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[bookmark: _GoBack]How can material objects have a social life?

Every object in the universe appeals to every living thing on Earth. An object essentially severs a link between humans and objects that are distinguished to have a social life. As a community, we are surrounded by material objects that virtually define us and stress on the fact about how our daily lives would not function without material culture. It is natural and is seen as the norm for material culture to be part of our daily human activities.  Material objects are made and produced therefore establishing their beginning of a social life and hence progressing through different manufacturing stages. It is almost unnatural to think about how much power an object can have, from having personal attachments to people to how it binds a living to a non-living thing; therefore building connections in a significant manner. In order to evaluate an object’s worth and value, it is required to think of all the aspects that are associated with said object. Consequently, determining an objects value would primarily involve examining its ‘social life’.  
In terms of my layout for this essay, the approach will involve various forms of material objects that have been utilised by scholars such as Mauss, Appadurai, Kopitoff, Malinowski, Gell, Miller, Douglas and more. This will allow me to contribute ethnographic examples towards objects having social lives and critiques against it. Particular scholars have argued for objects being ‘’inert and mute’’, suggesting that material objects are nothing but objects; material things do not in this case shift meaning or have a ‘social life’. 
Objects have a way of connecting strangers and establishing relationships from its every production to the end of its life cycle. Within that, managing to create special bonds through personal relations with humans and or societies. The Gift by Marcel Mauss superbly describes the three obligations of ‘gift-giving’ which firstly includes giving a gift to someone then to receive that gift and finally to reciprocate which essentially create a social bond within itself- accepting the gift would be best desired, however a refusal of the ‘gift’ is practically rejecting to form a social bond. Gifts have an obligation to reciprocate in order to maintain the social bond between this exchange, therefore making this trade inalienable. He manages to highlight the risk factor of gift giving as they are never truly free especially in a society purely based on exchange. ( Mauss 2011, pp i) 
To encapsulate the understanding of the inalienability of the gift is expressed in great lengths in Nicholas Thomas’ book of ‘Entangled Objects’, he followed on the works of Mauss and A, Gregory to further evaluate the idea of gift giving and its obligations stated ‘’that the fundamental principle is that is that the giver acquires some sort of superiority over the receiver’’ hence creating a ‘’relationship of indebtedness’’, suggesting that these exchanges and forms of gift giving tend to hinder the social bond and establish negative connotations within the social lives of people, infused mainly by the exchanging of objects to one another. The notion behind the obligations of gift giving have left people ‘’who are reciprocally dependant’’, having to maintain that bond.  (Thomas 1991, pp 14-17). 
Arjun Appadurai argues that things operate just the way people do, from categories involving social relations within ones needs of creating social lives. Objects work in the exact way as they too have a life cycle that goes from one category to another just as people do. Material culture illustrates a stark similarity of how their objects are truly evolving in the world, in regards to their relation to other objects of their own kind. For instance, the categorization would be art, rubbish, a commodity, a gift or more; in essence an object is placed with accordance of its value and meaning. In a normal human society people are classed just as objects are, the rich people and the poor and objects that are rubbish or are classed as high value. A display of a social category that would fall under wealthy people would ideally be aristocrats or royalty which distinguishes them from their general social categories. They are all essentially interconnected as one category, however, in particular their social belongings do not characterize them alone. 
Following on from Appadurai’s perspective on the social life of things, not only do objects shift from one category but they alongside manage to relate to each other just like people. Therefore, they relate to the system of categories around them. A social object shifts just as people can shift in terms of value, meaning, personal relation. Simmel argues on the level of objects are not difficult to acquire because they are valuable, just because it is hard to obtain does not mean its valuable, but we all call objects valuable that are hard to obtain. The object exists between our desire and our actual enjoyment and exchange overcomes that distance, the exchange fulfils our desire and makes it enjoyable. 
Within the discussion of material objects having a social life, Kopytoff’s work on the cultural biography of things offers an insight parallel to mentioned scholars on the physical entity of an object and its life cycle. He focuses on the notion of transparency between the physical inert attributes from objects and allows the readers to visualize the truth about ‘slavery’ a term that has been exhausted in academic publications where he stressed on the matter of people who were treated as objects; as a commodity. This alludes the idea that treatment of property, ownership in their society was the norm and highlights the presentation of objects and their value throughout history. This was followed by a vast description of how people suffered and became ‘products’, just lie objects are to persons. The underlying point here is that people have been represented as objects throughout history and their social lives are reflected in their eyes, their scars, their pain. They were of value, bought and sold exactly like objects being auctioned and bought; sometimes exchanged for a larger sum of money. This represents a shift in value in a more literal sense from people as objects and objects as people (Kopytoff 1986, pp 64-65).
Scholar Fred Myers contributes to the value and meaning of objects within another community of people who in this case are the Aborigines of the Australian Western Desert. He argued that for the Pintupi, everything classed as an object is significant, ‘’things like land, ritual, objects, duties all have meaning’’ which encompasses the idea that objects are valuable and are meaningful within a social context. 
An ethnographic example of material objects having a social life is perfectly illustrated in the !Kung society, they embed great emphasis on the act of ‘gift-giving’. Within the !Kung society, it is portrayed that a person’s possessions have been mainly passed on or have either been given to them.  Their artefacts are stated to be of  ‘’durable material’’ and taken ‘’good care of ‘’ represented in the objects hence lasting for a long time, also depicting the slow stable relationship of the people as they are passed along through generations. Another contributing factor within the !Kung society is the portrayal of the connections that objects have created with the society and their value and meaning. (Marshall 1976, pp 364)
The Kula Ring is a leading ethnographic example when talking about exchange of a material object and its social life. Malinowski explored the Kula in great lengths which is practised amongst the Trobriand Islanders. The Kula Ring is essentially a trade of ceremonial exchange of armbands (muwale) and shell necklaces (soulava) and is ‘strictly regulated’.  The emphasis on the historical attributes that the objects have are valued for a larger sum of gratitude and are nurtured extremely well by the Trobriands, similarly objects in Europe such as crown jewels are thoroughly explored and both imply the factor of historical significance to an object; regardless of the state of the object if it has been part of history in the past and passed down through historic individuals, it is henceforth considered ‘’precious’’ and weighs ‘’sentimental associations’’ However, in this case the value and meaning of an object is highlighted by the fact that the ‘Kula goods are only in possession for a time, whereas the European treasure must be permanently owned in order to have full value’’. The objects evidently carry significant value in the case of the Trobriand Islanders as they carry historical significance, a reason behind an objects value could arguably be due to its acquired prestige over the long periods of time through generations of vital people who possessed it along the way. Thus gaining prestige over time and becoming more valuable. This presents a significant contribution to the discussion of a material object and  (Malinowski 1972, pp 86 – 91) This notion among the Trobriands of priceless objects are almost always the oldest and the least displayed type of material is slightly amplified by Mary Douglas as she states that ‘’kula objects circulate between high-ranking men, the most precious are the oldest, which have been transferred the most carefully and hardly ever displayed’’. Therefore, reiterating the worthiness of old and grand objects. 
Do we comply to the argument that ‘’ceremonial exchange contributes to integration and control’’ (Feil 1984, pp 1-7). In regards to the Kula ring being a ceremonial exchange, scholars have contributed to the factor of escalating strength in a social bond. Participants in the Kula Ring exchange kindness and warmth whilst exchanging their gifts which evenly unites the social bond between both parties. This is shown through his statement of ‘’only friends can exchange, exchange is a symbol of their friendship’’ which emphasizes the role of people when exchanging or trading material objects in different society.  However, following on from the circulation of exchange that revolves around the Kula is inferred by Miller in his academic book on ‘Stuff’, from having obligations for returning said gift from what has been deducted from Mauss’ ‘The Gift’. Miller  argued that the Maori too are obliged to return an object or gift when given, this enforces the idea of inalienability within a society who are trying to conform to build a social bond. He adds on to say ‘’with this theory of the gift, we do not start from what societies do with things, it is a circulation of things that creates society’’ (Miller 2010, pp. 66-67)
To conclude, it is imperative to one’s mind that objects do have social lives and have reconstructed living and non-living things as one entity. Are we truly ourselves without our personal, sentimental objects? Do objects define us as individuals – material culture is rising as they are becoming timeless and valuable. In consideration of their social lives, objects are obtained, cherished, treasured, exchanged, traded and more. Material objects are paramount in discussing their long social lives. 
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