
Geography and Matter/materiality 
 
A workshop held at Birmingham University, Dec 18th 2006, 10.00-17.00 
 
This was the first of a series of three linked workshops on the theme of 
matter/materiality, sponsored by the Social and Cultural Geography Research Group 
of the RGS-IBG and made possible through a conference support grant from the RGS. 
 
The first workshop was organised by Ian Cook (Birmingham), Ben Anderson 
(Durham) and Joanne Maddern (Dundee) to introduce the theme of the workshop 
series; specifically, the intention was to consider some of the diverse ways 
geographers have attended to the material, not least in the wake of a non-
representational moment or ‘turn’ which has problematised so many distinctions of 
nature/culture, object/agent, text/texture as they have been invoked in human 
geography.  
 
With an eye on the next two workshops, the day was organised to raise issues which 
might be developed or otherwise explored subsequently. To facilitate this, Jo, Ian and 
Ben circulated a co-written and precirculated position paper – written at a distance – 
designed to stimulate discussion among workshop participants. In the paper, each of 
the workshop organisers shared their particular ideas about the excessive, 
unpredictable but ultimately crucial geographies of materiality, drawing on their own 
researches as well as wider literatures on human, transhuman and non-human 
materialities. 
 
In the morning sessions, a series of invited responses to this position paper were 
presented and discussed. Marcus Doel (Swansea), Phil Crang (Royal Holloway) and 
Gavin Bridge (Manchester) all delivered their responses; unfortunately, Gillian Rose 
(OU) was unable to attend and present for transportational reasons. In his paper, Phil 
Crang presented a potted history of social and cultural geography in its 
institutionalised form, noting the ways in which the RGS-IBG Social and Cultural 
Research Group mobilised against particular notions of the material to emphasis the 
role of the imaginative and representative before seeking to re-incorporate the material 
through a renewed interest in the life of ‘things’. Exploring the way that other 
disciplines have engaged with materiality (especially in anthropology, where there is a 
longstanding interest in material culture), Phil Crang posed three key questions: what 
is new about the way geographers are addressing materiality, what is political about 
this and what is of substantive interest in this literature? Alighting on key debates 
about materiality being played out in the humanities as much as the social sciences, 
Phil Crang identified the possibilities for geographers to contribute to debates on 
neglected objects, spaces of display, timespaces of materiality and elemental 
geographies. 
 
Marcus Doel’s paper served as more of a warning than a prognosis for materiality in 
geography, suggesting that traditions of ‘mapping’ or ‘following’ the object are not 
open to the multiplicity and perpetuate dialectical or structuralist readings. Noting the 
indifference of objects, despite their many seductions, Marcus Doel insisted that we 
cannot know in advance what matter is good for, and hence argued for an indifference 
to critique, which he dismissed as a form of banal journalism. The implication here – 



that too many studies simply ‘map’ the life of objects – was contrasted to a geography 
that decides nothing in advance. 
 
For Gavin Bridge, banal objects (plates, cutlery, a phone) provided the basis for an 
exegesis in which the proliferation of certain materials (iron, steel, plastic) in everyday 
life was described as the result of a circuit of production and consumption in which 
natural materiality is exploited – but where some materials retain a stubborn obduracy 
and refusal to be ‘co-opted’ or enrolled in certain systems of (capitalist) production. 
The stress here on the ambivalence of matter allowed Gavin Bridge to argue for a 
geography in which small stories could contribute to a wider (and political) 
understanding of how particular materials are regulated so as to maintain particular 
patterns of everyday abundance and utilisation (e.g. his own account of iron ore 
exploitation in Mexico and its effect on groundwater pollution). 
 
These three papers, and ensuing discussion, provided launching pad for the eight 
afternoon breakout groups, each of which involved a mixed group of postgraduates 
and established researchers discussing the different ways in which materiality is 
invoked in their own work. This was prop-based, with the organisers having advised 
each of the 39 conference participants to bring along a prop or object whose material 
geographies were discussed and elaborated. In some instances, this allowed 
participants to think through the ways they were approaching a specific research issue 
or theme, while in others it allowed participants to discuss the particular ways that 
materiality was invoked in their past work. Mince pies, maps, CDs, recycled nappies, 
a golf ball, cutlery, a pen - and so on – all triggered vibrant discussions. 
 
In the final feedback session, themes emerging from discussions were outlined to the 
workshop convenors. Whilst it was evident that there are some obvious divergences in 
the way that geographers approach the material (e.g. theories of affect, excess and 
non-representation vs. materialist readings of social production and consumption), 
common themes and anxieties emerged; an interest in aura and atmosphere; 
commodity forms and practices of circulation; objects of taboo; gifts and rituals; the 
materialities of the seemingly immaterial (e.g. music) etc. 
 
The closing discussion hence alighted on the possible ways in which the second 
workshop (to be organised through Durham University) might encourage ‘new’ takes 
on the material, with general support for a ‘practise’-based workshop where the 
materialities of particular spaces might be explored and thought through. It was also 
suggested that the position paper and responses would feature in the new Blackwells 
online journal Geography Compass. 
 
In sum, this was a well-attended day characterised by an inclusive approach to 
discussion and debate which was carefully-fostered by the convenors, not least 
through their open yet provocative position piece. The palpable enthusiasm for the 
remaining workshop amongst all present suggests that this will prove an enormously 
valuable initiative, with the number of early career researchers at this first workshop 
indicative of the enthusiasm and vibrancy in a UK social and cultural geography 
which is continuing to work at the boundaries of existing geographical enquiry. 
   
 


