
ANDREW COLE

Materialism is as old as the hills. Naturally, there are many kinds of this
philosophical position—some a mouthful to pronounce, like eliminative material-
ism, mechanistic materialism, or atomistic materialism. There is historical and
dialectical materialism. And there’s vital materialism, as ancient as logos theology
and the philosophy of Kapila. But a subcategory of vital materialism has recently
emerged called “vibrant materialism” after Jane Bennett’s Vibrant Matter. This
book has become relatively popular in the academy, less so in philosophy depart-
ments than in art and literature programs. Vibrant materialism is what most critics
have in mind when they speak of the “new materialisms” or the recent “turn to
matter,” so we’d do well to survey and query some of its basic features. (I exclude
Deleuzian materialism, which, I will argue elsewhere, usefully converges with his-
torical materialism.) 

Vibrant materialism draws our attention to nonhuman forces in the world
and explores the life of elements (periodic and Empedoclesian), the political
agency of objects, and the ecology of polities. Vibrant materialism argues for the
animacy and agency of nonhuman entities and for the vitality of matter. Above
all, it reminds us that everything is interconnected, and that sometimes there are
ghosts in the machine. Reminders that everything is immanently and spookily
One, that there are bugs in our networks, and that the world is just one big sym-
biome are important to have. But who ever doubted that nonhuman forces were
at work in our world, that agents aren’t always people, that things are made of
other things, that nonhuman entities can help us digest dinner or turn ants into
zombies, that the weather sways elections, and so forth? These points seem
rather obvious to me and are the stuff of dailies, popular science mags, and basic
cable. Yet time and again these are the lessons of the case studies presented in
Bennett’s Vibrant Matter. Vibrant materialism must have something else to teach
us apart from this. 

To my mind vibrant materialism is an object lesson in method—its purposes
and consequences. When you do vibrant materialism, you don’t simply announce
that matter is alive or that things have a power of their own. Again, that’s old news
in the history of theology, philosophy, physics, and mathematics. Rather, as
Bennett tells us, you endeavor to “uncover a whole world of resonances and resem-
blances—sounds and sights that echo and bounce far more than would be possible
were the universe to have a hierarchical structure.” You busy yourself with “reveal-
ing similarities across categorical divides and lighting up structural parallels
between material forms in ‘nature’ and those in ‘culture.’”1

This basic method—to look for sameness across differences—also happens
to precede Bennett by millennia. Elsewhere I have discussed the long history of
this mode of thought from Plotinus on, focusing in particular on its place within

1. Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2010), p. 99.
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dialectical critique from Hegel and Marx to the present.2 Vibrant materialism,
however, adopts the method of seeking “affinities across . . . differences,” but by
choice and as a point of pride it excludes the most powerful form of thinking
the interrelationality of disparate entities: dialectics.3 This is not a good choice,
however, because without dialectics, you don’t take that extra step to ask
whether your own theory could be a function of your historical moment; you
don’t step outside your own mode to see where it sits in time and place. Lacking
the dialectical point of view, vibrant materialism is a method for method’s
sake—indeed, a method not unlike a crude conception of allegory, in which the
point is to collect disparate examples, display their affinities, and dust off your
hands for a job well done. Only here, in vibrant materialism, it’s collections that
are collected. Facts about nature and culture are exhibited as “whodathunk?”
surprises about our crazy and interconnected world, though the truth is some-
one else has already discovered these connections and the surprises are
inevitably the author’s own. In this sense, the vibrant materialist is like Walter
Benjamin’s “collector,” who “brings together what belongs together.”4 The task
of the vibrant materialist, in other words, is to curate and spectate—to make a
museum, a World of Wonder. By contrast, Fredric Jameson’s Postmodernism is a
breathtaking scholarly work limning how the cultural logic of “difference
relates” is now a function of late multinational capitalism—with the crucial point
here being that Jameson takes the extra step of recognizing that theory itself is a
function of the present.5 Again, you won’t find this acknowledgment in vibrant
materialism, though Bennett’s aside wondering whether “energy traders shared
my vibrant materialism” throws light on the matter before the shades are quickly
drawn.6 Which is to say you could update Jameson’s Postmodernism by adding to it
“vibrant materialism” as another logic of late capitalism, an ontology of the pre-
sent whose practitioners just can’t bear to break through the smooth plane of
immanence, raise the periscope, and gain a perspective on totality, lest one
make waves. 

Vibrant materialism has some fans in the humanities. And true to form,
questions about capitalism or class are reduced to flat ontologies positing the
equality of everything, while the experience of workers under capitalism is
eschewed. Again, as well it should be: the whole point of vibrant materialism is
to decenter the human (though it’s ok to dabble in anthropomorphism, which
strikes me as solipsistic, especially when manifest as a preciously sincere style of

2. See Andrew Cole, The Birth of Theory (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014).

3. Bennett, Vibrant Matter, p. 104.

4. Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, trans. Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1999), p. 211.

5. See Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (Durham, N.C.:
Duke University Press, 1991).

6. Bennett, Vibrant Matter, p. 37.
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academic writing). Yet when you decenter the human, you destroy politics, bad
and good. It is true that many vital materialists find their politics in the environ-
mental humanities, but it doesn’t seem advisable to approach the problem of,
say, climate change through a point of view that decenters the human, for the
very reason that we live in the geological epoch some call “the Anthropocene,” a
phrase that necessarily re-centers the human—first as the agent of global ecologi-
cal catastrophe and second as the name of the only party who can try to mitigate
the damage it wrought. Now’s not the time to demote human responsibility and
agency, or hide in your own museum.  

ANDREW COLE is professor of English and director of the Gauss Seminars at
Princeton University. His most recent book is The Birth of Theory (Chicago, 2014). 
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