AHAN5008: material worlds: economic relations			(1602399)
Assignment 1: How can material objects have a social life? 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Material objects through their use-value and exchange-value create histories of which their social lives are constructed. Objects circulate, they travel through space and time and can also travel across categories. Value or worth is recognised through an object’s exchangeability. This exchangeability is what makes an object a commodity, “a thing that is intended for exchange” (Appadurai, 1988, p.9).
Useful qualities of an object, for example, such as denim jeans, historically known for being hardwearing and therefore labelled as workwear or overalls, over time, shifted from having a use-value of a utilitarian nature to one of leisure wear. Shifting from one realm or category to another.  Denim labels stood for quality garments that could withstand all manner of labour without losing their durability.  During the nineteen-fifties denim was being worn by film stars and celebrities, such as James Dean, thus transforming the sociability of denim and its desirability. Aspirations of wanting to be like a celebrity, be it for fame or fortune, has the capability of elevating ones’ social status and also the capacity to alter the use-value and exchange-value and from which gave rise to the birth of “designer jeans” whose exchange-value increased substantially. The quality of denim however, decreased, as production soared and cheaper materials and cheaper labour became more available, so the demand for copies became commonplace. It seems now, everyone, from pauper to prince can be seen to be wearing branded denim. Often, a cheap imitation will suffice, even though the quality and durability have been compromised for fashion, and in the throw away societies that desire the fake object/product, the qualities that denim once held and stood for, no longer exist. Manufacturers invest heavily in advertising to entice and lure consumers into the idea of “must have” and “keeping up with the Jones”.  If a cheap, fake or copy, of an authentic object satisfies the needs of the consumer, does this mean that consumer standards have been reduced or simply changed? 
The exchange value is a social use value that changes and fluctuates and is not always defined as monetary. These flows of exchange of objects, in or out of circulation, occur due to certain situations; for example, the selling of family heirlooms in times of hardship (Appadurai, 1988, p.13). Value here is situational. A family heirloom whose worth is attributed more to its sentimental or memory value, has often been sacrificed in order to gain a meal for the family or a roof over their heads. Marx’s coat and other objects of the home may have started as items of utilitarian value, but when the pot was empty these objects were exchanged for cash at the pawn shop, their use-value changing. The coat, object or thing, that’s use-value kept Marx warm, had become a commodity, something that had an exchangeable value. Objects have a social potential to be wanted or desired, acquired, owned or discarded or disposed of. Objects also have the potential to either raise or lower social status as in the case of Marx’s coat, when it was in the pawn shop, he could not attend the Reading Room as he was not suitably dressed. Frequently, possessions became commodities that passed between pawnshop and home in the circulation and recirculation of an exchangeable value, as and when required (Spyer,1998)
The movement of things is what gives them meaning thus creating biographies and social lives.
Perceptions of value differ between cultures; a smart phone has no use-value or no exchange value in geographical locations with no telecommunication systems in place. As opposed to areas equipped with masts and signal where a smart phone has use-value and considered a desirable object and one of necessity.
Cultures do not always have the same shared standards of what constitutes value. As money and cash seep into cultures that have not normally traded using money there has been the selling of Kula artefacts of which is forbidden. And yet some have been purchased on the black market. The purchasers need to own such objects is driven by a number of factors, essentially this will be related to the status the purchaser gains through ownership of a rare, or forbidden object, however this does not necessarily require other people to know of your ownership because status can be an internal perception and does not always require sociological validation.
How is the Kula representative of an object having a social life?
The exchange system of the Kula is one of social relations and bonds and each shell, thread or bead tells a story which is connected to a kinship group. These narratives are told in order to illuminate its authenticity.  It is therefore not the object itself, but the social life of the object that has worth. The biographies of the Kula therefore make the subjects, attached in narratives, to the shells, immortal. The sentimental, emotional value or worth is greater than the economic value.
When an object is exchanged locally, paths are easily followed.
When an object is exchanged through a global system these paths become more intricate and knowledge is partially lost.
Actor-network theory (ANT), first coined by Michel Callon and Bruno Latour in the early nineties, is a framework that gives human and non-human actors equal agency. This framework considers all actions within an infrastructure and how interactions form, perform or fail. No one or thing acts alone, and association is very much a part of the social, (Latour, 2005).  As in the world of material culture this enables one to explain how material objects do indeed have a social life. 
In considering human and non-human actors it is possible to see that the two are interlinked, as for example the Kula, extensively studied by Malinowski in Argonauts of the Western Pacific, its exchange and value, do not stand alone, without the shells, man’s value is obsolete (Appadurai, 1988). The Kula exchange system, that was considered of gifting, is in fact one of social interactions and economics and in Mary Douglas foreword to Mauss The Gift, she states that there is no such thing as a free gift. For the receiving of a gift will no doubt incur an obligation or indebtedness. Exchange is a contract, an economic transaction, one that circulates throughout societies.
Material objects are embedded within every aspect of the world in which we live, socially, economically, environmentally, politically and religiously. 
Material objects such as the motor car are a good example of having a social life. From the extraction of metals, processes of which produce the parts, the labour,  the assemblences and final product, there is already a vast history to the life of the vehicle that sits proud and shiny at the end of the assembly line, to the very proud, probably wealthy person that purchases the vehicle from new and following that path that could have numerous owners who are now purchasing a second hand car and for a fraction of its original value so that on its last legs is purchased cheaply by someone of lesser means. This vehicle then discarded as scrap value has certainly had a social life. 
Material culture and materialities have become key in debates in recent years, this is undoubtedly due to the state of the planet, and stuff, that just isn’t going to go away. The question of ownership and responsibility of an object is therefore vital in order to shift the current economic trends of production, consumerism and disposal, to where the mindset of the population may shift to a more mindful state, of sustainability, ensuring the potential for a brighter future for all, planet included.
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quotes
 “The real unity of the world consists in its materiality”, (Engels, 1877)
Through its existence a material object moves through a social system, gathering a history along the path of its life. Through the cycle of an objects life memories are made with narratives.
“It is by considering the whole entity that we could perceive what is essential, the way everything moves, the living aspect, the fleeting moment when society, or men, become sentimentally aware of themselves and of their situation in relation to others.” (Mauss, 2002)


 






