
ARCHEION 
2021, T. CXXII, s. 154–168 
ISSN 0066-6041 
e-ISSN 2658-1264

 
 

LICENCJA CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 
DOI:10.4467/26581264ARC.21.010.14490

STUDIAIMATERIAŁY

The sociomaterial in archivist practices from post-qualitative 
research perspective1 

PatríciaMariadaSilva2

UniversidadeFederaldaParaíba/FederalUniversityofParaíba(Brazil) 
silva.131313@gmail.com, ORCID 0000-0002-9415-0629

ABSTRACT
Lifeinsocietyshowsthatwearemadeupofseveralelementsthatshape
usandassociateuswiththeworld.Thus,itisnecessarytostudytheoretical
perspectivesthatareabletohighlighttheroleplayedbyadiverserange
ofactors,configuringthemselvesasanassemblyofthings.However,itis
quitecommontoconsiderthatinarchivalpractices,humansaregenerally
perceived in a hegemonic way, whose objects/things, documents, are
alwayspassivetotheactionofthesehumans. Ibringperformativityand
post-qualitativeresearchtothetheoreticaldebate,becauseIunderstand
thatobjects/thingsmustalsobeincludedintheanalysisofaphenomenon,
as they make up the process by which a given phenomenon unfolds.
Methodologically I presentedpost-qualitative research, basedonanon-
anthropocentric view, unmasking the ways in which we are rooted in
humanistideologies,post-qualitativeresearchoffersawayofbeinginthe
worldthatfitsandcanengagethetanglethattheworldis.Ibelievethat
non-humanscanbecarriersofpracticesandhaveperformances,justlike
humans.Weneedtoshowhowthethingsthatpeopledo,makepeopledo
things.Idonotintendtoplaceobjects/thingsabovehumans,orviceversa,
butbetweenthemandviceversa.Theseobjects/thingscanbeusedbyus
humans,buttheycanalsousehumansandinfluence,changeanarchival
socialpractice,whichthenisnolongerparticularlyhuman.
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Społeczno-materialny aspekt praktyki archiwalnej z perspektywy badań 
postjakościowych
STRESZCZENIE
Życiewspołeczeństwiepokazuje,żeskładamysięzwieluelementów,któ-
renas kształtują iwiążą ze światem.Konieczne jest zatembadanieper-
spektywteoretycznych,któresąwstanieuwypuklićrolę, jakąodgrywają
różnorodnepodmioty,konfigurującesięjakozbiórrzeczy.Dośćpowszech-
nieuważasię,żewpraktycearchiwalnej ludziesązazwyczajpostrzegani
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wsposóbhegemoniczny,aprzedmioty/rzeczy,dokumentysązawszebier-
newobecdziałańludzi.Autorkawnosidodebatyteoretycznejperforma-
tywność i badania postjakościowe, stawiając tezę, że przedmioty/rzeczy
muszą również zostaćwłączone do analizy zjawisk, gdyż są elementami
składowymi procesu, w ramach którego dane zjawisko się rozwija. Od
stronymetodologicznejprzedstawionobadaniapostjakościowe,opartena
nieantropocentrycznympunkciewidzenia,obrazującesposoby,wjakichje-
steśmyzakorzenieniw ideologiihumanistycznej;badaniapostjakościowe
oferują sposóbbyciawświecie,którywpisuje sięwskomplikowanysys-
tem,jakimjestświat,iumożliwiaangażowaniesięwjegodziałanie.Autorka
stwierdza,żenie-ludziemogąbyćnosicielamipraktykiodgrywaćrole,tak
samojakludzie.Pokazuje,wjakisposóbpowstajeinterakcjamiędzyludź-
miaprzemiotami,którewykonują.Niestawiaprzedmiotów/rzeczyponad
ludźmi,aniodwrotnie,alewrelacjipomiędzynimi.Przedmioty/rzeczymogą
byćużywaneprzezludzi,alemogąteż„używać”ludziiwpływaćnaarchi-
walnąpraktykęspołeczną,którawówwczasniejestwyłączniewytworem
ludzi.

Introduction

Life in society demonstrates that we are made up of several elements that 
shape us and associate us with the world (Le Breton, 2003; Haraway, 2009; Couto, 
2012). In other words, the human is both a singularity and a sum of bonds.

The concept of the social has many different meanings, however the Latin 
word socius, which means to associate, has a  sense of including anything and 
everything that can be associated. Thus, the social (connections, interactions) 
can include plants, animals, artifacts, humans, objects/things, etc.

The social is what manifests itself from the associations, and how these 
associations stabilize, producing the social (Latour, 2012). The social and the 
material are deeply connected and there is no social that is not material, and no 
material that is not also social (Buhl; Andersen; Kerosuo, 2019).

In this context, the argument developed in this theoretical article is that 
life, both in the archival area and in other spheres, is never just material and 
social. Far from being passive or inert, materiality is a living force that actively 
participates in events (Bennett, 2010a) and has a performativity. Thus, archivist 
professionals are surrounded by objects/things: shelves, mobile files, equipment, 
administrative hours, political documents, etc., it is impossible to imagine 
Archivology happening without them (Waltz, 2006).

Political documents can be defined as material/immaterial objects, which 
has an effect on the social environment. It means arrangements of power and 
authority, for example, the table of temporality and destination of documents.



̵ PATRíCIAMARIADASILvA156

That said, it is important to focus the article’s attention on the social and 
materiality, and especially on performativity, if we want to understand these 
interactions. The agendas used in Archivology lack a  methodology that would 
start not only with human beings, their goals and interests, but also with 
interdisciplinary fields.

In this way, performativity and post-qualitative research are brought into the 
theoretical debate, because it is understood that objects/things also need to be 
included in the analysis of a phenomenon, as they make up the process by which 
a given phenomenon unfolds.

Therefore, it is important to present new concepts and questions, to discuss 
archival issues, challenging hierarchies of Cartesian thought and its central 
binarisms (particularly society / nature, human /non-human3), based on several 
factors, such as more access to information and consumer goods - effects of 
globalization and its economies. In addition, environmental catastrophes, wars, 
gender violence, racism, lack of privacy, the era of the algorithm4 and, more 
recently, the Covid-19 pandemic.

Sociomaterial perspective

How is contemporary archivology leading to materiality? This is an essential 
question to be discussed by researchers, and the answer is in working on a flat 
ontology, treating materiality as part of society and thus demonstrating the 
importance of non-humans in human dynamics and interactions.

Such a divergent approach, of looking at what we call flat ontology, is known 
as a ‘sociological turn’, which tends to decree a symmetry between social actors 
(human and non-human), distancing itself from the classic dualist and polarized 
understandings of the world , of good and evil, of true and false, of good and bad, 
of human and non-human, and thus, establishing non-dichotomized dialogues.

3 Although it seems explicit, the term non-human constitutes everything that is not human: 
material and immaterial objects, plants, animals, texts, architecture, laboratories, machines, 
artifacts, organisms, things of nature, etc.

4 In connected societies, decisions about life are influenced by machines and codes; these 
artificial brains are able to to draw an automated picture of their subscribers’ tastes and build 
a suggestion machine. For example, users of streaming music, receive a personalized list that 
allows them to discover new songs and artists. Same goes for the recommendation systems of 
Amazon, Google, eBay and Facebook, among others.
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Ontology is a  part of philosophy that studies being at its beginnings. The 
concept of ontology used here sees reality as dynamic and performative, emerging 
through sociomaterial practices (Postma, 2012). In this sense, there is a wealth of 
possibilities to explore how Archivology is articulated in a network of practices, 
appreciating the multiple ontologies, where no human and/or non-human actor 
exists without being articulated to the practices that produce and make it exist.

The flat ontology works from the perspective that people and objects occupy 
the same level of hierarchy (figure 1).

Figure 1 – Layout of the Flat Ontology

Source: Prepared by the Author, 2020.

According to Hatton (2019), in the flat ontology the real world is understood 
as constituted by the interactions between various assemblies of heterogeneous 
elements (things, people, technologies, texts, etc.), and such interactions generate 
significant transformations, because each time an entity comes into existence, all 
its effects become significant.

“Thinking about subjects without objects, or objects without subjects, can 
only be a‘ magic ’or artifice in purifying hybrids5 and thinking about the social 
in a simplistic way” (Lemos, 2012, p. 37). Strengthening this perception, Latour 

5 Hybrid refers to something that results from the mixture of two or more different elements.
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(1994a) says that we are all quasi-subjects and quasi-objects, and the more we are 
one, the more we are the other.

Let’s look at an example of a football match. The ball in play does not mean the 
same thing as the set ball. Note that the ball in play makes it possible to gather 
and aggregate a community, the ball in this sense is a quasi-object that produces 
reality. It is the power of things (ball) to invoke the activity of quasi-subjects 
(Bennett, 2010b).

The ball stopped before or after the match does not exist, as it has no function 
or meaning, it has no action. Objects, materials, bodies, nature, technologies, 
configurations, etc., allow some actions and prevent others.

Archivistic social practices

Work on social practices can be conducted from multiple ontological and 
epistemological perspectives, generating a  variety of paths for research. One 
of these different approaches was chosen, treading towards the ‘practice turn’6, 
specifically by the Theory of Social Practice (TPS), originating from Philosophy, 
and influenced by Theodore Schanktzi7, post-structuralist (Moura; Diniz, 2016).

Studies based on theories of practice form a large umbrella that encompasses 
a  conglomerate of theories. However, the choice of working with TPS, not in 
its entirety, but as an inspiration to discuss archival practices, is at the heart of 
the understanding that the backbone of practices starts from the assumption 
of a  relational dynamics that links subjects and objects/things (Knnor-Cetina, 
2001), that is, the field of practices is composed of material interlacing.

The relational dynamics emphasizes the impact of all relationships and 
how humans and objects/things are transformed, when they are entangled 
from the arrangements and their effects (Sørensen, 2009). With regard to the 
arrangements, they are arrangements and organizations of ‘things’ in the world, 
or rather, of the parts that make up the whole. They are layout of humans and 
non-humans that relate and occupy places in relation to each other.

6 Movement generated by studies of practices, and seeks, in essence, to overcome traditional 
dichotomies or polarizations ”(Alvarenga, 2017, p. 96).

7 Professor of Philosophy at the University of Kentucky (Texas, USA), and co-director of the 
Social Theory Committee of the same institution.
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TPS seeks to articulate that the field of practices is the place to investigate 
phenomena, and when we speak of practices, in general, we think of matrices of 
activities to be developed in a given context (Schanktzi, 2001a; 2001b). However, 
it does not come to mind that such activities are mediated and propagated 
by artifacts, objects/things, hybrids, relevant to practices more than mere 
intermediaries, that is, objects/things not only mediate, but propagate practices.

Practices are arrangements of people and artifacts, things/objects, organisms, 
etc., by which they coexist; these entities8 are related and have identities (who 
they are) and meanings (what they do) (Schanktzi, 2001a; 2001b). They are 
conceived, however, as actions internal to individuals (Barnes, 2001), and thus 
make other entities invisible in the field of practices. However, understanding 
that they are shared by objects/things are central issues for the understanding of 
social phenomena.

Barnes (2001) uses the example of acupuncture: alternative medicine, in 
which fine needles are inserted into the patient’s body. It is not the penetration 
of needles without thinking, it involves a joint action between human subjects 
and objects/things; the acupuncturist interacts with the patient, but also with 
the needles and vice versa, so that it involves a combination of agents (human 
and non-human) to reach a specific end.

Bringing another example, one from the archival field this time, we can think 
of the techniques of identification, description, preservation, etc., as methods 
and processes in the archival, a  connection between the professional of the 
archive (human) and the archival document (objects/things).

According to Rossato and Flores (2015), an archival document is one produced, 
in any medium, by an individual or legal entity in the performance of its activities. 
It has four characteristics considered basic, namely:
1. Naturalness – refers to the production of the archival document within a na-

tural process of activity in which it was created;
2. Authenticity – it is authentic when created and maintained according to pro-

cedures that can be proven from pre-established routines;

8 According to Fenwick and Edwards (2010), the term ‘entity’ was adopted by Latour to represent 
human and non-human elements. The use of this expression eliminates the idea of ascribing 
higher value to one of the elements (human or non-human). It is a way of referring to various 
things, that can be human and non-human, including different types of material objects and 
immaterial objects (conceptual, moral, virtual) and actions, which are not pre-determined, 
essentialized and defined.
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3. Organicity – refers to the relationship that the archival documents have 
among themselves in the course of the actions for which they were created;

4. Uniqueness – It refers to assuming a unique place in the documentary orde-
ring of the collection to which it belongs.
It is also important to point out the social function of archival documents. 

According to Moura and Vaisman (2017), for society to recognize the social function 
of archival documents, it is important that we go beyond the idea of   exclusively 
legal function of such documents, but also to recognize their social responsibility, 
in what corresponds to the transmission of individual and collective memories and 
production of knowledge (Campo, 2017; Rodrigues, 2008).

Note that these associations are hybrid, and are interpreted as arrangements 
of humans and non-humans, through which they coexist in a network. However, 
it is quite common to consider that in archival practices, humans are generally 
perceived in a  hegemonic way, whose objects/things, archival documents, are 
always passive to the action of these humans. Thus, it is necessary to study 
theoretical perspectives that are able to highlight the role played by a  diverse 
range of actors, configuring themselves as an assembly of things (Lupton, 2015).

This is not to say that there are no differences between humans and non-
humans; the approach taken here is analytical. It is alleged that these differences, 
this separation, is not essential for understanding social phenomena, including 
in Archivology. “As long as humanism is done in contrast to [non-humans], we 
will understand neither one nor the other” (Latour, 1994, p. 134). It does not 
seem to be an option, as the social and physical / material worlds are totally 
interconnected. Everything is hybrid.

Thus, it is understood that it is impossible to consider archival practices simply 
and only as the execution of a task for humans. And that these humans are the 
only ones that have performativity.

Archivistic performance

When it comes to performance, the first thing that comes to mind is human 
performance/ interpretation, as we are used to thinking from a humanistic point 
of view, regardless of all non-human behaviors measured or captured in terms of 
performance or performative acts.
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Although the word performance has several meanings, in this article, we use 
the meaning attributed to it by Annemarie Mol (2002; 2008). Performativity has 
to do with the concept of action; objects / things have action, because associated 
with humans, they dynamize flows and intensities, which lead to the social 
fabric, producing differences, deviations and transformations. In other words, 
the performative expression understands that the world is full of actions and 
that these actions no longer comprise human actors alone.

The action can also be exhibited by beings who are not capable of intentional 
action, that is, by objects/things, and therefore, the action can be explained 
without reference to mental states (Schlosser, 2015), and these objects/things 
also perform.

Let us look at another example of the action of archival documents (objects/
things) in archival practices. The table of temporality and destination of documents, 
an instrument that is used to define the life cycle of archival documents. Note 
that it is the documents themselves that perform their stages, whether they 
are permanent, temporary custody or their elimination. The archivist and the 
archival documents, act together collectively through their attributes.

Who performs, the archivist or the archival documents? I would say both at the 
same time. The professional cannot act alone without the table of temporality and 
destination of documents, and consequently, without the archival document; the 
archival document cannot move on its own either. In the process, the temporality 
table/document destination and the archivist are merged, the two become one, 
linked by a power that operates over all entities. Together, they become “[...] tool-
body, machine-body” (Foucault, 1987, without pagination).

The distinction between things and people is much less important than the 
performance they provide and the fusion of their social effects (Waltz, 2006). 
As  actors, people are not categorically different from things. Both are social 
actors who perform the world together with a variety of other actors: human and 
non-human.

Performance is the mechanism through which everyone relates to each 
other, regardless of any differences or the real complexity of their structures; 
the examples cited earlier are a  good point of observation. Performativity is 
understood not as an ‘act’, but as a practice named and produced by discourse 
(Butler, 2001), it is a sine qua non of all forms of relationality (Florêncio, 2014).

Therefore, we understand that relationality, according to Law (1992, p. 389, 
our translation), treats “agents, organizations, and devices as interactive effects”, 
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emphasizing the impact all relationships (human and non-human) have on each 
other. 

To make the statements more concrete and at the same time present 
a  methodological alternative to the field of Archivology, a  way of being in the 
world is presented, which fits in and can involve the entanglement of objects 
/ things and humans that the world is. Thus, methodologically deconstructing 
the human being as a locus of archival social practices, I present post-qualitative 
research (St. Pierre, 2018a; 2018b; Le Grange, 2018; Ulmer, 2017; Gerrard; 
Rudolph & Sriprakash, 2017).

Post-qualitative research

Post-qualitative research has emerged in recent years as a  methodological 
movement situated within the broad ‘sociomaterialist turn’ (Gerrard; Rudolph; 
Sriprakash, 2017). For this movement (materialist turn), there is no world out 
there separate from humans, but a dynamic interrelationship between different 
materialities (Pennycook, 2018; Barad, 2003).

Thus, post-qualitative research is dynamic, fluid, indefinite, unfolding. 
It  marks a  break with the qualitative humanistic methodology, attracting, for 
this form of research, the agency realism (Barad, 2007), the power of things 
(Bennett, 2010a) and the networks of multiplicities (Deleuze; Guattari, 1996), 
incorporating the post-structuralism and in this way, deconstructing one of the 
most powerful forms of humanism – the human being.

Involvement with post-qualitative research implies profoundly different 
ways of thinking about research design. Post-qualitative research adopts more 
open, flexible and descriptive measures. The important thing is to arrive at an 
integrated understanding of the relational composition of a  specific practice 
under investigation, and the effects that these compositions generate. Thus, 
all the forces that acted on and through research, for example human and non-
human, came together to produce a set of post-qualitative research, becoming an 
entanglement, an assembly of things (Mazzei, 2013).

Therefore, the entry point in the post-qualitative analysis is to consider it 
as an assembly of things, since the multiplicity in the process to be researched 
(humans, objects/things, scenarios and physical spaces, scientific literature 
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and previous studies, theoretical assumptions , data produced by methods and 
techniques, etc.) seeks the effect that unites this assembly (Fox; Alldred, 2017).

Taylor (2017) identifies some key characteristics of post-qualitative research, 
they are:
1. Decentralization of humans in order to recognize the action of non-humans 

as well.
 This characteristic defends that we need to go beyond the idea of   uniqueness 

of the subjects (humans) and embrace a  material world also due to the 
interference of other agents (non-humans) (Pickering, 2001).

2. The shift from cognitive awareness to relational materialism.
 In general, we understand that it is the distinction between the behavior 

produced by mental states, that is, by an intentional (human) action, and 
the behavior that can be explained in material (non-human) causal terms. 
It is the distinction, for example, between a person telling another person 
that it is time to go, and an alarm clock set to alert the person that it is time 
to go.

3. Epistemological reformulation that rejects the binarism of the Cartesian 
subject and, consequently, the overcoming of the subject / object dichotomy.

 The binary that Humanism has instituted, and that has been used to mark 
the human as a category of being separate, exceptional, distinct, privileged 
and superior to the rest of life in the universe, is illegitimate and fallacious. 
The belief that binary limits between subjects and objects / things are limited 
and harmful to the understanding of the social, and that these limits can no 
longer be used comfortably.
Post-qualitative research does not have a  conceptual consensus, as it is 

structured around several theoretical assumptions (rhizomatic networks, agency 
realism and the power of things). It is interesting to start post-qualitative 
research from a post-structuralist analysis (St. Pierre, 2018a; 2018b) described 
by key characteristics.

For Lather and St. Pierre (2013) the categories we invented to organize 
and structure the qualitative humanistic methodology, for example: research 
problems and issues, methods of production and data analysis (interviews, 
questionnaires, focus groups, etc.), presuppose the depth in which the human 
being is superior and separated from the material.

For post-qualitative research, phenomena are described and explored as 
arrangements, as sociomaterial configurations of the world, and any point has 
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the power to be connected to any other, acting as living matter in the assembly of 
humans and/or non-humans.

Thus, by decentralizing humans as the only possible connoisseurs and 
knowledge producers, a  wealth of research possibilities arise (Ulmer, 2017) 
offering another reformulation in alignment with a  new set of philosophies 
about the social (Greene, 2013).

Final considerations

We, humans, use tools and technologies, that is objects/things, to increase our 
capabilities and our senses, and these non-humans produce profound changes in 
knowledge, behavior, and culture.

Therefore, it is important to awaken non-humans, who are intertwined; 
intertwined, because objects/things are not a backdrop in social contexts (home, 
work, leisure, etc.), but rather respectable actors, even in archival environments.

Understanding that the production of scientific facts does not come only from 
humans, but from associations and, consequently, from the mixes of the entities, 
means that methodologically, we present the post-qualitative research.

Based on a non-anthropocentric view, unmasking the ways in which we are 
rooted in humanist ideologies, post-qualitative research offers a way of being in 
the world that fits in and can engage the tangle that the world is.

Post-qualitative research analyzes how material forces affect the conduct of 
daily life, discusses how and when non-humans act and explore the methodological 
value of materiality studies in order to highlight the poorly studied forms of 
social life.

Thus, objects/things are not merely instruments to ‘record or reproduce human 
voice’ they also ‘speak and act’, however, moderns (LATOUR, 1994), unlearned 
the language, the language of objects/things, because they isolated such entities 
within the logic of practical reason, such as utilitarian or ornamental resources. 
The language of objects/things comes from their own particularities, which suit 
the cultural purposes for which they are inscribed (Gonçalves; Bitar; Guimarães, 
2013; Braun; Whatmore, 2010).

According to Pickering (2013), we humans are performative agents, we do 
things in the world, however, things/objects (stones, archival documents, stars, 
tools, etc.) also do it, that is, they also perform.
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I believe that non-humans can be carriers of practices and have performances, 
just like humans. We need to show that we do things, but these things also 
make us do. These objects/things can be used by us humans, but they can also 
use humans and influence, change the archival social practice, which then is no 
longer particularly human.
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