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Material Culture after Text:
Re-Membering Things

BJZRNAROLSEN

Why have the social and human sciences shown such disinterest in material
culture? How has this neglect affected archaeology? How do things and
materiality at large relate to human beings and ‘social life’? These questions
are addressed in this article which also critically examines social
constructivist and phenomenological approaches to material culture. Arguing
against the maxim that ‘all that is solid melts into air’, it is claimed that to
understand important aspects of past and present societies, we have to relearn
to ascribe action, goals and power to many more ‘agents’ than the human
actor — in other words, to re-member things.

INTRODUCTION Why has the physical and ‘thingly’ compo-
nent of our past and present being become
In his book from 1987Material Culture and forgotten or ignored to such an extent in
Mass ConsumptignDaniel Miller refers to contemporary social research? And how has
material culture as ‘a surprisingly illusivethjs attitude affected those disciplinary fields
component of modern culture’, which ‘hassijl| devoted to the study of things, most
consistently managed to a evade the focus HBtany archaeology? With the possible ex-

acadderr;lc”gaze, alndhremams thef Iﬁast “gd%@ption of the last one, these questions are of
stood of all central phenomena of the moderg, ;e not novel to material culture studies

age’ (1987:217). Twelve years later, Michaey - \jijier 1987:3ff., Dant 1999:9ff). My
Schiffer wrote that social scientists hav wn motivation for readdressing them is

ignored what might be the most distinctive artly based on the simple fact that few

and significant about our species: (tha . )
g P ( nvincing answers have been provided so

human life consists of ceaseless and vari M ? tantly. h i< that th
interaction among people and myriad kinds o r. More importantly, NOWEver, 1S that these

things’ (1999:2). Neither of these statementdUestions are pertinent to a fundamental
is based on world-wide surveyof course, ontologmql inquiry central to my r(_esearch:
and there are probably also some elements @¢w do things, objects — the material world
‘tribal songs’ attached to them. Neverthelesd general — relate to human beings and what
| think it can still be argued forcefully that thegenerally is thought of as ‘social life’. I am
materiality of social life has been marginrevealing no great secret if | admit that this
alized — even stigmatized — in scientific andesearch has been provoked by an increasing
philosophical discourses during the 20tiliscomfort not only with the dominant anti-
century. material conception of culture and society
Why has this marginalization taken placeWithin the human and social sciences, but also
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with the way archaeology and the ‘new’2000:16, 42, Ingold 2000:40 for related

material-culture studies (including landscaperiticism).

studies) — despite their self-proclaimed | propose a more egalitarian regime, a
success (cf. Miller 1998:3, Buckli 2002) —symmetrical archaeology, founded on the
have moved away from thing’s materialitypremise that things, all those physical entities
and subsumed themselves to hegemonic anive refer to as material culture, are beings in
material and social constructivist theorfes.the world alongside other beings, such as
Thus, the following observation made byhumans, plants and animals. All these beings
Schiffer constitutes an adequate starting-poimtre kindred, sharing substance (‘flesh’) and
for my discussion: membership in a dwelt-in world. They are, of

course, different, but this is a difference that

... beyond being marginalized material-culture . .
studies often suffer from a more severe proble hould not be conceptualized according to the

they simply project conventional ontology anduling ontological regime of dualities and
theories into new empirical domains, treatingl€gativities; it is a non-oppositional or
people-artefact interaction as secondary to prdéelative difference facilitating collaboration,
cesses of culture. The manufacture and use delegation and exchange. However far back
artefacts is regarded, for example, as justone movge go into ‘talkative history and silent
arena in which people negotiate culturally conprehistory’ (Serres 1987:209), humans have
stituted meanings . . . (Schiffer 1999:6). extended their social relations to non-human
agents with whom they have swapped proper-
ties and formed collectives (Latour 1999:198;
NOT ALL THAT ISSOLID MELTS cf. Shanks 1998:22-23). If there is one history
INTO AIR running all the way down from Olduwai
Gorge to Post-Modernia, it must be one of
First, a few confessions: My approach is @creasing materiality — that more and more
realist one in the sense that | do believe thiasks are delegated to non-human actors;
material world exists and that it constitutes anore and more actions mediated by things
fundamental and lasting foundation for ou(Fig. 1).
existence. Things, objects, landscapes, pos-Today it has become a commonplace to say
sess ‘real’ qualities that affect and shape botiat society is constructed, even far outside
our perception of them and our cohabitatiotthe relativist settlement (cf. Hacking 2001 for
with them. A large proportion of recenta general discussion). However, few have
studies in archaeology and the social sciencedgvoted time to analyse the building materials
however, seem to have been guided by a kind- the concrete and steel, rebar and pillars —
of ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ (Ricoeurinvolved in its construction; the brigades of
1970), in which ‘all that is solid melts into non-human actors that constrain, direct and
air,® including the hard physicality of the help our day-to-day activities; the material
world which sometimes is reduced to littleagents that constitute the very condition of
more than discursive objects or ‘phenomenglossibility for those features we associate
of the subjects’ cognitive experience (e.gwith social order, such as asymmetry, dura-
Holtorf 2002)# Despite the timely advent of bility, power and hierarchy (Latour
the body in social studies, one often gets th£999:197). As Michel Serres has noted
feeling that the human body is the only flest{1995:87), ‘Our relationships, social bonds
of the world and that this spiritual lived-in would have been airy as clouds were there
body continues to roam around rather umenly contracts between subjects. In fact, the
constrainedly in an intentional world heldobject, specific to the Hominidae, stabilizes
together almost solely by human cognitiorour relationships, it slows down the time of
(e.g. Williams & Bendelow 1998, cf. Attfield our revolutions’. To understand how collec-
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Fig. 1. “If there is one history . ..”. Bay Bridge and San Francisco. Image by: Wernher Krutein/
photovault.com.

tives — societies — work, we have to relearrmaterial culture studies have also been
to ascribe action, goals and power — or to useinvented in the compounds of anthropology
that old mantra,agency— to many more and cultural studies, and | shall visit these
agents than the human subject, as well as sites briefly.

ballast epistemology — and ontology — with  Archaeology is, of course, the discipline of

a new and unknown actor; the silent thing (cfthingspar excellenceThere was a time in the

Latour 1993:83¥. past when archaeologists loved material
culture — one might even recall a certain
What about archaeology . . . obsession. In fact, it was a concern shared by

. . -~ several disciplines. However, as soon as our
But has my mise-en-soe thus mortified the former allies abandoned the world of things
quartz, drained it of any material vitality, its Veryand embraced the world of cultures. social

shimmer dulled by being subjected to an archaeqy o and ideas, accessible only, as we
logical epistemology where its role, within this too

harmonious scene we call history, is never to b bere tOIC.]’ through dlglogueb and participant
itself but always, always to represent somethinB servation, a certain embarrassment was

else? (Bill Brown,A Sense of Thing@003)) associated with those who studied ‘just

things’. Gradually, a change could be dis-
Saying that material culture has been ignorecerned in the archeological rhetoric: the
in the social and human sciences, leaves omtaterial was only a means to reach something
one discipline that has stubbornly continuedlse and more important — cultures and
to deal with things: archaeology. Recentlysocieties: the lives of past peoples. The social
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scientists remained rather unimpressed, howontrary to the accusation of being too
ever, and even after the discipline had turnecbncerned with things (pace Leach), | claim
‘new’, Edmund Leach continued to instruct ughat archaeology rather suffers from being
that ‘in the last analysis, archaeology must bendermaterialized. The materiality of past
concerned with people rather than wittsocieties is mostly seen as the outcome of
things’ (Leach 1973:768) (at least if it shouldhistorical and social processes that are not in
harbour any hopes of attention from Britisithemselves material, leaving materiality itself
social anthropologists. . .). with little or no causal or explanatory power
Irony aside, looking back on the past 4Gor these processés.
years of theoretical discourse in archaeology, Some familiar memories: In the early
two main identities ascribed to materiall980s we learned about material culture as
culture can be discerned: one concerned witictive and communicative, as symbols in
its functional, technological and adaptiveaction. Later on, pots, megaliths and rock
importance, the other with its social andcarvings were written into the limitless text of
cultural meaning (its role as sign, metaphomost-structuralism and late hermeneutics.
symbol). Although the differences betweeriiterary analogies abounded: reading the past
them were considered to be essential — as tijdodder 1986), reading material culture
vague memories from the science war remin(Tilley 1990), material culture as text (Tilley
us — what was shared in most processual ai®91), and so on. Now don’t get me wrong, |
post-processual approaches was a longing ftirink this development was an important
realms beyond the material itself. Materialntellectual enterprise towards maturing the
culture became a contradictory term fodiscipline — and at least it made us realize
reaching a culture that is not material. Thingthat practically all material culture conveys
are studied primarily as a means to reveaocial meanings and — perhaps more im-
something else, something more important —-portantly — that the production of meaning is
formerly known as ‘the Indian behind thean ongoing process, depending as much on
artefact’. The material is a source material, athe reader and the reader’s context as on the
incomplete representation of the past, tracesoducer(s). Unfortunately, this knowledge
of an absent presence — not part of the padid little to help us understand what material
(or society) itself. culture is, the ‘nature’ of it so to speak, or to
The following quotation may be seen asinderstand the role it plays in human
representative (if not exhaustive) of theexistence on a more fundamental ontological
general archaeological attitude towards mdevel. Although the textual analogy was
terial culture: important and productive, we come to ignore
the differences between things and text: that
The main aim in archaeology is to write culturematerial cultureis in the world and plays a
history. Our primary data for this reconstructionfngamentally different constitutive role for
are the artifacts, or the material remains of pagh,r being in this world than texts and

human activity. This material is the product of : ;
people’s ideas (culture). To understand the relal\gnguage. Things do far more than just speak

tionship between the material remains and th%nd express meanings (cf. Joerges 1988:224);

cultural processes which produced their distrib@Nd at some point it just stopped being fun

tion is the critical problem in archaeology {dad conceiving everything as a text that writes
1977:1). itself, the past as a never-ending narrative, an

endless play of signifiers without signifiedes
Thus, things are primarily studied for meth{e.g. Olsen 1987, 1990).
odological and epistemological reasons, to It is true that a shift away from this
reveal the extra-material cultural processesomewhat one-sided focus on the symbolic-
that produced them (behaviour, action, mindcommunicative and representational aspects
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of material culture gradually emerged, partiseems to be little concern for the properties
cularly reflected in studies of landscapes anghd competences possessed by the material
monuments in compartments of British arworld itself — qualities that become ‘effec-
chaeology (see also Shanks 1995, 1998, Bodste’ through people’s concrete and entangled
1996, Pearson & Shanks 2001). Based partbohabitation with it.
on phenomenology, partly on a wide range of
social theory running from Bourdieu to...and consumption studies?
Foucault, several archaeological studies froil@ome words, too, about the new interests in
the mid-1990s onwards seem to be foundedaterial culture studies in anthropology —
more on people’s practical being-in-the-worldafter all, we are no longer alone in the trelde.
(e.g. Barret 1994, Bradley 1998, 2003, TilleyProbably the most influential brand of anthro-
1994, Thomas 1996). Attention turned topological studies of modern material culture
wards how materials and landscape, througdre consumption studies (also performed in
active interaction with humans, served tseveral other disciplines than anthropology)
shape experience, memories and lives. This{sf. Miller 1987, 1998a, 1998b, 2002, Dant
clearly an important and promising move1999, Attfield 2000, Buchli 2002). A main
though there is still a tendency in manyoncern has been how artefacts, primarily
studies to overemphasize the human-subjecensumer goods, are actively used in social
tive and mental dimension of how peoplend individual self-creation in which they are
relate to landscapes and monuments. directly constitutive of our understanding of
In introducing her edited bookandscape: ourselves and others. According to advocates
Politics and PerspectivesBarbara Bender of this approach, people appropriate objects
states that ‘Landscapes are created by peoftem the manipulative forces of production
— through their experience and engagemeand commerce and turn them into potentially
with the world around them’ (1993:1). In ainalienable and creative cultural products
recent paper she claims that ‘An experientialital to their own identity formation:
or phenomenological approach allows us to
consider hovwemove around, howeattach The key (criterion) for judging the utility of
meaning to places, entwininghem with contemporary objects is the_degree to which they
memories, histories and stories, creating &Y 0f may not be appropriated from the forces

sense of belonging We have seen th&‘[hiCh created them, which are mainly, of
s necessity, alienating. This appropriation consists

landscapes are experimental and porou :
, ) the transmutation of goods, through consump-
nested and open ended’ (2002:136-13 ion activities, into potentially inalienable culture

emphases added). In their edited boOkiller 1987:215, cf. Miller 1998a:19, 2002:238—
Archaeologies of Landscapéshmore and 239).

Knapp announce that “today ... the most

prominent notions of landscape emphasize i®his and related approaches to modern
sociosymbolic dimensions: landscape is amaterial culture within anthropology, cultural
entity that exists by virtue of its beingstudies, sociology and other disciplines have
perceived, experienced, and contextualisggtoduced a wealth of studies of important
by people” (1999:1). But what do landscapematters such as graffiti, kitsch, surfboards,
and places have to offer us? How dleey rugs, greeting cards and home decoration —
make us move around and affect our being-irfilling up the pages of thdournal of Material
the-world? (Fig. 2) In the celebration ofCulture Increasingly so since the late 1990s,
landscapes and matters as plastic and alwayfien consumption studies became more and
constructed ('. . . as something open-endedjore narrowed towards shopping, the ex-
polysemic, untidy, contestational and almosthange of goods, the desire for objects, their
infinitely variable’, Bender 2002:137), thereaestheticization and the media image of them
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Fig. 2. How dolandscapesnake us move around and affect our being-in-the-world? Stetind, Tysfjord,
Northern Norway. Photo: Marte Spangen.
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Fig. 3. Harbour materiality. Port of Murmansk, Northwest Russia. Photo: Nordfisk.

(cf. Miller 1998Db), rather than their uses anaf teenagers, home-makers and shoppers’, he
the ways material objects aliged with(Dant writes, ‘you sometimes feels that you are
1999:37, cf Attfield 2000:136ff., Brown drifting through a symbolic forest or watching
2003:4). As noted by Glassie (1999:77-84rn exhibition of signs and messages. . . And
within anthropology and modern materialdin this focus on the symbolic, there is also a
culture studies, things are readgmods— as total dominance of sight as the medium
commodities and possessions (cf. Appadur#tirough which we experience the world. Like
1986, Miller 1998). flaneurs and tourists — we are not in the
It seems that very little can be said abouwvorld, we are only looking or gazing at it’
the hard and dull materiality that we arglLoéfgren 1997:102-103, cf. Welsch 1997,
engaged with: walls, streets, fences, parkinngold 2000)® For Lofgren, it is a paradox
spaces and landfills. How do we consume that the return to material-culture studies did
highway or a subway system? How do waot bring back the material to a greater extent.
‘sublate’ the sewer pipes or a rusty harbouht the same time as our lives are increasingly
terminal in a northern Russian port? (Fig. 3raught up with the material, studies of
The critical comments are few, but in a bravenaterial culture are increasingly focused on
one the Swedish ethnologist Orvarfgeen the mental and representational — material
guestioned the overwhelming focus on theulture as metaphor, as symbol, icon, message
particular and the symbolic: ‘In these studiesind text — in short, as something other than
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itself (Lofgren 1997:103). Actually, many social and human sciences? One reason
studies of modern material culture makdrequently given is that things do not call
themselves strangely vulnerable to Simmel'attention to themselves — they are so
critique of the modern tendency to fragmenintegrated in our lives, being at the same
tize and aestheticize the material world (as time the ‘most obvious and the best hidden’
means to escape it) (1907): (Lefevbre 1987:8). Even if this undoubtedly
is relevant for our everyday dealing with

The present vividly felt charm for the fragment, ;. o e .
the mere allusion, the aphorism, the symbol. _t_hlngs, it is difficult to understand why this

place us at a distance from the substance of thingg0uld make scholars ignore precisely them.
they speak to us ‘as from afar’; reality is touchedV|.05t of us dO. not see Y-chromosomes,
not with direct confidence but with fingertipswitches or social structures, we are not

that are immediately withdrawn (Simmelconscious of grammar, the transcendental
1978:474). Ego, not to mention the unconscious, but

nothing has prevented science and philosophy

There is a line of argument running deepl¥ ducing t f h th
through consumption studies and ‘social.rorl?espro ucing fons of research on inese

archaeologies of different kinds: that socia'lssA th q L i ¢
relations are objectified — or ‘embodied’ in nother -and more convincing lin€ o

artefacts or monumen?s.People establish argument is the very strong negative attitude

‘quasi-social’ relationships with objects inin modern critical (and not-so-critical) think-

order to live out in a ‘real’ material form their |nght0\|/vargs_;he mategal (e.9. tge tFrankfll_Jr:t
abstract social relationships (Dant 1999:2).5"1“)C Or?_’ til e_gg;ar, otppP:{L, alr dre). qi €
when we encounter burials, figurines an achine, the Instruments, the cold and In-
landscapes — or home decorations — wh uman techno!ogy became the Incarnation of
we are confronted with are really nothing bufyr inauthentic, estranged and alienated

ourselves and our social relations (Latou odern being. This attitgd_e_ produced a
1999:197). Things just ‘stand in for anolpowerful and persistent definition of freedom

. . ipati hat which escapes the
become nothing but a kind of canvas for th&nd emancipation as t .
social paint we stroke over them to provide aterial (cf. Latour 1993:137-138, 2002).

cultural surface of embodied meanings (Boa this agair), of COUrse, _is closely related to the
1996:174). As noted by Tim Ingold, whole notion of reification and the problem of

the fetish running deep in modern critical
the emphasis is almost entirely on meaning anghought all the way from Marx: objectifica-
form — that is, on culture as opposed tajon, reification,versachlichungor dinglisch
materiality . . . culture is conceived to hover ovely,5chen— making into a thing — absolutely
the material world — but not to permeate it . . 4o \yorst that could ever happen to a person
culture and materials do not mix; rather, culture

wraps itself around the universe of material thingsOr a social relation. To be too closely

shaping and transforming their outward surfacegmbedded W'th th!ngs may cause you to
without ever penetrating their interiority” (Ingold confuse social relations, reserved for humans
2000:340-41). only, with object relations and to ascribe
. . human properties to objects! As noted by
l\_/latte.r becomes nothing but a thin transparefijer. most critics of mass culture and
film situated between us and our culture. technology tend ‘to assume that the relation
of persons to objects is in some way vicarious,
WHY THINGS WERE FORGOTTEN fetishistit_: or wrong; that _primary_concern
should lie with direct social relations and
Shifting the focus back on my own worries:“real people”’ (Miller 1987:11).
why is it that things, the material world, have There is something strange going on here.
escaped the attention of the contemporanye all know that we can feel affection for an
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artefact, fall in love with a jacket, a new From this moment on, the human and the
Porsche 911 or a teddy bear — we mournon-human were drafted into different onto-
when they fall to pieces — when they die (cflogical and disciplinary fields. Things ended
Gell 1998:18-19). One thousand years agap on the other side of the rift, securely
the Vikings ascribed personality, intentiorseparated from the free society of speaking
and social identity to their swords, givingand thinking subjects, from those concerned
them names such dyrving, Kvernbit, Gram, with the power and interests of humans-
Skrep (Gansum & Hansen 2002:16-17)among-themselves. This brutal deportation
However, all this can be written off socio-also produced another fence: it created a new
logically as fetishism — that we — and theyborder, separating us, the modern, from the
have misunderstood the world and haveest. The pre-modern did not understand how
projected onto empty things properties antb draw the first line and messed it all up in an
relations that can correctly only be attribute@ppalling mixture of people and things,
to human beings. On the other hand, noultures and natures (Latour 1993:97-103).
suspicion arises when we establish intimatdnaware of their ontological blunders, the
relations with a human subject, fall in loveSaami reindeer herders of northern Scandina-
with a girl, or honour our parents. Novia hugged and greeted the pine tree on their
misplaced emotions, no conspiracies hereeturn from the mountains to the winter
So we have one set of relations that are takgrastures in the forest; had long conversations
for granted as real, authentic and honestith drums and stones; treated the brown bear
another set that a priori are false. Theas a relative and buried dead bears as humans
falseness seems to arise when we transgr¢Bemant-Hatt 1913, Myrstad 1996, Kalstad
a certain border, between the ‘us’ and the ‘it'1997). Unable to recognize where reality ends
projecting relations prescribed for one realnand its metaphorical representation begins, it
onto another. In my opinion, it is preciselywas left to the anthropologist to draw the
this border that more than anything else needviding line, to purify this entangled mess,
to be examined as a possible suspect in tland to reassemble the entities in their proper
ambivalent attitude towards things in theplaces (Ingold 2000:44). It is because we are
social sciences. able to distinguish between people and things,
In his bookWe Have Never Been Modernculture and nature, that we differ from them.
Bruno Latour writes that the advent of Despite the fact that our society is increas-
modernity (or the modern) led to the creatiorngly based on mixes of cultures-natures, on
of two fundamentally different ontological increasingly more complex hybrid relations
zones: that of human beings, on the one han@n fact, the mess has never been greater —
and that of non-humans, on the other. Thithus ‘we have never been modern’) — the
‘Great Divide’ placed the power, interests andnodern regime came to acknowledge only
politics of humans at one end of the polethose entities that can be firmly situated; that
while knowledge about objects and the noris, as dwelling either in culture or in nature.
human was placed at the other end. Latodrhis ‘discrepancy between self-representa-
writes that modernity has been celebrated d@®n and practice’ (Latour 2003:38) has been
both the origin and the triumph of humanismmade possible by applying the same acts of
as the ‘birth of man’ and the subject. But, hepurification that social scientists have used to
claims, there is less talk about the fact that itleanse the illusions of those ‘others’ who
also meant the simultaneous birth of nonelaim to inhabit but one world — encom-
humanity, of things, that is, of objects andassing relations with humans, animals and
beasts as something fundamentally differerthings on an equal footing. Thus, the modern
from ‘us’ and securely separated from theattitude is characterized by cleansing, by
human and social realm (Latour 1993:13ff.) splitting the mixtures apart in order to extract
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from them what comes from culture (the(Heidegger 1982:137). These things are so
social, the episteme, th&eis) and what close to us, our being-in-the-world is so en-
comes from nature (Latour 1993:78). meshed in networks of things, that we do not
This desire for an immediate world emp-see them unless they call attention to them-
tied of its mediators, assigned to things aselves by breaking down, are in the wrong
ambiguous position within the modern conplaces or are missing. Heidegger's concept of
stitution. They are located outside the humattare’ relates to all beings we engage with, our
sphere of power, interests and politics — anbeing is a ‘dwelling alongside’ (and a ‘being
still not properly nature. Although prescribedowards’) other beings. Despite the limita-
for the non-human side, material culturdions of his philosophy (such as the nostalgia
ended up with not occupying any of the twdor an authenticHeimatand his reactionary
positions prescribed by the modern constitizontempt of modernity, masses and mass
tion, as either culture or nature. Being a&ulture), Heidegger clearly challenges us to
mixture of culture-nature, a work of transla-consider our attitude towards things and the
tion, and itself increasingly mediating suchanthropocentric ontology it is based on.
relations, material culture become a matter Far more influential, however, is the more
out of place — part of the ‘excluded middle’'readily digested phenomenology of Maurice
(cf. Grosz 2002:91-94). Merleau-Ponty, attractive especially among
those large crowds recently preoccupied with
the body. Like Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty is
concerned with our practical experience of
being-in-the-world and the body is the site of
In trying to overcome this rift and thethis experience (Merleau-Ponty 1962). It is
constraining ontologies of modern thinkingthrough our bodies that we as human beings
phenomenology has lately become an impoare placed in a world, and this bodily being-
tance source of inspiration for many archaen-the world must be understood through
ologists and anthropologists (cf. Gosden 1994asks and actions that have to be carried out,
Tilley 1994, Feldt & Basso 1996, Thomasand through the spatial and material possibi-
1996, 1998, 2000, Karlsson 1998, Ingoldities that are open to the body. Merleau-
2000). Phenomenology, after all was launchelonty claims that prior to the Cartesian ‘I
as a way of ‘relearning to look at the world’think’ it is necessary to acknowledge an
(Merleau-Ponty), a return to ‘the things'l can’ or ‘I do’; that is: a practical, non-
themselves’ (Husserl), that is, to a practicalliscursive consciousness which governs my
lived experience, un-obscured by abstractlationship with the world and which is
philosophical concepts and theories. Even #xpressed in routinized practices and actions,
to most of us the experience of readingn bodily habits (Merleau-Ponty 1962:137ff,
Heidegger appears to be a continuous falsifMacann 1993).
cation of that statement, there are some very According to Merleau-Ponty knowledge is
valuable insights even in his dense version atored in our bodies, once learned we only
phenomenology. Such as his notion of ‘throwneed a short time to familiarize ourselves with
ness’: that we are always-already in the worlda new city, a new car — another archaeo-
the world is part of our being — not somethingogical museum. The time is too short to
external, ‘out there’ to eventually be em-develop completely new sets of conditioned
bodied. We are not detached observers offlexes — our familiarity with organized
objects, but concerned users of things: ‘. . .ispaces, with materiality and things; in short,
everyday terms, we understand ourselves andr material habitual competence permits us
our existence by way of the activities weto project a potential for movement and
pursue and the things we take care ofactions which can rapidly be modified to

REMEMBERING THINGS:
PHENOMENOLOGY. . .
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accommodate specific differences (such asutines, movements, and social arrange-
coming to a new city) (Merleau-Pontyments of our daily lives are increasingly
1962:145-147, Macann 1993:176). As therescribed, defined and disciplined, as well as
famous American phenomenologist Johhelped or encouraged, by networks of materi-
Travolta stated after returning to Americaal agents. Acting increasingly imperatively,
after three years of fieldwork in Amsterdamthese agents tacitly demand certain beha-
‘It's the same as here, but different’ (J.Tviours, impose certain socio-spatial config-
teaching his gangster buddy about culturalrations (Johansen 1992:108-125, Joerges
differences in Pulp Fiction, cited after 1988). All we need to do is to think about
Lofgren 1997:106). moving around a house, a university campus
All this sounds good. However, there isor a city, to realize how they prescribe pro-
something missing in Merleau-Ponty (as weljrammes of action that schedule and monitor
as in most papers on the body which you wilbur day-to-day activities (Boast 1996:188). In
find in journals likeBody & Societycf. also this respect a late 19th-century sociologist
books such as Williams & Bendelow (1998))like Emile Durkheim was more sensitive and
the materiality that the body relates to; thdaumble towards the material world than his
material world it is being-in. One only later fellow sociologists and philosophers (cf.
vaguely realizes that this world has othedoerges 1988:224). IiThe Suicide(1897)
inhabitants than the humans. Merleau-Pontpurkheim wrote that
talks about an oriented space in which the
body is situated (1962:99ff), but he does n%‘d
seem very concerned with what orients it. Th lay an essential role in common life. The social

material inhabitants provide a context, but Sact is sometimes so far materialized as to become
in silence, have no purpose or agency; Mucdh element of the external world. . . in houses and
like the servants in the Victorian novels:uildings of all sorts which, once constructed,

there but unaccounted for except as a usefllecomes autonomous realities, independent of
part of the setting (Said 1989:219). individuals. It is the same with avenues of com-
Consider the concept of habit memory, #unication and transportation, with instruments
very important Concept we owe to Henriand.ma.ChineS.USG.d in indUStry a.nd private life. ..
Bergson (Mullarkey 2000:48-55, see abéoua}l life, which is thus crystallllsed,. as it were,
Merleau-Ponty 1962:22, 137-45, 264—266ﬁnd flxeq on material supports, is by just so _much
Habit memory refers to how memories arilxggln_glize_oll’ 4)and acts upon us from without
stored in the body, as practices or habits. | ' '
contrast to so-called cognitive or re-collectivd=or Durkheim, artefacts were also social
remembering, habitual memories are livedacts.
and acted, rather than represented (cf. Caseyin all fairness it should be added that in his
1984, Connerton 1989). Biking is often usedatest and unfinished work3he Visible and
to exemplify this type of memory: even after ahe Invisible Merleau-Ponty seems to accom-
long pause we master the ability to bicyclanodate the material world in a more symme-
again — our clever body still remembers howirical way (Merleau-Ponty 1968). He now
to bike ten years after we climbed off the bikeinsists that even to speak of ‘subjects’ and
But again, something is missing in this story‘objects’ implies a gap between them, such
the bike The other half of the story is that the relation between them can only be
entombed in this celebration of the body anthat of contemplation. The concept of being-
we are once again left with the ‘sound of onén-the-world has more radical implications, it
hand clapping’ (Bateson). But try to bikeis not at all talk of a relation between
without a bike; try to think of your day-to-day ourselves and our world, since our own being
practices without things. Think how thecannot be separated from that of the world we

. it is not true that society is made up only of
ividuals; it also includes material things, which
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inhabit (Matthews 2002:161). He refers to thelon’t have a theory, but an important source
‘crude’ experience of being in direct contacbf inspiration for my work comes from the
with things: a wild, uncultivated and barbarnetwork-approaches (formerly known as
ian experience (talks about carnal beings, arctor-Network-Theory, ANT), developed
the flesh of the world). We can touch and beavithin science studies (Latour 1987, 1993,
touched, see and be seen, act upon things ab@9, 2003, Callon & Law 1997, Law &
at the same time being acted upon by them -Hassard 1999, Law & Mol 2002). According
all this due to our common ‘fabric’ as fleshto John Law, network theory may be under-
(Merleau-Ponty 1968:133-147). This inti-stood as ‘a semiotics of materiality. It takes
macy is nicely captured in a scene in Henryhe semiotic insight, that of the relationality of
James’s novelhe Spoils of Poyntorwhere entities, the notion that they are produced in
Mrs Gerets explains to her son how herelations, and applies this ruthlessly to all
attention to objects is mediated: ‘They’rematerials — and not simply to those that are
living things to me, they know me, they returrlinguistic’ (Law 1999:4). Instead of reducing
the touch of my hand’ (cited after Brownthe world to the regime of two opposing
2003:149). ontological realms, culture-nature, this ap-
Being flesh among flesh, the limits betweeproach claims that nearly everything happens
the body and the world break down: ‘Wherebetween the two extremes, happens by way of
are we to put the limit between the body andnediation and translation, by heterogeneous
the world, since the world is flesh?’ (Merleaunetworks linking all kinds of materials and
Ponty 1968:138). Merleau-Ponty (ibid.:146)kntities. Reality is not to be found in essences,
talks about ‘the pact’ between us and théut in imbroglios and mixtures, the seamless
things, the intertwining, the chiasm (theand rhizome-like fabrics of culture and nature
intersection or cross-over). As beings of ahat link humans and non-humans in intimate
tactile world, belonging to ‘their family’, we relationships. It is a democratic and inclusive
are intimately connected to things, our kinregime, everything can become actors (or
ship welds us together; and ‘things themactants) by being included into a network and
selves’, Merleau-Ponty now says, are ‘not flassigned properties to act. It is a regime that
beings but beings in depth, inaccessible to @ares for the hybrids and those hybrid
subject that would survey them from aboverelations that other systems (be they social
open to him alone that. . . would coexist withor natural) largely have ignored. Thus, it suits
them in the same world’ (ibid.:136). material culture, the thing, very well. A home
Well, like most philosophers he died wherat last. The forgotten transcending and
he started to become interesting — leaving ugathering properties of the thing are finally
with a pile of incomplete notes to pondereleased. Properties so well expressed in its
over. And perhaps it would not have differedcetymological roots (the OIld Norse/Old
that much if he had completed his workEnglishping and Old High GermarThing):
beyond making our claims better ‘networkedassemblygathering duration (Falk & Torp
by having another ‘citation friend’ to help us1906:903, Bjorvand & Lindeman
on the rhetorical battlefield (cf. Latour 1987 2000:939ff., cf. Heidegger 1971:170-172,
ch. 1). As Latour argues (1999:176), perhapSlassie 1999:67-68). Thus, the thing is that
the lines of philosophy are just too straightvhich gathers, which brings together and
and clean to prove very helpful when wewhich lasts: in other words, it relates qualities
come to those muddy and crooked paths @fi time and space: the ideal node in a network.

things and soil? Let me exemplify all this with a well-
known archaeological example. In his book,
. . .and beyond In Small Things Forgotten James Deetz

Then, don’'t you have any theory? No — 1(1997) discusses important changes that took
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place in the colonies along the easter
seaboard of North America from the secon
half of the 18th century onwards. In his
masterful dealing with the material culture hq Al
shows a clear tendency: the communal a
common was losing ground to the individual
This production of a society that increasingly
cared for personhood, privacy and purity, i
identified in a number of changes taking plact
in burial practices, architecture, furniture,
ceramics and eating habits. For instance, tt
communal infrastructure of eating was re:
placed by individual plates and cutlery, anc
by individual chairs for people to sit on
around the table. As this took place, con -
gested communal burial grounds were gradt e o ———
ally replaced by small, individual family = -k
graveyards. Houses were divided into sep: : ~ 2 ;
rate rooms, separating public spaces from tt ; G
private. Bunks were replaced by beds. Clothe b 654 52 .
became increasingly differentiated; people: s 2 A
acquired personal effects, chamber pots, .
musicalmstuments, books,etc. WL lne o he Soun bl et actr
Deetz saw this as an idea of individuality.
and privacy being carved out and embodied in
solid materials — that a mental concept
existed prior to (and consequently was ththese programmes rather than their cause (cf.
reason for) its material realization (see als®@Isen 1997:211-216). Such ideas would
Deetz & Deetz 2001:173). Within the per-anyway have been as ‘airy as clouds’ without
spective outlined above, the notion of ‘priothe collaboration of material actors, creating
to’, become quite meaningless, and at least fasnumerous webs also ranging far beyond the
less important than the *how to’. How could alocal communities. Thus, and not without a
subject-centred society emerge; how mangertain irony, the individual was made
different kinds of actors were gathered, whabossible by the collective work of a brigade
culture-natures were mobilized? Instead of af actors.
central hero subject, we should envisage a According to network theory, a character-
whole brigade of actors: plates, forks, graveistic aspect of networks in the process of
stones, humans, garbage pits, chamber postabilization is that important parts of their
law books, musical instruments, etc., actinfunctioning become hidden (‘blackboxed’)
together in a relational web. Through proand the focus is directed toward a few actors
cesses of delegation and translation, formintpat receive all the rewards and fame for the
many and complex hybrid relations, thesavork done by all those sweating along the
actors effectuated and over time stabilized assembly lines (think of the attention (not)
new social configuration. They made nevgiven to telephone lines, roads, printing
bodily practices necessary, prescribed nemachines, geological surveys and trigono-
programmes of action. Any mental concepmetric points in nation-building). An anec-
tion of the individual, the private, and thedote exemplifies this: In Norway there is a
pure, may as well be seen as the outcome oértain obsession with re-enacting our past as
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a polar and explorer nation, re-living the herodust consider how the history of archaeology
spirits of Amundsen and Nansen, in whichs narrated. Like all such historiographies it
young men and woman commit themselves thecomes the history of thought, a history of
insane tasks such as skiing across the Arctiow great minds — or society, politics and
or the Antarctic. Some years ago, one of thigleologies — have invented theories, shaped
bravest published his account as “Alone to thdiscourses and created paradigms. The many
South Pole” (Kagge 1993), advertised as theon-humans mixed into our collective dis-
account of ‘the first solo and unsupportediplinary life through fieldwork, museums
expedition to the South Pole’. And you start tand laboratories are rarely assigned any role
wonder — alone? Solo? Unsupported? Didnin the story (see, however, Yarrow 2003).
he have the help of a pair of skis, the companyhink of the socialization and disciplining —
of a sledge, the protection of some clothes, thend the transmission of knowledge and skills
comfort of a tent and a sleeping bag, nutritior— that take place in the field through
from some freeze-dried food, the ‘eyes’ of aelational webs linking instruments, people,
navigator, communication links to sometheories, methods, localities, soils and arte-
satellites crossing the sky above his headhacts in intimate and translating practices. Itis
etc, etc? (Fig. 4) Of course he had — but alinteresting, and probably rather revealing,
the honour and fame is once again claimed kpo, that the discipline known as the discipline
a single actor, the human subject, when iof things, even as the ‘discipline of the spade’,
reality a whole company of actors actuallydevotes so little time, so little place, to its own
crossed the Antarctic. instruments, equipments and dirty practices,
when recollecting its own past. This mundane
trivia of the practical world, this repugnant
CONCLUSION kitchen of dirt and soil,' bgcqmes a source of
embarrassment for a discipline aspiring to the
Archaeologists should unite in a defence ofanks of the social sciences. Instead, attention
things, a defence of those subaltern membeitgrns to thought, meta-theories, politics and
of the collective that have been silenced ansociety, in short, to the ‘noise of discourse’.
‘othered’ by the imperialist social and huma-Thus, the need for a new regime, ‘a
nist discourses. | am tired of the familiar storydemocracy extended to things’ (Latour
of how the subject, the social, the epistemé,993:12), becomes ever more evident.
created the object; tired of the story that
everything is language, action, mind and
human bodies. | want us to pay more attentio
to the other half of this story: how objects’ﬂ‘CKNOWLEDGENI ENTS
construct the subject. This story is noSeveral people have commented on earlier
narrated in the labile languages, but come¥rafts of this paper. | especially thank Ewa
to us as silent, tangible, visible and brutd®omanska, Bill Rathje and Chris Witmore for
material remains: machines, walls, roads, pitfeir toil. | thank Ewa for making me aware of
and swords (Latour 1993:82). As noted byill Brown's A Sense of ThingsPrevious
Michel Serres (1987:216): discussions with Hein Bjerck, Terje Brattli,

- - Axel Christophersen (in the ‘material culture
You can't find anything in books that recounts th%vork roup’) and Kerstin Cassel have also
primitive experience during which the object a group

such constituted the human subject, because boj?@en of _great value. | a_lso t_hank Elrjar @stmo
are written to entomb this very experience, tOf providing etymological information. The
block all access to it, and because the noise @@per originates from a presentation given at
discourse drowns out what happened in that utt&tanford University in May 2003. | thank the
silence (cited after Latour 1993:82). Archaeology Center, SU, for granting me
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access to their facilities during my sabbatical
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2003.

NOTES
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Within Scandinavian sociology, for example, e
there have been scholars focusing explicitly on
the relationship between material structures
and social conditions (Jsterberg 1975, 1985,
1986, Andersson et al. 1985, Johansen 1992).
This clearly includes a good portion of my own
work (e.g. Olsen 1987, 1991).

The phrase originates from Marx but has taken
on its own ‘effective history’ since then.

In this paper Cornelius Holtorf states that in an *
earlier work about megaliths (Holtdorf 1998)
he came to the conclusion that ‘whatever we do
with, andto, these monuments today is simply
our own contribution to their lives (. . .) Like
others before us, we ‘happen’ to ancient
monuments or indeed other things, making
sense of them and reinterpreting them we
like’ (2002:54, last emphasis mine). This,
however, ‘was perhaps not radical enough. . .
the material essence of the things remained
unchallenged. We may be able to interpret and
‘construct’ the meaning of a thing in any way
we like, but we are seemingly unable to
construct the thing “itself”” (op. cit.). Thus s
he now claims that things are ‘much more
contingent’, and makes the following points to
support his position ‘1. Material identities of
things can change quickly and without warn-
ing, right in from of our eyes — think of
magician’s show. . .2. Widely known material
identities of things can begin or end by a few 4
people saying and arguing so. .. (Holtorf
2002:55). Paraphrasing Judith Attfield, the
material world has become dematerialized to
the extent that we can no longer ‘believe our
eyes’ (Attfield 2000:42). In fact, it comes close
to a kind of Berkeleyean idealism — matter is
mere surface, has no powers or potentials.
According to Berkeley, matter is not unreal
(Holtorf's ‘magican’ even contests this) but all
qualities and ideas about it have to be located
in the thinking human subject (cf. Hacking
2001:24, Pearson 2002:142-144).

As noted by Serres, it is rather ironic that while
things are seen as characteristic and diagnostic
of humanity (‘humanity begins with things;

animals don't have things’) they play no role in
the study of this humanity. Thus, ‘in the
current state of affairs the so-called human or
social sciences seem at best to apply only to
animals’ (Serres/Latour 1995:165-166,199—
200).

This is a paraphrasing of Edwards Soja’'s
closely related claim that ‘even the field of
urban studies has been underspatialized until
recently, with the spatiality of urban life
predominantly seen as the mere adjunct or
outcome of historical and social processes that
are not in themselves intrinsically spatial, that
is, with spatiality in itself having little or no
causal or explanatory power’ (Soja 2000:7).
For some reason ‘material culture studies’ in
anthropology seem very reluctant to assign
archaeology any credit. Thus, the ‘social’ study
of material culture is narrated as an almost
non-archaeological field (cf. Appadurai 1986,
Miller 1987:110). Although claimed to unfold
in a ‘healthy interdisciplinarity’, archaeology is
rarely listed among the allies (cf. Miller
2002:240). This despite the fact that, for
several decades, archaeological approaches to
material culture have also included analyses of
contemporary societies. One pertinent example
is William Rathje’s garbage project (Rathje
1984, 1991, 1996).

This criticism is relevant also to recent
‘phenomenological’ approaches to landscapes
and monuments in archaeology, which despite
acknowledging perception also as a ‘somatic
engagement’, continue to privilege visual
perception and contemplation (cf. Tilley
1994, Tilley et al. 2000).

With the possible exception of ‘agency’,
embodiment has become the main mantra for
those who delight in adding the affix ‘social’ to
their approaches. This process of inscribing
personhood, culture and society in something
concrete — things or human bodies — seems
to imply that there was a prior phase of
separation (‘non-embodiment’) when mind and
matter existed apart. That things and bodies,
originally, were not part of the social, but may
eventually be included and endowed with
history and meaning by some human generos-
ity: a donor culture! It is, at least partly, due to
a preconceived ontological split (subject—
object) that we can talk of embodiment.
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