Review of Tim Ingold’s Bringing Things to Life: Creative Entanglements in a World of Materials 

Ingold’s theory of creative entanglement builds upon a foundation on movement. In trying to discern the difference between meshworks and networks, he proposes that the actor-network theory prevents the distinction to be made in contemporary discussions.[footnoteRef:1] He believes the theory’s foundational principle has been misunderstood because of the translation of its original “réseau” as network rather than netting. Ingold argues that the common acceptance of the theory being a network of interconnected points is a flawed misinterpretation of its original intention to be that of interwoven lines, more aligned with his idea that things exist along lines of movement.[footnoteRef:2] Ingold takes issue with the modern concept of objects having impermeable boundaries or surfaces, suggesting that objecthood is unfit for life[footnoteRef:3]. For a thing to be reduced to an object it is removed from the very processes that give it thingness. In his paper, he introduces an argument with five components to encompass the over-arching thesis which is to argue against the hylomorphic model and emphasize the bringing together of materials as creation and the essence of life. The first two parts of the argument are to define the ideas of ‘things,’ ‘objects,’ and ‘life,’ so readers can understand the terms of Ingold’s theory. Once those are established, the last three components delve into his critique of hylomorphism and discusses how creation is a series of movements and actions coming together to make things rather than form being the end of a reductive process.  [1:  Tim Ingold, “Bringing Things to Life: Creative Entanglements in a World of Materials,” ESRC National Centre for Research Methods, (2010): 11. ]  [2:  Ingold, “Bringing Things to Life: Creative Entanglements in a World of Materials,” 12. ]  [3:  Ingold, “Bringing Things to Life: Creative Entanglements in a World of Materials,” 6. 
] 

Ingold’s criticism of the hylomorphic model of creation inspires a meaningful discussion on contemporary developments of materialism. Many of the contemporary theories presented emphasize stepping away from the concept of inert matter, and Ingold’s argument allows readers to consider how important flow is. Flow of matter and of things is the foundation of New Materialist thinking, and an Environment Without Objects aligns well with the continuous step towards decentering humans and embracing things into the social world. Ingold wants instead, to put the spotlight on the action of bringing together to create a thing, to be a thing is to be in movement. 
Much of Ingold’s work is reflective of this theory of movement-based thinking, he often takes an anthropological perspective and his works center around environments and the life of non-human entities. His works make rounds in discussion with others such as Heidegger, Deleuze, Guattari, and Bennett in the wider examinations of material culture. This article fits into the wider literature of its kind, it successfully establishes its place as a piece of literature on material culture. He references Heidegger multiple times throughout the article, using The Thing to underpin his own work and further the dialogue on things.[footnoteRef:4] Ingold focuses on deconstructing the faults of hylomorphic thinking and counters it with an evocative argument for the importance of the connections and movement of matter.[footnoteRef:5] A strength of this article and of the creative entanglement discussed, is Ingold’s recognition of form-giving as an essential part of things. How things are made, who makes them, what they are made of, and why they are made are all crucial stages of creation that give insight into the broader social realm of things. Ingold emphasizes the importance of materiality and the meshwork of interactions or gatherings that create a thing, something which is also supported by the theory of agential realism.[footnoteRef:6],[footnoteRef:7] He suggests the hylomorphic model renders objects as inert, the flow of matter has been stopped, that by thinking of creation as a reductive process to reach an end (form) that things are lifeless and separated from their environments, preventing them from interacting and having life.[footnoteRef:8] If things are gatherings, and form-giving is equal to life, an object is something that has finished gathering, it thus becomes problematic to suggest objects have life or the ability to act. A dead thing cannot act, and this is precisely what Ingold emphasizes with this article, “things are alive…because they leak.”[footnoteRef:9]  [4:  Martin Heidegger, The Thing, trans. Albert Hofstader (Harper and Row, 1971), 163-184. ]  [5:  Ingold, “Bringing Things to Life: Creative Entanglements in a World of Materials,” 8. ]  [6: Karen Barad, “Quantum Entanglements and Hauntological Relations of Inheritance: Dis/Continuities, Spacetime Enfoldings, and Justice-to-Come.” Derrida Today 3, no. 2 (November 2010): 261. https://doi.org/10.3366/drt.2010.0206. ]  [7:  Ingold, “Bringing Things to Life: Creative Entanglements in a World of Materials,” 11. ]  [8:  Ingold, “Bringing Things to Life: Creative Entanglements in a World of Materials,” 8, 10. ]  [9:  Ingold, “Bringing Things to Life: Creative Entanglements in a World of Materials,” 7. ] 

The writing of the article is quite immersive, which helps bring reality to his argument. Ingold does a successful job of drawing in the readers and asking them to think about their environment, the things around them, and to sit and consider the things he’s saying as they apply in life.[footnoteRef:10] He uses this writing style quite effectively to help explain his ‘environment without objects,’ asking the reader questions and urging them to use their imagination to further bring light to the flow of the world around us. He writes:  [10:  Ingold, “Bringing Things to Life: Creative Entanglements in a World of Materials,” 3. ] 

Let us… take a walk outside, in the open air. Our path takes us through a woodland thicket. Surrounded on all sides by trunks and branches, the environment certainly seems cluttered. But is it cluttered with objects? Suppose that we focus our attention on a particular tree. There it is, rooted in the earth, trunk rising up, branches splayed out, swaying in the wind, with or without buds or leaves, depending on the season. Is the tree, then, an object? If so, how should we define it? What is tree and what is not-tree? Where does the tree end and the rest of the world begin?[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Ingold, “Bringing Things to Life: Creative Entanglements in a World of Materials,” 4. ] 

Ingold’s style of writing appropriately forces the readers to immerse themselves into the literature and follow the path of thought in a way that makes his work accessible in ways other writers fall short.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Ingold, “Bringing Things to Life: Creative Entanglements in a World of Materials,” 4, 12.] 


This anecdote demonstrates both the accessibility of Ingold’s writing and the effectiveness of it; he uses simple language and almost tells a story to convey his point. The article is easy to read and effectively communicates Ingold’s ideas on the life of things. He uses examples and describes mental images throughout the article, lending visual aid to emphasize the real-world applications. He bases his argument on Heidegger’s philosophy that things are doings and movements, but Ingold takes it a step further and gives it a more modern perspective. The article brings together Heidegger, Gell, Gibson, Deleuze and Guattari, and other works of Ingold’s together to suggest a theory of materiality that is conducive to the undeniable relationship people and things have. Things are fluid, permeable, and part of their environments and by embracing those soft boundaries rather than insisting on their rigidity, humans and things coexist in the environment in a vibrant, lively tangle of action and gathering. 
	Overall, I believe Ingold’s theory is quite sound, he supports his arguments with well-established scholars and broadens the wider literature with a fresh perspective. The argument is well-articulated, well-supported, accessible to many audiences. However, it is not without fault, Ingold attributes human qualities to things in his work in a manner that seems to border on anthropomorphise them; “things are alive”.[footnoteRef:13] I think it is important to recognize the equal participation and agential capabilities but still decenter people. Instead of giving things human qualities to indicate they have agency, their agency should be understood as extant to human agency. This does not take away from the overall thesis or credibility of the article, as Ingold defines life as “the [13:  Ingold, “Bringing Things to Life: Creative Entanglements in a World of Materials,” 7.] 

generative capacity of that encompassing field of relations within which forms
arise and are held in place,” but it is difficult to uncouple the word from its anthropocentric connotations.[footnoteRef:14] Ingold also does a very effective job at keeping readers interested, likely in part due to the story-like anecdotes and imaginative exercises integrated throughout his work.[footnoteRef:15] Although he writes for university or scholarly level readers, his writing is accessible to beginners and is meaningful as an introduction into the broader literature of the subject and for knowledgeable readers who wish to avoid the monotonous, jargon-filled literature commonly found in academic literature.  [14:  Ingold, “Bringing Things to Life: Creative Entanglements in a World of Materials,” 3.]  [15:  Tim Ingold, “Materials against materiality,” Archaeological Dialogues 14 no. 1, (2007), 1–16, doi:10.1017/S1380203807002127. ] 

	I believe Ingold’s Bringing Things to Life does a successful job at proving its thesis and convincing its readers while retaining interest in his work. His argument is sound, well-supported, and it integrates other scholars and builds upon them effectively. This article provides a good introduction to some of the most notable figures and to Ingold’s other works; and it fits in with his other works as well, so readers do not receive a completely different reading experience based on the subject. I found the storytelling to be a quite effective approach to readers and engaging their minds in ways other authors do not. 
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