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Abstract:

Through a critical rereading of the theory of matter in architecture, this discourse emphasizes that the concept of neutral matter in the dominant
discourse is not an inherent quality of materials, but rather the rigid outcome of epistemological and institutional regimes; systems that reduce
the material body to an abstract and interchangeable unit, and systematically exclude the history of extraction, labor relations, the fluidity of
circulation, and the temporalities of decay and afterlives from the realm of architectural explanation. In response to the necessity of moving
beyond the schism between historical materialism and new materialism, the article presents the Dialectical Model of Mediated Material
Agency (DMAM) as an explanatory engine. This model redefines agency as the causal efficacy of materials, and mediation as the institutional
processes that activate, constrain, or direct that efficacy throughout all stages of the life cycle. In the operational phase, through the Mediated
Agency Protocol (HMAP), this theoretical apparatus is transformed into a replicable research methodology that encompasses stages such as
stabilizing system boundaries, identifying material capacities, mapping mediating constructs, and coding evidence along the sixfold
mechanisms of M1 to M6. The final output of this method is the formulation of comparable mechanistic profiles that expose material
neutrality as a systematic pattern of exclusion and elevate agency from the level of metaphor to traceable causal consequences. Thus,
architecture transcends the mere realm of object production and attains the status of managing historical-material chains of consequence.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

This article interrogates the status of matter in architectural theory and practice by challenging the widespread assumption
that building materials are ontologically “neutral,” endlessly substitutable, and largely devoid of historical thickness. Dominant
architectural discourses, whether framed in technological, phenomenological, or formalist terms, tend to treat materiality as a
passive substrate that simply receives form, performance specifications, or sensory qualities. In this view, materials appear on
the project site as if they had no past and no future, severed from the histories of extraction, labor struggle, logistical circulation,
and temporalities of decay and afterlife that condition their presence (4, 28, 54). The paper argues that this neutrality is not a
property of materials themselves but an effect of historically sedimented epistemic and institutional regimes that systematically
erase certain dimensions of material life while amplifying others. To dismantle this effect, the article brings into dialogue
historical materialism—with its focus on relations of production, labor, and commaodity fetishism—and neo-materialist
frameworks that emphasize the causal efficacy and distributed agency of non-human entities. It proposes that only by staging
this encounter can architectural theory account for matter not as a mute given but as an active participant in the unfolding of

social, environmental, and political consequences across the entire life cycle of buildings.
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Methods and materials

Rather than working with physical samples or laboratory experiments in the conventional sense, the article treats theories,
institutional practices, and regulatory devices as its primary “materials.” The research develops a dialectical model of mediated
material agency (DMAM) that operates as an explanatory engine for tracing how the causal capacities of materials are activated,
channelled, or suppressed through specific mediating structures. Within this model, agency is defined as the causal efficacy of
materials—their capacity to make a difference in sequences of events—while mediation refers to the institutional, technical,
and discursive processes that enable, constrain, or reorient this causality across all phases of the material life cycle, from
extraction and processing through procurement, specification, assembly, maintenance, decay, and post-use transformations. To
operationalize DMAM as a reproducible research method, the paper introduces the protocol of mediated agency profiling
(HMAP). HMAP unfolds in four main procedures: (1) system boundary fixation, which delineates the temporal and spatial
limits of the architectural situation under investigation; (2) identification of material capacities, which catalogs the physical,
chemical, economic, and symbolic potentials attributed to specific materials; (3) mapping of mediating structures, including
design conventions, procurement systems, labor organizations, codes, standards, and representational practices; and (4) coding
empirical evidence along six ideal-typical mechanisms (M1-M®6) that articulate how these mediating structures organize the
visibility, invisibility, and directionality of material agency. Although the article is primarily theoretical, it employs an
analytical-genealogical method to reconstruct the historical emergence of the “neutral material” trope, drawing on canonical
architectural treatises, industrial procurement regimes, and contemporary design discourse as case archives for applying the
DMAM/HMAP framework.

Findings

The genealogical analysis identifies a series of recurring mechanisms through which the fiction of material neutrality is
produced and stabilized. The first mechanism (M1) is the consolidation of a structural split between the sphere of design and
the sphere of production. Beginning from early modern paradigms, exemplified by the Alberti-inspired figure of the architect
as a disembodied, contemplative intellect divorced from manual labor, the discipline institutionalized a sharp distinction
between the thinking subject (architect) and the executing body (builder or worker). This epistemic division granted
disproportionate cognitive authority to design while relegating the knowledge embedded in bodily engagement with matter to
asubordinate, largely invisible status. In architectural narratives, this mechanism converts matter from a carrier of social history
into a compliant object awaiting form. The second set of mechanisms revolves around the industrialization of procurement and
the rise of technical specifications as dominant mediators between material production and architectural decision-making. As
supply chains become increasingly complex and global, materials are encoded as administrative units—numbers, standards,
performance ratings, catalog entries—rather than as historically embedded entities. This transformation aligns architectural
material practice with the capitalist logic of commodity circulation: materials appear as standardized items with exchange
values but without discernible biographies. Combined with the broader logic of commaodity fetishism, these mechanisms foster
a condition in which relations of labor, extraction, environmental damage, and geopolitical conflict are concealed behind the
smooth surfaces, textures, and optical qualities that architectural discourse celebrates. Within such a regime, architecture can
simultaneously indulge in phenomenological praise of material “authenticity” and perpetuate the illusion of its political and
historical neutrality.

Conclusion

By applying the DMAM model in conjunction with the HMAP protocol, the article demonstrates that the supposed neutrality

of materials is a patterned mode of omission rather than an intrinsic feature of the material world. The analysis shows that
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historical and institutional mechanisms—such as the design/production split, industrial procurement infrastructures,
specification regimes, and commodity fetishism—systematically excise histories of extraction, labor, circulation, and afterlife
from architectural consideration. Reframing material agency as causally effective and institutionally mediated enables the
development of “mechanism profiles” that make these omissions analytically visible and comparatively assessable across
different architectural contexts. In doing so, the study advances an alternative conception of architecture: not merely as the art
of composing objects in space but as the management of historical-material chains of consequences. This reconceptualization
carries methodological and ethical implications. Methodologically, DMAM and HMAP provide a transferable framework for
empirical research on material agency in architecture, capable of accommodating diverse case studies and generating
commensurable results. Ethically and politically, the framework insists that decisions about materials are always decisions
about the organization of labor, the distribution of environmental burdens, and the shaping of long-term socio-material futures.
Recognizing matter as an active historical agent compels architectural practice to reposition itself: from orchestrating neutral
substances into aesthetically compelling forms to curating and reconfiguring the complex, conflict-laden trajectories through

which materials enter, inhabit, and depart the built environment.
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