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In any discussion of the social life, or cultural biography of an object, the concept of the power or agency of that object inevitably comes into play. Popular opinion and prevailing theory tells us that to be worthy of having one’s biography written, or to be considered as having a social life, a ‘thing’ must display the capacity to influence the actions, traditions, working or memory of  persons or other things that it comes into contact with. This has led to complex discussions of the ostensible distinctions between categories of objects; the gift vs. the commodity, or the concept of the biographical object vs. the protocol object (standardized commodity) as put forward by Violette Morin (1969).  It is Morin’s theory that Hoskins seeks to address in the quote at the beginning of this section. Having the power to assist a person in developing his personality or to prompt self-reflexivity qualifies an object as having biographical significance by the standards of most of the current definitions of agency.
I will examine here the social life of my own digital camera (seen above), branded by its manufacturer as the Olympus Camedia Digital Camera D-560 ZOOM, and touch on the implications modern devices carry for theories of the socio-culturally mediated agency of modern devices.  My camera is one of hundreds of thousands, if not millions like it produced. At the time of its production it was considered a fine specimen for its size and features, in other words the creators designed it for power, to have power over memory, by capturing events both in still frames and video.  It was gifted to me in 2003 and so is approximately 5 years old. The model has since been discontinued by its manufacturer.
Stage one - Production
The very term ‘production’ which is so frequently applied to modern goods, immediately suggests a certain commoditization and loss of uniqueness in the objects we use today. It is not uncommon to believe that we can tell how the ancient craftsman perceived women by the way he carved female figurines as opposed to a male one, or by the images carved into a woman's trinket box; the ‘creator’ then has imbued the object with a certain agency, by the power of his perceptions. The assembly line on the other hand is considered only as a functional entity, patently unable to pass agency on to the end product, it is only the consumer that the determines the capacity in which it can act. 
Yet, modern ideas about an objects power do not support this, especially if we examine how we characterize and compare electronic devices. We, the consumer, consider, compare and debate the features of a device like a camera. It can take pictures, but can it shoot videos? It shoots video, but does it have audio capabilities? From what distance can I take a clear picture of my subject? What will be the quality of the pictures I take? It is clear then that the designers and producers give great power to the camera, cognizant of the scrutiny to which it will be subjected to by the consumer. I would argue that for the mass producer who saw my camera as a commodity, the marketplace would have been the socio-cultural mediator that determined what power the camera was given. This is no less valid that the socio-cultural mores that would have informed how a craftsman would have fashioned a weapon, tool, or piece of jewelry for use in an important religious ceremony. . Based on Morin’s (1969) framework, mass production of an object does not bias it towards one group or the other, i.e. biographical vs. protocol object.
 Stage Two – The Camera’s Purchase and Gifting 
At the time of its purchase my camera still carries the classification of a commodity, “alienable … transacted without leaving any lasting relationship between giver and receiver” (Godsen and Marshall 1999: 173). The act of passing the camera on to me creates a social link between the giver and myself. The giver appreciated the potential power of the camera and wishes to pass this power on to me, this is the beginning stage of that process of social mediation that is considered to activate the agency of an object.
Stage Three – The Camera’s Life in my Hands

It is my relationship with the camera then that should give it agency and define its life. If social memory can define the identity of an entire society (Alcock 2002: 1), personal memories must be a powerful actor in how an individual thinks and defines himself. My camera has been for five years been the object at the forefront of any action I take towards preserving those events that I deem worthy of remembering, in how I choose to portray myself and my surroundings, and how I share these memories and portraits with others. Although it weighs only six ounces, it is no longer the most portable camera, and in the 5 years since it came into my possession new technologies have seen the development of cameras that far exceed its capabilities. Nevertheless, when I find myself in a moment that seems significant without my camera I feel a sense of loss, wishing my camera was with me, not any camera but my own. Its presence has become a part of the narrative of the events it captures.
 An important factor in my interaction is the way in which it influences and some instances limits my ability to photograph a certain event. My camera does not allow me to take a clear picture of a moving object, nor can I take a clear picture while in a moving vehicle and some far away objects will not come into focus. Even with these shortcomings this camera has gone almost everywhere I have, to ten countries, and countless cities. It has captured the faces of friends and family, the exteriors and interiors of historic buildings, and the devastation in the wake of a tropical hurricane. 
Before this camera I was never much concerned with developing and disseminating the images that I took. The process of taking film to be developed seemed so tedious that months would go by before I would have a roll of film developed. Not having the ability to develop my own film, left me with the feeling of incomplete control over which of my memories were reproduced and how. The ease with which I can now access the images stored on my camera, and the relative simplicity of sharing them - via email or by uploading them to a generally accessible location such as a website - has increased the likelihood and frequency with which I share my memories.

Conclusion

While it is easy to use our modern perceptions of objects and power to define relationships of people in the past to their objects, applying these same standards and definitions to modern object always somehow becomes problematic. Prompted by economic necessities of a capitalistic marketplace, my camera, though one of many was created with power and capability as the most important goal of its design. It has transitioned from commodity to biographical object through its journey into my ownership. It has influenced, enhanced and in some cases limited how I think about and how I am able to act as I seek to immortalize that which we know to be central personal and even community identity, one’s memories. I am no longer successful in capturing that which I deem worthy of remembrance unless I have my camera with me.  In a society which places a great deal of value on evidence and proof, my camera give validity to my experiences; my stories are supported, in the minds of others, by the photographs that document them; memories made into objects.  
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“Persons who surround themselves with biographical objects do so to develop their personalities and reflect on them” (Hoskins 2002: 78)
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