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gramme is rooted: the sociology of 
knowledge, and foucauldian discourse 
analysis. Second, he delivers a number 
of very user friendly tools and concepts 
for the analysis of empirical data. The 
success of his research programme in 
German academia can be taken as a 
guarantee for its applicability in a 
whole spectrum of issues, varying from 
global environmental controversies, 
over science and technology in society, 
to social identity politics. 
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The book edited by Philip Vannini 
– one of the more eclectic and prolific 
emergent scholars in the intersection 
between culture and technology – is a 
very useful step to fill a gap in the on-
going process of interconnection be-
tween different perspectives on the so-
cial studies of technology. This gap 
consists in the partial lack of dialogue 
between, on the one side, the science 
& technology studies and, on the other 
side, the material culture studies and, 
more in general, the context of cultural 
studies intended in their broader sense. 
Indeed, while these two areas of con-
temporary social sciences have hardly 
found explicit convergences, at a closer 
look they reveal a common feeling on 
the fact that social relations, technolo-
gies and objects are strictly interwoven 
with each other and, also, that at their 
junction it is possible to find a crucial 
dimension for the development of con-
temporary world. However, in spite of 
this, it is pretty hard to find scholars 
that are effectively committed to de-
velop these connections and links. 
Philip Vannini and some of his col-
leagues certainly are among these few 
scholars. 

As the editor recognizes in his in-
troduction, the boundaries between 
these fields – STS and material culture 
– have remained solid more as the re-
sult of accidental scientific practices, 
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rather than as a consequence of moti-
vations and planning. While we can 
partially agree with this idea, we could 
also add other kinds of considerations 
to this “casual” explanation. The main 
one is that these two different tradi-
tions have sometimes developed as 
“congregations” with specific 
“buzzwords” and vocabularies, which 
have been at the same time good cata-
lysts for grouping scholars and re-
searches, but also obstacles and imped-
iments for the involvement of neo-
phytes and scholars belonging to dif-
ferent debates. Thus, seen from this 
more intricate perspective, a metaphor 
for this book could be found not in a 
bridge connecting two hills separated 
by nature or casualty, but rather in a 
bridge between two cities that have 
developed with different infrastruc-
tures, policies and mayors – meaning 
different languages, perspectives, and 
major scholars – but that today find 
themselves on the same side of the bar-
ricades: the side that believes in the 
need to develop an understanding of 
the role of materiality and artefacts in 
society. It is to be said that the book is 
not the first attempt to build this 
bridge and probably it is neither the 
more analytically coherent and theoret-
ically sophisticated one. Anyway, I 
guess that, at this date, it is perhaps the 
most variegated and inclusive one, and 
also the one with the clearer tendency 
to favour the dialogue between differ-
ent domains and to enable readers to 
understand some of the coordinates of 
this dialogue. 

As we have said, the book is based 
on the idea of making two different 
domains dialogue. The first one is the 
field of material culture studies, which 

is a loose and mostly interdisciplinary 
sector at the overlapping of anthropol-
ogy, archaeology and, at a lesser extent, 
sociology. Explicitly rooted in the her-
itage of the archaeological attention to 
ancient objects, material culture stud-
ies have decisively developed toward 
the understanding of the role of ob-
jects in the contemporary society, and 
the book “The social life of things”, 
edited by Arijun Appadurai in 1986, 
can be considered a founding text. 
Other references of this perspective 
can be found in the works carried out 
by archeo-antropologist Chris Tilley 
and by the socio-anthropologist of 
consumption Daniel Miller. The se-
cond realm the book intends to involve 
is the social study of technology, which 
includes scholars who are already 
known to “Tecnoscienza” readers, 
such as Wiebe Bijker, Bruno Latour, 
Trevor Pinch, Donald MacKenzie and 
so on. As we know, this field presents 
different articulations of the relation 
between technology and society, but it 
can be generally unified by highlight-
ing the relevance accorded to the role 
of technologies as material artefacts in 
the social context. The strategy to mix 
together these different scientific uni-
verses is based on the common empha-
sis given to two specific dimensions. 
The first one is a common preference 
for ethnographical methods, intended 
in their heterogeneous and open sense. 
The second one is the common atten-
tion to the realm of everyday life, 
which is not regarded as a taken-for-
granted domain, but as a dimension of 
the social world constantly under ques-
tion. 

More concretely, the book is divid-
ed into three parts, which present re-
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spectively theoretical, methodological 
and empirical chapters. Part one is de-
voted to the different theoretical per-
spectives involved in the two different 
fields. Vannini and Ian Woodward 
take it upon themselves to outline the 
area of material culture from a more 
anthropological perspective, while 
Trevor Pinch and Grant Kien are in 
charge of making sense of the STS 
side, undertaking the task, respectively, 
of tracing the legacy of the “Social 
Construction of Technology” (SCOT) 
approach and of the Actor-Network 
Theory (ANT) perspective. 

The second part of the book has a 
more methodological vocation, pre-
senting different ways to articulate 
ethnography in relation to the material 
world. These chapters engage not only 
in common forms of ethnography, but 
also in more heterodox ones, such as 
the practice of autoethnography (by C. 
Noy) and video ethnography (by D. 
Tutt and J. Hindmarsh), also dedicat-
ing a specific chapter to the use of 
“Grounded Theory” (by A. 
Hanemaayer). Part three of the book is 
characterised by the presentation of 
specific ethnographies of material cul-
ture belonging to the everyday world. 
We can take two of these chapters to 
exemplify the way to analyse the mate-
rial technologies of everyday life. The 
chapter of Chris Tilley considers the 
practice of gardening and its meaning 
in contemporary England, discussing 
eleven reasons why people garden and 
what that means in their lives. In this 
case, the analysis of gardens as material 
culture represents an example of a per-
spective mainly rooted in the anthro-
pological tradition and in the current 
trend of the more contemporary mate-

rial culture studies. The second exam-
ple is the chapter by Bryce Merrill, 
which considers the practice of home 
music recordings from a perspective 
directly based on the SCOT approach. 
Probably, the different standpoints of 
these two chapters highlight the fact 
that while the book represents a good 
step toward an integration of different 
perspectives on artefacts and technolo-
gies, there is still much work to do in 
order to fully integrate these stand-
points. This last consideration proba-
bly helps highlight the major limit of 
the book, which can be regarded more 
as a first attempt to combine the work 
of different scholars, rather then the 
result of an actual and broader process 
of integration. 

 Anyway, even if not always com-
pact and coherent in developing its 
analysis, this collection has the unques-
tioned merit of bringing novelty and 
excitement to the current development 
of the studies on artefacts and technol-
ogies. For STS scholars unused to be 
involved in social anthropology of 
things and consumption, the book will 
open a door to an entire world that is 
not adequately known in the STS con-
text, and will do that from a useful and 
understandable perspective. Moreover, 
methodological and ethnographical 
chapters definitely offer valuable in-
sights into the ethnographic research in 
everyday life things and objects. 
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