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.
[image: Types of Clay for Pottery - The Main Clay Types – Soul Ceramics]
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: The ability to act or exist in a way that influences another object or being. Some scholars conflate agency with intentionality and assume it is only a product of humans capable of rational thinking. Many others, however, believe that objects can display agency in various ways. For example, Gell (1998) uses art as an example of objects that influence individuals, making a case for their having agency and being what he calls ‘social agents.’ While Gell and others argues that objects can have agency independently, others propose that while objects can have agency, they must be ascribed agency by an individual in order to do so, or be used as an extension of that person necessary for them to influence their surroundings in the desired way. This conditional view of object agency is known as distributed personhood.

6. Material vitalism: Also known as vibrancy of materials (referring to a state of being lively,) pursues the inhuman agent, arguing that objects have inherent vitality and agency by nature of their existence. The notion of ‘thing power’ (Bennet, 2010) is intrinsically linked to materiality and the capacities of various materials. Bennet in particular focuses on naturally occurring materials such as oceans and many parts of the human body (as it is composed of countless individual material parts) to make the case that objects can have ‘thing power’ that is independent of human interaction, although they admit that it is “more challenging to conceive of these materials as lively & self-organising rather than as passive or mechanical” (2010, 10)
[image: Vibrant Objects | Stable Diffusion Online]
Figure 3: A collection of brightly coloured ceramic objects. Image via stablediffusionweb.com
7. Fragmentation: A theory developed by Chapman to explain phenomena he observed in various archaeological sites regarding the high number of broken or separated parts of objects found there which seemed unusually high and unlikely to have all been broken in natural circumstances. Chapman’s theory relies heavily on the notion of relationships between people and objects and suggests various reasons for the fragmentation of objects, such as their being buried due to being broken accidentally, ritual ‘killing’ of an object deemed too important to it’s owner to be separated from, exchanges, and fragmentation for reasons of enchainment, (Chapman, 2000) all of which rely on an individual’s relationship and care for said object, firmly connecting people and the material things they crafted and curated.
[image: Ravi Phase Pottery Fragments | Harappa]
Figure 4: Ravi Phase pottery fragments. Image via harappa.com
8. Enchainment: Enchainment is one of Chapman’s suggested reasons for the fragmentation of objects. Enchainment in particular is heavily related to the wider culture an object may be present in and interpersonal relationships between people. Fragmentation for enchainment purposes encompasses when an object may be purposefully broken or a collection regarded as ‘whole’ has a part or parts separated from it. This can be for gifting or exchanging, to symbolize a relationship between multiple parties. An object accidentally or naturally broken may also relate to enchainment if an individual chooses to hold onto what is left of it for many of the same reasons.
[image: Two Halves of Heart Necklace - Etsy UK]
Figure 5: Two necklaces, each with half a heart pendant, both of which fit together to create a whole heart. Image via etsy.com

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.
[image: The Relationship Route - Thrive Global]
Figure 6: Two humanoid wood cutouts positioned with overlapping hands, as if high-fiving. Image via thriveglobal.com
10. Sensory Archaeology/Anthropology: Sensory archaeology and anthropology emerges in response to its absence in material culture studies and the perceived over-emphasis on sight in Western ontologies. It draws on Heidegger’s concept of embodiment, which is to utilize all available senses to explore one’s place and time in the world through examining our lived experiences. Heidegger suggests that our ‘being in the world’ is mediated through the body, which sensory archaeology and anthropology build on as they are both disciplines that lend themselves well to using various senses to explore their subject matter. Using senses beyond sight allows for more experiential approaches and can yield more information and understanding of the past and present cultures studied under these disciplines. For example, making music with unfamiliar instruments, holding a figurine and playing games can give archaeologists and anthropologists a much greater level of understanding of the material they are studying than relying on sight alone can.
[image: Handling or moving of artefacts | Western Australian Museum]
Figure 7: A woven grass basket with an object ID tag, being held by gloved hands. Image via museum.wa.gov.au
11. Phenomenology: Phenomenology is another concept closely related to sensory archaeology and anthropology, more specifically relating to how people personally experience the world, as well as how memory can be different to and affect that experience as “the human body provides the fundamental mediation point between thought & the world.” (Tilley 1994: 14) Phenomenology focuses much more on the personal, acknowledging how different cultures may have vastly different ideas of the senses, such as their importance compared to other senses, and the belief in more or less than the 5 senses we see as typical in Western culture. It is chiefly informed by the interconnections between senses, the mind, the body and the material, incorporating the observer into the environment and acknowledging experiences that are more intrinsic or natural than taught.

12. 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.)
[image: Front view hands interacting  with a plasma ball]
Figure 8: A person holding their hands up to a plasma ball. Image via freepik.com
13. Material Engagement Theory: MET explores relationships between people and objects further, by bringing materials and materiality “firmly into the cognitive fold” (Malafouris 2013, 2.) MET, first developed by Malafouris, sees the boundaries between people and objects as fluid and permeable, and acknowledges the ability of the material world to influence people’s cognitive and physical perceptions of the world and the material within it. Malafouris shows this link through the cognitive abilities needed to interact with objects, such as the dexterity and mental engagement needed for shaping clay or playing an instrument. In so doing, MET Lambros questions cartesian boundaries between our bodies, minds and objects and posits that object agency extends beyond the physical impacts it may have to include the mental impacts alongside them.
[image: Brain Lighting Up: Over 4,473 Royalty-Free Licensable Stock Illustrations &  Drawings | Shutterstock]
Figure 9: A silhouette of a man, showing the brain area lit up with electricity. Image via shuttershock.
14. Assemblages: Assemblages are not simply groupings or accumulations of objects, but also the process in which they move in an out of physical space and relationships with other objects within the assemblage. Assemblages allow for examination of groupings at multiple levels, from bacterial colonies to political systems to museum storage rooms. On each of these levels pasts and relationships can be traced and shaped by persons or objects inside and outside the defined assemblage, as they are always in flux, or as put by Harris, a state of becoming.
15. Object Biography: A biography of an object follows its complete life trajectory from creation, consumption and discard. It is “the accretion of connections, sentiments, values, & significance that even humble objects can experience over time.” (Joyce 2015, 21) Kopytoff recognized objects as having social life & thus having a biography and agential potentials, also recognizing the potential of an object to have multiple accumulated identities, with some areas of is biography highlighted, and others discarded dependent on its biography and other parties that the object may interact with throughout its life cycle.
[image: ]
Figure 10: A tattered looking teddy bear. Image via elenaginter.tedsby.com
16. Object Itinerary: Object itineraries exist in response to object biographies and the assumption that the animation of objects is an “explicitly anthropomorphic construct.” (Joyce 2015, 21) Joyce argues that unique characteristics of objects are lost by attempting to fit their life cycles in human ones and diminish them solely to what has been observed of that particular object by people. Archaeologists in particular benefit from using the term itinerary over biography when cataloguing the life cycles of artefacts as there are many aspects of their life cycles that cannot ever be known by the archaeologist. They are able to use clues to determine how and when an object was made and used, but those are only small elements in that object’s story, therefore using the term ‘biography’ for such an ambiguous object may be disingenuous.
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Figure 11: The head of a Roman bust found in Egypt, seemingly recently unearthed. Image via arabnews.com
17. Inalienable objects: An inalienable possession is one which cannot be subjected to separation from its owner. That is to say that both object and owner (or group in which the object in question belongs to) are intrinsically linked to each other in writing or memory and cannot be thought of separately even if physically distanced from one another. A good example of this phenomenon is the caryatid from the Erechtheion currently housed in the British Museum, separated from its counterparts but no more disconnected spiritually. Inalienable possessions are often kept out of circulation due to their imbued memories and perceived importance to their owners or communities. These objects often provide links to the past and stability in a world in which objects are constantly exchanged, moved or otherwise change relationships and meanings.
[image: Why Is There One Caryatid at the British Museum and Five in Athens?]
Figure 12: Five caryatids at the Acropolis Museum with an empty display space for their ‘sister’ housed in the British Museum. Image via thecollector.com
18. Representationalism: Representationalism is a tripartite structure consisting of the represented, or known reality, the observer of the known reality, and the representation, the knowledge and thoughts of the thinking observer regarding the represented subject or object. This creates a gap between what is observable and what is known born from anthropocentric tendencies that separate us, the observers, from the physical matter of the world as they reinforce anthropocentric beliefs that the world exists to be perceived by humans and not of its own validity and agency.
[image: Direct and indirect realism - Wikipedia]
Figure 13: A simplified diagram explaining representational theory of perception. Image via Wikipedia.org
19. Agential Realism: Agential realism is a relational ontology developed by Barad deriving from quantum physics which seeks to challenge representationalism at a quantum level. It is a typically scientific response to a philosophical thought structure, rejecting the idea that language, culture and memory is more important than the measurable physicality of matter. While the scientific approach to matter consists of measuring and charting, agential realism also raises the question of scientific data representation and whether or not it too falls into the trap of representations being inescapably divorced from the real represented object.

20. Ontology: Ontology is a term borrowed from philosophy and a subdiscipline of metaphysics, being the philosophical study of being and a focus on the basic features of reality in their respective contexts. An ontology seeks to encompass every entity in known reality and examine their commonalities. As applied to material culture studies, ontologies are used as labels to various theories, often to give a shorthand for how the theory deals with human-object and object-object interactions and importance. For example, theories described as flat ontologies view neither person nor object as superior to one another, whereas a Heidegger influenced object-oriented ontology describes a theory that flatly rejects the privileging of humans over objects. 
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