
	Object Biographies

	Objects/things are social and gain meaning through social practices; this meaning is constantly being shaped and changed through the life-use of an object and in part might be drawn from the recursive relationships between people and things.

	1
	One way that anthropologists have thought about this process is through the metaphor of the biography of object, informed by the work of Kopytoff (1986), who argues that objects, like people, can be said to have social lives with their own distinct biography.
This approach links the socialisation of an object to the concept of personhood and how within a biography it acquires distinct identities and histories over time. 
Moreover, there is an understanding, particularly in archaeological thought that the stages in an object’s existence, from creation (birth) through to final use, possibly destruction and discard (death) can be compared to a life history.
This approach has had enormous impact on archaeological analyses of the material world (and indeed continues to do so).

	2
	Related to object biographies is the concept of biographical or history object (Hoskins 1998): “how things tell the stories of people’s lives”. These are personally meaningful possession, distinct from heirlooms and inalienable possessions. Their defining characteristics are that they that they share our lives with us and in so doing inform our personhood.

	3
	Most recently archaeologists (Joyce and Gillespie 2015) have developed the notion of itinerary of object, which examines the spatial movement of an object through significant nodes or points in time and space. This approach assumes that movement (matter flows) is a fundamental capacity of things. It captures the dynamics of an object as it moves between social contexts.

	Activity

	In small groups I would like you to discuss one of the objects provided.

	1
	Consider how you might apply the notions of object biography, biographical object and object itinerary to this object. 

	2
	How useful are these concepts for exploring how objects are socialised?

	3
	Do any of these approaches work better for your object and why?

	4
	Does it help us further categorise objects beyond alienable/inalienable or gift/commodity?



