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Materiality and Popular Culture  

Materiality and popular culture  

1. Much of popular culture takes material form.  
2. Mobile phones, clothes, wedding rings, greeting cards, toys, bikes, DVDs, game consoles, 

computers, iPad, iPod, magazines, football grounds, nightclubs, pubs, dress codes,  
3. Most of our lives are filled with material objects – things we can touch  
4. We interact with these objects in many ways  
5. We produce then, consume them, talk about them, admire them 
6. Sometimes the material capacities of an object may transform what we do 

 

Materiality as actor 

1. According to actor network theory, popular culture is not just people acting and interacting 
2. It is people acting and interacting with material objects and material objects interacting with 

each other 
3. Actor network theory treats objects as part of social interaction 
4. This is because it is assumed that these objects make a difference to our actions 
5. Our experience of popular culture is constructed and mediated with the use of material 

objects 
6. How something performs or is made to perform within a given network determines how it is 

perceived 

 

Intermediaries and mediators 

1. Material objects can be both intermediaries and mediators 
2. Intermediaries convey meaning unchanged whereas mediators transform, distort and modify 

the meaning they are supposed to carry 

Networks defined 

1. A network is a string of actions where each participant is treated as a full-blown mediator 
2. All the actors act in a network  
3. There are connections in which actors make other actors act 
4. In popular culture, when we recognise the interaction between the human and the popular 

culture 

Meaning and materiality 

1. There are material objects as part of our existence 
2. We interact with them and use them to interact with others 
3. They go with us through our narratives 
4. And become the material of our emotions and thought 
5. The objects we encounter though, have meanings 
6. How they are made to signify meanings,  informs how we think about them, value them and 

use them  

 

Culture as doing 

1. Culture, therefore, is not something we have, but something we do 
2. The social production and reproduction of meanings realised in materiality and social practice 
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3. Meanings are not in the materiality of things - but how things are constructed to be 
meaningful 

4. The material properties of an object are not culturally constructed 
5. What is constructed is its inscription and location in culture 

Meanings 

1. The material object then is expanded to include what it means in human culture 
2. The human acts of making things mean, transforms them into cultural objects 
3. The material world is framed by culture 
4. the material objects already exist,  
5. but how they are understood is the result of culture and things that are signified in relation to 

representations 

Power 

1. The meanings that organise and regulate social practice 
2. Come from those with power to make things mean in particular ways 

 

Material objects in a global world 

1. When different cultures share the same material objects 
2. The cultural differences are the different meanings they have and how these meanings are 

raised in social practice 
3. People from different societies use many of the same material objects 
4. But what they signify changes enormously  

Coca-Cola 

1. Coca-Cola for example, is everywhere  
2. The iconic bottle and logo are globally recognised 
3. But to understand its status we have to move beyond that and think about it as an object of 

culture  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


