Illustrated Glossary of Key Terms for Material Culture Studies, Materiality and New Materialisms
1. Materiality: The quality or character of the material(s) of an object. Materiality shapes the way in which an object is perceived, its relationships with humans and other material things and the ways it can be used or shaped, both physically and socially. While primarily characterized by the physicality of things, materiality is present in concepts and debates across a wide range of disciplines, including but not limited to archaeology, anthropology and philosophy, and thus cannot be restricted to its role within one single school of thought. The term materiality can also be synonymous with relevance and significance, which relates to other concepts within this discussion topic such as vibrancy and object agency.
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Figure 1: The hands of a person, manipulating clay on a pottery wheel. Image via soulceramics.com

2. New Materialisms: Refers to a broad interdisciplinary field within the humanities born from a greater shift in the way we think about the world, moving away from an anthropocentric approach towards a more material or object-oriented worldview. New materialisms question the privileging of human agency over that of objects and explores matter’s agency and transformative role in the world. New materialisms seek to engage with material philosophies while bringing new interdisciplinary connections into the discussion, most notably the sciences, borrowing and incorporating ideas from chemistry, quantum physics and more, creating new philosophies within the world of materiality studies.

3. Object: There is no singular ‘correct’ definition of what an object is in the context of materiality. Within this field of study academics are more concerned with what objects are not, namely things, artefacts and ecofacts. Artefacts imply human agency, and objects imply a perceiving subject, yet parts of the material world can be defined by any of the above terms depending on an individual’s personal perception of their meanings. Unless heading an argument about the differences between an object and a thing, many academics do use the terms interchangeably, although object is the most common and is the term used most widely by far in books, articles and theories related to the subject of materiality, and is used to describe any one entity existing in the material world both natural and man-made, both sentient and not. 
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Figure 2: A collection of common household objects displayed on a pink background. Image via itsnicethat.com
4. Anthropomorphism: The attributing of human characteristics to a non-human entity. As applied to material culture studies, an anthropocentric approach is one that considers objects secondary to that of people. This approach views objects only as creations of and belongings of people, and that the meaning of an object can only be ascribed by humans, believing that objects do not possess meaning or agency independently. In many contemporary discussions around materiality, anthropocentric views and philosophies are increasingly being challenged by academics such as Latour (1999) and Joyce (2015).

5. Agency
6. Fragmentation
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Figure 3: Ravi Phase pottery fragments. Image via harappa.com
7. Enchainment
8. Bounded Entity
9. Relationalism: A philosophical theory put forward by Joseph Kaipayil that interprets the physicality and meanings of objects and people in terms of their relationships to each other. Relationism does not define the boundaries of objects or beings by their differences in materials or physical boundaries, but where they differ from each other is in the mutual relations between subjects and subjects, subjects and objects & objects and objects. While not referencing materiality or new materialisms, Kaipayil’s theories relate to many key concepts within these topics, and many theories within new materialisms follow his line of thought regarding the boundaries between things and the importance of considering their relationships within their respective material and cultural spheres.
10. Representationalism
11. Embodiment
12. Sensory Archaeology/Anthropology
13. Actor Network Theory: Posited by Latour, ANT centers around how associations are made between actors/actants, defined as someone or something that modifies a state of affairs and has a perceptible impact. This network of connections between actors leaves a recordable, followable trace. ANT suggests that these networks include objects as participants or ‘actors’ as the theory assumes symmetry between people and the material world as objects have noticeable affects and contribute to the impact of the network at large and how relationships within the network are made and transformed. However, neither human nor inhuman actors within the network have agency a priori, instead actors “draw[s] upon constellations that have a traceable effect.” (Van Oyen 2015, 65.)
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Figure 4: A person holding their hands up to a plasma ball. Image via freepik.com
14. Material Engagement Theory
15. Vibrant Matter
16. Assemblages
17. Agential Realism
18. Phenomenology
19. Intra-Actions
20. Object Oriented Ontology
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