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Museums have only lately begun to explore the potential explication of the relation between 
object and body. In this the relation between objects and disabled bodies takes on a 
particular relevance. Being placed in a museum, the exhibition of objects that were used or 
produced by disabled people implies that the explication is taken out of its original place 
since objects are displayed for the purpose of memory or for more general purposes, such as 
learning about people in other places or intercultural contact. The relation between object 
and body as it was performed by disabled people provides a particular insight of body 
techniques, the body in movement, and the work of the senses, and affordance and esthetics 
as it was relevant in particular places and times. The additional interest in the relation 
between body and object as performed by a disabled person shows a particular instance of 
body technique, and it reveals as well the cultural, societal, and cosmological contexts in 
which this relation has taken shape.  
 
In this paper, I will be working across disabilities and across cultural and geographic spheres. 
First I will deal with the tricycle as a particular object that relates to the body and 
transportation of goods in a very particular context, the cross-border trade by physically 
disabled people in the D.R. Congo in Central Africa. Secondly, I will deal with a radio which 
was adapted for use by a person affected by leprosy on the island of Hawaii. Thirdly, I will 
investigate a shoe which is archived in a Canadian material culture archive of clothing and 
footwear. In each of these objects, there is a particular mix of affordance, articulation and 
esthetics that can lead to an explication that deepen out our understanding of body-object in 
a previous and contemporary period and in a particular context. Although it is of importance 
to understand the past time and space of object-body relationships and their relevance for 
museums, this should also provide us some anticipatory knowledge. As an ending to this 
paper, I wish to start examining what the object-body may become in a time of 
anthropotechniques, as Sloterdijk (1999) has called the modifications to the body that result 
from genetic alteration. 
 
Relations between body and object in context 
 
Tricycles are objects that are widely used in African and Asian countries, allowing for 
movement of the physically disabled body and also transportation of goods on rough terrain, 
using hands and wheels for locomotion. The particular tricycle that I will deal with is the 
tricycle that is used in the commerce between Congo-Kinshasa en Brazzaville, where the 
object can best be understood as an actor that relates with the body, goods to be 
transported, and regulation of transitory space.   
 
For the purpose of an exhibition on the Congo River in the Royal Museum of Central African 
in Tervuren, Belgium, a tricycle was (re)produced, using old scrap pieces, and transported by 
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the Belgian Military, to be set up amongst other objects, texts, and symbols to explicate life 
along the Congo River and the 50th Anniversary of Independence of the D.R. Congo. 
 
 
The second object, a radio with modified knobs, was collected and is being displayed 
together with some other objects (e.g. eating utensils) in a small shop in Kalaupapa on the 
Island of Molokai (Hawaii) to commemorate how people with leprosy adapted to their bodies. 
In particular the modified knobs on the radio had the purpose to facilitate adjusting volume 
and tuning with finger tips with limited sensory capacity. The object is situated in a shop that 
together with other buildings and settings is being protected under the Kalaupapa National 
Park regulations and which soon may become a museum as only some 17 residents have 
remained since the doors of the exile were opened in 1969 and people were no obliged to 
remain. 
 
The commemoration of the lives of people with leprosy takes on larger dimensions as the 
burial grounds several thousand people are now being protected and a monument for the 
people with leprosy of Molokai is being erected. The relationship objects-bodies is 
superseded by the heroism of Fr. Damien and Sr. Marianne whose sainthood 
commemorates exceptional lives of service and suffering. Thus, the radio with its adapted 
knobs stands for many dimensions of life, going from the most mundane to the most 
exceptional. 
 
 
The third object, a pair of trendy open female shoes, were collected for their historic and 
esthetic value, and placed in the material culture archive of clothing and footwear at the 
University of Alberta in Edmonton. One of the shoes features a slight adaptation, namely a 
heightened sole. The description that goes with the shoe indicates that the adaptation was to 
resolve pain at the level of the hips.   
 
Shoes are gendered objects that articulate, enhance, and modify the body. In a museum 
collection they can be very effective to explicate the historical times as they are reflected in 
design and usability.  
 
 
The body in movement 
 
Each of the three objects reflects the body’s movement in particular context. In the first, it is a 
movement in very circumscribed and politically sensitive zone although the activity of trading 
is often denominated as ‘informal’. In the second, the body adjusting to the radio and moving 
its knobs, leads to an enhanced listening experience. In the third, ‘shoes’ facilitate movement 
on the ground and off the ground, but the esthetics, affordance, and articulation remain 
largely underscored. Through the adapted shoe (perhaps more than in the prosthetic device), 
it becomes clear how pain interferes in the way that esthetics, affordance and articulation 
compete within the object. 
 
The senses 
 
The examination of body-object relations involves the working together of the senses in the 
sensorium, as more senses working together in a haptic experience or more focused.  
The transportation of goods by disabled people across the Congo River involves heightening 
of all of the senses and the increase of haptic experience. But perhaps even more interesting 
is to see how the regulation of the traffic and especially its exemptions allow disabled people 
to join with each other, their tricycles and their loads of goods, as well as with their helpers, 
to form one body. 



3 
 

The radio used by people with leprosy refers to modern times, in which objects such as 
radio’s extend the experience beyond the local experience of the exile, literally with the touch 
of one’s finger tips.  
Last, the adapted shoe as well is from the person wearing it largely a tactile and other 
sensorial esthetic experience.  
 
 
Body techniques: walking, sitting, sleeping, eating 
 
The relationship between objects and bodies should not be seen independently of Mauss’ 
body techniques and their cultural articulations. 
 
The tricycle is so much an enhancement of the human body. In the African context, the body 
and its load to be transported take on extreme characteristics, according to Kapuszinski 
because the wheel is culturally foreign to Africa: loads are carried on the head. On the other 
hand, the heavy truck (the lorry or camion) is the master of the road. In between these 
extremes, the tricycle takes on a very hybrid character and moreover, it is in such transitional 
spaces as on the boat between Kinshasa and Brazzaville that it appears to be very 
functional.  
 
In the museum context, the tricycle is disembodied. Because it has lost its functional and 
haptic capabilities, it is therefore dying and only pays homage to its maker. Indeed, perhaps 
the name of the maker that was welded on the tricycle in the museum becomes mostly 
articulated in the museum. 
 
The radio stands for the ability to reach out of the exile and to (re)connect with the world 
outside of the exile. In the museum context, the radio may be the symbol of life being or 
becoming bearable in the context of the exile. ‘Hearing’ the outside world, moving the spirit to 
other places seems very much the modern alternative to religious life. Nevertheless there is 
little known of how much impact modern technology such as a radio may have had. 
 
Last, the trendy shoe with its adaptation, refers to articulation of human walking. 
 
 
Affordance, articulation and esthetics: from body techniques to anthropotechniques 
 
Since Mauss introduced the term body techniques as a field of study in anthropology, 
especially with an emphasis on how human forms of bodily behavior or different between 
different cultures, rather little has challenged how the universality of the human body goes 
together with varying body techniques. The study of objects, and their use by disabled 
people, refines this discussion. It put in perspective how the relationship between objects and 
bodies needs to be refined according to multiple criteria within one culture, one of them being 
disability. It also puts in perspective that global categories such as disability put on a different 
spin on body techniques as perhaps being typical for particular bodily limitations. 
 
The introduction of anthropotechniques, i.e. techniques that would impact the biological 
constitution and reproduction of human bodies, raises the question what and how the 
relationship with objects would be and how it would be different from what we now 
experience. The answer to this question perhaps would be ‘more rules’ but also ‘other and 
more unexplored possibilities’. 
 


