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Review: Jane Bennett’s Vibrant Matter, A Political Ecology of Things (2010)


Jane Bennett’s Vibrant Matter was published in 2010, by Duke University Press. The overarching voice of this text begs to retune the reader’s observational frequency to notice something they may never, in their sensible adulthood, have given real earnest thought: the capacity of “inanimate things” to act on us, and other objects, both, as part of the material world.
The theory this book centres on investigates the mysterious quality of objects traditionally seen as ‘inanimate’, which directs attention, creates movement and discussion, and overall integrates objects into relationship, with humans and non-humans alike. The presentation of non-sentient matter alongside humans is consistent and crucial throughout, as Bennett pursues a flat ontology. Bennett pushes firmly against the idea of a world of blank matter populated with us, vibrant beings. She spends much of her time seeking to push readers to really recognise our place in amongst the range of matter encountered through the book: the foodstuffs, the dead rats, the Odradeks.
Bennett situates her own work in a context of reference points and voices which have acted a stepping-stones to get Bennett to her specifics on this subject, fittingly a confession to herself having been affected by the materiality of these texts, the pages, the shapes of the words.
For instance, Bennett makes frequent use of Latour’s term actant (p.9), crediting this as an effective means to bracket the spectrum of materiality. Similarly, she spends a chapter on ‘assemblage[s]’, ‘following Deleuze and Guattari’ (Bennett, 2010, p.24), which is significant to the vibrancy of matter throughout many of her presented examples, e.g., the electrical grid, the assemblage of meals, as matter is seen to become uniquely vibrant in combination with other matter.
This bears semblance to another of Bennett’s stepping-stones utilised in this theory: Spinoza’s belief that ‘bodies enhance their power in or as a heterogeneous assemblage’ (Bennett, 2010, p.23). Yet, simultaneously, ‘an assemblage owes its agentic capacity to the vitality of the materialities that constitute it’ (Bennett, 2010, p.35).
Bennett’s background in environmentalism evidently greatly informed Vibrant Matter. The text is clear in that Bennett’s exploration of vibrancy has purpose and ethical concerns. She seeks to educate with clarity and ‘the courage of a clown’ (Bennett, 2010, p.16). This is a means to counter her fear that ‘without proficiency in this […] kind of perceiving, the world appears as if it consists only of active human subjects who confront passive objects’, calling this a ‘dangerous […]fiction’ (Bennett, 2010, xiv).
Bennett also situates this book within the body of her own works. She narrates how her previous ‘The Enchantment of Modern Life’ (2001) had suspected that ‘moments of sensuous enchantment with the everyday world […] might augment the motivational energy needed to move selves from the endorsement of ethical principles to the actual practice of ethical behaviours (Bennett, 2010, xi). Vibrant Matter, coming nine years later, expands on this. Through Vibrant Matter, Bennett seeks to push back against the human ‘hubris and our earth-destroying fantasies of conquest and consumption’ (Bennett, 2010, ix), which she theorises is facilitated by the presentation of matter, and so, the world around us, as ‘dead’, there for our manipulation and mistreatment. Bennett believes that ‘recognizing that agency is distributed […] and is not solely the province of humans, might spur the cultivation of a more responsible, ecologically sound politics: a politics less devoted to blaming and condemning’ (Duke University Press, 2010).
In reality, she highlights the key concept of Spinoza’s conatus – ‘a power present in every body’; matter’s ‘tendency to persist’ (Bennett, 2010, p.2) - which she ties to her ‘thing-power’. The recalcitrance of things also conveys this idea: that matter, and social matter (constructs, traditions – Bennett’s example is the convention of gender) once established, are not easily malleable, and so, they have the ability to resist.
Bennett expresses solemn scepticism of demystification - a concept that places human agents as being at the root of action or events, and so, aims to uncover them behind every action. She is wary of how this approach has people constantly seeking out the ‘true’ agent (human) behind apparent nonhuman agency, rather than being content in the knowledge of nonhuman agency. Her political background, however, does allow her to sympathetically note that this is often vital for social justice and helps challenge surface level perceptions of the origins of an event or problem, acting to ‘prevent the instrumentalisation of humans’ (Bennett, 2010, p.12).
	James explores, briefly, these instances when oppression - ‘the systemic and institutionalized inability to make a difference’ (James, 2014) occurs, or is imposed on others, by very real and present human actants.
Bennett consistently reinforces the validity of the theory of vibrancy by observing examples in the world around her. For instance, her memorable description of ‘deodands’: objects which are treated in a manner to “punish” their role in violence towards people, by being sold or handed over to the crown. Other images include electrical grids, and clumps of rubbish, which strike her as particularly vibrant. This, however, Bennett admits, shifts according the ‘priming’ or predisposing of those experiencing it. For instance, in her first chapter, she sees the rubbish in the drain in a way, she wonders, would she? Had she, with her specific educational background, not been on the street, ‘with Thoreau in my head, who had encouraged me to practice “the discipline of looking always at what is to be seen’ (Bennett, 2010, p.6)?
One of Bennett’s strengths in this book is these demonstrative pictures, which do a great deal for the accessibility of the text, and intrigue by placing the vibrant matter theory in a grounded continuity of human beings interacting with material, making the existence of vibrant matter increasingly difficult to deny. These examples also encourage the expansion of the theory into the reader’s world, thus, in a way, much as Bennett’s head full of Thoreau, priming those engaging with the text to make their own observations and applications of theory.
This is a great strength of the text. Whether Bennett’s method or language appeals or not, vibrancy becomes difficult not to acknowledge.
Bennett argues that ‘thing-power perhaps has the rhetorical advantage of calling to mind a childhood sense of the world as filled with all sorts of animate beings, some human, some not, some organic, some not’, and so, facilitates ‘thinking beyond the life-matter binary, the dominant organisational principle of adult experience’ (Bennett, 2010, p.20), as it taps into something we are already familiar with.
And indeed, this concept does bleed through. We can testify to the familiarity of it. Time and again, fiction explores this concept, that what if that hint of “magical” inanimate agency, discarded since childhood, had a basis. Naturally, it is often in children’s media, that this concept has been most freely depicted, as here it finds its earnestness as Bennett alludes to the reservation adults often feel towards Adorno’s ‘clownish traits’ (Bennett, 2010, xii).
The idea that inanimate matter “wants us to engage with it”, or experiences agency, is most potent and present in pop-cultural thought through the 1995 film, Toy Story. Here, children watch the vibrancy of matter play out in the objects which speak most to them, their toys, as literally speaking, in a private, unseen way. The appeal of a toy on the ground, in this universe, comes, then, from the thing having something like a soul. The film acts as a simplistic speculation, in a sense, of something adjacent to the vibrancy of matter, if every rock or breeze or food wrapper in the film was equally presented as alert and moving. However, Bennett is keen to divide her ‘thing-power’ from ‘souls’ – being, ‘not a spiritual supplement or "life force" added to the matter said to house it’, preferring the concept that ‘the thing is alive just as a thing.’ (Bennett, 2010, xi). However, Bennett admits in the closure of the text that the slippery concept of vital materiality can be difficult to look concisely at and stay focused on; that attention will be ‘regularly be drawn away from it by deep cultural attachments to the ideas that matter is inanimate and that real agency belongs only to humans or to God, and by the need for an action-oriented perception that must overlook much of the swirling vitality of the world’ (Bennett, 2010, p.119).
Bennett encourages the reader to feel as much made of matter as the clump of rubbish caught in a storm drain – participating in a united existence on a semi-cellular level. Bennett constructs the substance that contains us, unseen, in such a way that she is highly conscious of its semantic, sentimental similarity to the concept of a ‘soul’, demonstrated through her regular repetition and insistence that this is not what she means, acknowledging that her musings must none the less share space with this cultural, religious giant of a concept.
Association with childhood, perhaps, is what lead to the sense, while reading that the approach Bennett was taking was “playful” in some way, in a sense, leaving room for sentiment, with a capacity for explaining it, even. Bennett herself refers to ‘clownish traits’  
(xii)
Another instance of this secret world known as children is expressed in P.L. Traver’s novel Mary Poppins (1934). Below is a passage from chapter nine in which babies discuss their secret knowledge, to end, on the vitality of the world around us, to which Bennett seeks a return. 
"Listen, listen, the wind's talking," said John, tilting his head on one side. "Do you really mean we won't be able to hear that when we're older, Mary Poppins?"
"You'll hear all right," said Mary Poppins, "but you won't understand." At that Barbara began to weep gently. There were tears in John's eyes, too. "Well, it can't be helped. It's how things happen," said Mary Poppins sensibly. […]
"As if they could help forgetting!” (Travers, 1934, chapter 9).
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