
PERSPECTIVES ON MATERIAL CULTURE  
 

Knowledge is emergent, contingent upon practice, and “radically partial” 
Hicks and Beaudry 2010, 20-21 

 

What are the assumptions and implications of the phrase “material culture”? 

• material: physical remains 

• culture: “a system of socially transmitted behavior” 

Two definitions/explanations/understandings of material culture. Agree? Disagree? 

• “the relationship between people and things irrespective of time and space” 
(Miller and Tilley 1996, 5, from Cochran and Beaudry 2006, 197) 

• “analogous with a ‘text’” (Hodder 1986, from Hicks and Beaudry 2010, 10) 
 

 

Approaches/lenses that can elicit the interpretive possibilities inherent in objects: 

❖ OBJECTS as vehicles for peoples’ “everyday material engagements,” 

creative/active agents in social life (Cochran and Beaudry 2006, 195-96; Hicks and 

Beaudry 2010, 9-10) 

❖ OBJECTS, like landscapes, are “historically contingent, … situated and political” 
(Hicks and Beaudry 2010, 13) 

❖ OBJECTS as vehicles to reconstitute past worlds (Hicks and Beaudry 2010, 8) 

❖ OBJECTS as vehicles to enact the past in the present (Cochran and Beaudry 2006, 

201-203) 

❖ OBJECTS as events that effect/create knowledge (Hicks and Beaudry 2010, 5) 

❖ OBJECTS as components of identity-making, “implicated in the emergence of 

personhood” (Hicks and Beaudry 2010, 11) 

❖ OBJECTS perform “acts of modest witnessing” (Hicks and Beaudry 2010, 5) 

❖ “field research performs OBJECTS,” i.e., calls them into being (Hicks and Beaudry 

2010, 4) 

❖ OBJECTS as extensions of the body, which acts as the sounding board for our 

cognitive capacities (von Mossner 2017, 3) 

❖ OBJECTS as intermediaries between our embodied mind and the world (von 

Mossner 2017, 3-4; Cochran and Beaudry 2006, 196) 

❖ OBJECTS as characters in narratives we construct to understand the world (von 

Mossner 2017, 3-4; Cochran and Beaudry 2006, 192: “People create their own 

biographies through objects”) 

❖ OBJECTS as “manifestations of their producers” (Cochran and Beaudry 2006, 195) 

❖ OBJECT as metaphor (and/or allegory, symbol, synecdoche) (Cochran and Beaudry 

2006, 196) 

❖ OBJECT as “action possibility” (Hicks and Beaudry 2010, 18) 


