
   

 INTRODUCTION 

 1 
 If buildings make people, as the numerous studies in this book suggest, then it is the 
writing about these buildings that in turn endeavors to make up what is generally 
human, its condition, and its infi nite creative complexity. Th is book, therefore, is 
not a comprehensive survey, which would be impossible to encompass meaning-
fully within one volume. I defer to other colleagues whom I have learned from for 
thorough summaries of the arc of anthropologically infl ected studies of architectural 
form. Indispensable sources are Paul Oliver’s magisterial multivolume work (1997); 
the vast output of the journal  Traditional Dwellings and Settlements Review , published 
by the International Association for the Study of Traditional Environments; Suzanne 
Preston Blier’s state-of-the-art survey in Tilley et al. (2006); Setha Low and Denise 
Lawrence-Zúñiga’s (2003) review of the anthropological and wider literature pertain-
ing to the study of house forms; the reviews of both Mike Parker Pearson and Colin 
Richards (1994) as well as Ross Samson (1990) of architecture within  archaeology; 
Claire Melhuish’s cross-disciplinary exploration of architects and anthropologists 
(1996); Donna Birdwell-Pheasant and Denise Lawrence-Zúñiga’s edited volume on 
Europe (1999); and Trevor Marchand’s (2009) ethnography of mud brick construc-
tion. All of these works must be consulted for a more wide-ranging discussion of the 
scope of architectural studies relevant to anthropology. 

 Rather, this book aims to engage with the more specifi c question of the materi-
ality of built form in its various material registers (Th rift 2005). Th e emphasis on 
material register is an attempt to understand architectonic and architectural forms in 
particular, not merely in terms of immediate empirically evident material form—as 
an assemblage of certain kinds of building materials such as wood, concrete, or mud or 
building techniques such as mass-industrialized housing or mud brick—but in terms 
of how architectonic forms might be understood additionally in diff erent registers such 
as image, metaphor, performance, ruin, diagnostic, or symbol and how the specifi c 
material conditions of these registers—their materiality—enables human relations. 
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In short, how does the materiality of built form in its great variety make people and 
society? What does the materiality of built form in its various material registers do 
socially? As abstracted concept? As lived building? As metaphor? As mind, as sign, as 
environmental adaptation, as fossil, as performance, as ruin, as iteration, as destroyed 
object, as image, as fl ow and movement? 

 Toward the engagement with these issues, this book—beginning with this in-
troduction and ending with a postscript—is organized as follows. Chapter 1, “Th e 
Long Nineteenth Century,” examines the currents in eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century thought and anthropological practice that have infl uenced the anthropo-
logical analysis of architecture. It charts the development of thought starting from 
the work of the Abbé Laugier and his primitivist fantasies, Pitt Rivers, Gustav 
Semper, and Lewis Henry Morgan, to the rise of postwar vernacular studies in the 
mid-twentieth century. In particular it examines the prevailing “fossil metaphor” 
characterizing  understandings of architecture and material culture. It considers how 
these investigations served to demonstrate the nineteenth-century concept of the 
“psychic unity of man” and inspired later modernist ideals and the material terms 
by which social  reform (notably Marxist) could be imagined. Following the waning 
of material culture  studies and architecture in the wake of early-twentieth-century 
social anthropology’s preoccupation with social structure, the chapter examines the 
theoretical disengagement with architectural form and material culture and then 
charts its reemergence and reconstitution with new eff ects in the postwar period. 
Th is period represents a radical update of earlier approaches. It is here that we see 
the return of nineteenth-century linguistic analogies with the “linguistic turn” and 
the rise of structuralism and the recurrent understanding of architecture as an aspect 
of mind. Th e question of why such a renewed focus should emerge is asked in rela-
tion to changes in postwar social life and the new meanings architectural questions 
pose for anthropological thought. Th is chapter identifi es those enduring themes of 
universalism and modernization, which still frame (as well as obscure) debates in 
the present. 

 In Chapter 2, “Architecture and Archaeology,” archaeology is discussed as that 
traditional subfi eld of anthropology that has concerned itself most emphatically with 
the study of material culture and architecture in particular. Especially within the area 
of ethno-archaeology emerging from the New Archaeology of the postwar period, 
the interface between people, material culture, and architecture assumed a renewed 
methodological and theoretical signifi cance for the study of society. Th is chapter 
examines this tradition along with postprocessual responses to the New Archaeology. 
Beginning with the reevaluation of nineteenth-century evolutionary theories, this 
chapter examines how these trends within archaeology introduced a new dimension 
to the understanding of mind, cognition, and representation over the long term that 
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is distinctive from ethnographic approaches and the “ethnographic snapshot.” Such 
an approach emphasizes the deep-time perspective that archaeology enables and that 
allows us to consider the radically diff erent ways material registers can change and 
function over time. In particular, the signifi cance of archaeology’s understanding 
of the changes associated with the rise of the Neolithic and enduring built forms 
are discussed when sedentism and agriculture emerge, resulting in changed social 
 relations and new material forms of dwelling. Similarly, archaeology’s engagement 
with deep time and culture change enabled the imagination of radically new modern 
forms of architecture to facilitate social reform as well as determine the condition 
of “basic needs” at the heart of wider developmental and modernization discourses. 
Later poststructuralist approaches emphasizing performance and the iterative nature 
of architectural forms over time suggested a shift from a fossil metaphor to a palimp-
sest metaphor, shifting the focus to what architectural forms  do  rather than  represent  
and their attendant changing material registers over time. 

 With Chapter 3, “Social Anthropology and the House Societies of Lévi-Strauss,” 
we examine the postwar period and how architectonic contexts begin to reassume a 
central signifi cance in the understanding of human societies, notably in reference 
to Lévi-Strauss’s concept of “house societies.” Th is chapter considers in particular 
the understanding of dwellings and the institutions associated with house societies 
as inherently “illusory objectifi cations,” as Carsten and Hugh-Jones note (1995: 8), 
of social relations created to resolve social confl ict. Th e structural analogies be-
tween dwellings and human and cosmological bodies and their interrelationship 
are explored in terms of the increasing signifi cance of the body and its metaphors 
for the understanding of architectural space within anthropology—taking on the 
observation of Carsten and Hugh-Jones that bodies and buildings are inherently 
diffi  cult to meaningfully disentangle. Th e chapter examines the house as an ar-
chitectonic regulator of generative substances looking at such diverse substances 
as foodstuff s and bodily fl uids following the insights of Marilyn Strathern in her 
work (1999). Th e chapter considers how the regulation of such generative fl ows 
involves the work of architecture in diverse material registers and their attendant 
dynamics, such as those facilitating immobility, commensality, backgrounding and 
foregrounding, mobility, and dematerialization. 

 Chapter 4, “Institutions and Community,” examines institutional forms and 
their role in the development of anthropological thought. Th e chapter returns to 
the Crystal Palace and the ethnographic museum and our understandings of mod-
ern consumerism. Jeremy Bentham’s panopticon and Foucault’s notion of gov-
ernmentality are at the heart of approaches through which institutions such as 
prisons, schools, shopping malls, and factories have been engaged anthropologi-
cally. Th e chapter examines how such approaches have attended to the unexpected 
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consequences of material forms as they are experienced. It considers how attach-
ments and   detachments are created that produce social life and how new neoliberal 
practices such as those concerned with regulation and management replace classic 
Foucauldian understandings of discipline. Here we see a shift from material archi-
tectonic forms of regulation to new principles of self-management and regulation 
through new immaterial practices such as the actuarial regulation of populations. 
Th e unexpected consequences of planning in Brasília; the eff ects of generic material 
forms such as those encountered in gated communities, and phenomena such as sick 
building syndrome are examined in addition to the more recent impact of digital 
technologies imbricated with the conventional “bricks and mortar” of  architectural 
forms to create new material terms of sociality. 

 Chapter 5, “Consumption Studies and the Home,” discusses the rise of consump-
tion studies in the built environment as it relates to the home. Th e home is the 
primary context as well as the object of most consumer practices. Th is chapter ex-
plores the role of changing consumer practices and gender relations, especially the 
impact of feminism and changing understandings of materiality on the architecture 
of the home. Within such a setting the issues surrounding daily life are emphasized 
with reference to the work of Pierre Bourdieu, Mary Douglas, and Marcel Mauss. 
 Hygiene and its structuring qualities are examined in relation to the experience of 
domestic space and how materially attachments and detachments and wider fl ows 
are produced to create social relations and understandings of moral personhood. 
Similarly, qualities of domestic space, centered on neutrality and color (such as 
whiteness) and the fl ows and the values they enable, are also understood in relation 
to the body and capitalist fi nancial instruments such as mortgages. Additionally, the 
qualities of genericism and interchangeability are examined in terms of their ability 
to facilitate fl ows and habitation within neoliberal globalizing contexts and the novel 
forms of moral personhood that emerge under these conditions. 

 In Chapter 6, “Embodiment and Architectural Form,” the inherent ambiguity 
 between the body and architectural form is examined. In particular the evident an-
thropomorphism of architectural form is discussed in its wider aspects. Th e chapter 
fi rst examines this relationship from within the Western perspective—considering 
the Cartesian mind/body split that has shaped understanding of the relation of the 
body to architectural form and emergent technologies of representation of the time 
such as the camera obscura that enabled this disembodied form of engagement. Th e 
discussion then moves to phenomenological accounts that work to overcome this 
division, with reference to numerous non-Western examples where the imbrication 
of bodily and built form are deeply intertwined. In light of this, a reexamination of 
Western contexts is addressed through the phenomenological tradition. Th e problem 
of dwelling identifi ed by Heidegger is considered in addition to feminist approaches 
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in the postwar period that have examined the intimacy of built and bodily form 
as it pertains to the construction and maintenance of architecture in a variety of 
ethnographic contexts. Here the work of Pierre Bourdieu and his notion of habitus 
and its insights into the nature of embodiment is examined. In contrast, forms of 
disembodiment are discussed. Th ese are associated with rituals of divestment that 
are necessary for the production of social relations as well as the role of architectural 
forms as ephemeral and generic shells for the regulation of the material and genera-
tive fl ows that enable social life. 

 Chapter 7, “Iconoclasm, Decay, and the Destruction of Architectural Forms,” is the 
fi nal chapter. As the previous chapter examines how architectural forms are in fact ani-
mate and alive, this chapter considers the consequences of “killing” architectural forms. 
It understands destruction as an “animatory” practice through the work of Alfred Gell 
and explores the wider anthropological implications regarding the actual destruction of 
architectural forms. Th e chapter also considers the destruction of architectural forms, 
from prehistory to the modern practice of “urbicide.” In particular, it considers the pro-
ductive and socially generative capacities of decay and destruction to constitute novel 
forms of social life. Th e chapter examines the Berlin Wall, decaying farmsteads and 
factories, and the wider political aesthetics of ruins in their various forms as well as the 
productive consequences of absence formed in the wake of destructive practices. Here 
one of the pressing issues is the examination of legitimate and illegitimate forms of de-
structive violence, especially as it relates to urbicide and the unexpected consequences 
of destructive practices to generate novel political and social identifi cations. 

 In the postscript, the consequences of emerging technologies such as three-
dimensional printing are considered in relation to the previous themes discussed, 
such as the role of architectonic forms for the regulation of the fl ows that consti-
tute  social life. Such new technologies challenge the stability of architectural forms 
 compared to other ethnographic examples where such forms are similarly unstable. 
Th is fi nal section considers such architectonic forms as a productive “fetish” in light 
of Lévi-Strauss’s “illusory objectifi cation” (Carsten and Hugh-Jones 1995). Such forms 
accommodate multiple confl icting “commitments” (Rouse 2002) related to the objec-
tifi cations that architectural forms facilitate and the constitution of social life in novel 
material registers that anthropology has always been attentive to, and the myriad ways 
that architecture makes people. 

 As can be gleaned from this overview, the extent of architectural forms discussed 
here is mostly limited by the scope of anthropological research, which tends to 
 privilege the domestic, which methodologically results from the intimate ethno-
graphic scale in which this research takes place. Since the postwar period, however, 
anthropologists have expanded their scope of inquiry to include institutional settings 
such as offi  ces, airports, and shopping malls, but the domestic is still the predominate 

www.EngineeringBooksPdf.com



   
6 a n  a n t h r o p o l o g y  o f  a r c h i t e c t u r e

site for research in keeping with the anthropological understanding of the domestic 
realm as the primary realm within which people and social relations are forged. 
Similarly, questions of materiality have not been problematized in anthropological 
inquiries until relatively recently. As such, the materiality of built forms and wider 
architectonic contexts have been underanalyzed in favor of focusing on immaterial 
abstracted social processes, overlooking the role of the material toward the forma-
tion of those processes. For this reason, traditionally, anthropological texts have been 
rather limited in their material description and discussion of architectural forms 
with very few images indeed. But this was not always the case. Nineteenth-century 
discussions of built forms were particularly rich with images drawn and collected 
by ethnologists, stemming from a reliance on visual representations that were at the 
heart of nineteenth-century theory building. As we shall see in subsequent chapters 
and in the postscript, image and built form become increasingly more diffi  cult to 
segregate meaningfully with the rise of new technologies in the late twentieth and 
early twenty-fi rst centuries. 

 2 
 As concerns the question of the materiality of built form, this book takes note of Tim 
Ingold’s (2007) problem with recent work on materiality in architectural form that 
has underplayed at times the actual material qualities of things in favor of focusing 
on the discursive, semiotic, or mental aspects of form. Ingold rather, sees material 
qualities as having an inherently relational quality—not reducible to some empirical 
material quality such as a building material or mental construct, but existing within 
what he describes as a relational context of action, material, and environment, remi-
niscent in certain ways of the philosopher of science Karen Barad’s (2007) notion of 
“intra-action.” 

 Th ree thinkers are key to this discussion of built form and subsequent under-
standings of its materiality: Alfred Gell’s (1998) work on the Maori meeting house 
as a distributed object and distributed mind; Claude Lévi-Strauss (1987) on house 
societies and the concept of the house as an “illusory objectifi cation” (Carsten and 
Hugh-Jones 1995) and Pierre Bourdieu’s (1977, 1990) work on the Kabyle house 
and the notion of habitus. Th ese thinkers attend to the question of the multiplicity 
of registers and the inherently confl ictual nature of house forms in terms of these 
multiple registers and the house’s centrality in the negotiation of competing social 
claims and the productive value of these confl icting claims for the sustenance of 
social and biological life. Register must be understood here in diff erent ways. Th e 
material register of built form can be  understood as text, as sign system, as embod-
ied experience; visually, tactilely, aurally, and so on; and in its variously confi gured 
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material forms, lived building, construction tradition, text, visual image, sound-
scape, model, and so on. Within these authors’ works, the key themes of fl ows 
and registers and the shift from register to register pervade their discussions. It is 
within this anthropological tradition that the empirical dwelling, the architectural 
object/artifact—the analytical category—both  emically and etically can be seen not 
as a self-evident enduring and stable material entity but as a momentary stoppage 
(following Gell 1998) within such fl ows both from the point of view of the anthro-
pological observer and the inhabitant. Such stoppages enable social life, as Marilyn 
Strathern (1999) has demonstrated in aspects of her work on Melanesia. And, more 
importantly, as Strathern has noted in another context (1990), this stoppage, this 
momentary snapshot of the architectonic conditions of social life, is primarily an 
analytical category born out of Euro-American concerns. Th ese concerns are spe-
cifi c to the conditions of Euro-American society, but whose power and ubiquity, 
especially when recruited as a form of governance, require an engagement with such 
forms regardless of what preexisting local or indigenous conditions might otherwise 
require. 

 Th e regulation of such fl ows is understood by an insight from Lévi-Strauss (1987) 
regarding the more specialized notion of house societies. Here the institution of the 
house, which encompasses relations of kinship, hierarchy, and the physical entity 
of the house itself, is presented as what Carsten and Hugh-Jones (1995) describe as 
an “illusory objectifi cation” of contradictory interests producing a common object 
from antagonistic commitments to that object (i.e., the architectural object and the 
relations it embodies). Carsten and Hugh-Jones (1995: 8) note how Lévi-Strauss 
attempts to introduce a notion of fetishization in Marx’s sense to describe these 
confl icted interests. William Pietz (1985), in his discussion of the fetish, notes that 
a fetish as such is a peculiar category—the anxious product of a cultural clash of 
incommensurable values and understandings of materiality and immateriality on 
the western African coast. It is a clash regarding the proper material (and social) 
attachments that constitute social life, resulting from “the  encounter of radically 
heterogeneous social systems” (Pietz 1985: 7). Pietz’s work on the fetish sees it as 
a misrecognition of a relation, but a productive  misrecognition—one that enables 
complementary and at times confl icted and confl icting materialities and social 
claims to coexist. As the numerous examples of classical anthropological accounts 
of dwellings attest, there is an inherent and contradictory complementarity of gen-
dered roles associated with built forms; these contradictions are productive of the 
wider terms of social life and its hierarchies and asymmetries. Th ese are the “inver-
sions” described by Bourdieu in terms of gender confl icts and complementarity; 
these are also the more manifold and unstable “incommensurablities” (following 
Povinelli 2001) that characterize the experience of modernity (or the “parallax” as 
suggested by Žižek [2006]). 1  Th e changing, shifting, opposing, and complementary 
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nature of various material registers are precisely the lived terms by which productive 
categories of social life are at times variously committed to, sustained, overcome, 
and rearticulated. 

 Th is question of the fetishization of the house and the productive nature of this 
misrecognition can be seen to function in Gell’s (1998) discussion of the Maori 
meeting house (see Figure 1) in his magisterial work  Art and Agency  (I am indebted 
here to the discussion of Hicks and Horning [2006] of Gell’s Maori meeting house). 
Th e arc of Gell’s discussion of an anthropology of art culminates in his discussion 
of the Maori meeting house, which closes the work. Th e house as an architectural 
entity, as would befi t traditional vernacular approaches, loses its centrality and even 
its monumental  materiality and dissipates when considered as an embodiment in 
Gell’s terms of a “distributed object” over time and space, within another material 
register, as “oeuvre” and as distributed “mind” (Gell 1998). In fact, Gell (1998: 255) 
off ers the image produced by Roger Neich (1996), which Gell  posits as the more 
authentic representation of the meeting house from the Maori perspective, which 
sees it as a mere stoppage (following Duchamp) in a series of many stoppages before 
and many more to come as a result of open-ended competition to enact even more 
elaborate houses over time. What is important to note, however, is that the Maori 
meeting house as distributed “object” and “mind” over time is itself a product 
of the colonial encounter, where competing groups found themselves reduced to 
competition and display in terms of the construction of these houses (Gell 1998: 
251). Th e Maori meeting house thus is an “illusory objectifi cation” (Carsten and 
Hugh-Jones 1995) in Lévi-Strauss’s sense of these confl icting tensions and similarly 
an inherently confl icted fetish—as Pietz would have it, a misrecognition of value 
and material signifi cation as the result of a colonial encounter. But as Lévi-Strauss 
observes, such “illusory objectifi cations” (Carsten and Hugh-Jones 1995)  produce 
commitments to certain modes of sociality—they become the means by which 
confl icted entities are brought into relation to one another and become visible 
and intelligible in both built and embodied form as a consequence. Architectural 
form as discrete empirical object is rather problematic in light of the insights of 
 Lévi-Strauss and Gell.   

 Th e central premise of this book is an examination of understandings of the ma-
teriality of architectural forms and their various registers within the anthropologi-
cal tradition. Th rough the wider return to the material within the social sciences 
(see Brown 2001), a renewed emphasis on the materiality of things emerged. More 
widely this has been part of an examination of materialism (see Coole and Frost 
2010) within the social sciences. Within anthropology, and notably material culture 
studies, the question of the nature of the material that the term  materiality  refers to 
has achieved a central role (Miller 2005). 
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 In relation to this emergent discussion of materiality, there has been a con-
siderable deal of controversy over the status of the “real” as regards material 
 phenomena (see Barad 2007; Hacking 1983; Latour 1999; Rouse 2002). Recent 
work on materiality has called into question the role of the material—not as 

Figure 1 A Maori meeting house interior. Source: Daniel Bellhouse, Dreamstime.com.
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passive recipient of our social projections but as co-constitutive of the very worlds 
we live in (Barad 2007; Butler 1993; Foucault 1977; Hacking 1983; Latour 1999, 
Miller 2005). Th e privileging of the social within material culture studies (Miller 
2005) has meant that the co-constitutive aspects of materiality have been rather 
underanalyzed. Th e “real”—as “thingness,” as it is often referred to—has a some-
what mysterious and ambiguous quality that thinkers as far back as Locke have 
been at pains to observe. 

 It has often been noted of late that when we stop thinking of certain items of 
 material culture as sign, text, or sensual vehicle, then what we are left with is a 
 certain implacable thingness, an “untranscended materiality” (following Pietz 
1985)—a thingness that is “fi gural” (following Pinney 2005), a thingness that 
 contains a delimited but open-ended “bundling” of attributes (following Keane 
2005), or the  implacable material agency of things that Sansi-Roca (2005) iden-
tifi es in his  discussion of  Candomblé stones that embody saintly spirits in Afro-
Brazilian Candomblé ritual practices. Th e particular stone of Sansi-Roca’s discus-
sion was originally seen as “evidence” of a criminal pathology of occult practices 
like witchcraft, then exhibited for a time in a city museum of history and culture 
as an  artifact associated with Candomblé culture. But as such, the stone can never 
be publicly viewed in Candomblé ritual; neither is it possible to reinstate it to its 
original  context, which is now  broken and lost, and thus the stone is hidden in 
storage—it can never be artwork or artifact or “saint” stone; it exists in limbo. Th is 
thingness is an implacability that one might understand in Whitehead’s (1978) 
terms as a  “stubborn fact” when  considering the nature of materiality. Th e fact that 
Sansi- Roca’s Candomblé stone ought to be  easily reincorporated but cannot, be-
cause of the  specifi city of its historical emergence,  requires that it be engaged with 
in an ambiguous but nonetheless nonarbitrary way. Th is is an example of the sort 
of  realism Barad (2007) and Rouse (2002) attempt to delineate—that things such 
as indigenous art forms (Myers 2004) or Candomblé stones, despite their seem-
ing  instability and interstitiality,  neither in one realm nor the other (see Strathern 
1990), possess a certain  implacability, or stubbornness, that, like the stubborn-
ness of the facts of natural science, exhibits a materiality that cannot be reduced—
will not quite go away despite what social constructionists might say. As Lesley 
McFadyen has  argued about the archaeological record (personal communication), 
even if a thing might be inscrutable, it is  nonetheless irrefutable and “must” be en-
gaged with in  circumscribed terms—not just any story will do. 

 Th e Marxian legacy, which focused on embodied praxis and materialism, has 
been somewhat sacrifi ced in various engagements with poststructuralism and its 
 preoccupation with meaning and signifi cation. Th is legacy requires a reengagement 
and recommitment to a sense of realism and the empirical, which recent  discussions 
concerning the question of materiality have attempted to do. Th is is not a return to 
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some form of essentialism but an account of these commitments to the  empirical, 
in Hume’s terms, an account of those regularities that we are beholden to 2  and that 
form the basis of what Karen Barad calls the “intra-actively” produced worlds in 
which we live (see Barad 2007; Rouse 2002). Th ese insights resonate with those 
of Whitehead, who, in keeping with Locke, 3  argues for the metaphysical nature of 
any statement of “substance,” which is ultimately arbitrary but which is necessary 
for the coherence of our ideas about the world (Whitehead 2000: 22–3). Accord-
ing to Whitehead, our received notions of substance and matter and materiality as 
they are more widely understood in the philosophy of science are a consequence of 
what he calls a misplaced “Ionian eff ort to fi nd in space and time some stuff  which 
 composes nature” (Whitehead 2000: 19)—the search to fi nd, citing Aristotle, “the 
ultimate  substratum which is no longer predicated of anything else” (Whitehead 
2000: 18). He states, “It is the history of the infl uence of Greek philosophy on 
 science. Th at infl uence has issued in one long misconception of the metaphysical 
status of  natural entities” (Whitehead 2000: 16). Th is is an eff ort that is always 
troubled: “Accordingly, it would seem that every material entity is not really one 
entity. It is an  essential multiplicity of entities” (Whitehead 2000: 22). Hence the 
inherent multiplicity of registers in which  materiality functions. What I would like 
to draw attention to throughout the  chapters of this book are the often confl icted 
modes in which a given empirical  entity—such as architectural form—might func-
tion, particularly in the regulation of “generative substances” and their “fl ows” as 
developed by Marilyn Strathern to which the discussions in this book are heavily 
indebted as well as the works of Gabrielle Ackroyd, Anna Hoare, and Fiona Parrott 
who have examined similar issues regarding fl ow and substance in diff erent ways 
relating to the house. 

 In this respect, the fi eld of material culture studies tout court might be said to 
need to continuously justify itself (following Rorty), emerging as it did in the nine-
teenth century with its attendant ways of being and attention to the terms of ma-
teriality, as it emerges under present conditions. Yet it is important to consider why 
the fi eld emerged as it did in the nineteenth century—what its productive capacities 
were then, and how historically one might consider how these capacities were con-
fi gured diff erently as well as ethnographically in terms of the alternative ontologies 
Viveiros de Castro (1998) has championed (see also Vilaça 2005); keeping in mind 
what is at stake in these productive capacities, what are their costs, and how they en-
able as well as disable (as we shall see in a number of the examples presented here). 

 Th e language of philosophers of science such as Barad and her emphasis on 
“agential realism” and “intra-action,” as with Whitehead’s emphasis on “events,” 
provide useful remedies with which to break out of such unproductive distinc-
tions and vacillating turns. Th e general language proposed by these scholars is 
useful partly because of the conceptual impasses within the  philosophy of science 
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itself that have necessitated rather robust means with which to think through these 
impasses, which in turn can aid anthropological studies of  material culture. One 
might argue that anthropology did not need to have to  struggle so much with 
these impasses and therefore did not need to create such  robust tools. So why do 
anthropologists still need this? Simply put, anthropologists, not having had to 
develop such conceptual tools, have found themselves mired in some of the same 
dilemmas, while anthropological material culture  studies, in a similar way, have 
historically and rather ironically been rather inattentive to the physical conditions 
of the material world and materials themselves, leaving this to the natural sciences, 
which in turn have been in the thrall of certain “Ionian” misconceptions regarding 
“material” and “substance” according to Whitehead (2000). Anthropology is in a 
better position by virtue of its focus on the ethnographic method to engage with 
these issues. To put it simply, philosophers of science and philosophers of mind 
(such as Rorty and Th alberg) have basically thrown these issues back onto an-
thropology, whose scales and scopes of analysis are precisely suited to engage with 
them—focusing on the ontology of the “man on the street,” as Rorty would have 
it (Rorty 1970: 422–4). From Sassen’s “imbrications” to Barad’s “intra-actions” 
and Rorty’s “matters of taste,” all these recourses are calls to anthropology to engage 
with these issues at the scales the discipline knows best: the micro, the intimate, 
and the embodied. Th e question of material culture needs to be thought through 
specifi c material registers—reengaging with the discursive as a particular register 
in play. Th is is especially important now when things, rather than being textlike, 
are in fact simply both: the STM atom and IBM brand name as described by 
Barad (2007: 351–61) or the artifact in three-dimensional printing emerging as 
both thing and code, reconfi gured into a novel assemblage whose  aff ordances and 
enabling and disabling properties are not yet fully understood (see Buchli 2010a 
and Carpo 2001). 

 Th e philosopher of science Joseph Rouse suggests an understanding of scien-
tifi c phenomena to which our objects of material culture study can be related: 
“scientifi c practices disclose natural phenomena rather than objects, in a sense in 
which  scientifi c practices are themselves understandable as natural phenomena” 
(Rouse 2002: 309). He suggests that we think of objects alternatively as “practi-
cally  constituted components of repeatable phenomena” (2002: 313). How we 
think about material culture, and in particular the distinctions we make between 
material registers, is part of these phenomena as well. Th e question of thingness 
in its inscrutable ambiguity and materiality “matters to us,” citing Rouse, because  
 “[w]e are responsible for our choices not because we constitute them, but because 
we are involved in them with stakes to which we are accountable, epistemically and 
politically” (2002: 347). For this reason Rouse argues that there are palpable bound-
aries (or a “constitutive outside,” following Butler [1993]) that we are beholden    
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 to—what he refers to as norms—and that such norms are not arbitrary; we are con-
stituted “intra-actively” within them (Rouse 2002: 355). Th e vexed materiality of 
the Candomblé stone’s thingness is a symptom of the fact that it “matters” (fol-
lowing Rouse 2002)—how this is so is precisely at the heart of its controversial 
and ambiguous status. It cannot be placated. Its thingness and  ambiguous mate-
rial registers are in some sense perceived as mystically intransigent. It is not some 
metaphysical guarantor, but merely the acknowledgement that through our complex 
and historical “intra-actions” within the world (following Rouse 2002), thingness 
and the complex and often confl icted conditions of materiality, when it comes to 
that point of time and history when the Candomblé stone merges as it does in 
Sansi-Roca’s (2005) discussion, matter most emphatically because we are “practically 
constituted” (Rouse 2002: 313) within thingness in many diff erent ways—and, in 
the particular case of the Candomblé stone, in many incommensurable ways (see 
also Povinelli 2001; Strathern 1990). Th ingness is what remains, what is remain-
dered, what is in excess, what cannot be assimilated, when the many registers of 
its complex and confl icted materiality cannot be resolved to one or the other—in 
short, a fetish (following Pietz) attesting to its  inherently  confl icted and contested 
 materiality. However, thingness, when we consider Locke and Whitehead, in terms 
of substance just means that we have a normative commitment (following Rouse 
2002): that things—and, with relevance to this book,  architectural forms—and the 
diverse registers in which they function are necessary for the way we are practically 
constituted. Th ingness and its apparent immanence are merely the eff ects of our 
practical commitments to these objectifi cations. But this excess is merely the his-
torical eff ect of being constituted within these practical terms. Such “excesses” are a 
call to be responsible to ourselves and the communities and individuals constituted 
within them (Rouse 2002: 347)—they can off er no guarantees. 

 When considering the multiplicity of confl icted registers in which a given 
material phenomenon emerges such as architectural form, Pietz’s discussion of 
the fetish draws particular attention to the productive capacities of such confl icts 
(echoing of course Marx’s own demonstration of the productive capacities of such 
fetishes to sustain the relations emergent within industrialized capitalism). Pietz 
notes that a fetish as such is a peculiar category—the anxious product of a  cultural 
and economic clash of incommensurable values. Th ese are objects that are dis-
placed by such clashes, much like the stone of Sansi-Roca’s (2005) Candomblé—
held in limbo in storage but out of view, as irrefutably meaningful but unassimi-
lable to any existing context; as a result, it is radically abject and undimensionable 
(Sansi-Roca 2005). But like most artifacts of material culture, and  especially archi-
tecture in its greater complexity, they are inherently overdetermined and irreduc-
ible to one register or another except as part of a given historical and contingent 
 productive strategy. 
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 Th e fetish in Pietz’s sense in many ways describes what is confl icted and overdeter-
mined of any material culture phenomenon. And as Carsten and Hugh-Jones (1995) 
have noted vis-à-vis the house, architectural form in Lévi-Strauss’s work  fetishistically 
serves to obscure the interests of the various agencies and groups that converge and 
commit to the “house,” even as its confl icted nature makes it productive and endur-
ing. As Althusser (2006a) notes in relation to ideology and the real conditions of 
existence, their relation is imaginary, misrecognized, but this very misrecognition is 
productive and what enables subjects to exist: “all ideology represents in its necessar-
ily imaginary distortion not the existing relations of production (and the other rela-
tions that derive from them), but above all the (imaginary) relationship of individu-
als to the relations of production and the relations that derive from them”  (Althusser 
2006a: 111). Th erefore, “all ideology hails or interpellates concrete  individuals as con-
crete subjects, by the functioning of the category of the subject” (Althusser 2006a: 
117). All matter has an ideological existence: “an ideology always exists in an ap-
paratus, and its practice, or practices. Th is existence is material”  (Althusser 2006a: 
112) and “that  ‘matter is discussed in many senses,’ or rather it exists in diff erent 
modalities” ( Althusser 2006a: 113). 

 Althusser (2006b) discusses the slippages or “swerves” that constitute the “brief 
encounters” that then emerge into the world and make up the objects of history 
and social life, in terms suggestive of Rouse’s discussion of slippages along anaphoric 
chains. Rouse (2002: 202) describes these chains as comparable to how pronouns 
work in the way they enable us to retain commitments to previous statements 
 without having to reiterate their content: 

 Anaphoric expressions such as pronouns enable a discursive performance to 
inherit the inferential commitments and entitlements of another performance 
without having to articulate its specifi c content. Such expressions are crucial 
to keeping track of discursive commitments, because one can use them to talk 
about whatever someone else is talking about, without having to understand 
or endorse the concepts she used to talk about it. Anaphora are the linguis-
tic expressions that enable communication to proceed in the absence of shared 
meanings. 

 Hence a “name” might refer back to a commitment to the generative potential of 
ancestral forest lands, as we shall see in McKinnon’s (2000) account of Tanimbarese 
dwellings, without having to reiterate such lands but whose generative capacity the 
name commits to, stands in for, and sustains without in fact being forest lands. 
Rouse off ers the material example of a stick from Brandom (1994): 

 One can grasp an anaphoric chain as one grasps a stick; direct contact is achieved 
only with one end of it, and there may be much about what is beyond that 
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direct contact of which one is unaware. But direct contact with one end gives 
genuine if indirect contact with what is attached to the other end . . . A  tactile  
Fregean semantic theory  .  .  .  incorporates, as two sides of one coin, both the 
 possibility of ignorance of and error about our own concepts and the possibility 
of  genuine aboutness of those concepts and genuine knowledge of the [phenom-
ena].  (Brandom 1994: 583 cited in Rouse 2002: 296) 

 In more conventional material culture terms, we might see this stick as the origi-
nary stick of Pitt Rivers’s famous weaponry illustration from “On the Evolution of 
Culture” (1875a) (Figure 6). Th ough we might grasp such a related artifact in the 
present, say, one of the actual weaponry sticks in Pitt Rivers’s collection invariably 
used to constitute this scheme, one’s phenomenological grasp of the stick, despite 
the immediacy of the encounter, betrays a commitment to the originary schema at 
the other end several times removed. In fact our grasp of material culture tout court 
emerges without sharing, for example, a belief in evolutionary theory but nonetheless 
a common commitment to the objects that constitute it at one end. Th us, multiple 
registers are at play—some foregrounded, some backgrounded, but they nonetheless 
coexist in a complex, nonarbitrary relation to one another, slipping from one register 
to the next (platonic form to phenomenological encounter) and emergent within a 
very specifi c historical trajectory and genealogy within contracting and expanding 
notions of time and space (following Munn 1977). Th e productive capacities (fol-
lowing Strathern) of these registers slip between these diff erent anaphoric chains, but 
these capacities are nonetheless entailed in relation to one another. 

 3 
 Th e question of diverse material registers can be traced most fruitfully to Althusser’s 
(2006a) discussion of diff ering material registers and his call for their theorization. 
Reinterpreting Pascal’s formulation of ideology—“Kneel down, move your lips in 
prayer, and you will believe” (Althusser 2006a: 114)—Althusser uses a more explicit 
Marxist vocabulary. Regarding the individual subject, 

 His ideas are his material actions inserted into material practices governed by mate-
rial rituals which are themselves defi ned by the material ideological apparatus from 
which derive the ideas of that subject. Naturally the four inscriptions of the ad-
jective “material” in my proposition must be aff ected by diff erent modalities: 
the materialities of a displacement for going to mass, of kneeling down, of the 
gesture of the sign of the cross, or of the mea culpa, of a sentence, of a prayer, 
of an act of contrition, of a penitence, of a gaze, of a hand-shake, of an external 
verbal discourse or an “internal” verbal discourse (consciousness), are not one 
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and the same materiality. I shall leave on one side the  problem of a theory of the 
diff erences between the modalities of materiality.  (Althusser 2006a: 114, my italics) 

 “Th e problem of a theory” is what has motivated more recent anthropological work 
to investigate the diff erences between the “modalities of materiality” or material 
registers. 

 Nancy Munn’s (1977, 1986) foundational work on Gawa explicitly engages with 
such shifting material registers in her discussions of the transformations from for-
est trees to canoes and the ensuing and shifting registers of what she describes as 
“spacetime” (Munn 1986: 9) that emerge. Here the productive capacities of specifi c 
registers in relation to intensities and extent (“spacetime”) reprise what Althusser 
refers to as “modalities of materiality.” Munn describes the transformations of raw 
materials, such as wood worked into canoes and the transformations of those ca-
noes into modes of travel that expand social  relations that produce other objects, 
such as highly prized  kula -shell valuables, as part of a wider process of transforming 
closed island “space time” into wider open inter-island “spacetime.” Th is is a process 
of the transformation of substances both prosaic and sublime (see Carsten [2004] on 
substance and kinship in anthropology), whereby the genital blood of the mythical 
matrilineal ancestor produces the red-colored wood that is worked on by traveling 
men, fed by island-bound female kin, and the wood in turn ventures forth as the 
canoe with these men to bring other goods and valuables back to the island and their 
female kin through their journeys and trade networks. Th us, canoes traverse diverse 
material qualities of heaviness and femaleness associated with wood and land and the 
lightness and speediness of men traveling across water. Canoes are embodied with 
both masculine and feminine  qualities, but when “adorned” and carved and made to 
be beautiful, “lightning-like” and light, it is the preeminently masculine qualities of 
beauty whose “radiance” attracts and expands social space back onto Gawans them-
selves through masculine overseas travel and exchange (Munn 1977). 

 By contrast, it is worth noting Georges Bataille’s  Story of the Eye  (1987 [1928]), 
which functions in a similar fashion as an investigation into the anaphoric chains 
describing shifts in material register (I am indebted here to Pinney’s discussion of 
Barthes on Bataille’s tale [2005: 267]). Bataille’s story echoes the workings of Piercean 
quali-signs and Munn’s own discussion of such quali-signs in her work on Gawa. Th e 
linear form of the anaphoric chain in both Bataille’s and Munn’s account, as the un-
folding of the quali-sign in various registers, enables diff erential  engagements—that 
is, diff ering attachments or commitments (in Rouse’s sense) that attach to the same 
mutually intelligible phenomenon. Bataille writes how “elementary” and “obscene” 
images (Bataille 1987 [1928]: 92) in his pornographic tale facilitate the shifting as-
sociations between eggs, a saucer of milk, urine, testes, and eyes. From this emerges 
his wild and ecstatic tale of diff erent encounters, pairings, sacrilegious mergings, 
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and so on. In this confounded and ecstatic tale, which is accelerated out of control 
by unhinged but by no means arbitrary erotic desire, various anaphoric associations 
are produced along the axis of eggs, testes, and eyes and with them wildly divergent 
spatial, sexual, social, and sacrilegious confi gurations. Th ese are utterly upsetting and 
refi guring of what Munn might refer to otherwise as the various “spacetimes” and 
intensities produced by Bataille’s pornographic tale “where certain images  coincide, 
the elementary ones, the completely obscene ones” (Bataille 1987 [1928]: 92). In 
both accounts, Bataille’s and Munn’s, genital secretions radically reconfi gure and 
animate in reference to their animatory, spatially and temporally transformative and 
 expansive productive capacities—one normative, the other transgressive, but both 
equally nonarbitrary. 

 Objects, as material culture, do something similar: they enable diff erential 
 commitments to the same phenomenon, demonstrating the qualities of an “illu-
sory objectifi cation” (Carsten and Hugh-Jones 1995) in Lévi-Strauss’s terms or the 
confl icted encounters that produce the fetish (Pietz) (becoming an assembly of 
otherwise diff erential elements that constitute the “assembly” of the  Ding  as “thing” 
[Latour 2005]). Th e notion of the assembly attests to these inherently heteroge-
neous and confl icting commitments. In fact, it might be argued that it is precisely 
the intensity of such converging diff erential commitments that in fact produces 
the phenomenon of the material thing and sustains it as something that requires 
constant engagement. Th e architectural form of the house, that “illusory objectifi -
cation” (Carsten and Hugh-Jones 1995) par excellence identifi ed by Lévi-Strauss, 
maintains its ability to perform its productive work precisely because of the conver-
gence of these diff erential commitments and identifi cations. Hence Mary Douglas’s 
(1991) observation regarding the multiplicity of engagements that the “house” en-
ables, which unfold at diff ering scales, within diff erent temporal frames and diff er-
ent material registers, yet all accommodated and assembled in that  complex, unsta-
ble, but constantly emergent thing/ Ding  (or assembly, as Latour calls it) that is built 
form and the “generative substances” (following Strathern) that built form regulates. 

 Th ese anthropological questions in relation to the material registers of human activ-
ities call into question many of the received analytical categories that have  structured 
analysis in the social sciences. It is the contention of this book that  architectural 
form is part of this modern understanding and investment in the material world. 
What I hope to describe is how this particular understanding of the  architectural as 
an analytical category serves as a very specifi c material register producing social lives 
and modes of governance—one that is distinct not only from those encountered 
ethnographically and archaeologically but also from those  understandings of built 
forms that have emerged in more recent ethnographic studies in and outside the 
Euro-American tradition and experience.  
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 1    THE LONG NINETEENTH 
CENTURY 

 1 
 Th is chapter examines the nineteenth-century European preoccupation with the ori-
gins of architecture and the role played by prehistoric and non-European forms that 
can be said to date back to the writings of the ancient Roman architectural writer 
and theoretician Vitruvius. His  Ten Books on Architecture  speculates on origins and 
concludes that they are derived from “primitive” archetypal forms born out of the 
processual assembly of disparate elements into the conditions that produce the social 
and the human (consider Viollet le Duc’s version of the fi rst “hut”; Figure 2): 

 Th e men of old were born like the wild beasts, in woods, caves and groves, and 
lived on savage fare. As time went on, the thickly crowded trees in a certain 
place . . . caught fi re . . . and the inhabitants of the place were put to fl ight. . . . 
After it subsided, they drew near and . . . brought up other people to it, showing 
them by signs how much comfort they got from it. In that gathering of men, at 
a time when utterance of sound was purely individual, from daily habits they 
fi xed upon articulate words just as these happen to come; then, from indicating 
by name things in common use, the result was that . . . they began to talk, and 
thus originate conversation with one another. (Vitruvius 1914: 38) 

 Th us, as Hvatuum (2004: 30) observes apropos Vitruvius, investigations into the 
origins of these forms were inseparable from investigations into the origin of human 
society and what it means to be human—signaling an enduring interpretative prob-
lem surrounding the nature of this relation between humans and nature, the status 
of built forms, and their relation to the production of social life and human life in 
general. In addition, the major themes of language, human social organization, and 
morality are seen early in Vitruvius as being intimately implicated and constitutive of 
one another within an architectural nexus (Hvatuum 2004). In these respects, archi-
tectural forms assume the status of the artifact par excellence for understanding the 
nature and structure of human society. As one enters the debates of the nineteenth 
century, architectural form itself becomes the most signifi cant analytical category 

www.EngineeringBooksPdf.com


