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MATERIAL CULTURE AS A METHOD OF URBAN DESIGN RESEARCH:
MODERN CHALLENGES

Article discusses material culture as one of the thorough ways to determine the methodological basis for the cultural study of
design, design practices and, including urban design in the world and in Ukraine. The article turns to the researchers who
initiated the actual exploration of material culture outside of archeology and cultural anthropology, which will eventually lead us
to modern views on material culture as a relevant approach in culturological analysis of the design of objects, objects of urban

space — in particular.

The article provides the actualization of this issue in the application to the culturological study of urban design itself, taking
into account its specifics. It outlines some compelling arguments as to why the discourse of material culture is becoming
increasingly relevant in the study of urban design and culturological research in particular. A number of approaches is shown
within which this combination becomes relevant. Especially given the design of Ukrainian cities and its cultural research, where
the need to overcome the dichotomy of spiritual and material culture has long been ripe.
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Formulation of the problem. Urban design research
is a topical field of cultural intelligence that emerges at
the intersection of design research and urban studies.
Culturology is gaining new opportunities in the study of
modern culture, turning to the design of the city, the
public environment, the sphere of everyday life of the
modern citizen, his daily experience of using things,
space, interaction with other residents. Cultural studies is
aided by the actualization of methods from related
sciences (cultural anthropology, archeology), in particular
— the method of material culture, which since the 1980s
and still develops and rethinks in view of the emergence
of new problematic research topics.

Analysis of research and publications. Material
culture as a method of research finds its roots in the
French school of anthropology (Lucien Levy-Bruhl), the
French sociological school (Marcel Moss). The key
representatives of substantiation of material culture as a
method are Jules David Prown and Daniel Miller, as well as
Michel Foucault, Michel de Certeau, Roland Barthes, Jean
Baudrillard and Gilles Deleuze. The actualization of the
method of material culture in the framework of modern
design research has contributed by Arjun Appadurai, Judy
Attfield and Tim Dant. Among modern researchers who
analyze design and urban design in different contexts with
the help of material culture, it is worth noting Rafael
Cardoso, Toke Riis Ebbesen and Susann Vihma, Kjetil
Fallan, Marinella Ferrara and Chiara Lecce, Christopher
Tilley, Webb Keane, Susanne Kichler, Michael Rowlands
And Patricia Spyer, Mattias Karrholm and others.

Purpose of the article. The purpose of the article is to
analyze the history of the origin and development of the
method of material culture, which is now actively used in
applied cultural studies, in particular in the study of urban
design. Identify opportunities for the application of this
method in the study of Ukrainian vernacular urban design.
Identify the main trends in the introduction of material
culture in modern design research.

Exposition of the main material of the study. Material
culture is one of the thorough ways to determine the
methodological basis for the cultural study of design, design
practices and, including urban design in the world and in
Ukraine. And it is in this methodological guide that the issues
of culturology and applied aspects of research design
intersect. To begin with, we must turn to the researchers

who initiated the actual exploration of material culture
outside of archeology and cultural anthropology, which will
eventually lead us to modern views on material culture as a
relevant approach in culturological analysis of the design of
objects, objects of urban space — in particular.

It is worth starting with Jules David Prown, who wrote
the work "Mind in Matter: An introduction to Material
Culture Theory and Method" (1982), where he singled out
material culture at the intersection of cultural anthropology
and archeology, emphasizing the importance of complexity
of the human as a subject, especially in the context of
cultural and historical dynamics. Based on this picture,
Prown focused on the artifact as an object of design and as
a basic form of material culture. Looking at the artifact in a
new way, Prown was able to see in it the cultural context of
its production and use, which has a lot to say about people
of a certain time and space, their relationships, social
constructs and more. And, most importantly, Prown's goal
was to determine values, precisely through the study of
artifacts: "Material culture is the study through artifacts of
the beliefs — values, ideas, attitudes, and assumptions — of
a particular community or a society of a given time. ...
Material culture is comparable to art history as a discipline
in its study of culture through artifacts" [9, p. 220].

An artifact in material culture is referred to by Prown
as an object created with a special human attitude and
has been or is in it. If a person or people of a certain time
valued this material object. Here is a whole hierarchy of
values of the artifact: "In addition to material and
utilitarian values, certain objects have aesthetic value
(art), some possess spiritual value (icons, cult objects)..."
[9, p. 222]. Such systematization of values leads to the
discovery of "cultural expression" of a material object, i.e.
opportunities for its cultural interpretation. Compared with
historical, archaeological, sociological data, data on the
cultural value of the artifact are the most expressive and
revealing, because they allow through utilitarian things,
life, everyday life to reach the level of analysis of his
spiritual life. But such a qualitative transition is possible
only due to a clear methodology for the study of material
culture: "The analysis proceeds from description,
recording the internal evidence of the object itself; to
deduction, interpreting the interaction between the object
and the perceiver; to speculation, framing hypotheses
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and questions which lead out from the object to external
evidence for testing and resolution” [9, p. 224].

Thus, in the history of science, the tragic contradiction
between the branches of the cultural and the material has
been overcome: materiality has become one of the
fundamental dimensions of the cultural. Overcoming this
and similar dichotomous structures of scientific thinking,
material culture has emerged as a new type of
humanitarian research, which is carried out by focusing on
distinction and its analysis in order to identify important
structures and characteristics of culture in its material
expression: "...material culture studies might be regarded
as an academic manifestation of characterizations of our
contemporary cultural condition as 'postmodern’, involving
indeterminacy, immanence or becoming, ambiguity,
heterodoxy and pluralism" [6, p. 1].

This is confirmed even by the interpretation of the very
concept of "materiality”, which has evolved from "substance,
something comprised of elements or constituents, of
variously composed matter" to "something of value" [6, p. 3].
When the discussions of material objects started, they were
usually contrasted with the human as a subject, her
experiences, values, connections, and so on. But gradually,
along with the change in the perspective of material culture,
materiality began to carry a value, a subjective component: a
thing — not just an object, but above all a carrier of certain
benefits for a person, status, lifestyle, identity: "Material
culture studies in various ways inevitably have to emphasize
the dialectical and recursive relationship between persons
and things: that persons make and use things and that the
things make persons" [6, p. 4].

Daniel Miller, another classic of material culture of the
1980s, relied on a study by the French school of
anthropology, including L. Levy-Bruhl's idea of the
complexity of human relationships and everyday things
within pre-logical thinking. This applies to magical
thinking, fetishism, totemism, and so on. In any case, a
material object in almost any culture carried for its owner
a set of not only functions but also values that sometimes
even determined his destiny and life: "In many societies,
the clothing, ornaments and tools belonging to an
individual may be considered so integral to him or her that
to touch or do harm to these inanimate objects in
considered indistinguishable from taking the same action
against the person” [8, p. 235].

Another important source for building the theoretical
foundations of material culture was the French sociological
school, and in particular M. Moss and his concept of
exchange. Based on these powerful concepts, Miller
formulated the socio-cultural issues of subject-object
relations and their value aspect, which had its social,
economic and political perspectives: "Personal property is
best linked with communal rather than private property,
such as state or kin-held property, since it is a statement of
relative inalienability, such that the social subject, individual
or collective, associated with the object retains control over
the conditions under which it may be alienated" [8, p. 237].

Famous French philosophers of the second half of the
XX century allowed to reveal material culture for various
applied cultural, social, philosophical and political studies:
M. Foucault through systems of surveillance, approved by
cultural norms, M. Certeau wrighting about the material
culture of the urban environment and the practice of
walking in the designed city, R. Barthes, J. Baudrillard and
also G. Deleuze who critiqued consumer and material
culture systems composed in European society.

But contemporary researchers Toke Riis Ebbesen and
Susann Vihma emphasize that it was the American
anthropologist Arjun Appadurai who was able to disrupt the
discourse of material culture in the direction of design
research in the work "Introduction: commodities and the
politics of value" (1986): "He states that demand can
manipulate both production and consumption. Evidently it
happens by means of design, among other things. These
(design) concepts put design right in the centre of cultural
production, in our view" [3, p. 2].

Other key researchers in this field were the British
authors Judy Attfield (feminism and design studies) and
Tim Dant (sociologist). Exploring the physical
characteristics of design objects in historical, social and
cultural contexts, Attfield focuses on the attitudes of
different subjects to these objects: not only users but also
designers. The Kkey concepts in her research are
appropriation (which makes Attfield focus on postmodern
and post-colonial studies) and objectification, borrowed
from Miller, "a concept that aims at describing how
objects are used to construct personal identities,
memories and emotional maturity" [3, p. 3]. Another
important Attfield's idea is the distinction between design
and everyday design, where "The second is the kind of
design, which all of us produce every day, the 'wild' things
of everyday life, the kitschy, the chic, the commonplace,
etc." [3, p. 3]. This reasoning leads us to the actualization
of material culture in the study of design: because the
elements of everyday design, including vernacular, which
is an important part of public urban space.

As a social philosopher, Tim Dant emphasizes the
social values of material objects, including objects of urban
everyday life, clothing, and so on [2]. Initially, in his work
"Materiality and Sociality" (2005) he considered these
characteristics on a large scale, but gradually came to the
question of how the design of an object can build or
influence the social relations of the subjects around it, its
users: "...the focus has moved (from the abstract value
systems) to the meanings that arise from close interaction
between users and things. The concept interaction is
brought up instead of the concept sociality" [3, p. 4].

Having considered the main ideas that emerge at the
intersection of research in design and material culture, it is
necessary to proceed to the actualization of this issue in
the application to the culturological study of urban design
itself, taking into account its specifics.

In what follows, we will outline some compelling
arguments as to why the discourse of material culture is
becoming increasingly relevant in the study of urban design
and culturological research in particular. First, Mattias
Karrholm emphasizes the diversity of scales of scientists'
approaches to urban design: they are usually accustomed
to thinking on a large scale, appropriate to urban and
district areas: "Urban design has traditionally been seen as
addressing the scale in-between urban settlements and
individual buildings, but through its focus on place-making,
it also has to acknowledge other scales. ... For example,
when Jan Gehl, Jane Jacobs or Wiliam H. Whyte are
interested in how certain urban design aspects affect social
life, they focus on design elements such as benches,
specific streets or blocks, doors, pavements, and they
seldom contemplate the role of the region or city-like urban
morphology-nor do they include for example certain
clothing, technical gadgets, shoes or bodily aspects, like
material culture studies tend to do" [7]. Instead, modern
changes in the life of the city, the experience of city
dwellers suggest the need to change the scale of the view
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to a smaller one, to the scale of one material object, a
detailed analysis of which can say a lot about building
social relations attention to the diversity and pluralism of
this experience: "Place is never produced or shaped at
once; it develops as part of different overlapping territorial
productions involving all kinds of activities, tempos,
durations and materialities, and engages different kinds of
professions as well as "civilians". ... Material factors are
vital for the understanding of all forms of association and
co-existence" [7]. If we apply this idea in relation to the
Ukrainian context, then the elements of vernacular design
of Ukrainian cities become especially important. Self-made
signs, elements of the city's landscape and park system,
balconies and other objects that become publicly known tell
the culturologist much more about the state of modern
Ukrainian society than larger-scale research objects.

Secondly, the use of material culture in design research
is relevant and important for designers themselves,
because today the world's leading design communities
recognize a certain detachment of modern designers from
knowledge about materials and their origins, which also
has consequences for cultural identity and consciousness
of professionals. In order to remedy this situation, the
professional communities of designers (in particular,
Italian) turn to a new, complex methodology at the heart of
their work: "In contemporary time, due to the increased
complexity of materials and production processes, the
design questions are more complex. Not only common
people, but also designer today don't know how things
are made and how materials are composed. The more
the industrial production processes and materials are
sophisticated, the more is the lack of knowledge about
materials, thus effectively creates a borderline between
designers and production. Bridging this gap represents a
challenge to designers and especially to the design
schools" [5, p. 490].

And thirdly, according to the idea of the researcher
Kjetil Fallan, it is worth paying attention to the dual status
of any object of everyday life: after all, it appears as both
an instrument and a symbol. He notes that the whole
history of design is built around this dichotomy, which is
already worth overcoming and revealing the relationship
between the two values of the design object, which
reveals its dynamism depending on time, space and state
of culture and society: "This hybrid nature of things
becomes particularly salient in settings where the full
range of their potential properties and performances, both
functional and symbolic, are articulated. Nowhere is this
envisioning of hybrid cultural values more marked than in
marketing material, where functional and symbolic
aspects merge into a carefully orchestrated vision of what
the product might be" [4, p. 140].

Thus, given the preliminary review of the history of the
combination of material culture as a method and research
of urban design as a problem field, we can see a number of
approaches within which this combination becomes
relevant. Especially given the design of Ukrainian cities and
its cultural research, where the need to overcome the
dichotomy of spiritual and material culture has long been
ripe: "As the ultimate materialist society, brimming with
material culture like none other, we are paradoxically
poised to discover the vast importance of immaterial
culture — commonly labelled, in a reductive sense, as
'information'- in shaping what we call reality" [1, p. 20].

Conclusion

Culture consists of the social exchanges of people with
each other and their interaction with things. Since its

inception, anthropology has evaluated culture — its people
(cultural anthropology) and its material manifestations
(archeology) — in order to try to better understand human
complexity and diversity. One of the most important
artifacts of culture, design, as a form of material culture,
can tell us about the history of its creators and the cultural
state of society found in the artifact.

Material culture is the study of ideas with the help of
artifacts — values, beliefs, views and assumptions — a certain
community or society of a certain time. Material culture as a
study is based on the obvious fact that the existence of a
created object is concrete evidence of the presence of
human intelligence at the time of manufacture. These
studies are the only way to study culture using objects as
primary data, but for scientific purposes it can be considered
a branch of cultural history or cultural anthropology. Material
culture can be compared to the history of art as a discipline
in the study of culture through artifacts.

By performing cultural interpretation with the help of
artifacts, we can first attract another culture not with our
minds, the place of our cultural prejudices, but with our
feelings. The culture being studied provides a platform, a
new cultural position to look at our culture.

The study of material culture can be seen as an
academic manifestation of the characteristics of our
current cultural state as "postmodern”, which includes
uncertainty, immanence or formation, ambiguity,
heterodoxity and pluralism.

Prehistoric archeology also uses material culture as the
main source of evidence for the human past, and the study
of material culture has always been part of social
anthropological research that has historically been more or
less covered and highlighted or neglected and ignored.
Modern material culture seeks to strengthen scientific
awareness of the nature of materiality and its
consequences for cultural, social and historical knowledge.

Design research must keep pace with the changing
material culture of the modern world. One way to do this is
to look for new aspects of scale proportionality, that is, how
objects at one level of complexity are associated with
another level, challenging old, established, and stabilized
hierarchies of scale. Traditional cultural studies have led to
the fact that different types of material values are too often
processed in different discourses depending on their
predetermined scale or given function, rather than on their
role in a particular situation.

In order to meet the current urban challenges, we need
to identify a new perspective of urban design that can take
into account the heterogeneity of actors of different scales.
Thus, insisting on the importance of integrating material
culture perspectives does not mean that urban design
should be reduced to mobile objects; on the contrary, it
needs to be expanded and incorporated into the broader
discourse of material culture and culturology.

This area of research focuses on the idea that
materiality is an integral dimension of culture, and that
there are dimensions of social existence that cannot be
fully understood without it. However, "material" and
‘cultural" are usually seen as fundamentally opposite, for
example, as physical and intellectual. Design research
could take on the task of linking these different areas of
knowledge, as they work on different aspects of human
interaction with things. In particular, when it comes to the
study of design objects in urban space, the links between
material objects and people are conceived as related
mainly to the sphere of everyday life, related to the
maintenance of human life through the acquisition and
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maintenance of various items. Accordingly, for a
comprehensive cultural study of these objects and related
processes of human life in the city, we must combine
different methods, in particular: research of material culture
and cultural studies of everyday life.
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MATEPIANbHA KYNbTYPA IK METOA AOCTIAXEHHSA MICbKOIO AU3AAHY: CYYACHI BUKITUKU

Po3ansinymo mamepianbHy Kynbmypy sik OOUH i3 IPYHMOBHUX crocobie susHa4yumu mMemodosio2id4Hy OCHO8Y OJisi 8UBYEHHS KyNibmypu Ou3alHy,
Ou3saliH-npakmuk, 30KkpemMa i Micbko2o du3aliHy, y ceimi ma e Ykpaini. Y cmammi micmumbcsi 3eéepHeHHs1 00 OocnidHuKie, siKi iHiyitoeanu ghakmuydHuli
aHasni3 MamepianbHOI Kynbmypu 3a MexaMu apxeoJsioeil ma KysibmypHoi aHmpornosogzii, o epewmi-pewm npueesio Hac A0 cy4yacHux noasnsAdie Ha
MamepiansHy Kynbmypy sik eionoeioHuli nioxid y Kynbmyporsoz2iYHoMy aHani3i dusaliH-06'ekmie Ui 06'ekmie MiCbKO20 NPoCcMmopy, 30KkpemMa.

3dilicHeHo akmyani3ayito 3a3Ha4YeHO20 NMUMaHHs1 8 3asisyi Ha KysIbmypoJsioziyHe 00CidKeHHs1 Micbko2o du3aliHy 3 ypaxyeaHHSIM i020 crieyu-
opiku. BuknadeHo desiki azomi ap2yMeHmu w000 mozo, YoMy AUCKypc MamepianbHOl Kynbmypu cmae 0edani akmyasnbHilWuM y e Ue4eHHi MicbKo-
20 du3saliHy ma KynbmypoJsio2iyHux docridxeHHsix. [lokazaHo 6azamo nidxodie, y Mexax siKUX ysi KOM6iHayisi cmae akmyanbHO, ocobsiugo epa-
xoeyro4u du3saliH yKpaiHCbKux micm ma (io2o KynbmyposnoziyHi docnidxeHHsi, e daeHO Ha3pina Heob6xiOHicmb nodonaHHs1 po3deoeHocmi dyxoe-
HOI ma mamepianbHOi Kynbmypu.

Knro4voei croea: aptedakT, MaTepianbHa KynbTypa, 06'eKTuBaLisi, MiCbKWI An3aiiH, LiHHICTb.

E. A. ByubikuHa, kaHA. punoc. Hayk, acCUCT.
KueBckuit HauMoHanbHbIN YyHMBepcuTeT UMeHn Tapaca LlleByeHko,
yn. Bhagumupckas, 60, r. Kues, 01033, YkpanHa

MATEPUATNbHAS KYNbTYPA KAK METOA UCCNEQOBAHUSA TOPOACKOIO AN3AWUHA: COBPEMEHHBIE BbI3OBbI

PaccmompeHo MmamepuanbHyto Kynibmypy Kak 0OuH u3 ¢pyHO0ameHmarnbHbIX crioco6oe onpedesniums Memodos102UYeCKy0 OCHoagy Ol usy4e-
Husi Kynbmypbl Ou3aliHa, du3aliH-npakmuk, 8 mom 4ucse 2opodckoz2o du3aliHa, 8 Mupe u 8 YkpauHe. B cmambe codepxumcsi obpaujeHue K
uccnedoeamesisiM, KOomopbie UHUYUUposanu hakmudeckuli aHanu3 MamepuanbHol Kynbmypbl 3a npedesaMmu apxeosio2uu U KynbmypHol aHmpo-
nos02uU, YMo 8 umoze npPueesIo Hac K CoepeMeHHbIM 832/110aM Ha MamepuasibHyI0 Kysibmypy, kak coomeemcmeyrouuli Modxod e Kysbmyporsio-
2uyYecKoM aHanu3se dusaliH-o6beKmoe U 06eKmoe 20poACKO20 NpocmpaHcmea 8 4acmHocmu.

OcyujecmersnieHa aKkmyasnu3ayusi 3Imo2o 8ofpoca 8 3asieke Ha KyJibmypoJsio2udeckoe uccriedosaHue 20podckozo du3saliHa ¢ y4emom ezo crie-
yudpuku. N3noxeHbI HeKOMopbie 8ecKue ap2yMeHmbl OMHOCUMesIbHO mo20o, noyeMmy GUCKYpc MamepuanbHol Kynbmypbl cmaHoeumcsi ece 6onee
aKmyanbHbIM 8 U3y4YeHuU 20poAcKo20 du3aliHa U Ky/bmyposioau4deckux uccnedosaHusx. [lokasaH psi0 Nodxodo8, 8 paMKax KOMmopblx 3ma KoM6u-
Hayusi cmaHoeumcsi akmyasnbHolU, 0cO6eHHO y4Yumbieasi Qu3aliH YKpauHCKUX 20p0008 U e20 Kysibmyposio2udeckue uccredoeaHusi, 20e 0agHO
Ha3pena Heobxodumocmb npeodosieHus pa3080eHHOCMU AyX08HOU U MamepuasnbHOU KyJbmyphbl.

Knrodeesnle cnoea: aptedakt, MaTepmanbHasi KynbTypa, 00bekTBauus, ropoackon An3anH, LEHHOCTb.



