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When we consider material objects, it is hard to picture just how such objects can have a social life. It is common to associate a social life with the members of a society, not to the inanimate objects that make up the surroundings and environment of a society. This essay will begin by quickly exploring what an object is, before moving on to how such objects can come to have what we might picture as a social life. The essay will then explore briefly how the value of an object is embedded within the social relations that it represents. The next part will look at two examples of objects that have vivid social lives, the vaygu’a of the Kula ring, and the cuy of the Jimeño from the Ecuadorian Highlands, before offering a conclusion.
Just as we have relationships with the environment that we inhabit and the inhabitants that we share this space with, the same can be said for the non-living materials that also surround us and inhabit our environment.  The question of what, exactly, is an object, remains a perennial problem within the field of metaphysics. For the purpose of this essay, I will offer a distinction here, although I will not hold that this is true in all possible scenarios. Very simply, an ‘object is, roughly, an “it”, and each subject is a “you”’ (Bailey, 2017). The “you” denotes that the thing referred to has experience, whereas the “it” implies the opposite, that there is no experience within what would then be an object. This, interestingly, has not always been the case. We can think of slavery as turning the subject into an object, something to be bought and sold, to be manipulated and to inforce the will upon. For the purpose of this essay, we will leave behind the example of slavery and keep this working definition. 
	It is not only subjects that have a social interaction within any culture, as the objects within the culture can also have a vivid social life. As absurd as this seems prima facie, upon closer inspection, many of the objects that we run into day to day have just a vivid social life as the subjects that come across them. This social life is intricately woven into the interactions between the subjects, and the subjects’ interaction with the environment also. 
	The interactions that people have with objects are not just meaningless within the social interactions of the community, the opposite is true; the objects are steeped heavily in meaning for the people and their interactions. As they ‘circulate in different regimes of value in space and time’ (Appadurai, 1986, p. 4), they acquire their social life, the value that we imbue them with is derived from their use in a social context. Their circulation within a community or culture reinforces the bonds and shared kinships of the community, acquiring with them a social life along this path from person to person. 
	Marx gives us the idea the value of an object is driven by its context within the social relationships of the people that exchange it. As a commodity is exchanged, the exchange value it has is determined by the social; by the relationships that the exchange forges and re-enforces, and by the obligations and reciprocation that it demands (Marx, 1971, p. 13). This ‘exchange value’ (Marx, 1971, pp. 13-14) is markedly different from the value gained from the use of the object. The value gained from the utility of the object presents itself as qualitatively different for each type of object; the exchange value differs only in quantity. The value under this Marxian framework comes from the human labour, the time and skill invested in the material object. This human labour can be seen in terms of the ‘modes of production’ (Morrow & Lusteck, n.d.), which in turn shape what is known as the ‘superstructure’ of the society; the social relations that form the laws, government, and institutions that arise within a culture. 
	Objects exchanging hands may not necessarily be defined as a commodity. The practice of gift-giving can illuminate the social life of an object just as much as following the object through its exchange in a market and documenting its value. The gift differs from the commodity in the nature of its exchange. With the commodity, the value is expected to be met immediately, like for like. Gifts, on the other hand, are on the face of it, ‘generously offered’ (Mauss, 2011, p. 1), with no explicit terms for repayment. There are further distinctions between these two forms of transaction; the exchange of commodities can be seen as impersonal, people who hold no special bonds, such as those of kinship, may freely enter into such transactions. The giving of a gift on the other hand expresses some sort of bond between the two parties involved (Carrier, 1991, p. 122).
The exchange of objects, whether they are perceived as gifts or commodities with exchange value, encapsulate the social life of that object. As we follow the journey of the object through its exchange and gifting, its biographical account illuminates the social aspect of the exchange and gifting. The process of recording the object biographically, as it exchanges hands, as it gains and loses value, ‘make salient what might otherwise remain obscure’ (Kopytoff, 1988, p. 67). 
The inhabitants of the Trobriand Islands practice a system of exchange known as ‘Kula’ (Malinowski, 1992, p. 2). The exchange system of Kula is highly complex, being ‘half commercial, half ceremonial’ (Malinowski, 1992, p. 510) in nature. The value of the ‘vaygu’a’ seems strange to the alien observer, just a seemingly useless trinket made from shells. The value does not stem from the use of the vaygu’a, instead, it comes from the social relationships that it represents. The exchange of vaygu’a forge and refine social bonds, bonds of obligation through reciprocation of the giving of vaygu’a from individual to individual. This gifting in the exchange of Kula falls somewhere in between the commodities formal value, and the ambiguous values of the exchange of gifts. The formal structure that surrounds the giving of vaygu’a, and the incompleteness in the ‘point of permanency’ (Malinowski, 1992, p. 510) offer a sort of objectivity to the value, whilst the indeterminacy of the terms of the reciprocal exchange of food, ceremony, and entertainment certainly allude to the gift-like nature of the exchange. The key difference between a commodity and vaygu’a, is that although the vaygu’a represents ‘condensed wealth’ (Malinowski, 1992, p. 511), it is not used in direct exchange, no amount of money or commodity could be used in barter to acquire it. The exchange of vaygu’a instils obligation to repay the value of the vaygu’a, but this valuation must come from the sense of what is due by the customs and dignity of the person receiving vaygu’a. The object exchanging hands around the Kularing draws together and cements the bonds between the communities separated by vast swathes of water, the exchange of vaygu’a can be seen as the vaygu’a having its own social life, interacting with the parties involved in its exchange. This exchange, the bonds and obligations that it cements and crystallises, from the social life of vaygu’a.
Under a somewhat Marxist interpretation of the Kula system and the exchange of vaygu’a, we could view the material culture of the Trobriand Islanders affecting the social aspect of their existence. The means of producing food, tools, other goods, and entertainment and the various different islands specialities in producing these wares give rise to the whole system of Kula; the base of the means of production, the material reality that surrounds the islanders, supports the superstructure of the system of exchange. 
The exchange of ‘cuy’ (Abbots, 2012, p. 1) plays an important role in maintaining relationships and identity of Ecuadorian migrants. Cuy is sent from the homeland of Ecuador to the migrant workers for them to eat on ‘ritual and family occasions’ (Abbots, 2012, p. 1). This exchange of foodstuffs helps maintain the bonds of kinship that would otherwise suffer due to the reality of migration; moving so far away could potentially weaken the bonds of kinship that would otherwise thrive when the proximity of the people is less. The consumption of cuy is steeped in tradition and ceremony, holding a sacred place in the hearts of the migrant men who consume it. Even with the advent of technology in the kitchen of Ecuadorian women, the preparation of cuy is still a ‘labour intensive’ (Abbots, 2012, p. 5) process that avoids the use of technological assistance. The responsibility for the preparation of cuy fall upon the women of the household, in Jima the cuy are spit-roasted over an open bonfire. The cuy, once prepared, are sent to the migrant family member, taking up to five days to arrive via a specialist courier service (Abbots, 2012, p. 11). This exchange of cuy is not just one way. Much like there is reciprocation involved within the exchange practices of the Trobriand Islands’ inhabitants, the reciprocation due from cuy being sent to the Jimeño men in New York must be adhered to. The Jimeño men send back other material goods, such as clothing, to the Ecuadorian Highlands. The gift of cuy, embedded with the value of the labour involved in its preparation, is not exchanged as a commodity; it is rather more gift-like in nature, the contents of the reciprocal package is not explicitly laid out. 
The cuy help to maintain the social relations and kinships of the Ecuadorians, despite the large geographical distance between the migrant family members and the home. The social effects of the object, the prepared and cooked cuy, symbolise and strengthen the social bonds of the gift giver and the receiver. Again, a Marxist interpretation gives us the view that the material reality of the migrant in New York and the family at home in Ecuador can be seen as the base; the giving of cuy and the reciprocal giving of the materials available to the migrant Jimeño men in return. From this the superstructure of the social relations and institutions of eating cuy on special occasions form the superstructure. The object signifies and represents the social.
	The picture that can be gathered from the Kula exchange system and the sending of cuy from Ecuador to New York illuminate how an object can have a social life. Following the exchange of the cuy and the vaygu’a offers an insight into how the social dimension of the exchange can be embodied into these two objects. In this sense, it is clear that objects in general can have intricate and nuanced social lives. They strengthen bonds of kinship though their exchange, and through the reciprocation that these exchanges invoke. These strengthened bonds form the fabric of the social cloth that they are cut from. The value that they are imbued with comes from the social relations that they represent in their exchange, they adopt in them the social practices of the culture that exchanges them. Both are steeped heavily in ritual, ritual that is embedded in the social relations that they stem from.
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