
 
Workshops on Matter and Materiality 

 

Innovativeness and timeliness of proposal 

 

Social and cultural geography has recently been enlivened by a renewed encounter with 

the multiple imperatives, and problematics, that surround the concepts of matter and 

materiality. This application is to fund three day long workshops that will focus on the 

multiple implications of this encounter for contemporary social and cultural geography. 

The workshops will take-place at three different geography departments within the UK 

over the course of 2006. Each will address a different problematic around matter and 

materiality and will be organized to encourage discussion through a mix of short 

viewpoints pieces, longer paper presentations, and discussion of core readings.  

The current engagement with matter and materiality was stimulated by a number 

of high profile calls that urged the subdiscipline to return to a consideration of the 

material in the context of a perceived over-emphasis on signification. The imperative to 

re-materialise has, over the last four or five years, been enacted through detailed 

empirical work on the spacing and timing of various materialities. Matter and materiality 

have, therefore, functioned to draw together a range of otherwise very different empirical 

topics. This effect is bound up with the odd conceptual status of the terms matter and 

materiality. Both cut across the familiar distinctions between the natural and artefactual 

or the human and non-human to define an indeterminate substance that exists in common 

but is constantly differentiating. How to theorize this commonality, that is questions of 

what matter is, have subsequently become contested as a range of different resources 

have been drawn upon by social and cultural geographers (including but not limited to; 

actor-network theory, material culture studies, non-representational theories, cultural 

materialism). Matter and materiality have, therefore, become lightening rods for a vibrant 

debate about what social and cultural geography is and does. Given these differences, and 

the extent of the empirical and theoretical research going on around matter and 

materiality, there is a pressing need for a forum where the different positions in this 

debate can be openly discussed.  

The seminars will thus each address one of the themes:  



1: Theoretical: To explicitly think through differences, and tensions, between social 

scientific theorisations of matter and materiality as worked through social and cultural 

geography.   

2: Methodological: To work through the methodological implications of an engagement 

with matter and materiality.  

3: Topical: To re-examine familiar social and cultural objects of study from these 

methodological and theoretical attunements to matter and materiality.   

 

Organisation 

Each workshop will be hosted by a department where a social and cultural geography 

research group committee member is based. They are geographically spread so as to 

maximise coverage and accessibility. 

 

Workshop 1: 

To be held at Durham University and organized by Dr Ben Anderson, will address the 

differences between theoretical approaches to matter and materiality.  

Workshop 2: 

To be held at Birmingham University and organized by Dr Ian Cook, will address the 

multiple questions of method and methodology that are raised by these different 

encounters with the material and immaterial.  

Workshop 3:  

To be held at Dundee University and organized by Dr Joanne Maddern, will demonstrate 

how concepts of matter and materiality have become common across a range of topics.  

 

Benefit to the group: 

 

The seminars will be of benefit to the Social and Cultural Research Group by a) 

providing a forum for sustained, cumulative, discussion that outlines the differences and 

divergences in this key debate and by b) drawing together a range of scholars at different 

career stages and from different parts of the subdiscipline to think through what Anglo-

American social and cultural geography currently is and does in the context of its 



encounter with matter and materiality. We propose to invite and support two European 

workers to contrast traditions of social and cultural geography that have different notions 

of and routes in the material world. We are proposing to make the workshops free to 

postgraduates to maximise the benefits to that community. 

 

It is anticipated that the workshops will have one main publishing outcome. We plan for a 

selection of the papers to be worked up as an edited collection aimed at, most obviously, 

the Ashgate Rematerialising Social and Cultural Geography series.  There may be scope 

for themed issue or journal roundtable as well as this. We hope that building from 

anticipated success here we may make an application to the ESRC seminar series to 

enlarge this series and internationalise it. 
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