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Question: Discuss how story has informed the narrative of activism. With references to examples, indicate how story could inform our understanding of sacred activism.
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Introduction
The question passes once more around the circle: ‘what is your activism?’ It appears as a prevalent question to ask in the time that activist-communities find ourselves, as we seek to empower our own notions of sovereignty and response; to awaken the individual to their own personal agency in the face of a political system designed for the disenfranchisement of the public and the suppression of resistance. However, as narratives of activism in popular discourse continue to reveal, the privilege of activity remains held within the confines of agency as a purely human phenomenon. So that while the motivation is towards freedom, the narrative by which freedom and agency is understood to exist and be attained still relies upon anthropocentric precepts of what power means, where it is located, and whom it is granted by. It is hyper-focused on automation, the self-determined movement of the body through or across its static environment. In this sense, freedom only comes to exist as a centralized point within the human – who may work of their own accord to enact it – while surrounded by an otherwise dead material environment where freedom or lack thereof holds no significance or potential for growth and decay. This paper is therefore a hesitation against such parameters of liberation, and a reconsideration of who the actors truly are within narratives of activism. In this sense, I will be approaching ‘story’ not just as something that is spoken aloud to establish a shared way of knowing, but as something that lives subversively within our interrelationships with the world and therefore informs how we choose to engage with it. Rather, I’m speaking to the story beneath the story, giving attention to whom or what is granted voice before proceeding to what exactly those chosen voices are speaking. In the lineage of Stephen White, before attending to the narrative, one must first account for “the underlying beliefs about existence that shape our everyday relationships to ourselves, to others, and to the world. . .” (Coole & Frost 2010, p.5; White 2000). I will argue that liberation is not just tied up between human and human, or even just human and animal, but rather, with an investigation into the field of New Materialisms, will propose that the liberation of the human is inextricably bound to the liberation of the material environment within which the human struggles.

Liberatory Matter
	Liberation does not however fit into current consensual-realities of what material is and is for. For if an object is inert, predetermined, and absent of life then there should be nothing to liberate. This endeavor therefore requires an entirely new way of understanding material, and so new ontologies must form to hold an alternative dialogue. In the collection of essays titled New Materialisms edited by Diana Coole and Samantha Frost – on which this paper is primarily intent on focusing – it is named early on that “. . . the whole edifice of modern ontology regarding notions of change, causality, agency, time, and space needs rethinking” (p.9). This rethinking will look a multitude of different ways for no orthodox vision has yet formulated in the field, hence the plurality of New Materialism(s). However diversified, at the center of this rethought consistent among scholars in the field, the boundary between sentience and insentience is blurred, intermingling the human with the everything-other, and breaking down the safety barriers of who has power, and what does not. As Laurie Palmer describes In the Aura of a hole:
As much as we attempt to wrestle matter into shapes and press it into utility, matter shapes us too; it pushes back, choreographing our movements by its resistances, affinities, transformations, temporalities, preferences . . . historically, and habitually, we assert our mastery and domination over matter as if it is passive and we are active; as if it is dead, and we are marked as alive by some absolute line in the sand; as if we too aren’t material and continuous with the earth that we need and eat.
(2014, p.6)
	The humility of matter relocates the human species back within place/as place, offering a decentralization of causality vital to the well-being and consideration of the material planet that the human species pushes itself against. Once stepping beyond the initial panic of what a world might mean if everything were alive and active in some form, or an Earth where the human species is not so far ascended above its extraction sites, new allowances and potentials begin to form. Jane Bennett’s vision of this is called Enchanted Materialism, through which she explores the hidden conducts of material such as food, waste, and energy (2001). This is where material begins to show signs of alternative rationale, or queerness. Palmer describes one such case in the materiality of helium II, which “unlike any other material . . . flows uphill, creeping without friction or reverence for gravity up and over the sides of its container, like an octopus silently exiting its aquarium” (2014, p.12). It comes as no surprise that the last two citizens to visit the Federal Helium Stockpile happened to be two professional clowns, guided by their curiosity to locate and understand where the helium in their balloons originated from (Ibid.). I call this a sacred activism (also plural), as a people’s devotion to understanding and awakening themselves to the enchantment of substance that is already here. To let the contact inherent to physical presence on the planet be a practice of intimacy. As my teacher Bayo Akomolafe said on a phone call recently, it is not about thinking ‘outside of the box’, it is about touching the box – and I would extrapolate, about feeling its dimensionality as something we can both behold while also partaking in. So that as the clowns’ fascination guided them towards a simple pilgrimage, so it also changed the way they touch their craft, their relationship to the material that they identify their lives by, and a new seeing of their collaboration with helium as mutually-agential rather than a repetition of ‘actor’ and ‘thing-to-be-acted-upon’.
More and more, western science – that is, science as dedicated to the firm distinction between sentience and insentience – is coming to terms with the permeability of matter and agency. Coole and Frost describe how “in the life sciences as well as in physics, material phenomena are increasingly being conceptualized not as discrete entities or closed systems but rather as open, complex systems with porous boundaries. (2010, p.15; Capra 2005, p.37). This entails a great challenging of the ontologies that have shaped modernity into the dis-located structure that it is today. So long as material remains mechanical, it can be clutched within the grasp of expectation; calculable and therefore controllable by humans (Bennett 2010). If it becomes something else, or simply if it is admitted the privilege of ‘becoming’ anything other than its own depletion, then we are due for a great re-orientation to who/what should be considered/consumed, and so would also be due a great un-raveling of how we know ourselves and know the world. It is clear then, that while New Materialisms may at first appear overly-steeped in theory and ‘headiness’, its biopolitical implications are deeply tangible and enactable on levels of both the personal and the state (Coole & Frost 2010).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   

Criticism of New Materialism
When inquiring into New Materialism, one must also credit that it is not entirely so new, but rather a renewal of discourse on the relationship between organic and inorganic, or matter and consciousness, or body and soul, that has been receiving attention for millennia – both in the west and all other directions (Ingold 2013). One can trace the predecessors of new materialism through a vast array of philosophies, even the ones that it now criticizes yet is built-upon. This boundedness to its own lineage also renders it susceptible to attacks from various directions, including but not limited to animist philosophies. Tim Ingold shrugs off materialist approach as being stuck in Aristotle’s hylomorphic model, which places matter (hyle) as an inert object, and form (morphe) as the agential actor (in most cases, the human). He writes of new materialism that “contemporary discussions . . . continue to reproduce the underlying assumptions of the hylomorphic model even as they seek to restore the balance between its terms” (p.213-14). That is, he proposes that even though new materialism lifts up matter as ‘agential,’ it still confines it to an ‘objective’ state, ultimately affecting the human simply by its being in the way. While his argument towards animism and away from materialism are of a working order – and I agree with him in regard to various materialisms of past generations – his reading is unfortunately dated to discussions since past, and fails to account for contemporary developments essential to what makes new materialisms what they are. Quite ironically, his argument for an alternative of animistic ‘fluxes and flows’ of emergent and vibrant subjects is what actual present-day materialisms are also pointing to, so his observations appear more for the sake of criticism itself than for collaborative discourse. What his critique of new materialism specifically neglects to acknowledge is one of its most essential claims; the concept of ‘indetermination’.
Indetermination can be traced back to multiple philosophical lineages, many of which would be easy targets for critics. One such example of materialism’s troubled past can be seen in the Vitalistic views of Driesch, who in the arc of his earlier to later work displays the vast movement and growth that the journey of materialism can set the philosopher on. For much of his earlier work, Driesch followed thought-lines of matter as static and separate from organic life, however he eventually rejected his own earlier views and pushed vitalism, a very soul-oriented, material-as-utility philosophy (not to mention to Driesch’s dismay, mis-appropriated by Nazis towards their own politics of hierarchical white-supremacy) towards what would eventually feed contemporary new materialisms (Bennett 2010). The arc of Driesch’s philosophy offers a coherent view in the greater development of materialism as a field of study. In his later work of The History and Theory of Vitalism, Driesch pronounces “all natural becoming is like one great embryology,” and through his push for the infinite indeterminacy of matter, which he describes at great length as ‘entelechy’, opened the door further for the freedom of matter as unbound to pre-established order (1914, p.223). 

Bergson and Indetermination as Freedom 
 ‘Indetermination’ makes up both the basis for new materialism, as well as is an essential aspect to my inquiry into the liberatory bond between human and matter. In Elizabeth Grosz’s Feminism, Materialism, and Freedom, she centralizes the work of Henri Bergson, an otherwise quiet voice among feminist writers, by the proposal that “the degrees of indetermination are the degrees of freedom” (2010, p.149). As Grosz interprets, freedom is a form of being that emerges from the subject as itself, who’s expressions are integral to who that subject is, rather than what parameters are forced upon the subject by external actors. While in such a reflective world, it would appear impossible to discern the internal from the external as a means of establishing what is ‘self’ and what is other, Bergson proposes that there remains an underlying and tangible resonance between the subject and their honest expression. Bergson is applied here to feminist discourse through his conviction that freedom must come from within, and not as an element to be bestowed upon the subject by some external sovereign power (or man). In this sense, freedom cannot be granted to material by the human, just as one human cannot be granted freedom from another – for that would mean that one person’s freedom is externalized from them and pre-determined by another, which for Bergson, is not freedom at all. For him, it is must be a giving-way “. . . to a future they do not contain” (Ibid., p.151). It is the living into the indeterminacy of an incalculable future that truly allows for substance to partake in its own design. Grosz goes on to write in conclusion that “freedom is thus not primarily a capacity of mind but of body . . . (Ibid., p.152). And so that while we as humans strive towards freedom as a performable action, it will ever-reside in one’s ‘being’ before their ‘doing’.

Conclusion
	Anthropologist David Graeber offers two distinguishing forms of locating the human; “. . . as a collection of substances intrinsically continuous with the world and with others, or as a collection of abstract properties set apart from it” (2007, p.45). Along with these two forms comes two very different framings of a material world with drastically different implications of the human species’ place within it. The former marks one of humanity’s greatest fears, which is to be bound to the fate of the earth. If the human is ‘intrinsically continuous’ with material – that material will in response move closer to humanity and therefore personhood – and with personhood demands a kind of consideration that has never been afforded to material alone by modern-day standards. The latter option of abstracting the human outside of the material world is much safer; so long as the line in the sand remains well defined, humans may withhold ourselves out of the corporeality that we are made of. So long as humankind maintains the boundary between body and soul, then soul will always remain untouchable, even as smoke fills the room. When the line is blurred however, we begin to lose control, even of the idea that we were ever in control. As the line loses its definition, there is a return to the indeterminacy of material, and we are left with the problem of matter ‘becoming’ us. As Coole and Frost write:
it is in these choreographies of becoming that we find cosmic forces assembling and disintegrating . . . bodies composing their natural environment in ways that are corporeally meaningful for them, and subjectivities being constituted as open series of capacities or potencies that emerge hazardously and ambiguously within a multitude of organic and social processes.
(2010, p.10)
These material afflictions inevitably enter the room as we sit and discuss questions of activism; who is active, what is being enacted-upon, can it be saved, is it worth saving. So that when the question comes around the circle – “what is your activism?” – and the eyes of passionate ‘do-ers’ are upon me, my own ability to act, in protest or otherwise, gets caught-up in the story of my own liberation as tied to the Earth, its people (human and otherwise), and its material (also human and otherwise). My own liberation gets caught up in the site of violence itself – so I stutter in the dry of my mouth, beginning to explain that the story does in fact ‘matter’, and that my activism is all around me.
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