2015), his statement carries a lot of weight because he claims that we have changed the world on a fundamental level; and in response to this fundamental change in its makeup, the world is indirectly responding through climate change. Bennett would then attribute this sudden interest in climate change to the world’s “thing-power” (Bennett, 2004). A more detailed definition is that thing-power is the “ability to shift between different states of being, to go from trash/inanimate/resting to treasure, animate, alert” (Bennett, 2004). In relation to Vansintjan, Bennett’s definition of thing-power could be used to argue that the world has shifted to an ‘alert’ state and because of this people are now being shaped by its power and are attempting to act against climate change. 
In a greyer area lies the question of where the material world ends and where the human world begins. In an essay published in The Art of Living on a Damaged Planet, Scott Gilbert highlights how dependent people are on microorganisms. To understand this point, one must draw a distinction between humans and microorganisms; microorganisms are not humans so they can be considered a part of the material world. Gilbert (2017) explains in his essay that humans rely a great deal on microorganisms to carry out even basic functions such as digestion. In essence he is saying that humans could not exist without the existence and symbiosis we have with bacteria, and those bacteria can be seen as part of the material world; their influence within our bodies directly shapes who we are. One example he cites in the essay is kwashiokor. Gilbert (2017) explains that in a twin study conducted in Africa that in identical twins where one twin was healthy and the other was not, they had the exact same genome and diet but the difference between them was in gut bacteria and when gut bacteria from the healthy twin was given to the unhealthy twin the symptoms of kwashiokor were alleviated. This study can be used to show that the bacteria from the ‘material’ world have a direct influence on the human world because we cannot function without them.
Points to further develop the debate as to where humans end and matter beings is made in a book written by Timothy Ingold. One argument he makes is “A room devoid of objects, we might reasonly conclude, is uninhabitale. In order to make it ready for any activity, it has to be furnished” (Ingold, 2010). By this he means that because of a lack of ‘material’ within the room it has no function other than an empty space. The furniture that is put into a room influences what a person will do in it. Having a cooker, dishwasher, sink and oven makes it a kitchen; having sofas and a TV makes it a living room; having a bed makes it a bedroom. The furniture (clearly made of material) is directly influencing the person who performs tasks within that room. The point I find most intriguing however is when Ingold makes reference to the English language. In his point he says:
“The idea that objects have agency is at best a figure of speech, forced on us (Anglophones at least) by the structure of a language that requires every verb of action to have a nominal subject” (Ingold, 2010)
What’s most interesting about this point is that the English language is spoken and written in such a way that the differences between human and material are deeply entrenched in how we speak and write. However other languages may not have such separation; cultures that are more deeply involved with the environment will have words that are closer to ‘material’ and ‘object’ than ‘human’ when describing different things.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The material world shapes the human world through our dependence on the resources it provides and the symbiosis we have with the microorganisms that inhabit our bodies. The human world shapes the material through our construction of ‘civilisation’ with cities and the extraction of natural resources. Although try as hard as we can, we cannot separate ourselves from it for we are made of the materials that make up the world and are utterly bound to it, for the resources it provides and the environments it gives us.
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