Material Cultures, Material Minds by Nicole Boivin is described by its author as being the undertaking of “an exploration of the ways in which culture, society and the mind[...] are in fact far more material, visceral, and sensual than most of our academic models acknowledge”[footnoteRef:5577], as well as an attempt to “draw attention to the material component of human social and cultural existence[...] overlooked by those seeking to understand the ‘cultural’ rather than ‘natural’ world”[footnoteRef:427]. These dual imperatives aptly correspond the position of Material Cultures, Material Minds both in the context of the wider academic debate on materialism(s), and its content to the lay (or beginning) reader in the subject.  [5577:  (Boivin, 2008)]  [427:  (Boivin, 2008)] 

To cover the former first, the most notable characteristic of the work relative to others in its field is what Hodder (as a scholar himself a subject of Boivin’s analysis) terms its “inclusivity”[footnoteRef:16830]. That is, beyond a general anti-Cartesian bent that seems in vogue through much of the academic literature surrounding materialism (and which the author admits may result in its “err[ing] in over-emphasising the material, and by focusing on it, reinforce the dichotomy between ideal and material”[footnoteRef:15708] rather than collapsing it,) much of the work’s mass lies in a kind of comprehensive explanation and history of the extant scholarship on materialism.  [16830:  (Hodder, 2010)]  [15708:  (Boivin, 2008)] 

[bookmark: _Int_rz7xcYh3][bookmark: _Int_luMbxhR2]The precise ‘degree of comprehensiveness’ is a characteristic noted across commentaries upon the work as, in itself, characteristic. Gillespie, while characterising Boivin’s work as “broad rather than deep”[footnoteRef:26335], nonetheless credits it as a “comprehensive and thoroughly explained introduction”[footnoteRef:7476], while Pirie references “a very wide range of reading”[footnoteRef:6636], later characterising it as “among the strengths of the book”[footnoteRef:533]. Between Hodder, Pirie and Gillespie, there seems to exist an academic quorum on the latter’s characterisation of Material Cultures, Material Minds as sacrificing detail for comprehensiveness, with the divergence of opinion being the particular degree of relaxation (or lack thereof) on the matter (see Hodder’s “as might be expected”[footnoteRef:26533] versus Gillespie’s “[it] leave[s] the reader wanting more than just[...]”). Given Boivin’s criticism of materialisms insufficiently preoccupied with matter, this state of affairs likely constitutes an affect (rather than a defect) of the text’s intended academic function. [26335:  (Gillespie, 2010)]  [7476:  (Gillespie, 2010)]  [6636:  (Pirie, 2010)]  [533:  (Pirie, 2010)]  [26533:  (Hodder, 2010)] 

[bookmark: _Int_alqeGSuw]As regarding the text’s position in the scholarly debate surrounding the field (of materialism), it occupies something of a grey area – Boivin deliberately eschewing any “new over-arching theory of society, the mind, or material culture”[footnoteRef:30822] on the one hand, and critiquing Gillespie’s ”well-meaning analysts”[footnoteRef:29889] and the linguistic turn in the social sciences more broadly on the other. To put it another way, Boivin’s work is inclusive, except insofar as it is exclusive. The reconciliation to this apparently paradoxical stance is found in the text’s emphasis on materiality rather than ’the material impact of things’ - that is, stressing Olsen’s idea of the ”thingly”[footnoteRef:24938] and a kind of conceptual autarky of matter defined against anything reminiscent of abstraction. While matter can be representational in Boivin’s construction, this is secondary to the fundamental root of its importance – namely, its physical existence. As such, a preoccupation with what matter signifies versus its significance represents a subtle but real departure from the fundamentals of materialism in Boivin’s conception, and a kind of intellectual infection by the Platonic meme of the superiority and separation of the ideal and the real. Doubting both the feasibility and the essential correctness of the aforementioned ”over-arching theory”[footnoteRef:13240], then, Boivin positions Material Cultures, Material Minds in the context of the extant scholarship as a kind of attempted corrective against a perceived ’creeping abstraction’ - ”new approaches[...] that not only take account of the material world, but also recognise that it is integral to the human story[...][t]his book constitutes an attempt to respond to this call, and to move a little closer towards these goals”[footnoteRef:16689]. [30822:  (Boivin, 2008)]  [29889:  (Gillespie, 2010)]  [24938:  (Olsen, 2003)]  [13240:  (Boivin, 2008)]  [16689:  (Boivin, 2003)] 

This ‘mission statement’ also explains much of the text’s content and character, as remarked on by the literature upon it. The composition of such a corrective necessitates both a kind of intellectual ‘genealogy of error’ (i.e. Platonic idealism through Cartesian dualism onto structuralism, post-structuralism and so on, all with an eye towards a ‘memetic contamination’ of materialism). Additionally, if the author is to act upon her analysis of the faults in extant literature and attempt to nudge the dial of scholarship a notch towards a truer synthesis, it further necessitates the consistently noted characteristic of comprehensive engagement with wide-ranging scholarship across both the social and natural sciences. As for the sacrifice of ‘depth for width’, it is worth noting that little scholarship is published without reference to natural (indeed, material) constraints – of time, money, and the physical business of life. By Boivin’s own definition of materialism, the primacy of these constraints necessarily informs (if not dictates) the bases of human life and work – including, implicitly, her own.
Indeed, it can fairly be said that Material Cultures, Material Minds is characterised by remarkably personal reference to its author – both in terms of research, and in terms of personal experience. Boivin begins the text by way of a brief but unsparing outlining, dissection, and deconstruction of both her work as a PhD student in Rajasthan, and the academic context within which it was situated, and goes on to make periodic reference to it throughout the text (for example, returning to it in Chapter 2 (‘Representation and Matter’) to discuss the significance of doorways as an experiential metaphor rooted in materiality in the region). This is, to Boivin’s credit, clearly informed by a good degree of self-examination. In much the same way as she discusses the extent to which her PhD work was influenced by the academic fashions of the late 1990s (in her view for the worse), she explicitly admits the probability of Material Cultures, Material Minds merely inverting the Cartesian binary rather than surpassing it to the desired synthesis (“err[ing] in over-emphasising the material[footnoteRef:30657]). While academic honesty is a prerequisite for this level of work, and thus cannot precisely be termed a strength, the degree of self-reflection evinced by this characteristic of the text is, if not exceptional, neither common throughout other instances of the literature.  [30657:  (Boivin, 2008)] 

[bookmark: _Int_DjkKpJ6I]Coupled with the relative modesty of Material Cultures, Material Minds’ aims (if not its diagnosis), this case of affairs necessarily bars the text’s conclusions from the potential (inter)disciplinary significance of a number of the New Materialisms, and results in the ”ever-present stress on the critique of existing literature”[footnoteRef:29137] noted by Gillespie. However, it is difficult to term this an error or defect when it is essentially a product of authorial intent, and such ambitions are disavowed as the very outset of the text. In Hodder, Pirie and Gillespie’s respective reviews, there is an additional quorum on the matter of both the essential intent of the text – a thorough introduction to the basics of materialism – and its fidelity to and in the execution of that intent – successful. Accordingly, Gillespie’s critique of the work is less a critique of the text’s success at fulfilling its own objectives than of the contours of Boivin’s intent. [29137:  (Gillespie, 2010)] 

[bookmark: _Int_44Pv7fLZ][bookmark: _Int_gEC2ry3x]A key pillar of Boivin’s thesis is that, in essence, any materialism that engages with the social sciences without reference to the natural sciences is incomplete. As such, it is perhaps unsurprising that much of the text (in particular Chapter 4 (“The Agency of Matter”) and Chapter 5 (“A Self-Made Species”)) is preoccupied with attempts to give abstract conceptions roots in the chthonic stuff of hard science, if not outright collapsing the traditional technology-environment distinction altogether. The latter theme is especially pronounced in the concluding passage of Chapter 4 (“We Are Not Ghosts”) and the central passage of Chapter 5 (somewhat confusingly also named “A Self-Made Species” in a presumptive effort to present it as the consolidated ‘point’ of the chapter). 
[bookmark: _Int_kG6xBNYG][bookmark: _Int_zRf166HN]In the first, Boivin argues strenuously that much of what is conventionally reckoned artificial does not exist in a state of discretion from nature - “the materiality of both technology and environment surrounds and defines us, and the two are possible to keep separate only to the degree that we accept that nature and culture are divided by a nice clear boundary line”[footnoteRef:32577]. To put it another way, the term “manmade” only implies a quality of the unnatural insofar as we suppose technology and its human creators to be discrete from rather than ’downstream’ of nature – and in so doing buy into the intellectual Gnosticism Boivin spends much of the text deconstructing. Boivin, building on Ingold and Latour (actor-network theory), stresses the agentic capacity of created environments (things as ”not mere epiphenomena[...], but an integral part of the human story”[footnoteRef:4802]) as symptomatic of the broader agentic capacity of matter. In the same way in which the agentic capacity of humanity is downstream of the evolutionary process, so too is the agency of things in the same ’line of descent’. As such, in Boivin’s model, a convenience store is in its own way as pregnant with agency as a rainforest - albeit in both cases an agency whose social aspect is inescapably defined by its materiality. [32577:  (Boivin, 2008)]  [4802:  (Boivin, 2008)] 

In the second, this line of thought is built upon further as the culmination of a chapter examining the human species as a product of material circumstance – namely, evolution – and the role of technology and created environments as downstream of the hominid propensity for technological experimentation. That is, “humans and their ancestors having been making material culture, and substantially altering their environments, for several million years at least”[footnoteRef:16238]. In the same sense as a convenience store ultimately descends from and enjoys the same agency as the more ’natural’ environs of a rainforest, then, a stone hand axe and a biro pen are equally encompassed in Boivin’s understanding of materialist synthesis, in much the same manner as humanity’s domestication of animals is matched by the ’self-domestication’ implicit in the move from the hunter-gatherer model to settled agrarianism.   [16238:  (Boivin, 2008)] 

[bookmark: _Int_Z4MzaGBX][bookmark: _Int_bTYhYbJy]All of this, ineluctably, is in Boivin’s framework driven by the same material factors – the evolutionary path taken by hominids, the recurrent agricultural factors of boom and bust, the comparative ’hard’ advantages of one social model versus another in terms of resource extraction and distribution. The social consequences of the adoption of soil (discussed extensively in Chapter 4) are fundamentally inexplicable without reference to its material properties. These inform its plasticity as a technology, which itself informed its social impact across the Neolithic Near East upon adoption. All is ‘of a piece’. 
[bookmark: _Int_YjpQixzX][bookmark: _Int_9dIrpUqz][bookmark: _Int_zhkPUqop][bookmark: _Int_vDQsGFgr]In reviewing this framework, it is difficult to critique any explicit doctrine set forth as, by the author’s own word, none is intended besides a general ‘back to basics’ approach to materialism overall. The likes of Ingold and Latour are engaged with at some length, for example – cited together against the notion of a environmental-technological split in analysis, but also Latour’s characterisation of the ozone hole as irreducibly social and scientific at once. Indeed, for all of Gillespie’s feeling that actor-network theory was not given its due in Material Cultures, Material Minds, Latour’s influence fairly permeates the text’s consistent emphasis on the agency of matter as inescapably holistic and social. Overall, insofar as Boivin puts forth doctrine – intentionally or otherwise – it seems to be structured as a kind of intellectual cousin to Bennett’s idea of assemblages. That is, as ‘conceptual LEGO’; a framework emphasising modularity and applicability to a wide variety of contexts. In much the same way as Bennett might characterise a government or even a power outage as an assemblage, Boivin’s materialism, while somewhat tighter on the definition of the word in an academic context, is otherwise holistic almost by design. In the conclusion of Material Cultures, Boivin again stresses the promotion of interdisciplinarity as the text’s object - “the new horizon lies not in a unified strategy, but simply in an[...]effort that can begin to piece the diverse findings of different fields together”[footnoteRef:3680].  [3680:  (Boivin, 2008)] 

[bookmark: _Int_0ywTBsuB][bookmark: _Int_WoGGuKxX]To conclude, then, Boivin, in writing Material Cultures, Material Minds set out towards the promotion of a more material materialism, a more scientific philosophy and a more philosophic science through a practical synthesis of extant literature, in the process attempting the academic novelty of affecting disciplinary change without any new epistemology or theory. More narrowly, she set out to write a useful introduction to a highly involved area of philosophical thought. The success of the former venture is, perhaps, too early to ascertain – but across reviews of the text, even those reviewers who disagreed with the author’s design did not fault her execution. Material Cultures, Material Minds is, the issue of quality notwithstanding, a singularly broad work of research and modular textual design in the conveyance of useful data. To put it plainly, it is, academically speaking, a good book.
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