Research Project: Material object iPhone
Within the following essay analysis will be paid to the impact the iPhone as a material object. This shall be done by specifically analysing the object to the theories of materiality and social hierarchy. For the subsequent research project, I chose to look into the iPhone as it is regarded as a highly influential and significant object in the modern day. The iPhone is prominent in most people’s lives as well as with society as a whole. It is a well-regarded material object which the majority of people have heard of, to an extent have heard of, as there is the question as to whether the iPhone is only really prominent in more materially focused cultures. Those cultures which are more materially focused are those which are generally more developed in the social hierarchal scale. In the following essay the link between materiality and the iPhone will be examined as well as the link between social hierarchy and the iPhone likewise will be analysed. A particular view is going to be paid to how the iPhone in conjunction with these two theories effects people’s lives.  
Before observing at the relationship between the iPhone and materiality a brief history of the object in question would be advantageous to help create a basis for thought. In 2007 Steve Jobs released the first ever iPhone 2g at the MacWorld Convention, the phone took about three years to be developed[footnoteRef:1] and was something brand new to the mobile phone market. The specific features which set it apart from anything else on the market was the fact it had no keypad and the settings it contained where on a similar level to that of a computer. Apple has released a new phone every year since 2007, and celebrates its 10th anniversary with the release of the iPhone X.  The iPhone is a very advanced piece of technology and had a massive influence on the phone market but also on the lives of people[footnoteRef:2].  [1:  www.t3.com/features/a-brief-history-of-the-iPhone viewed 11/01/2018]  [2:  www.theverge.com/2014/9/9/6125849/iphone-history.pictures viewed 11/01/2018] 

Materiality is the principle that objects, or belongings are judged in terms of their inherent nature or impact or influence[footnoteRef:3] and value they subsequently have on society and things around it[footnoteRef:4]. After judging an objects materiality specific attention must be paid to how the object has the opportunity to change its meaning over time[footnoteRef:5]. The fluctuating connotations of said object consequently has subsequent implications on the influence the object has within society and its impact on people. ‘Material culture seek to understand societies, both past and present, through careful study and observation of the physical or material objects generated by those societies[footnoteRef:6]’. The iPhone can be considered a material object for the reason that it has a large influence on society, seen in the attachment people have to their phones as it is estimated around 57.3% of the population[footnoteRef:7] own an iPhone. As an object in itself the iPhone is not considered a passive[footnoteRef:8] object but plays an active role in people’s lives[footnoteRef:9] hence it is seen as an active material object. This means that people rely upon it to help run their lives. This helps show how materiality has a large influence within society as it I is a central principle because a material object is at the central focal point of human’s lives. It can be seen that the materiality of the iPhone is a benefit to our social life. The significance of the materiality of the iPhone means that the Apple tradition of merely adding an ‘s’ to end of the original phone name just to instigate a minor upgrade triggers people to buy the latest version of the phone, thus showing the material value of the object. The introduction of the iPhone has helped shape the phone industry into what it is today as the release of the iPhone back in 2007 was unlike anything else on market thus enhancing its materiality and this can be seen as another benefit of the phone as it has had a massive influence on industry and peoples lives. The production of so called power objects have a role within society as they have a significant impact on the control of peoples spending. Aesthetic factors also have a significant impact on the materiality of objects as the consequences of the aesthetic factors of the object plays a massive part in the construction of an objects efficiency. The aesthetic value of the iPhone was prominent anyway as it was the first phone of its kind, however when other brands began to bring out phones of a similar aesthetic Apple changed their theme. The introduction of the iPhone 5 was different to its predecessors as it came in more vibrant colours which stood out more. 	The change in aesthetic meant that apple could remain in control and the new aesthetic was completely different to anything else on the market so influenced the iPhones materiality as people wanted the new phone to make them stand out. The new aesthetically pleasing factor would entice more people to buy this product. The materiality of an iPhone is significant as ethnographers share an interest in material artefacts whose symbolic and social functions might be easier to describe than to find common denominator. One theory which supports materiality of the iPhone is that portrayed by Benedict Spinoza with his work on ‘ideology and materiality[footnoteRef:10]’ which explains how ideologies work through social practises which are produced and reproduced in the material world[footnoteRef:11]. The iPhone enhances the social networks between people and hence relates to economic structure of society according to Spinoza’s theory. Spinoza explains that the materiality of an object has an effect on everything we do for example we buy an iPhone our communication with people is broadened especially with the advances in social media we can communicate with people all over the world. Another theory which can relate to the materiality of the iPhone is that by Bruno Latour[footnoteRef:12]. Latour states in his theory that non-human things are actors or participants in the lives of people and that as a material object these actors have a big impact on the social interactions people have with each other. From the two theories mentioned above it can be suggested that power generated from interactions between actors and humans influences certain forms of solicitation and intimidation on other brands who get inspired via abundance of rich material production[footnoteRef:13]. The iPhone had a big impact on other companies as it encourages them to rethink their products and to bring out new products on a similar level to compete on the market. Materially speaking the iPhone had a big impact on economic structure of society as the iPhone helped shape the phone industry to what it is today. A way of understanding the influence material objects such as the iPhone have had on people specifically consumers can be seen through the Cage metaphor[footnoteRef:14] . In the cage metaphor customers see themselves as trapped in a cage of buying and then when new versions of the object come out they feel entrapped to buy the latest version, thus like being stuck in a cave. Evidence for this metaphor can be seen in the specifically high turnover rates, for example in 2014 the iPhone produced a profit of $7.5 Billion[footnoteRef:15]. Overall it can be seen that the materiality of the iPhone is beneficial to the commercial market as it brings money into the economy and forces people to have a physical object which can be used to connect them to each other. Yet, it can be seen that the iPhone is disadvantageous in this regard as it forces people to be the victims of the market and therefore trapped in a cycle of consumption. In my opinion I believe that we can consider the iPhone as a large contributor to the material market and should be considered an important material object as it has a formed relationship with people so plays a big part in their lives.  [3:  www.businessdictionary.com/definition/materiality viewed 10/01/2018]  [4:  https://study.com/academy/lesson/material-culture-in-sociology-definition-studies-examples.html viewed /10/01/2018]  [5:  http://accounting-simplified.com/financial-accounting/accounting-concepts-and-principles/accounting-materiality.html viewed 11/01/2018]  [6:  www.open.edu/openlearn/history-the-arts/culture/visual-art/introduction-material-culture/content-section-1.2 viewed 10/01/2018]  [7:  https://www.cnet.com/news/nearly-100m-iphones-in-use-in-the-us-new-study-shows/ viewed 11/01/2018]  [8:  http://www.open.edu/openlearn/history-the-arts/culture/visual-art/introduction-material-culture/content-section-2.2 viewed 11/01/2018 ]  [9:  http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/w3csvtx1 viewed 12/01/2018]  [10:  http://aihr.uva.nl/content/events/events/2015/04/sp/inoza-i.html viewed 11/01/2018/]  [11:  http://aihr.uva.nl/content/events/events/2015/04/spinoza-i.html viewed 11/01/2018]  [12:  Abbots, Emma-Jayne, Material Worlds, Approaches to economic relations, week 10, PowerPoint presentation]  [13:  www.materialworldblog.com/2012/12/the-power-of-objects-materiality-forms-ritual-action/ viewed 11/01/2018]  [14:  Abbots, Emma-Jayne, Material Worlds, Approaches to economic relations, week 10, PowerPoint presentation ]  [15:  https://www.apple.com/uk/newsroom/2014/10/20Apple-Reports-Fourth-Quarter-Results/ viewed 12/01/2018] 

Social hierarchy is one of the fundamental aspects of social organization. Establishment of social hierarchy is done by fighting or the displaying of behaviour which results in the establishment of a ranking system within the group with dominant hierarchies[footnoteRef:16] often determining themselves by gaining the first or best access to social interactions. Big influence in social hierarchy comes from one’s socio-economic status[footnoteRef:17] which can be seen to relate to the iPhone as those with the first or best access to the iPhone can access information and the economic resources faster and with more ease than those without the best socio-economic status. Consequently, showing the social implications the iPhone has on one’s relationship within the social hierarchical system. Objects and organisations are seen as part of social networking which influences the social hierarchies of society and social hierarchies thus guide behaviour in many species specifically human behaviour. Within a social hierarchy the establishment of a dominance vs subordination relationship is often seen in higher societies[footnoteRef:18]. Higher societies are those particularly prominent in the first world countries where large companies have a significant contribution to the critique of political economy. The total exportation of production of material objects has a large impact on the contributions to the economic structure of society where is can be seen that a real foundation of legal and political superstructure arises and corresponds with definite forms of social consciousness[footnoteRef:19]. This can be seen as one of the beneficial factors of the social hierarchy of the iPhone as it contributes both to the lives of humans but also the society as a whole. One theory that can be seen to bridge the gap between material objects and their impact on social hierarchies is that by psychologist Leon Festinger. Festinger’s long standing theory of social comparison process suggests the important role for hierarchical rank when aiming to achieve accurate self-knowledge and self-improvement. If one can’t have the latest iPhone then that gives them something to strive for through self-improvement or self-knowledge. This can be seen as an advantage of the iPhone as it gives motivation to life in general. Once people have fulfilled their aim of receiving the latest iPhone they have fulfilled their own self-fulfilment, but also contributed to the economic structure of society. Advances here are made with the introduction of the theory of stable and unstable social hierarchies[footnoteRef:20] which are formed. This is the view that a superior individual is viewed differently based on their choices so their choice to have the latest phone even if the one they have at the moment has no problems. However, one of the arguments against social hierarchy and people choosing to buy the latest iPhone just because it’s the latest can be linked to the belief that these choices are surely reliant on any culturally pre-existing hierarchies. Social hierarchies spontaneously emerge in children as young as two which shows how the influence of upbringings can impact children’s lives. But also shows how being brought up in a family at the top of the social hierarchal ladder means one could be stuck in a trap in that all around you is the best and latest therefore that is what you must have and will always have thus showing the link between the iPhone and social hierarchies. People at top of social hierarchy tend to have latest phone sometimes even multiple top of the range phones whereas the thought of a phone doesn’t even cross the mind of people at bottom of the social hierarchical scale who struggle for fresh water and have limited technology let alone the latest. This links to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs structure[footnoteRef:21] were it can be seen that those at the bottom of the social hierarchy are struggling to fulfil all the criteria at the bottom of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs triangle, whereas those higher up on the social hierarchal structure are spontaneously going to buy a new phone which is a criterion at the top of Maslow’s triangle. It can also be seen that social hierarchy links to exchange as the higher up social hierarchal ladder one is the more involved in the exchange market they can be as they have more material wealth they have to exchange. They can afford the latest material objects such as the latest iPhone which therefore links social hierarchy to materiality as it can be seen as the best thing to own and more socially significant such as having the latest things including the latest iPhone. This relates to social hierarchy as while those less fortunate have what is best for the job, not necessarily the latest. They own these material objects because that is what they have and all they can afford where as those in a better position on the social hierarchal scale live very material lives. They live for so called luxury items. The information above shows how the iPhone has an effect on social hierarchies within our lives as it helps give a distinction between those at the top of the social hierarchal scale and those closer to the bottom.  [16:  Encyclopedia2.freedictionary.com/social+hierarchy viewed 12/01/2018]  [17:  https://www.reference.com/world-view/social-hierarchy-edf7bcbdf5f934d0 viewed 12/01/2018]  [18:  Abbots, Emma-Jayne, Material Worlds, Approaches to economic relations, week 10, PowerPoint presentation ]  [19:  www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc.articles/pmc2430590/. Viewed 12/01/2018]  [20:  Abbots, Emma-Jayne, Material Worlds, Approaches to economic relations, week 10, PowerPoint presentation]  [21:  https://www.bing.com/images/search?view=detailV2&ccid=kQCa0BJO&id=3545E9BFCCD2559A602CB681D1A72650D09E98F6&thid=OIP.kQCa0BJOsWN_sDI15HHmGAHaFj&q=heirarchy+of+needs&simid=608011575522755626&selectedIndex=4&ajaxhist=0 viewed 15/01/2018] 

To conclude it can be seen that the iPhone has an impact on people’s lives through its materiality factor as it influences people’s decisions as they strive to have the latest and best. The materiality of the iPhone has influenced the exchange market as other brands have expanded their horizons to compete with the flourishing phone market therefore the iPhone has a material impact on both people’s lives but also the market. The impact of the iPhone can also be seen in regard to social hierarchy as social hierarchy differentiates between those who have material objects and those who strive to have material objects within society. The aspirations of people who do not have the latest and those who have multiple of the latest shows how one simple object can differentiate between the multiple levels of wealth within society. 
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