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How can material objects have a social life?

	Material objects interact with the social world in many ways. Once introduced into the social world objects adopt meaning specific to a narrative. (Harré 2002) An object can hold meaning for different people and that meaning can change among individuals. Meaning can be determined based on the functions that the object serves the person. Using Lindsay Hamilton’s ethnographic work on veterinarians and Ailsa Craig’s work on chapbooks among poets, as well as other examples from various resources I will show the way in which material objects interact with people once in the social world. I will finish with a discussion on how material objects can become commoditized and singularized even after becoming part of the social world. (Kopytoff 1886)
Objects interact with the social world in which they reside. Material objects must be introduced into the social world through a social act and there are certain objects that fit into the social world and those that do not. (Harré 2002) The United States flag has social meaning, for example. People treat it with respect, they stand to attention, put their right hand over their heart, and sing the national anthem. The US flag has meaning because it has been introduced into the social world of Americans as something of importance. Harré explains that objects fit into certain narratives through fairytales. A needle is just a needle until sleeping beauty is pricked by it. Porridge has no meaning unless you have read Goldilocks and the three bears. The meaning behind the object depends on the story line or the narrative that it is bound with. The way that the princess or Goldilocks interacted with their respective objects gives them meaning. Since meaning depends on the narrative, and there are as many narratives as there are people, objects can fit into the social world with many different meanings. (Harré 2002)
	Objects do not have to mean the same thing to everyone. For this we can come back to the example of the flag. In the United States the flag has different meanings for different people. There are those that feel national pride in its presence. For others, the flag represents the nation that allowed them refuge. And for yet another group, the flag means a long history of oppression and a government that does not care about them. Objects fit into social, cultural, and historical contexts. When people look at a flag, they don’t just look at a colorful piece of cloth. (Harré 2002) There’s a history behind the object, and it is not the same for everyone because different groups of people have lived different experiences throughout the history of their nations. Certain food and even cooking utensils can be part of a culture. The tortilla press is an important object in Mexican culture because tortillas are a significant part of Mexican cuisine. Freshly made tortillas can signify a successful meal, therefore this object could be found in the homes of many Mexicans. Objects must be interpreted by humans in order for them to become part of the social world (Harré 2002). 
For the veterinarian offices that Hamilton researched, certain medical equipment had different meanings for different staff. For the doctors, a scalpel was a clean object symbolizing surgical skill. For the administrative staff, who were the support staff for the vets, the scalpel was a dirty instrument at the bottom of a dirty bucket that they had to clean. (Hamilton 2013) Material objects that have moved from person to person have different meanings based on the function that they served for each person. For the vets, it served as an important tool, while, for the administrative staff it served only as trash. (Hamilton 2013) Not only can material objects change meaning between different people, they can also change meaning for an individual. People change throughout their lives. Values, personalities, maturity level, religious beliefs all change as one grows and experiences life. As people change they start to see the world differently, which means they are interacting with material objects differently. The one eyed stuffed octopus that you found to be the most precious thing in the world as a kid might be nothing but junk now, or it could have even more meaning due to the attached sentiment. For the veterinarians, when they were out in the field treating their patients, the scalpel was a tool of “surgical prowess”, but when the vets were back in the office the tool was transformed into trash that needed to be thrown out by their support staff. In this instance, the interactions with the scalpel were different because it served a function to them in the field but not at the office. (Hamilton 2013) For the Suku of Zaire the function of their huts changes as it ages. It can go from a home to a chicken house, serving different purposes until it finally collapses. (Craig 2011)
Art offers a great explanation of how material objects serve several roles in our social lives and how history and culture have shaped the meaning of objects. It also serves to identify what is of value to a society. The art itself is a material object that holds meaning for different people. In just about every movie with a scene in an art gallery you’ll have one of the main characters standing in front of a painting with a contemplative look on their face. They’ll turn to the other character and express the feelings that the painting evokes. Art is open to interpretation so it could have an entirely different meaning to the person viewing than to the artist. Students of art are taught to interpret paintings, sculptures, photography, or any other form of art. They are asked to observe the art and interpret the cultural and historical significance of the piece. What meaning did the object have to the artist? What is expressed about the time period? What does it say about the values of the society or artist? (Feldhusen 2008) Pieces of art become objects of the social world because everyone is prepared to apply meaning to them. Van Gogh’s The Starry Night is seen so often in college dorms and declared a favorite so much that it is seen as a cliché in pop culture. Art is used to decorate homes and offices, it is preserved for its historical significance, purchased for hundreds of thousands of dollars, or it could even be seen as a waste of time. Art is a material object that holds many meanings and has a vast history.
Significant art is considered to be priceless or worth a large amount of money. But it is not just art that value is applied to. Material objects can become part of the social world whether they are considered to have value or not. Value is added to an object when it becomes sacralized or singularized. A commodity has exchange value. You can purchase a camera at the local technology store as a commodity. You start taking pictures and become interested in photography. You are now incorporating the camera into your world and giving it personal value. The camera is now a symbol for your new-found ambition and love for photography. It is now a singularized object with a different status. The value of the object can influence how it is treated in the social world. (Jenkins 2014)
When it comes to lending or borrowing objects, the value of the object is significant. If a friend asks to borrow a piece of jewelry that belonged to your great grandmother and is irreplaceable it is highly likely that you will say no. Even if the friend is offended the value of the object will outweigh the argument with the friend. If an object is of low value, let’s say a bicycle you rarely use, then lending it won’t be an issue. (Jenkins 2014) What borrowing does for an object is leave it in a state of ambiguity. Your camera is a part of your social world whether you have it in your possession or not. Even if you let a friend borrow the camera you still own it, but now it is a part of your friend’s social world as well. The object enters into a state of temporary possession. While it is in the possession of the borrower it may take on an entirely different meaning. For example, you may use your camera to take pictures because you enjoy photography. The friend that borrowed it might be using it to take pictures for a project and are finding the camera complicated and frustrating. You each hold different opinions of the object and therefore the object is interacted with differently.
The borrower of the object might treat the object entirely different then the lender or exactly the same. The way the object is treated can depend on the relationship between the lender and the borrower. If the person who borrowed your camera is merely an acquaintance they are more likely to treat it with respect. They will keep it in a separate location from their own items and “re-sacralize”, or remove marks of it being borrowed, before returning it to you. A close friend may treat the camera like their own because of their close relationship to you. They might leave it laying on the bed among their other stuff and return it without cleaning it. The objects serve to form and define relationships. The way a borrowed object is treated can tell us about the relationship between the borrower and the lender. Lending and object and returning it involve social interaction that forms relationships. A person may strive to be a good borrower so they can form a better relationship with the lender, a relationship in which they can continue to borrow things. There has to be trust between the two players in order for it to work. A good relationship must be maintained, and in this way objects mediate social relationships. (Jenkins 2014)
In Hamilton’s ethnography about veterinarians we can see another way in which material objects can define relationships. Hamilton uses two objects, the scalpel and a calf feces sample, to show how objects can highlight hierarchy in the workplace. As mentioned previously, to the veterinarian the scalpel is an important surgical object while to the administration staff it was just something that needed cleaning. We see a similar trend with the feces sample. The veterinarian had no problem handling the sample because he saw it as a lab sample and necessary to do his job. When the veterinarian was done with the sample he simply threw it on top of the already full trash can. When the administration staff came along at the end of the day to take out the trash and saw the feces on top they felt angry and frustrated. The veterinarians felt like this was appropriate work for the administration staff because they saw administration as below them. Even though the staff felt like their job was just as important, the veterinarians felt like the bosses because of their skill level. Another object that highlighted the hierarchy was the use of uniforms. The veterinarians didn’t find it appropriate that the support staff dress just like them so they bought uniforms for the staff. (Hamilton 2013) They wanted to separate themselves from the support staff and the uniform helped do that.
Chapbooks are self-published booklets among poets that are sold at cheap prices, given away or traded among other poets. The chapbooks served many functions. One of the functions is that they helped form relationships among the reader and the audience. The reader felt successful if an audience member bought their chapbook because it meant that they had an audience. The value of chapbooks is low because they are not used for economic gain. Chapbooks are a symbol of poets’ hard work and creativity. Because they are publishing themselves and selling so few copies they can add personal touches to each book. For audience members and poets, the books also served as collectibles. Among poets the exchange of chapbooks pointed out a hierarchy with more experienced poets on top. It was frowned upon for a young poet to ask a more successful poet to trade chapbooks. However, it was okay and a sign of praise for the more experienced poet to offer to trade with a younger poet. These chapbooks became part of the social world of audience members and poets. Different types of relationships were formed. While there was no economic capital attached to the chapbooks, there was social capital. (Craig 2011)
While objects, such as a camera, a scalpel or a chapbook, can become part of the social world through human interactions, they don’t always stay part of the social world. Objects often transform from commodities to objects with social significance and back again. Igor Kopytoff suggests that an object has the potential to be a commodity. He defines a commodity as something with a use value that can be exchanged with something else of equal value that is also a commodity at the time. (Kopytoff 1886) After exchange has occurred and object can be decommoditized and is no longer exchangeable. The object can remain fluid and at some point, in the future become a commodity again. There are things that can become singularized or sacralized because of cultural or political forces. Every object has a biography in which an object can become commoditized, singularized, and recommoditized. (Kopytoff 1886)
[bookmark: _GoBack]Material objects are a big part of one’s social world even if one does not realize it. Your computer or that box of childhood mementos sitting in your attic hold meaning due to the history you have with the objects. The social life of objects can influence relationships and objects can be influenced by relationships. Material objects have a dynamic social life. They do not hold the same meaning all the time, nor do they always hold meaning. All the things that mean something to you have the potential to become commodities. You might end up selling the childhood mementos at a yard sale or on craigslist or giving them to a local second-hand store. Every item has a social biography based on how it has interacted with the world around it.
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