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How material objects become
urban things?
Laura Lieto

The purpose of this paper is to outline the qualities that objects must have to be suitable for
urban theory; that is, for enabling urban theorists to better understand urban practices as
socio-material entanglements. In doing so, I stress the importance of normative visions of
the city that call for the critical import of assemblage and new materialism into a field
that is constitutively concerned with values and differences. Objects are characterised as
material relational entities and a series of concrete examples offer cues regarding ‘urban’
objects, enabling us to better understand urban practices as socio-material entanglements.
The main claim is that urban theorists need to distinguish among objects in order to main-
tain their normative grip over the real world. They must resist radical ontological flatness
and distinguish between objects that are capable of raising broader political concerns and
others that are not.

Key words: objects, materiality, context, urban theory

All objects are not equal

T
he material turn and the increasing
popularity of Actor-Network
Theory (ANT) and assemblage

thinking in urban studies (Brenner,
Madden, and Wachsmuth 2011; McFarlane
2011b; Rydin 2014) have provoked a pro-
liferation of objects calling for scholars’
attention. Buildings, electrons, plastic
bottles, aquifers, and sidewalks have
become points of entrance for understand-
ing the complexity of urban life (Farı̀as and
Bender 2010; Rydin 2012; Lieto and Beaure-
gard 2013). An untamed ‘love for lists’
(Tonkiss 2011) is spreading accordingly:
ANT theorists seem more focused on ‘enu-
merating all the things that appear in a
given network’ than attentive to ‘dis-
tinguishing what is active, what is latent,
what is incidental and what is simply

around’ (ibid, 585). Notwithstanding, such
an open-ended variety of objects is a
major feature of assemblage urbanism.
Before labelling it as ‘template’, however,
it is worth asking how one can navigate
heterogeneous fields populated with air
pumps, vessels or plastic bottles, so different
from housing, infrastructures, green areas,
slums, and all the other things with which
critical urban theorists are familiar.

Addressing material particularities chal-
lenges how we think structurally about the
city and puts our political aspirations at risk
(Lieto and Beauregard 2016). When agency
is extended to non-humans and objects are
acknowledged as actors, the flat ontology
deployed by ANT and assemblage thinking
becomes a matter of concern: ascribing
autonomy and agency to things restates
who and what is relevant for action, projects
moral and political commitments beyond the
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boundaries of human affairs, and situates the
theorist in the unstable and contingent uni-
verse of socio-material networks. Who is to
blame for a post-hurricane disaster, for
example? Negligent planners or wild water
runoff? This question points to a problem
worth tackling: the resurfacing of particular-
istic empiricism that reveals the ways in
which realities are brought into being and
thereby questions assumptions about what
is good and bad, about who is responsible
for actions. And ‘although there may be no
universal standards of good and bad’, still
we need ‘criteria for judging better and
worse’ (Fainstein 2000, 472).

In this paper I mobilise assemblage urban-
ism as a vehicle for raising the status of
objects in urban theory and thus both
expanding theory’s scope and deepening its
gaze. My concern is with objects’ relational
nature and my effort goes beyond ‘the fin-
ished thing’ (Ingold 2007) to acknowledge
‘the force arising from that thing’ (Molotch
and Coe 2015) in order to investigate the
finer grain of the human/object ‘processual
composition’ (McFarlane 2011a, 667) while
critically reflecting upon spatial justice.

In this perspective, the paper’s aim is not to
add the nth list to an already saturated world
of objects, but rather to establish a set of cri-
teria for deciding how objects matter theor-
etically. In principle, ANT acknowledges all
objects as equally important, as any object
can both be enacted in a given network and
change it (Law 2002). But this defies
common sense: in the functioning of a city,
trash cans and subway systems, storm
drains and cell phone towers seem unequal
in their contribution to city life and thus in
their importance. The sudden disappearance
of trashcans is hardly on the same scale as
the closure of the subway.

The criteria used to make these distinctions
will be outlined in terms of relational qual-
ities of objects that trace a context for critical
urban thinking: these qualities are indetermi-
nation, bonding, and affordance. I will
address two main questions. First, how does
an object become an urban thing? That is,

how can urban scholars move from an
object’s material singularity to broader and
ethically charged representations of contex-
tualised problems? Second, is any object—a
battery, a see-saw, a bridge—worth our
attention or must conditions be granted in
order for an object to qualify as meaningful
for critical urban thinking?

The normative tension underlying such
questions also concerns me. It is not just
deeply embedded in urban theory (Campbell
and Marshall 2000; Fainstein 2005a; Marcuse
2009), but also a much needed standpoint to
dialogue with those concerned with assem-
blage urbanism as lacking political sensibility
and as a ‘too broadly framed, at times even
indeterminate’ approach (Brenner, Madden,
and Wachsmuth 2011, 229). Most impor-
tantly, it speaks to those—like planners,
architects, policy-makers—actively engaged
in providing better living conditions in cities
and regions and compelled to judge ‘better
or worse’ while dealing with the materiality
of urban life. To this extent, the paper is a
translation of ideas into urban theory and a
synthesis that brings together understandings
presently scattered across the material
grounds of ANT, science and technology
studies, urban studies, and anthropology.

Context matters

An object is not relevant for urban theory
simply because it is located in a city. Glaciers
in Greenland, telephone poles along country
roads, old-growth forests and Italian vine-
yards also matter. Likewise, buildings,
roads, bridges, parks, tunnels, and sewage
plants do not deserve theoretical attention
just because they belong to the classical
repertoire of urban planning and architecture.
Any list of this kind would be limited and
subject to serious critique. Besides, if we
look at the city through the lens of materiality
and objects, the urban as a symbolic and
social structure dissolves: taking the flat
ontology argument to the extreme—as if a
flat ontological straw man were here for a
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minute—there would be no meaningful
objects. Just objects.

Acknowledging the theoretical presence of
objects and the distinctions among them
requires recognition that the urban is not a
form or fixed entity, but rather a process, a
set of practices unravelling through material-
ity. Place is a function of the performance of
objects, not just of patterns of social behav-
iour; it exists as a consequence of the entan-
glement of people, nonhumans, material
objects, ideas, norms, and technologies. To
make this entanglement meaningful, we
need to mobilise a shared understanding
that distinguishes, say, the case of subway
customers who have to swipe an encoded
card in a turnstile to access the train platform,
from the case of somebody using a sheet of
paper to write a love letter. Both subway
tickets and love letters are a matter of
human/nonhuman entanglement. Still, as we
all know, they are quite different. The first,
enabling people to move about the city for a
wide variety of purposes, is undoubtedly
more attuned to cityness than the second,
while both require a spatial context to work
properly—a crowded subway station or a
quiet room with a view. The love letter
takes us away from rather than towards
entanglements with numerous others.

In their effort to outline a new epistemo-
logical framework of the urban, Brenner
and Schmid maintain that ‘the urban is a
process, not a universal form’ (Brenner and
Schmid 2015, 165): it happens through crys-
tallisations across the world at different
scales. These crystallisations do not corre-
spond to specific locations or containers,
but rather to ‘temporary materialisations of
ongoing socio-spatial transformations’ (ibid).

Such a notion echoes debates about mega
cities and on-going metropolitan processes,
but also—and foremost for our purposes—
points to the role of contextual specificity
and thus to the ‘distinctiveness of particular
places’ (ibid, 161) where the urban crystal-
lises, i.e. performs its character. Local specifi-
cities are dialectical manifestations of an
asymmetric relation between places and the

‘broader totality’ of capitalism—the context
of context (Brenner, Peck, and Theodore
2010)—where capital accumulation, neolib-
eral forces, dispossession and restructuring
processes constantly reshape the urban.

An emphasis on context parallels the moral
claims that critical urban theory pushes forth.
Normative visions—like the just city (Fain-
stein 2011) or the city for people and not
for profit (Brenner, Marcuse, and Mayer
2009)—are context-sensitive and always deal
with different values and social worlds.
They thus cannot benefit from a complete
and predictive theory of the urban, no
matter how planetary it is. By definition,
such a theory would be ‘context-indepen-
dent’ and ‘abstracted from the everyday
world’ (Flyvbjerg 2001, 39). Conflicts and
resistance unfold in the world where they
‘are produced through relations of history
and potential’ (McFarlane 2011b, 208); they
occur within socio-material assemblages
(Lieto and Beauregard 2016) and are sensitive
to diversity (Fainstein 2005b).

Nonhuman things—bridges, phone
booths, pests, trees—are profoundly material
entities and their ‘earthly entanglements’
(Ducet and Cupers 2009, 2) have social pat-
terns that stretch the notion of context to a
‘particular, non-rule based’ configuration
(Flyvbjerg 2001, 49). Far from embracing an
unproductive dualism between the specificity
of material contexts and the generality of
theory-building, objects can trace those
phenomena that urban theory more broadly
aims to address. Normative frameworks are
challenged in relations with practicalities
(Fainstein 2006) and concrete situations
(Lieto 2016). Concerning ourselves with the
physical city (Beauregard 1990), with the
materiality of urban experience, is thus a
vantage point from which to put urban
theory to test.

In this perspective, disparate, material
objects become urban things when they
allow urban theorists to ‘design a context’
for their thinking. This capacity is a function
of deeply relational characteristics that
objects display once we reject the traditional
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idea that matter is inert and passive and
acknowledge matter for its vibrancy.

In this perspective, a preliminary distinc-
tion between object and thing is necessary. I
consider an object both an effect of ‘stable
arrays or networks of relations’ (Law 2002)
and something inseparable from its material-
ity, thus finite and obdurate in nature
(Hutchby 2001). A thing holds and expands
such a networked content, as it recalls the
meaning of the Latin word res, i.e. gathering
in assembly, disputing and contesting
(Latour 2004b). It is therefore a more abstract
term, charged with ethical and political
content, and neither stable nor obdurate.
Although they overlap, these two words are
not interchangeable. Still, their difference is
necessary to emphasise the multiple contents
and performances related to material arte-
facts. Objects often metamorphose into
things, take their place in the world, and
their social engagement thereby emerges
beyond their factual, material finitude and
raises broader concerns within collectives.

Indetermination: objects as network effects

Objects are not just factual matter—to be
manipulated, displaced or transformed at
one’s disposal—but are subjected to ‘indeter-
mination and essential contestability’ (Pels,
Hetherington, and Vandenberghe 2002, 3).
An object—a clock, a beam, a bridge—looks
all but indeterminate or contestable, at least
superficially. It is hard to imagine how we
might think about matter differently,
beyond its brute thereness, as it seems so
self-evident that it looks like it has ‘always
been there’. Matter seems to provide the
solid foundation of existence without ambi-
guities. ANT challenges such a Newtonian,
deeply embedded idea and suggests that
‘everything in the social and natural worlds
[is] a continuously generated effect of the
webs of relations within which they are
located. It assumes that nothing has reality
or form outside the enactment of those
relations’ (Law 2007, 2—emphasis added).

Unlike constructivism—with which such a
position shares similarities (Latour 1992)—
the indetermination and contestability of
objects are not just matters of cultural
mediation, but also and foremost matters of
stability/instability of networks of hetero-
geneous elements, human and nonhuman,
that hold together and give shape to objects
themselves. In other words, objects—to be
understood—‘must not be reified simply
because they can be seen as physical artefacts’
(Law 1986, 5): their shape, position, function-
ing are always the effects of the networks in
which they are entangled.

Consider the skyscraper. If we ‘stick with
the building’ our critical reach is limited: we
can either acknowledge it for what it is (a
building type with physical properties,
form, and technological requirements), or
criticise it for what it represents (a symbol
of corporate power in space). Thinking of
the skyscraper as indeterminate and contest-
able opens a different scenario: it is no
longer ‘dumb matter’ (Massumi 2002) mas-
tered by corporate interests, but something
that can be exposed to critique as part of a
wider network of actors, places, policies,
technologies and conflicts that put it in
place (Law 1986). In this perspective, the sky-
scraper is exposed to critique for what it does,
namely—if we think of the ‘original’ skyscra-
pers built in the US since the early 20th
century—as an effect of the network that
has sustained the American imperial expan-
sion as a world power in the 20th century
(Negri and Hardt 2000). Such a network
reaches out to different directions over time.
For example, it goes back to late 19th
century Germany, where a new generation
of architects had speculated on ‘tall buildings’
and from there it bounced to US cities in
early 20th century (Tafuri 1973), pushed by
technological innovations related to growing
industrialisation and prefabrication of con-
struction components. This building form,
once it became established in American
cities, proved particularly efficient and suit-
able for expanding urban capital, as its mul-
tiple storeys allowed a multiplication of
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rentable space whereas land (a non-reprodu-
cible natural resource) was increasingly satu-
rated. Human and non-human elements, as
well as great progress in technological knowl-
edge and business organisation, were part of
the skyscraper-assemblage that, from
Chicago and New York, has travelled world-
wide in the last decades to colonise the land-
scape of cities from London in the 1990s to
Hong Kong and, more recently, Dubai
(Lieto 2012).

The mobilisation and combination of het-
erogeneous elements within a complex
network—the technology of the American
imperial expansion—is therefore the back-
ground against which the skyscraper can be
understood not just in its finite form as the
assemblage of physical components com-
bined into a coherent and functional whole
(the building), but also ‘in an enhanced pos-
ition to control or exert force upon other,
non-artefactual elements of that structure’
(Law 1986, 6–7). The skyscraper is not
stripped of its relational features or presented
as a symbol of corporate power exposed to
critique ‘for what it means or intends’,
rather it is questioned for ‘how it works and
what it does’ (Ducet and Cupers 2009, 2). It
is a network effect, a provisional assembly
of productive, political, scientific and techno-
logical relations converging on a common
ground—a strategy of worldwide social
control in urban space.

From such a perspective ‘architectural
design embraces a complex conglomerate of
many surprising agencies that are rarely
taken into account by architectural theory’
(Latour and Yaneva 2008, 86). The architec-
tural object becomes questionable from
different critical perspectives, not limited to
its finite form, but open to technology, pro-
duction, labour, politics and social conflicts.
These planes form the context in which the
building ‘seeks’ to be understood and rep-
resented while ‘offering’ cues to critically
investigate the broader context of capital
reproduction in urban space. As a peculiar
contested terrain, the skyscraper is not ‘out
there’ ready to be interpreted by architectural

critics, but is available for a broader critique
as it does politics (Latour 2004a), addressing
social struggles, urban policies and techno-
logical innovation.

Bonding: objects as cooperation devices

In addition to being undetermined and con-
testable because of their relationality, objects
also have boundary qualities (Star and Grie-
semer 1989). Their material and organis-
ational structure is such that, under certain
circumstances, they ‘allow different groups
to work together without consensus’ (Star
2010, 602). Objects enable cooperation by
serving as devices for the productive encoun-
ter of different sub-cultures, which
cooperate despite irreducible differences
(Galison 2013). They do so by triggering
‘conversations’ among parties which share
‘thin descriptions’ of the same objects, i.e.
utterances of an inter-language (a jargon, a
pidgin, or even a creole) that is vague and
ill-defined. Such an idea is consistent with
ANT as a methodology: both treat the
relationship between humans and objects
‘as always mediated through some form of
language’ (Dant 2004, 14). This boundary
spanning capacity is also compatible with
the notion of translation, that is ‘both
about making equivalent, and about shifting
[. . .] about moving terms around, about
linking and changing them’ (Law 2007, 5).
In these terms, translation is a collective
practice of alignment of interests favoured
by intermediaries catalysing attention and
shared understanding without requiring a
full bore consensus about their meanings
and uses. Objects can play a significant,
intermediation role. Here is an example of
how matter can work as a bond for groups
who deeply differ in their values, but who
are then able to collaborate around a
common goal.

The matter in question is carbon dioxide;
the common goal is climate change mitigation
at the municipal level; the example in point is
Portland’s often-praised climate change
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policy, started in the early 1990s with the
Carbon Dioxide Reduction Strategy,
evolved into a Local Action Plan in 2001
and still on-going (Rutland and Aylett
2008). Climate change is a complex category
displaying multiple understandings and
mobilising entangled phenomena of plane-
tary concern from global warming to green-
house gas effects. Cities are the sites in
which, most dramatically, climate change as
a global process crystallises. Yet, dealing
with it at the municipal level is not an easy
task: it takes a lot of political work to settle
a specific object that the local government
can act upon, and this object needs to be
bounded and specific enough to contain the
otherwise too broad and highly conflicting
scenario that climate change raises—as the
long and controversial political process trig-
gered by the Kyoto protocol demonstrates.

As Rutland and Aylett (2008) carefully
recount, Portland’s environmental policy
became one of the most notable and success-
ful strategies of climate change mitigation in
the US as it progressively entailed a sustained
work of translation within ‘materially hetero-
geneous networks of relations’ (ibid, 632)
populated with human and non-human
actors. The outcome of such a translation is
an ‘object of government’—local carbon
emissions –worked out through a long politi-
cal and technical process. Behind this process,
a wide array of economic interests and
benefits were reconciled without resorting
to mandatory measures (like taxes and prohi-
bitions), but rather supporting self-policing
and cooperation. Energy efficiency became
the indicator with which to carefully
measure, evaluate and broadly communicate
local carbon emissions within a hetero-
geneous community, consisting of the local
government, environmental organisations,
technical boards, and citizen groups. The
connection between energy efficiency and
carbon emissions was not (and could not
be) taken for granted: it was the outcome of
a translation process which assembled a het-
erogeneous and dynamic array of human
actors (institutions, groups, individuals), as

well as material entities, like carbon dioxide,
wildlife species, infrastructures and rivers.

In Portland’s case, energy efficiency thus
became a common object around which
many different groups to share interests
without sharing the same goals and values:
‘local businesses, ratepayers, and environ-
mental groups came to recognise a common
interest in keeping investment in new
energy supply to a minimum’ (ibid, 635).
Local carbon emissions—as a boundary
object—‘is not self-evident, and did not, in
fact, pre-exist the policy that came to
govern it. It came into being within the
socio-technical process of policy develop-
ment’ (ibid, 636) and allowed large constitu-
encies in the city to make common cause
around climate change. As a boundary
object, local carbon emissions worked as a
contingent stabiliser for the progressive
alignment of interests and agencies conjointly
prioritising courses of action that connect
energy efficiency with carbon dioxide
reduction. In the last two decades, Portland’s
municipality has been able to deal effectively
with household emissions by means of a
variety of measures (green buildings, recy-
cling and composting, sustainable transpor-
tation, energy-intensive pump stations), and
its policy has been imitated by many other
cities in the US ever since.

The interesting feature of Portland’s
climate change assemblage is heterogeneity.
It features a broad array of firms, activists,
wildlife organisations, ratepayers, that
deeply disagree ‘about the overarching philo-
sophical status of land’ (Galison 2013, 200)
and the values each group or individual
attaches to nature. Despite these profound
differences, carbon emissions provided the
‘boundary object’ that, even in the absence
of substantial consensus among the different
parties, allowed them to put aside their fun-
damental concerns and make a common
cause, turning climate change into a political
issue to be worked out at the municipal level.

This climate change assemblage is not the
result of a full-bore consensus, rather a
matter of compromise. It works because it
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has been provided with a context—designed
by the carbon emissions-boundary object—
that enables coordinated action of very differ-
ent actors and things. Building on Iris Marion
Young’s notion of ‘differentiated solidarity’
(Young 2000), this example shows that
cooperation can include ‘a certain degree of
separation among people’; it does not
require ‘mutual identification and affinity as
an explicit or implicit condition for attitudes
of respect and inclusion’ (ibid, 221). From
this perspective, the goals of commitment
and environmental justice can be achieved in
a ‘realistic’ way, drawing upon the fact that
‘people live together [. . .] they are all affected
by and relate to the geographical and atmos-
pheric environment’ (ibid).

Affordance: objects as distributed
capabilities

The concept of affordance allows us to
further characterise objects as active com-
ponents of relational life and actions and to
differentiate objects from each other
through contextualisation. The affordance
of objects refers to ‘the perceived and actual
properties of the thing, primarily those fun-
damental properties that determine just how
the thing could possibly be used’ (Norman
1988, 9). Such a definition conveys a psycho-
logical focus on the sensitive nature of objects
(Gibson 1979): the way people cope with the
myriad of objects in their everyday life is
related to how the mind works according to
the (basically) visual inputs coming from
objects (Dant 2004).

Nonetheless, what we know about objects
is not limited to what we see: our knowledge
comes not only from perceptive stimuli; it is
also produced within assemblages where
actions are the outcome of contingent collab-
orations. Affordances, in other words, can be
‘discovered’ or ‘figured out’ by means of
associations, depending upon the stability
and quality of the networks where objects
are (provisionally) located, and knowledge
is produced. In this sense, they are a matter

of post-hoc identification of possible uses
according to a practical representation of
the objects to which they refer.

Consider this example. Somewhere in
New York City, a traffic light regulates the
vehicular flow at a street corner. At a dis-
tracted glance, ‘a traffic light is a traffic
light’, and we do not think about it differ-
ently: what we already know, as ‘normal’ citi-
zens, is that it regulates traffic by changing its
light signal at given intervals and that it is
often attached to a pole. At a closer glance,
though, we see an iron chain wrapped
around the pole’s base and securing a shop-
ping cart. This might seem odd. But some
observers will know that the cart belongs to
a person who collects plastic bottles and alu-
minium cans on the streets, a canner (Lieto
2013a).

The point is that this is not a description
of an inappropriate use of an object from
the perspective of the police department.
Rather, it is an unexpected way to use an
object, one that takes it out of the formal
‘script’ which has produced it—urban
traffic regulations. The same traffic light,
doing the job it was meant to do, is also a
secure parking system for those who use
shopping carts to store plastic bottles and
aluminium cans collected on the streets and
that can be redeemed through the formal
channels and technologies provided by
waste recycling policies. The canners
provide themselves with an informal street-
welfare and, to do so, use objects in unex-
pected ways—namely, they figure out affor-
dances otherwise unacknowledged,
sanctioned or hidden in objects. A traffic
light thus becomes a tracer to penetrate a
socio-material entanglement where objects
as well as people matter in the informal
economy of waste. Such an entanglement is
the context where exclusion, segregation
and marginalisation increasingly entrench
inequality and forms of empowerment are
generated. The materiality of the canners’
streetscape plays a role in everyday hard-
ships and offers insight into how inequality
is produced on the ground.
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This everyday example shows that objects
are socially constructed (Grint and Woolgar
1997). Technology and its uses are the result
of interpretive accounts that—in opposition
to an essentialist idea of technological arte-
facts provided with inherent properties—
‘humans engage in to establish what those
artefacts “actually are”’ (Hutchby 2001,
443). If we stretch this idea to its limits, we
acknowledge that since technological arte-
facts are socially produced as outcomes of
discursive practices (norms, street languages,
etc.), no realist account of objects can be
maintained. There are no limits to the poss-
ible uses of objects. Put this way, no differ-
ence exists between, say, a traffic light and a
window: theoretically, they are both ‘open
to the same set of possible interpretations’
(Hutchby 2001, 446).

Here materiality matters both as an
enabling and constraining context. Building
on the notion of combined capabilities as
‘what each person is able to do and to be’
not just according to individual character-
istics, but also to social, political and affective
relations (Nussbaum 2011, 18), the affor-
dance of objects helps us to understand prac-
tices of resistance or self-organisation in
urban space as a matter of mutual learning
about the unattended possibilities of objects.
It is worth noting, though, that different
courses of action do not just depend upon
how humans interpret and manipulate
objects: they also depend on the material sub-
stratum that comes with the different possibi-
lities of making them ‘partners’ in our
actions. Such reconciliation between con-
structivism and empiricism is precisely what
the concept of affordance achieves. If the
merit of constructivists is to acknowledge
that technology is socially shaped, there is
also a technological shaping of the social.
And that is what affordances illuminate: the
concept straddles two terms, the openness
of objects to discursive practices and practical
interpretation and their material, physical
finitude and constraints to interpretation
and action. In such an interval lies the rela-
tional character of materiality—its agency.

So, a traffic light—any object for that
matter—can afford many different pur-
poses—legal and illegal, formal and infor-
mal—but not all purposes.

Matters of concern

Given their intermediary position within
social relations, objects can be highly contro-
versial (Molotch and Coe 2015). In enforcing
or facilitating certain behaviours in urban
space, they ‘often have multiple effects,
which engender different forms of acceptance
or opposition, even within the same commu-
nities’ (ibid, 14). What is here emphasised is
the ‘role of materials and artefacts in the
public organization of collectives’ (Marres
and Lezaun 2011, 490).

This introduces a further quality that
makes an object relevant to critical urban
theory; that is, its capacity of sparking
publics into being (Marres 2005). Examples
include Parma ham in the context of Euro-
pean Union regulatory politics, automatic
rifles in the US gun debate, and inflatable
boats involved in ferrying refugees from
Tunisia to Italy. The relation of objects to
politics draws on the pragmatist notion of
the public as a political community (the com-
munity of strangers, in John Dewey’s lingo,
or the phantom public in Walter Lippmann’s)
rising as consistent, but temporary gatherings
taking care of issues ‘when currently available
instances are failing to address [them] in a sat-
isfactory way’ (ibid, 7). Extending the prag-
matist perspective to the empirical
investigation of political practice, objects
can become ‘switches’ of public attention by
illuminating problems that are not properly
handled or are not a matter of public insti-
tutions, nonetheless enabling conflicts as
well as unforeseen solutions. From this per-
spective, publics are not ‘constituted primar-
ily by linguistic, deliberative or abstract
communicative processes’, but are ‘material
forms of participation’ (Marres and Lezaun
2011, 491). How do objects perform politi-
cally? How is their material agency acted

LIETO: HOW MATERIAL OBJECTS BECOME URBAN THINGS? 575

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

am
br

id
ge

] 
at

 1
1:

37
 1

3 
N

ov
em

be
r 

20
17

 



out in public? Since agency is not just a
matter of mere presence in the public
sphere—a building standing on the street,
for example—we need to go deeper and
reflect again on the relational status of
objects.

To demonstrate how urban objects bring
forth publics and become political, consider
the example of the contested demolition of
the Folk Art Museum building on 53rd
street in New York City (Beauregard 2015).
Built next to another building—the MoMA
building, venue of the world-famous
museum of modern art—this museum,
widely acclaimed by the architectural com-
munity, was opened in 2001 but, due to finan-
cial problems was later sold. MoMA
purchased the building with the aim to
expand its exhibition space, and that is how
the controversy started. After careful evalu-
ation of concrete possibilities to keep the
Folk Art building and adapt it to MoMA’s
needs to provide smooth circulation
between its adjacent building (the addition
designed by Yoshio Taniguchi) and the new
space, MoMA decided to demolish the build-
ing and replace it with a more integrated
extension of its venue. The architectural
firm DS&R was tasked to provide technical
consultancy about keeping or demolishing
the building: the decision to tear down the
Folk Art Museum was motivated by the
‘obduracy’ of the building, designed in such
a way to impede ‘continuous-loop circula-
tion’ of MoMA visitors.

The decision to demolish the building
sparked publics into being: it made a sen-
sation in the press and in public debates,
and the role of architecture in the city
became a heated public affair. MoMA
became entangled in public scrutiny by the
architectural community. In the debates, it
became clear that the design process itself is
a matter of distributed responsibility among
humans and things: once designed in an idio-
syncratic way—purposefully and specifically
as the Folk Art Museum was—a building can
be too obdurate to support change. Obdu-
racy is not just about a global museum,

which, with its influence and financial gains,
is able to impose its will to expansion over a
valuable piece of architecture. It is rather
about a ‘heterogeneous collaboration’
between people and things, institutions and
technologies, and it is deeply political.

This example shows how objects can meta-
morphose into things. As Latour (2004b)
argues, objects are not indisputable, they are
not just self-evident and objective facts: ‘in
one sense [they are] objects out there, and,
in another sense, an issue very much in
there, at any rate a gathering’ (ibid, 233).
Objects may raise matters of concern in pol-
itical arenas. This happens when their
material finitude, their obduracy, is no
longer relegated to the extra-political sphere
and when they are not exposed to critique—
as in the case of architecture—just for their
symbolic content. Buildings such as the
MoMA and the Folk Art Museum do not
differ only for what they ultimately
‘signify’: a ‘cathedral of commerce’ (Flierl
and Marcuse 2009, 266) and a symbol of cor-
porate power on one hand, and an awarded
piece of architecture and a symbol of preser-
vation battles (Pedersen 2014) on the other.
They also differ for what they do.

Conclusion

Focusing on urban objects and their rela-
tional materiality implies a shift from the
encompassing categories underpinning
urban theory, almost all of which are based
on human associations, to the proliferation
of discrete singularities pointing at broader
processes where the urban occurs as a contex-
tualising process more than a stabilised form.
Giving objects their due expands the scope
and strengthens the grasp of urban theory.
Objects thus become relevant for addressing
issues of spatial justice insofar we acknowl-
edge their capacity to provide a context for
critical urban thinking. Structural injustices,
authoritarian regimes, and technologies of
environmental destruction are always stabil-
ised around objects, such as underfunded
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schools, surveillance devices, and oil drilling
platforms. The relational qualities of
objects, as outlined in the previous examples,
trace the contexts where the urban as a
general process ‘crystallises’ and thus
becomes ‘locally intelligible’ (Brenner and
Schmid 2015, 161). Through these provisional
forms of socio-material stabilisation, we can
better grasp urban issues that are usually
addressed in general terms, and thus provide
critical theory with a more effective and situ-
ated understanding of how urban conflicts
and inequalities are produced and perpetu-
ated on the ground.

With objects claiming ontological status,
theoretical centrality, and political salience,
urban theorists are forced to sharpen their
vision and to acknowledge the finer grain of
the city. Such a finer grain is constitutive of
a context that is not bounded nor static, but
rather a socio-material entanglement of
‘active indeterminacy’ open to becoming
and change (Massumi 2002, 215).

Conceiving of objects as network effects
also allows us to rethink the physicality of
the built environment and to expand it to
trans-national mobilities. The context of
these mobilities, as traced by the skyscraper,
is understood not just in terms of general, dis-
cursive categories (globalisation, corporate
business, architectural stardom) but considers
‘the technological, the economic, the politi-
cal, the social, and the natural [. . .] as being
interrelated’ (Law 1986, 3). Materiality is
placed at centre stage to keep these different
dimensions together. Our critical take
stretches the finitude of architectural objects
to the limits of the traditional realm where
these objects have been understood and criti-
cised (Ponzini and Nastasi 2016). Under-
standing architectural objects as ‘mediated
through and embedded within larger scale
political-economic processes’ (Brenner 2014,
2) opens the way for a progressive critique
of architecture and to socially-engaged
design.

Reflecting on how consensus can be
achieved despite irreducible differences—as
in the Portland’s case—means acknowledging

objects as bonds that provide a context to
social interaction where possibilities for
cooperation are otherwise impeded by differ-
ent world views (Lieto 2013b). Social groups
are always overlapping and heterogeneous
and, most importantly, ‘their common inter-
est is not always obvious’ (Brenner,
Marcuse, and Mayer 2009, 181). This reflects
an underlying difficulty when dealing with
socio-spatial issues that mobilise collective
concerns, as in the case of environmental con-
flicts. Deliberative democracy and partici-
pation are pillars of progressive urbanism,
and are highly sensitive to value differences.
Nonetheless, they can be ‘impractical’,
especially in fragmented and multicultural
contexts (Fainstein 2006).

In addition, the focus on affordances pro-
vides a context of research where the
language of norms addresses the ‘script’ of
objects’ usability and the ‘creoles’ of inform-
ality. It thus reveals new affordances that
produce an understanding of informal urban
practices, not as residual or vestigial, but as
an active part of the formal world of norms
and regulations (Lieto 2016). Practices of
social mobilisation that strive for change
and rights and dominant groups that accumu-
late profit and power unfold within and are
shaped by socio-spatial landscapes where
acute forms of segregation and inequality
coexist with everyday practices. These prac-
tices can re-invent the material terms and
conditions of urban suffering and open new
political spaces.

Cities are populated with objects of many
kinds, and, ultimately, any object can con-
tribute to critical urban thinking provided
that it is an integral part of networks where
action and responsibility are distributed
among different agencies, not only human.
To those who object that urban things’ rela-
tional qualities can be as arguable outside
urban contexts, and that—say—a military
field hospital can be as contested and indeter-
minate as a skyscraper, I would respond that
ANT, as a methodology potentially appli-
cable to anything, is powerful but not suffi-
ciently powerful for critical urban theory. It
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takes a critical context to properly address
differences that, otherwise, would remain
flat and opaque. The urban as a process and
a context allows us to differentiate between
a field hospital and a skyscraper. Drawing
on such a conceptualisation, I have tried to
address, in the previous examples, how net-
works revolve around things, become
urban, and give rise to critical possibilities.
Along socio-material networks, issues of
order and control, justice and sustainability
shape the social as different actors come to
terms with the materiality of urban life.
Acknowledging objects’ relational capability
of providing a critical context of action is a
first step to decide how objects matter in
perpetuating hardship as well as disclosing
unexpected possibilities for people. In this
fashion, the material city becomes a space
for critique.
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americana. Dalla guerra civile al New Deal, edited by
G. Ciucci, F. Dal Co, M. Manieri Elia and M. Tafuri,
415–550. Roma-Bari: Laterza.

Tonkiss, F. 2011. “Template Urbanism. Four Points About
Assemblage.” City 15 (5): 584–588.

Young, I. M. 2000. Inclusion and Democracy. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Laura Lieto is a professor of Urban Planning
at the ‘Federico II’ University (Italy). She
writes extensively on planning theory, urban
informality and transnational urbanism.
Email: laura.lieto@unina.it

LIETO: HOW MATERIAL OBJECTS BECOME URBAN THINGS? 579

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

am
br

id
ge

] 
at

 1
1:

37
 1

3 
N

ov
em

be
r 

20
17

 

http://www.heterogeneities.net/publications/Law2007ANTandMaterialSemiotics.pdf
http://www.heterogeneities.net/publications/Law2007ANTandMaterialSemiotics.pdf
http://www.metropolismag.com/MoMA-Commences-Demolition-of-the-Former-Folk-Art-Museum/
http://www.metropolismag.com/MoMA-Commences-Demolition-of-the-Former-Folk-Art-Museum/
http://www.metropolismag.com/MoMA-Commences-Demolition-of-the-Former-Folk-Art-Museum/
mailto:laura.lieto@unina.it

	Abstract
	All objects are not equal
	Context matters
	Indetermination: objects as network effects
	Bonding: objects as cooperation devices
	Affordance: objects as distributed capabilities
	Matters of concern
	Conclusion
	Disclosure statement
	References

