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INTRODUCTION. 

Why History and Material Culture? 

IVAN GASKELL AND SARAH ANNE CARTER 

SINCE the nineteenth century, following a revolution initiated by German scholars, 
most historians have relied principally on written sources, placing special emphasis on 
documents. Written sources-whether manuscript, printed, or digital-are many and 
various. Their historical interpretation presents a considerable range of methodological 
challenges, and the rewards they offer the diligent historian are huge. Yet there are other 
traces of the past available to historians in addition to documents, printed materials, and 
digital files. These are the many other material things that people have selected or made 
and used. 

The principle of employing nonwritten material things for historical purposes is 
of long standing in Europe, Asia, and elsewhere. In Europe, this practice-called 
antiquarianism-was prominent from the sixteenth through the early nineteenth 
centuries. In the nineteenth century, the interpretation of the past from buried and sub
sequently excavated physical remains emerged as the distinct discipline of archaeology. 
Also in the nineteenth century, some scholars developed modes of methodical attention 
to certain kinds of material things that many imbued with aesthetic qualities, bringing 
about the emergence of the discipline of art history. At much the same time, Europeans 
and their diaspora began to treat peoples they viewed as primitive as existing beyond 
human history in relatively unchanging circumstances that they thought of as part of 
the natural world, thereby giving rise to the discipline of anthropology. 

In the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, academic approaches to things 
have changed again. If antiquarianism has been revived and radically modified as mate
rial culture studies; if archaeology, art history, and anthropology have developed their 
own sets of specialist assumptions and practices; and if history remains preponderantly 
dependent on the interpretation of writings, the barriers that grew up to separate these 
individually broad fields of inquiry have become increasingly porous. The result is an 
unprecedented amount of interdisciplinary discussion. 
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In this increasingly interdisciplinary context, how might a concept of material culture 
influence historians' understanding of the past? Does the study of material culture have 
anything particular to offer historians that appeals to written sources, archaeological 
finds, artworks, or anthropological materials treated from their individual disciplinary 
points of view are unable to provide? If so, does an appeal to material culture work for 
historians only locally and in certain circumstances, or worldwide and across time? 

At the outset, though, we should attempt to define material culture. We take material 
culture to be physical entities that resonate with communities of humans. These may be 
physical things that humans have found and selected, adapted, or fashioned for their 
use, whether physically, cognitively, or both. Material culture items may be things that 
humans fashion, transforming one or more physical ingredients into artifacts. Or they 
may be things, including living things, that humans adapt from nature, modifying them, 
as in the selective breeding of crops and animals. Or they may be things that humans 
select and adopt from nature in a physically unmodified form, incorporating them into 
cultural practices constituted by a consistent set of assumptions and behaviors shared by 
a viable human community. 

Material culture items are not limited by size. A mountain imbued with communally 
shared associations in terms of human explanations, whether geological or mythological, 
is no less an item of material culture than an individual atom similarly imbued. Material 
culture, then, covers a huge range of things. The common thread that binds them is 
communal-as opposed to idiosyncratic-human engagement to the extent of transfor
mation, whether physical or cognitive. This may be termed a maximalist definition of 
material culture. Most historians and others who concentrate on material culture in 
practice focus on those things that humans have made for their use by the physical 
transformation of materials. 

Are material culture items necessarily exclusively physical? Given the role of human 
purpose in their constitution, and their place in human thought and action, all material 
culture items must have immaterial as well as material components. However, just as not 
every material thing has a place in human thought and action, so not all immaterial 
manifestations of human thought and action have material components in the sense in 
which we are using the term material. Although any distinction between material and 
immaterial properties remains to some extent fluid, our employment of the term 
material culture necessarily implies human uses of physical things, apprehended 
through the senses. To work with this definition is not to imply an unreflecting adherence 
to a simplified Lockean notion that all knowledge is derived from human sensory 
experience. Indeed, the Western distinction between the material and the immaterial
that which is apprehensible via the senses and that which is not-is a culturally bound 
concept that may not be relevant to all cultures, including various Indigenous cultures. 
Material culture, then, is a category of things with extremely fuzzy boundaries. It may be 
best understood in terms of the Wittgensteinian principle of family resemblance rather 
than necessary and sufficient conditions. In focusing on material culture, we are not 
claiming a privileged position for material culture in the pursuit of historical scholarship; 
but we are proposing that material culture-however hedged by caveats-is well worth 
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historians' attention, and it poses particular challenges to historians that documents 
treated as texts alone do not. Our mention here of "documents treated as texts alone,, is a 
reminder that any document, beyond conveying a text, is also a material thing, and 
those of its properties that invite inspection in material terms, and that themselves can 
have immaterial aspects, can provide evidence to historians in addition to its textual 
component. This was clearly acknowledged by the historian Arlette Farge in a meditation 
on the character and conditions of documentary archives that is surely second to none, 
in which she chooses to cite not only documents in the narrow sense but other things 
preserved in French archives since the eighteenth century: a fragment of a shirt that a 
prisoner in the Bastille failed to smuggle out to his wife, and a pouch of seeds sent to the 
Royal Society of Medicine allegedly discharged from a woman's breasts each month. 1 

The historian drawn to written documents values the archives in part because those 
documents do not account for the entirety of their contents, and nondocumentary 
materials can be especially illuminating-they can "communicate the feeling of reality 
better than anything else can;' in Farge's words-out of all proportion to their numbers 
in the context of the archive. 

How can historians make not merely adequate but the best use of material culture? 
Everything that survives from the past, however remote or recent, is a trace of that past. 
Often a given thing is a trace of more than one moment in that past. This is the source of its 
usefulness to historians who seek to make something of that past for their contemporaries 
in the present. That is, a material culture item can be a primary source-an admittedly 
problematic concept-no less than a manuscript, in printed or digital form, can. Farge is 
right to note that perhaps a material culture item can "communicate the feeling of reality 
better than anything else can;' but it can do so much more when treated as evidence of 
past lived experiences. 

One of the major inhibitions to treating material culture items as primary sources is a 
propensity on the part of historians familiar with relying on written materials sorted in 
archives and elsewhere to appeal to such things as no more than mere illustrations. To 
treat a material culture item as a subsidiary illustration can evoke an event or enliven a text 
but fails to employ it as a source of unique information. However, properly interpreted, 
any material culture item can be a source of information about the past. Often that 
information is unobtainable by other means. Indeed, the successful use of material 
culture in history depends on treating such sources-material things of many kinds
not as illustrations to picture already developed arguments about the past, but as key 
evidence. Historians who use material things as illustrations alone limit their potential 
as primary evidence. This practice can also suggest a familiarity with the past in this 
medium that is all too often shallow or even false. 

Although the varied things that constitute material culture are no less rich as primary 
sources than are written documents, each kind-and there may be an infinite variety of 
things to consider-requires the application of interpretive skills appropriate to it. These 
skills overlap with those acquired by scholars in disciplines that may abut history but are 
often relatively unfamiliar to historians, including anthropology, archaeology, and art 
history. Creative historians can adapt and apply the same skills they honed while studying 
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more traditional text-based documents even as they borrow methods from these fields. 
When historians use material culture as primary evidence convincingly and successfully, 
they illuminate fruitful relationships between the practice of history and these other 
disciplines. They can even think through familiar historical problems in new ways. 

What kinds of history do those historians who turn to material culture produce? 
Although they have certainly turned their attention to social elites, as have archaeologists 
and art historians, material culture also gives scholars access to the past of subaltern 
groups. By ((subaltern groups" we mean groups at a disadvantage to those exercising 
power within a society. 2 This access has meant that Western historians of material 
culture often identified or allied with the emergence in the 1970s of nonelite social and 
cultural history. This history aimed to bring to light the lives of those excluded from or 
marginal to the dominant written record. These include, in particular, working people 
of all kinds (including the enslaved), ethnic minorities, women, sexual orientation 
minorities, children, and nonhuman animals. Initially, some historians who practiced 
well-established elite history in the political, economic, and intellectual realms were 
suspicious of the historical value of subaltern history, while some who practiced what 
was sometimes referred to as the "new history" in turn denigrated attention to elites and 
their political, economic, military, and intellectual concerns. More recently, mutual 
jealousy and envy have receded considerably. Many now see attention to ((high'' and 
((low" as necessarily complementary for a rounded understanding of the past. Material 
culture can play a transformative role in both areas. Attention to material culture can 
help to bring historical attention to the many considerations that link elite and subaltern 
concerns, whether these are matters of shared interest or of conflict. 

Material culture can be open to all who interpret the past, regardless of whether their 
principal concerns are with subalterns or elites. Certainly, political, economic, military, 
and intellectual historians can make fruitful use of material culture. Indeed, historians 
of all kinds can acquire the capacity to be adaptable in respect of the materials they press 
into service and the various ways in which they are studied, while keeping distinctively 
historical questions ever in the forefront of their concerns. For example, in 1792, Thomas 
Jefferson decided to commission a great clock for his home at Monticello. In surviving 
letters and manuscripts, Jefferson described his plan for this object. The Janus-faced, 
seven -day clock would keep time both inside and outside this founding father,s home. 
Just over a decade later, when president of the United States, Jefferson finally had the 
clock installed. The interior clock kept time with both hour and minute hands; a smaller 
clock face even ticked the passing seconds. The larger exterior face in the portico could 
be seen from the fields where his enslaved workers could keep track of each hour of 
labor. For them, no minute or second hand was deemed necessary. Those who could not 
see the exterior clock could hear the Chinese gong that marked the hourly passage of 
time on the plantation and defined the sonic limits of Jefferson's authority. As the creation 
of a president and statesman known for his mechanical ingenuity, this clock has an 
impressive paper trail in the Library of Congress. Yet, if the manuscripts and letters in 
the Library of Congress were to disappear and only the clock remained, it would still offer 
strong evidence about a specific historical world, particularly about power relations and 
the history of race-based slavery in the early United States. The enslaved workers in 
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the fields lacked the control over their time to worry over passing seconds or minutes, a 
concern for family and guests whose refined, structured time was punctuated by indi
vidual appointments and commitments. The hourly gong offered enslaved individuals
even those up to six miles away-a steady reminder of their position within a hierarchical 
structure of the plantation. Study of the physical clock makes. these conclusions 

possible.3 

Just as a careful historian would view any document of the past, she must study the 
clock within the context and conventions of its world, a world-early nineteenth-century 
Virginia-in which clocks conveyed information in specific ways and enslaved laborers 
comprised the primary workforce. This is how material things can aid historians: in the 
absence of written documents or, often most fruitfully, in conjunction with them, material 
things represent the experiences, choices, and creations of individuals whose lives may 
be unrecorded, or offer additional insights about prominent people that may not make it 
into the written historical record. Jefferson's clock provides additional evidence about 
the experience of enslaved individuals who were not permitted to leave many written 
traces, even though they lived in a literate society. If they appear at all, those who do not 
write appear solely from the viewpoint of those who do. Material culture can help to 
redress the balance, even at times providing evidence that unmasks the assumptions 
and prejudices of those who rely on writing. 

Although each specific case has unique characteristics, historians can press material 
culture into such service anywhere in the world. Material culture has not only opened 
vistas of the past in respect of subaltern groups at a disadvantage to those exercising 
power within a society, but also of communities that have been in any given place longer 
than those who consequently came to dominate them as wielders of imperial power or 
as colonizing settlers. The subaltern can include the Indigenous.4 Indigenous communities 
frequently have not used writing, or they may even have deliberately relinquished its 
use. 5 In these cases, an appeal to material culture can offer historians a much richer and 
more balanced source base. This can be especially informative whenever and wherever a 
society has extended its geographical reach. Instances include, among many others, 
Arab expansion in West Asia and North and East Africa, Han Chinese expansion in 
East Asia, and European seaborne expansion in Asia, Africa, the Americas, and Oceania. 
The study of material things allows historians to address the ongoing consequences of 
the textual imbalance between those who write and those who do not. 

If history is to be concerned with more than a minority of societies and communities 
throughout the existence of humankind, historians must look beyond writing. Material 
culture can allow access to aspects of the lives of those many human groups that have 
not used or relied on writing, whether existing in literate societies or in societies domi
nated by oral traditions. Thankfully, the three-tier system of human distribution familiar 
from classical antiquity and its Western revivals-savagery, barbarism, and civilization
no longer accounts for the sophistication and dignity of all humans, regardless of their 
perceived social organization and culture. If there has been no appreciable evolution in 
human intellectual capacity since early Paleolithic times, historians should be prepared 
to regard all humans ever as essentially equal rather than ranked according to their 
adoption of certain forms of social organization and particular technological achievements. 
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By accepting this understanding, "pre-history" becomes a thing of the past. All peoples 
can have histories, their own or those produced by outsiders. They include all those who 
have never used writing or who have purposefully relinquished its use. The material 
culture of such peoples-when accessible-gives historians, who are often outsiders, 
entry to aspects of their pasts. 

This reality raises a serious puzzle. To what extent should outsiders have entry to the 
concerns of subaltern and Indigenous groups in order to produce history in a manner 
that might be quite foreign to those groups? Many Westerners (and some others, for 
instance, some Japanese) have believed that there are no legitimate limits to what they 
might properly learn about other peoples they encounter. Yet many subaltern, especially 
Indigenous, communities wish to enforce strict limitations on access to knowledge 
about them. 6 The exploitation by historians, as well as by anthropologists and art historians, 
of some types of material culture such as grave goods and other sacred things, as 
well human remains, can cause what the philosopher James 0. Young terms profound 
offence. 7 Historians who encounter prohibitions on access to material culture items, or 
limitations on their permitted uses, would do well to ponder the consequences, both 
moral and practical, of transgression. In these instances, communication, collaboration 
with, and respect for the keepers and scholars of these objects are of vital importance. 

There is yet another category of material culture from which historians can learn: not 
those things that have survived from the past, but that are the newly created results of 
experiment and diligent replication. Material culture for historians is not confined to 
actual traces of the past, but also to understandings of the processes and craft skills that 
may survive into the present. This is so, in part, because historians are not concerned 
with trying to understand the character of particular material things for ontological or 
aesthetic reasons, but for their role as mediators of human behavior. There is a role for 
what is termed "experimental archaeology" and "re-enactment" in making history. 
Much can be learned from choosing, making, and using newly made material things 
that replicate material culture items from the past. Fashioning a hand axe by napping 
flint can promote at least some understanding of materials and skills, while wearing 
stays or corsetry recently made from old patterns with appropriate materials can aid in 
the acquisition of an appreciation of the contingency of bodily deportment. Many such 
replications and re-enactments, whether individually or communally, can cast light on 
human behavior in the past, in particular on the patterns of behavior they suggest. Such 
studies are therefore properly within the purview of history and material culture. 

MATERIAL CULTURE, 

MATERIAL PLURALISM 

Any human community from any time and from anywhere on Earth can be the subject 
of history through material culture. Humans at all times and in all places have certain 
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