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The sociomateriality of the urban fabric





What I perceived



What does the 
perceived tell me? 

And how can I 
make sense of it? 
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Understanding Archives 



2. Understanding Archives 



2. Understanding Archives 



“The archive is first the law of what can be said, the system 
that governs the appearance of statements as unique 
events” (1972 [1969]: 146).

The archaeology of knowledge (Foucault 1969)

Is not a physical repository of documents but:

It is a “practice that causes a multiplicity of statements to emerge as so many 
regular events, as so many things to be dealt with and manipulated” (:146).

This underlying system of rules, practices and conditions governs the 
production, transformation and organization of knowledge within a 
particular era

2. Understanding Archives 



Sociomaterial urban fabric as an archive = understanding the city as a result of 
underlying systems of rules, practices and conditions that are and were at stake 

throughout different eras. 

2. Understanding Archives 





Becoming an archeologist of knowledge?
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Circular researching as a method



go back and forth in time 
and space to understand 

how the (the knowledge 
on the) object of inquiry 

is produced, transformed 
and organized 

Circulation = referring back to something 

Circular following is a research method or approach where an object of study (such as a theme, idea, or phenomenon) is traced in a 
non-linear, recurring manner. Circular following involves repeatedly returning to the same subject or point of inquiry, each time 

deepening the understanding by considering new contexts, interpretations, or connections.

3. Circular researching as a method



• Methods and approaches from different disciplines 
• Past and present and future (multitemporality of a research object) 
• Topics, discourses from “elsewhere” (multispatiality of a research object)

Aims to connect: 

FOLLOW THE THING

Assumptions:
• even practices at “distinct” fields are connected (to your research object)
• these mediate how things are known and unknown, how they are governed and transformed  
• things can only be understood as spatial, and temporal multiply produced 

BE AN ARCHAEOLOGIST, FUTUROLOGIST AND 
ETHNOGRAPHER ALL IN ONE!

3. Circular researching as a method
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Guidance to use it



1.  Define your research interest based on the urban fabric (what 
do you want to find out?)

2. Identify master narratives (discourses, statements) and their 
issues/”problem”, including solution ideas and TechFixes

3. Follow your intuitions: Look out for resonances, trust the 
“ethnographic hunch” (Pink 2022)

4. Do ethnographic research on that topic (i.e. interviews, 
participant observation, etc.)

5. Detect the controversies, cleavages and differing nations that 
become apparent (1st level of insight)

6. Map the effects of proximities that are at stake to understand 
the composition of the research object including its power 
dynamics (2nd level of insight)

How to proceed in a few steps: 

4. Guidance for pursuing a circular research
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Proximities of the vivid recycling infrastructure







Proximity I 

of the 

“material”

5. Proximities of the recycling infrastructure

Questions: how did plastic and 

aluminum enter the country, 

how was it perceived and what 

future vision were inscribed in 

these materials?









Proximity II

5. Proximities of the recycling infrastructure

of the 

“problematizations”

Question: Where does the 

legitimacy for waste disposal 

programs derive from?



• rampant marketization in the 80s
• well-known ideas of modernity that are linked to plastic and aluminum
• driven on long-entranched ways of doing politics with “others”  
• Legitimized on insider knowledge 

Problems are always produced
Based on these problems, such as a of a “waste crisis”, strategies can develop









Proximity III

5. Proximities of the recycling infrastructure

of the “classifications”

Question: what knowledge is 

part of these 

problematizations?

How are these strategies 

confirmed?



The ‘solution’ to the problem 

is understood as the careful 

separation of a definable area 

into its individual part

• Plastic is classified, for 
example, according to its 
individual material parts

• Waste strategies are 
categorized into social, 
economic and 
environmental aspects



Waste fantasies are materialized imaginations for navigating optimal synthetic waste 

management, based on long entrenched ways of doing politics.



The city’s numerous 

wastelands – as unruly urban 

sites-, however, are completely 

indifferent to solid waste 

management programs and 

capitalistic value productions. 

In-place hybridity of urban 

naturecultures provokes 

different visions of the city 

24
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• The effect of the different proximities have unveiled

• the dominances that are at stake in the sociomaterial urban fabric 

• the way predominant waste disposal strategies flourish (but are often 

unsuccessful)

• When we do see waste on streets, it is because different strategies cannot 

be implemented on the whole city, as the system has grown over time and 

has its own recycling practices.

• The waste “problem” cannot be solved on this contemporary site, where 

circular economy approaches try to adjust things as they are produced and 

managed by a system of rules from elsewhere that envisions future, 

cleanliness and nature otherwise 

6. Wrap up





Understanding the sociomaterial urban fabric as an entrance point to grasp 

first unseen connection, help to do a temporal and spatially holistic research.

 

Be more than archeologist be circularists! 

Make use of different methods, approaches and epistemic patterns in order 

to understand the many different “archives” – system of rules and practices – 

that is among us.

6. Wrap up



Thank you!
www.kathrineitel.com

kathrin.eitel
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