Material Worlds Across the Academy
Proposal for a Humanities Research Group Grant

The Cogut Center for the Humanities

Brown University
Introduction:

Archaeology has long considered itself the discipline for the study of material culture. However, more recently the ability of those scholars steeped in the artifacts of past and present to maintain an authoritative voice over the role of things in social life has been challenged by the interest in material objects that crosses numerous disciplinary lines ranging from biomedicine to comparative literature, from environmental science to religious studies. This fascination with things is strikingly represented by the research interests of Brown faculty and graduate students and the proposed research group will offer a forum in which those scholars can collaborate and challenge each others understandings of the material worlds in which we live. Whether it is Marx’s vision of the fetish of the commodity, Plato’s conception of the ideal forms, or more recently Latour’s assertion of the agency of non-human actors, the theoretical and practical stakes of how material objects shape social worlds deserves greater attention. Our relations with these things, variously categorized as commodities, relics, symbols, antiquities, garbage or more simply stuff, constitute a fundamental problem for the project of analyzing the structures of human societies and their diverse expressions across time, space and culture. 
Relevance for the Humanities:

The scope of material culture studies and the ways in which things participate in the social and intellectual lives of peoples past an present has served as a major factor in hindering interdisciplinary dialogue on the topic. Studies of material culture have become deeply embedded in the concerns over subject-object relations that are so foundational to the intellectual work of the humanities. This research group constitutes an effort to expose and question the shared conceptual framework of "subject-object relations" which may actually work to obscure the distinctive differences between projects informed by phenomenology, psychology, and critical theory. At the same time we hope to address the fragmentation of research on material culture in which disciplines carve out specialized niches, methodological tools and analytical lenses through which to examine things and our relationships with them. One of the main goals of the proposed research group is to provide a select number of topics as lenses for the discussion of broader themes of materiality, phenomenology, commodification, and cultural practice.
Those topics are the following:
1. Genealogy of the Thing – While the term material culture is a particularly modern conception, attempts of categorize things and explore their epistemological and ontological import can be located in diverse cultural and historical (indeed pre-historical) settings. On of the aims of this working group will be to explore this intellectual and practical history of the thing as a cross-cultural phenomenon.
2. Stages in the social biography of things – Here we will explore the life cycle of material objects as the move through phases of conception, physical production, exchange, consumption, deposition, rediscovery, and resignification. The point here is not to articulate a single model for the movement of things in relation to social worlds, rather the intent is to explore when and how things take on the trappings of agency, culture, and power as the move across a complex temporal and spatial field of social discourse and practice.

3. Methodologies of the disciplines – One of the chief concerns of this research group is to explore the various ways in which scientists, social scientists, and scholars of the humanities categorize, analyze and describe things and their roles in society. These undoubtedly range from bombarding objects with subatomic particles to representing them through verse. How can we share these ways of seeing and knowing what things do? Can we develop a common language or sets of bundled tools that move us beyond critique towards collaboration?
Proposed Activities of the Research Group:

The activities of the research group will be two fold and will span the whole of the academic year 2007-8. Participants will include Brown Faculty (those listed as sponsors and affiliates), senior graduate students, and select outside scholars. 
Discussion meetings:

The first phase of activities by the research group will be to hold regular meetings during Semester I focused on the topics detailed in the previous section. The configuration of these discussions will be varied. Some will take the format of general presentations by participants addressing the three topics. Others will be discussions of key readings in the field of material culture studies. The aim is to have at least one meeting of each format devoted to each of the three topics. The goal of these discussions is to provide a theoretical and methodological framework for research and writing on material culture across the disciplines and bring Brown faculty of these various disciplines into dialogue with each other. Additional meetings will be necessary to outline and plan for the resulting symposium (see below).
Symposium:

The ultimate goal of the research group is to hold a two day symposium towards the end of Semester II in which participants will share their own research on topics relating to the study of material culture. The core of the symposium will be a workshop in which participants will pre-circulate papers (the target number is eight) that should ideally address the themes of the discussion sessions. As part of the symposium we will invite a keynote speaker to give a public lecture to address the larger theme of interdisciplinary study of material culture. As well we plan to invite as many as three outside scholars both to share their work in progress and serve as session chairs and general discussants. Each paper will be assigned an individual discussant from among the participants who will lead an hour long round table review and critical assessment of the work. These round-table discussions will be followed by closing remarks by the symposium organizers and a structured general discussion of the results of the workshop.
These papers it is hoped will then serve as the basis for an edited publication.  
Budget:

The budget for the proposed activities of the research group is as follows:

Lunches/coffee for discussion meetings 


$500

Honorarium for Keynote Speaker



$500

Travel/lodging expenses for outside participants (max 4)
$2800

Box lunches, refreshments and setup for symposium

$1200

Dinner for symposium participants and guests (max 25)
$1200
Media Services for symposium (2 days)


$200

Total Budget 






$6400
Total request from Cogut Humanities Center grant
$5000

Note on budget:

The proposed research group has already received commitments from the Committee on Science and Technology Studies, The John Nicholas Brown Center , and the Joukowsky Institute for Archaeology to assist in covering costs not met by funds from a Cogut Center grant.

