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 Aims to develop a ‘new platform for debating archaeology and heritage in the 21st 

century’, contributing with a more ‘down-to-earth approach’ to the theoretical 

turn to things in humanities, cultural studies, social sciences, and archaeology. 

 

 ‘Turn to things’: Since the 1990-2000s there has been a shift from focusing on 

texts to things in cultural studies, humanities, social sciences and archaeology. 

 

 Actor-Network Theory (ANT): originates from science and technology studies, 

former CAS fellow John Law and Bruno Latour are some of the founders, paving 

the way for the material turn away from the textual-oriented approaches to 

society and ontology (a philosophical term for what exists in the world). 

 

Olsen acknowledges the importance of this theory, but argues that the emphasis on 

things as “actors” have prevented a more comprehensive understanding of 

things’ being (what they “are”), including their dark and negative sides. Olsen asks: 

what happen to things when their intended functional period ends? 

 

 The project’s three main themes: 

The materiality of memory: the group wants to explore how things, including ruins 

and decaying materials, allow for alternative memories and memory practices, and 

how these complicate and question current conceptions of historical succession 

and the ‘past-present divide’. 

 

The affective aspects of material encounters:  Olsen argues that the preferred 

academic conception is that things are interpreted: made sense of rather than 

sensed. This implies that ‘significance is humanly inscribed rather than a result from 

encounters with things themselves’. Olsen’s group, however, wants to ‘explore the 

immediate and affective impacts of things and nature; how their very presence 

affects us and thus also the way we comprehend and sense the world’. 

 

The ethics of things: Things have often been seen as things for us, their value is 

primarily use-value, Olsen says. This also includes heritage, where monuments and 

sites are considered important due to their significance for us and our identity. 

Olsen’s group wants to explore ethical aspects of things’ being that goes beyond 

human usefulness. The aim is not to subject things to a human discourse on ‘rights’, 

but rather to explore a new understanding grounded in curiosity and openness to 

things’ being, how they affect us upon encounters, and which, importantly, takes 

seriously how they persist, gather and outlive us. 

 

Project abstract: https://cas.oslo.no/research-groups/after-discourse-things-archaeology-and-

heritage-in-the-21st-century-article1802-827.html 

Source: 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/19460171.2014.957056?scroll=top&needAcces

s=true 

 

 

https://cas.oslo.no/research-groups/after-discourse-things-archaeology-and-heritage-in-the-21st-century-article1802-827.html
https://cas.oslo.no/research-groups/after-discourse-things-archaeology-and-heritage-in-the-21st-century-article1802-827.html
https://cas.oslo.no/research-groups/after-discourse-things-archaeology-and-heritage-in-the-21st-century-article1802-827.html
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/19460171.2014.957056?scroll=top&needAccess=true
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/19460171.2014.957056?scroll=top&needAccess=true

