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In this article, Ingold states that his aim is “to reverse the emphasis, in current studies of material culture, on the materiality of objects as against the properties of materials”. Drawing upon J. Gibson’s (1979) tripartite division of the inhabited environment, Ingold critiques the prevailing focus on ‘materiality’ which tends to separate humans from the world’s materials rather than connecting them. He contends that this focus reduces physical materials to abstract categories or symbols, ignoring their fluid, dynamic forms. To illustrate this point, Ingold explains and then critiques C. Gosden’s (1999) division of the material world into two broad categories: landscape and artifacts. For Ingold, this binary division reduces the complexity of the material world by limiting it to “either things encountered in situ, within the landscape, or things already transformed by human activity into artifacts”, thus neglecting other life forms such as fungi and bacteria that are natural elements of the material world. 
Ingold then turns to Gibson’s three components of the environment: medium, substances, and surfaces; with a particular focus on surfaces. Using this tripartite division, he underscores the importance of distinguishing between materials and materiality, emphasising the need for scholars to shift their focus from abstract conceptions of materiality to a more grounded understanding of physical materials themselves. He argues that by prioritising a focus on the properties, processes, and transformations of materials, a better understanding of materiality as a dynamic and relational concept could be gained. Ingold asserts that materials should be seen not merely as static “things” but as active agents in shaping life, environments, and experiences. By adopting this perspective, he suggests, we can deepen our understanding of human engagement with the material world, moving beyond reductive interpretations that view objects through their “material essences” or meanings. Ingold concludes this article by advocating for a shift in how we conceptualise materials within the study of materiality: from viewing objects as fixed, static entites to recognising them as part of continuous relational processes that shape and are shaped by the world around them. 
Ingold's article provides valuable insight into materiality by shifting the focus from objects themselves to the dynamic processes involved in their creation. Rather than viewing materials as purely symbolic, Ingold emphasises the direct, experiential aspects of working with materials, treating them as active participants in the histories of objects. This approach encourages a more dynamic understanding of materiality, distinguishing his perspective from those offered by other readings in this area. His focus on how materials transform over time – and how they both shape and are shaped by human actions – proves especially useful. By examining human-material relationships, particularly in regards to materials like wood, clay and metal; Ingold recontextualises these interactions, urging readers to appreciate the sensory, practical, and relational dimensions of engaging with materials. However, while a refreshing shift, one could argue that Ingold’s focus on the tangible, sensory qualities of materials overemphasises the physical experience. The focus on physical interaction may downplay the importance of symbolic and cultural meanings that societies attach to objects. Material culture involves not only how objects are made, but also how they are interpreted, used, and valued within specific social contexts, and Ingold’s framework might underrepresent these symbolic dimensions. Despite this, the article succeeds in reminding us of the often-overlooked experiential aspects in a field typically dominated by theoretical discourse. 
Throughout the article, Ingold’s emphasis on the relationship between humans and materials serves as an important reminder of the agency and skill involved in crafting, shaping, and working with materials. By foregrounding these interactions, he highlights the essential role of human labour and creativity in giving life to materials, shifting the focus from abstract theorising to a more tangible, relatable perspective. In doing so, he not only celebrates the human element of material culture, but also reconnects the reader to the hands-on experiences and skills that define our interactions with the world – underscoring the active and meaningful relationships that people build with materials over time. His view of materials as active participants in the history of objects further enriches this perspective. By treating materials as entities that “grow, develop, and change” through interactions with humans, Ingold presents a model that captures the deeply interdependent relationship between humans and materials – demonstrating the influence of the latter. This approach encourages a dynamic perspective in which objects are no longer seen as static entities, thus adding depth to our understanding of how materials and human activities evolve alongside one another.
Ingold certainly offers a valuable contribution to our understanding of materiality by emphasising the tangible, physical aspects of materials. However, while Ingold aims to provide a more grounded perspective by avoiding abstract, jargon-heavy language, his treatment of symbolic or representational aspects of materiality can still feel somewhat abstract. This is particularly relevant when he employs concepts like sunlight, movement, and perception to critique C. Gosden’s framework of the material world. This use of conceptual examples could weaken his argument as it may not clearly illustrate how his focus would apply to more conventional concepts. While one could argue that this approach is intentional, as Ingold’s objective is to recentre the study of materiality on to the inherent importance of physical materials themselves, this fact alone does not reduce the level of abstraction in his own critiques of materiality’s abstract nature. This is further compounded by his use of inconsistent terminology: phrases such as “materials as active agents” can seem somewhat ambiguous as they invite questions of what it means for a material to act independently of human intent. Such terminology may result in his arguments becoming more abstract and thus less accessible. 
Many articles that discuss materiality tend to list or describe various approaches without providing much critique or in-depth evaluation. Ingold's article, however, is useful precisely because it offers a pointed critique. He directly addresses the issue of abstraction in the study of material culture, examining both the language used and subjects covered. Ingold argues that the term ‘materiality’ has become over abstract, detached from the tangible qualities of materials, and calls for a reconsideration of how materials are categorised and understood within the wider field. This focused critique is particularly valuable for grounding the concept of materiality in real-world contexts, making it more applicable and meaningful in the study of material culture; however, in doing so, Ingold neglects the possibility of hybrid approaches. His critique of the field suggests a stark divide between materiality as an abstract concept and his own approach to tangible materials, yet he does not fully explore the potential for hybrid approaches. A more multi-directional approach beyond the anthropological field could integrate the symbolic, interpretive aspects of materiality with an appreciation for the sensory and practical engagement with materials. This exclusion can make his critique feel overly polemical, as if he does not acknowledge the complexities, nor necessities, of interdisciplinary work within material culture studies. 
Overall, Ingold’s article fundamentally challenges the conventional notion of materiality, which often treats materials as static, detached, and passive entities lacking intrinsic meaning in their raw forms. Ingold offers a fresh perspective on studying materials as dynamic agents that actively interact with and shape human life. His discussion of materiality and material relations offers a more grounded approach and provides a valuable counterpoint to the existing symbolic and interpretive frameworks. This perspective not only enriches our understanding of materials themselves, but also deepens the study of how they can participate in general human experience and culture. 

	
	
	



