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Abstract 

 

New materialism asserts that matter is resistant to human action, in 

excess of human understanding, capable of exerting its own effectual powers, 

and able to form unique heterogeneous assemblages. However, most tenets of 

new materialist thought eschew emancipatory politics and social struggles, 

instead focusing on (an often inferred and indirect) ethics. The following 

dissertation aims to extend new materialist scholarship in a more critical and 

political direction. It is divided into two parts. Part I examines the work of 

prominent new materialist thinkers Jane Bennett and Karen Barad and identifies 

several shortcomings of their respective theoretical frameworks. Part II 

develops ‘dark materialism,’ a critical new materialist lens that is attentive to 

both the vibrancy of matter and the ways in which lively material configurations 

can be violent and dominating. It also illustrates how particular materialities 

enact violence, arguing that harmful effects emerge through sets of relations and 

are manifested differently at diverse scales. 
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Introduction 

 

As Diana Coole and Samantha Frost write: “We live our everyday lives 

surrounded by, immersed in, matter” (2010a: 1). With the recent proliferation 

of the so-called ‘new materialisms’ over the last couple of decades, this 

recognition takes on new meaning. New materialisms assert that matter is 

resistant to human action, in excess of human understanding, capable of 

exerting its own effectual powers, and able to form unique heterogeneous 

assemblages (see Connolly 2013; Coole and Frost 2010b; Dolphijn and van der 

Tuin 2012; van der Tuin 2018). One way of saying this is that the mattering of 

matter started to receive a lot of attention—matter matters matter. Mind over 

matter is not so much reversed, as that the hierarchy is leveled—Bruno Latour 

calls this treating people and things in a “symmetrical” manner (Crawford 1993; 

see also Witmore 2007).  

 New materialist contributions have inspired fresh debates and attempts 

to rethink human-nature relations, ecology, and traditional understandings of 

‘the social’ in many fields (Lettow 2017: 106). However, while I agree that the 

new materialist ontologies are important, I argue that they are not enough. I 

recognize that there is much to gain from the “rich accounts of matter and 

materiality” offered by new materialist thought, but also “remain uneasy” about 

its light treatment of politics, violence, and human suffering (Shomura 2017). It 

will become clear that too often new materialist thought eschews meaningful 

engagement with emancipatory politics, power relations, and social struggles, 
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instead focusing on an inferred, indirect, and individualized ethics. 

Furthermore, I will argue that new materialism tends to romanticize matter by 

emphasizing its creativity and liveliness, disregarding its destructive and 

constraining manifestations. In this dissertation, I make an intervention into new 

materialist thought by developing a new materialist approach to situated 

configurations of matter – for example, elements of the built environment – that 

enact harm or serve to (re)produce systematically asymmetrical relations of 

power and suffering. My argument is that in addition to the positive work of 

forming a new perspective on ‘how things are in/of the world’ or ‘how things 

are in/of the world,’ new materialist theories must also lend themselves to the 

negative work of critiquing how those things take part in relations of violence 

and domination that produce death and debilitation for humans. Such an 

intervention hopes to better connect new materialist discourses to politics – 

defined as “the pursuit of interest or justice, agonistic enactments of difference 

and identity, or the re-making of collective worlds” (Washick and Wingrove 

2015: 64-65) – and produce an affinity with Marx’s often-evoked dictum from 

the eleventh of his Theses on Feuerbach: “. . . the point is to change [the world]” 

(1982: 195). Furthermore, this critical orientation can help better understand 

how in particular spaces material arrangements act as injurious and/or 

hegemonic formations and the potentiality of taking political action against (yet 

also within) them.  

 The major point of departure for my project is the work of Jane Bennett, 

particularly her widely influential book Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of 
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Things (2010a). Bennett’s ‘vital materialist’ brand of new materialism claims 

that matter – whether that of a human body or a stone – no matter how ‘lifeless’ 

it may appear, has an intrinsic vitality and is “constituted by a lively and 

energetic play of forces” (Khan 2012: 42). Her position can be contrasted with 

that of the contributors to the edited volume Material Powers: Cultural Studies, 

History, and the Material Turn (Bennett and Joyce 2010), who hold while 

materials have “independent agency,” this is “not . . . an agency that is 

autonomous in relation to human practices and the relations between human 

agents” (Joyce and Bennett 2010: 5). In the preface to Vibrant Matter, Bennett 

draws on a phrase from the work of Jacques Rancière to describe the traditional 

philosophical – and, as she argues in the text, political – “habit” of dividing of 

the world into active subjects/humans/beings and inanimate objects/non-

humans/things as a “partition of the sensible” (2010a: vii). Rancière tells us that 

the partition of the sensible is that which “separates and excludes” some even 

as it “allows participation” by others, “a distribution of what is visible and what 

is not, of what can be heard and what cannot” (2010: 36). It is an “apportionment 

of parts and positions” whereby a place is assigned to everything and everything 

is kept in its place (Rancière: 2004a: 7; see also Davis 2010: 78). What Bennett 

means, then, is that too often the vitalities of things are ‘dis-counted’ or ignored. 

Their ‘place’ is outside considerations of political problems. Thus, she frames 

her project as one that aims “to see how analyses of political events might 

change if we gave the force of things more due” (2010a: xiii). My project shares 

this aim, but I take it in a different and arguably more critical direction. 
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Furthermore, I will argue that Bennett’s project, as a microcosm of the new 

materialist movement more generally, “leaves the political – if not political 

theory – undercooked,” instead inaugurating a form of more-than-human ethics 

(Gregson 2011: 403). The point is not to dismiss Bennett but push the 

theorizations of her and other new materialist thinkers further to expand their 

efficacies for critical theory and political praxis more broadly. Thus, my work 

is at least partially concerned with recuperation, in that I seek to draw out 

particular elements of new materialist thought and develop them in connection 

to politics and a more critical framework. Fully embracing the new materialist 

stance, my concern is not with the partition of the sensible that places matter 

outside political consideration – what Woolgar and Lezaun would call 

“ontological politics” (2013) – but with politically considering those ways in 

which matter itself often serves to partition the sensible. To re-/misread 

Rancière in light of this stance, the partition of the sensible is a violently 

hegemonic apparatus that allies not only “spaces, times, and forms of activity” 

in a particular aesthetics of (dis)counting but also diverse material 

manifestations as ‘domestic objects of oppression’ (2004a: 7). After all, one 

definition of ‘partition’ is “[a] thing which separates one part of a space from 

another,” such as a wall or hedgerow or, as we will see later, barbed wire (OED 

2020a; my emphasis). This, I will argue, is the type of ‘partition’ – material and 

physical rather than philosophical and ontological – to which new materialists 

must turn, or else the “scholarly imaginary” they have sparked “runs the risk of 
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producing a politics that does not really matter” (Washick and Wingrove 2015: 

77).   

In the follow-up to Vibrant Matter, Influx & Efflux: Writing Up with 

Walt Whitman, Bennett characterizes her approach as more of a “calling 

toward” than a “calling out” (2020: xix), and I find this characterization fairly 

applicable to new materialisms more generally. She writes that the Left tends to 

confront “entrenched structures of privilege and domination” with forceful, 

direct action and “militant calling out” (xix; my emphasis). Rather than rely on 

these more expressive “critical orientations” that generally categorize the Left, 

her approach seeks to harness the “indirect powers” of “wonder at the vitality 

of matter” and “those vague, ahuman affections (‘sympathies’) on behalf of a 

decent, egalitarian, and ecological public culture” (Duke University Press 

2020). By calling readers to that which is “typically cast in the shadow: the 

material agency or effectivity of nonhuman or not-quite-human things,” Bennett 

hopes to encourage humans to engage with vibrant materials in more sustainable 

ways (2010a: viii-ix). The impetus of the new materialist ‘calling to,’ then, is 

“to enhance the perceptibility of nonhuman forms of agency” (2018: 447). 

Building on this work, my project is one not only of ‘calling to’ but also of 

‘calling out.’ I will argue, echoing Haraway (1992) and Rosenberger (2017), 

that things are non-innocent, and I will seek to provide a critical orientation for 

new materialisms, calling out material configurations that enact or sustain 

relations of domination and/or suffering.  
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Part I locates the main tenets that bring a number of diverse approaches 

together under the heading of ‘new materialism’ and discusses the central 

arguments as well as problems and prospects of the work of Jane Bennett and 

Karen Barad, who I take to be exemplars of new materialist thought more 

generally.1 It is the ‘calling to’ that is required before ‘calling out.’ My aim is 

to cultivate an understanding of and appreciation for the vital materialist 

(Bennett) and agential realist (Barad) strands of new materialist scholarship 

while also highlighting their shortcomings. In Part II, I inject understandings of 

violence into new materialist discourse. First, I argue that rather than focusing 

solely on encouraging humans to engage more sustainably with things through 

a renewed sensibility to the ‘enchanted’ world (Bennett 2010a) and our 

material-discursive entanglements (Barad 2007), new materialism should also 

be attentive to the ways in which material configurations produce or sustain 

multiple forms of harm and domination. Second, I illustrate how particular 

materialities enact violence. A key tenet of this argument is that materials and 

their actions are situational and emerge through relations. To make this point, I 

will draw on the work of Doreen Massey and Donna Haraway. The question of 

scale also figures prominently here, because, as I will argue, harmful 

materialities function differentially at multiple ‘scales,’ though these scale-

particular effects are often interlinked. Part II will be punctuated by references 

 
1 While I follow Washick and Wingrove (2015) and Keller and Rubenstein (2017a) in framing 

these two thinkers as the paragons of new materialist thought, I devote significantly more time 

to Bennett’s work than Barad’s, because my own theorizations will draw more heavily from the 

former. 
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to material assemblages at work in situations of violence: antisleep benches, 

barbed wire, and border walls. My aim is to develop a critical lens for new 

materialism, so that it is able to not only call humans to the liveliness of things, 

but also ‘call out’ (i.e., critique) assemblages that are harmful to human lives or 

livelihoods. I label this critical-political extension of new materialist thought 

“dark materialism,” after Sherry Ortner’s notion of “dark anthropology” (2016) 

and in connotative contrast to Bennett’s “vital materialism” (2010a).2 Dark 

materialism’s understanding of materials themselves as objects of critique 

reframes them as sites of political resistance and transformation. I conclude with 

a summary of the dissertation’s primary points and a brief discussion of 

directions for future research.  

  

 
2 My notion of ‘dark materialism’ is not associated with the concept of ‘dark matter’ in physics, 

which is a matter that doesn’t emit or reflect light. A conference held at Kingston University, 

London, in 2011 drew from this definition to discuss dark materialism as “a conceptual 

framework” for engaging with “matter at the thresholds of its annihilation and disappearance 

beyond the topographies of ‘base materialism’ and at the very edges of forms of thought” 

(Backdoor Broadcasing 2011). The Kingston conference’s notion of dark materialism, then, 

draws upon the figurative definition of dark as hidden, obscure, or unknown, whereas mine 

relates more to dark as wicked, iniquitous, or unjust (OED 2020b).  
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Part I. New Materialism(s):  

Arguments, Prospects, Problems 

 

“In 1848, Ralph Waldo Emerson Wrote in his journal: ‘I have 

no longer any taste for these refinements you call life, but shall 

dive again into brute matter.’ I too go diving there, and like 

Emerson, I find the matter not so brute at all.”  

~Jane Bennett (2013: 160) 

 

Introducing New Materialism  

“New materialism” as a term emerged in the 1990s to denote a turning 

away from dualisms such as mind/matter and nature/culture which were 

“haunting cultural theory” at the time (Dolphijn and van der Tuin 2012: 86). 

Since then, it has become increasingly influential in fields as diverse as 

sociology (Fox and Alldred 2017), theology (Keller and Rubenstein 2017a), art 

(Barrett and Bolt 2013), architecture (Voyatzaki 2018), history (LeCain 2017), 

and education (Ringrose et al. 2019), among others. New materialism 

marked/marks a dissatisfaction with the “textual approaches” of the so-called 

cultural turn and their privileging of “language, discourse, culture, and values” 

(Coole and Frost 2010a: 2-3). Karen Barad expresses this sentiment rather 

strongly in a 2003 article: “Language matters. Discourse matters. Culture 

matters. There is an important sense in which the only thing that does not seem 
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to matter anymore is matter” (2003: 801). Yet, reductively interpreting new 

materialisms as “anti-linguisticisms” misses the point (van der Tuin 2018: 278). 

New materialisms (read: most new materialisms) don’t seek to abolish 

discursive analyses, but rather to fill the void of the under-theorization of matter 

in these approaches. Even in the article from which Barad’s above quote was 

taken, her point – echoing Haraway’s notion of “material-semiotic practices” 

(1997: 12) – is to argue  for the entanglement of matter and meaning (2003). 

For new materialisms, “the issue of matter” must be reopened, marking a 

significant attempt at a reorientation of dominant theoretical and 

methodological considerations in the social sciences and humanities (Coole and 

Frost 2010a: 3).  

New materialism, in short, strives to impart “special attention to matter” 

(Dolphijn and van der Tuin 2012: 85) or “give materiality its due” (Coole and 

Frost 2010a: 7). It aims to “displace human privilege by attending to the agency 

of matter itself” (Keller and Rubenstein 2017b: 1). For new materialists, 

materiality is never just “‘mere’ matter” but an “excess, force, vitality, 

relationality, or difference that renders matter active, self-creative, productive, 

unpredictable” (Coole and Frost 2010a: 9). Matter is not dead or inert but 

dynamic and vibrant (Bennett 2010a). Furthermore, the (material) world “exists 

for itself rather than for ‘us’” (Hird and Roberts 2011: 111). It is not subject to 

human powers, but intimately entangled with the agentic capacities of humans 

(Barad 2007). In other words, humans are not separate from or outside of the 

material world acting on it, but situated in it even as it courses through them, 
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and at any given moment their possibilities for action are the result of their 

manifold interrelations with nonhuman, material entities. As Haraway writes, 

humans and nonhumans (read: materials) are bound together in “situated 

histories, situated naturecultures, in which all the actors become who they are 

in the dance of relating” (2008: 25).  

Human becoming is always tied up with the material world, as the 

“lively forces” of “fleshy, vegetal, mineral materials” are “at work around and 

within us” (Bennett 2015: 223). Therefore, in new materialism, the ontological 

hierarchies that distinguish between world/human, nature/culture, 

matter/meaning divide are collapsed. However, this does not mean that new 

materialists embrace the “flat ontology” of object-oriented ontology (OOO), 

wherein “everything exists equally—plumbers, cotton, bonobos, DVD players, 

and sandstone, for example” (Bogost 2012: 6). Rather, the new materialist 

ontology is “monolithic but multiply tiered” (Coole and Frost 2010a: 10). 

Things are understood to be quasi-stable formations that result from the 

“concrescence or intensive infolding of an extensive continuum” (Sheldon 

2015: 196). They are not discrete ontological objects (as in OOO) but 

multiplicities composed of other entities knotted together: “Each multiplicity is 

symbiotic; its becoming ties together animals, plants, microorganisms, mad 

particles, a whole galaxy” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 250). Coole and Frost, 

in the introduction to their edited volume New Materialisms: Ontology, Agency, 

and Politics write that the “overriding characteristic” of new materialist 

ontological thinkers is their “insistence on describing active processes of 
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materialization of which embodied humans are an integral part, rather than the 

monotonous repetitions of dead matter from which human subjects are apart” 

(2010a: 8). For example, “particular fats, acting in different ways in different 

bodies, and with different intensities even within the same body at different 

times, may produce patterns of effects, though not in ways that are fully 

predictable” (Bennett 2010a: 42).  

From the preceding statements, we arrive at four main tenets of new 

materialist thought: 1) matter is animate, self-organizing, and unpredictable; 2) 

related to the first, matter exists independent of, yet in relation to, human minds 

and actions (anti-correlationism); 3) humans are material becomings situated 

alongside other material becomings; 4) materials enter relations with other 

materials to form assemblages, networks, systems, or entanglements. While 

new materialist thought may have some parallels with actor-network theory 

(ANT; see Latour 2005) and object-oriented ontology (OOO; see Harman 

2017), allowing all to be bracketed under the umbrella notion of “the nonhuman 

turn” (Grusin 2015: viii), it cannot be equated with – and should not be confused 

with – either of these distinct modes of thought (Bennett 2015; Conty 2018; 

Sheldon 2015).3 Graham Harman, the ‘originator’ of OOO, for example, is so 

 
3 Actor-network theory (ANT) theorizes that actors – humans, scientific methodologies, tools, 

gravitational forces, institutions, etc. – enter into association with each other to form networks 

yet are also themselves the products of other networks (Latour 1996, 2005; Oppenheim 2007; 

Tresch 2013). Furthermore, actors can only be defined by their actions (Latour 1999: 122). 

Importantly, new materialism and ANT both suggest that humans and nonhumans are capable 

of expressing agency (i.e., capable of acting and, thus, changing the course of events). However, 

in ANT there is no place for materialities exerting unique properties, effectivities, and 

affectivities, because in ANT materials are dissolved into networks: “Literally there is nothing 



20195896_MLAC4074_1920 
 

12 
 

adamant about disassociating his philosophical project from notions of 

materiality that he published a book titled Immaterialism (2016).4 New 

 
but networks” (1996: 370). This omission of materialities-themselves is significant, because in 

considering only the connections between things, ANT disregards attributes and power 

differentials that impact what (human or nonhuman) material entities are able to form 

connections and what kinds of connections can be formed. It remains “blind to what remains 

outside associations but may shape them nevertheless” (Muller 2016: 31). In a related manner, 

ANT’s fetishization of the network disallows it from considering the situatedness of those 

networks (Haraway 1991). For example, ANT “discards social context, for example cultural or 

historical factors, for explanation, unless it can be traced in the formation of concrete networks” 

(Muller 2016: 30). 
4 Object-oriented ontology (OOO; pronounced “triple O”) is the most influential strain of 

thought to emerge out of the movement known as speculative realism (SR), which is an umbrella 

heading used to denote a number of philosophical approaches that reject correlationism – the 

view that “we only ever have access to the correlation between thinking and being, and never 

to either term considered apart from the other” (Meillassoux 2008: 5) – and seek to “give the 

real its due” (Gratton 2014: 5; see also Brassier et al. 2007; Bryant, Srnicek and Harman 2011; 

Harman 2018; Shaviro 2014). OOO has been primarily developed by Harman (2002; 2005; 

2010a; 2011; 2016; 2017), but works by Bogost (2012), Bryant (2011), and Morton (2013a; 

2013b) are also significant. Contrasting with new materialism, OOO is more concerned with 

the formal features or “inner workings” of ‘objects’ than the properties and agential capacities 

of materials (Harman 2017: 15). Indeed, Harman asserts that OOO has “no interest whatsoever 

in the concept of ‘matter,’ let alone materialism” (258). The ‘objects’ of OOO include anything. 

Whether human, nonhuman, or even imaginary, “all objects are equally objects” that always 

exceed their actions, properties, and relations (Harman 2016: 3). OOO also embraces a flat 

ontology wherein all objects exist in the same way – human-being is the same as cat-being, 

granite-being, or Hogworts-being. Even Morton’s hyperobjects, massively distributed in space 

and time, are not ontologically special (2013b; see 2010 for origination). The most important 

aspect of OOO, though, is its extension of the Heideggerian (1962) notion of the “withdrawal 

or withholding of things from direct access” to argue that all objects are sealed off in their own 

respective voids in such a way that they never make “full contact” with the human mind or each 

other (Harman 2017: 7, 12; see also 2010b). The result of this stance is a fundamentally anti-

relational ontology: “Things exist not in relation but in a strange sort of vacuum” (Harman 2009: 

132). Thus, power relations and differentials arising from complex gendered, racialized, and 

classist socio-historical contexts are squeezed out of OOO. The radical withdrawal postulated 

by OOO disavows the situatedness of its objects, performing a vulgarly ontological version of 

what Donna Haraway has called the ‘god-trick’ (1988). Yet, for proponents of OOO this does 

not present a problem. Similar to the objects they philosophize, Harman and his OOO ‘brethren’ 

withdraw into isolation when it comes to considerations of the political sphere (with the possible 

exception of Morton [see 2016, 2017]). As Harman remarked in an interview, the point is not 

to “save the world” but to “explore it” (Kimball 2013). This raises the question of whether it is 

possible for OOO to “condemn an object or its outcomes” (Berry 2014: 116) rather than simply 

map “the repleteness of units and their interobjectivity” from a meta-philosophical armchair 

(Bogost 2012: 38). A potential recuperation of OOO is provided by contributors to the volume 
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materialism has also been subject to a number of critiques (Boysen 2018; 

Chandler 2013; Ellenzweig and Zammito 2017; Washick and Wingrove 2015). 

For example, Bill Brown, who coined the term ‘thing-theory’ in a 2001 essay 

has recently argued that new materialism’s undermining of the subject/object 

dichotomy makes it “impossible to locate individual human agency,” and that 

the attempt to extend agency to nonhumans is futile at a time when “we don’t 

yet enjoy democracy among persons” (2015: 168). Additionally, Slovenian 

philosopher Slavoj Žižek argues that by extending notions of agency or vitality 

to matter, new materialists – with Bennett (2010a) as their “main representative” 

(Žižek 2014: 7) – re-inscribe humanist values onto all things, undermining their 

own attempts to overcome the nature/culture divide (4-12). Against Brown’s 

critique, I argue that new materialism’s recognition of the ways in which things 

influence human lives is essential to undoing forms of material domination that 

contribute to antidemocratic situations. Countering Žižek, I argue that new 

materialism’s notion of the ‘agency of things,’ which indeed has humanist 

connotations, comes paired with the new materialist recognition that humans 

are themselves material entities – “an array of bodies” (Bennett 2010a: 112) – 

which infuses the very notion of ‘the human’ with ‘nonhumanness.’ Thus, new 

materialism does not lead to the absorption of nature into culture via the 

application of humanist values, but the erasure of their division (i.e., the “/”). 

 
Object-Oriented Feminisms (Behar 2016a), who emphasize “ontology as a political 

arrangement, realism as an arena for self-possession and relation, and objecthood as a situational 

orientation, so as to apprehend and alter objects’ intersectional prospects for self-determination, 

solidarity, and resistance” (Behar 2016b: 24).  
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As Haraway asserts (2008): naturecultures abound! Both of the aforementioned 

critiques intend to dismiss new materialism for being inadequate in one way or 

another. Contrastingly, my own critiques of new materialism do not seek such 

dismissal, but recuperation or extension of this mode of thought, which I find to 

be a potentially valuable contribution to contemporary critical theory. In the 

sections that follow, I will outline the theoretical stances of prominent new 

materialist scholars Jane Bennett and Karen Barad and discuss the problems and 

prospects of their works in connection to new materialist thought more 

generally.  

 

Jane Bennett’s Vital Materialism  

Against constructivism, Jane Bennett asserts that too often philosophical 

and political theories and analyses disregard the “vitality of matter” and the 

“lively power of material formations” (2010a: vii). Her ‘vital materialist’ 

ontology is concerned with presenting more-than-human materialities as 

(quasi)agents rather than “instrumentalities, techniques of power, recalcitrant 

objects, or social constructs” (2010b: 47). Matter is theorized as “vibrant, vital, 

energetic, lively, quivering, vibratory, evanescent, and effluescent” (2010a: 

112). The figure of ‘sensibility’ – what we are attentive to and how – is central 

to this work. Bennett’s ambition is to inspire “a different repertoire of sense 

encounters with the assemblages in which we participate” (Bennett and Watson 

2013: 152). The primary building blocks for her new materialist thinking are 

supplied by Baruch Spinoza, Friedrich Nietzsche, Henry David Thoreau, 
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Charles Darwin, and Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari. Additionally, she 

acknowledges her intellectual debt to the ‘critical vitalists’ Hans Driesch and 

(to a lesser extent) Henri Bergson, admiring their attempts to combat 

mechanistic materialisms and their identification of something in matter – 

Dreisch’s entelechy (1908), Bergson’s élan vital (1911) – that animated life and 

always escaped “quantification, prediction, and control” (Bennett 2010a: 63). 

However, neither Dreisch nor Bergson could imagine a materialism that fit with 

the vitality they saw in biological processes and instead formulated a “not-quite-

material life force” (63). It is, thus, important to differentiate Bennett’s vital 

materialism from the established philosophical tradition of vitalism, which 

holds that living organisms and non-living entities are fundamentally different 

because the former are infused with or contain an animating force, principle, or 

spirit (Bechtel and Richardson 1998). She writes that hers “is not a vitalism in 

the traditional sense,” because she equates matter’s animacy with “materiality 

[itself] rather than posit a separate force that can enter and animate a physical 

body” (Bennett 2010a: xiii). Matter is not a dead substance that needs animating 

through the application of a lively force. Instead, as political theorist William 

Connolly, Bennett’s partner and colleague, writes, “there is vitality installed in 

energy/matter complexes from the start” (2013: 400).  

Bennett uses the term “thing-power” to denote the “curious ability of 

inanimate things to animate, to act, to produce effects dramatic and subtle” 

(2010a: 6). Thing-power stems from the “protean flow of matter-energy” 

comprising materiality and refers not only to the recalcitrant capacities of things 
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to obstruct or limit human actions (e.g., I want to move from spot A to spot B, 

but there is a wall between that is too high for me to climb over) but also to their 

generative abilities to self-organize and act as agential forces with their own 

unique tendencies, yearnings, or dispositions (e.g., the way in which two 

hydrogen atoms tend to form a covalent bond with oxygen atoms to ‘produce’ 

water) (2004: 349). For example, in the opening chapter of Vibrant Matter she 

recounts encountering several entities – a black plastic glove, mat of pollen, 

dead rat, plastic bottle cap, and wooden stick – gathered around a storm drain 

in Baltimore one Tuesday morning in June. These things – assembled together 

in their unique configuration with each other, the street, the drain, the weather 

– oozed thing-power. They “shimmered,” “issued a call,” and “provoked 

affects” that drew Bennett’s gaze to them, inciting her detailed observation of 

them (2010a: 4). Already in this example we can see the second concept that is 

central to Bennett’s thinking: the assemblage.5  

Bennett writes that “an actant never really acts alone”; there is no 

‘single-line’ of agency (2010a: 21). The world should be understood as 

inhabited less by isolated individuals (e.g., OOO’s objects) than by “groupings 

or compositions that shift over time” (2004: 354): 

 
5 The concept comes from the work of Deleuze and Guattari in A Thousand Plateaus (1987). 

Elsewhere, Deleuze defines an assemblage as “a multiplicity which is made up of many 

heterogeneous terms and which establishes liaisons, relations between them, across ages, sexes 

and reigns – different natures. Thus, the assemblage’s only unity is that of a co-functioning: it 

is a symbiosis, a ‘sympathy.’ It is never filiations which are important, but alliances, alloys; 

these are not successions, lines of descent, but contagions, epidemics, the wind” (Deleuze and 

Parnet 1987: 69). See also DeLanda 2013, 2016.  
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“For example, the current alliance Jane-keyboard-birdsong (from the yard 

outside) will become another ensemble of flesh, plastic, and sound when, later 

in the day, I drive my car to the dentist. And once there, in the dentist chair, 

the operative animal-vegetable-mineral-sonority cluster – and its degrees and 

types of power – will again change.” (354) 

All sorts of vibrant materials come together to form “living, throbbing 

confederations” (2010a: 23) – their thing-powers become incorporated into 

“noisy systems or temporary working assemblages” (2015: 233). An 

assemblage, for Bennett, is an “ad hoc grouping” or precariously coordinated 

system of heterogeneous agentic elements whose effectivities and properties are 

unable to be determined by any one of its members alone (2005a: 445n2). It 

denotes both “the idea of a ‘layout’ or a ‘coming together’ of disparate elements, 

and the idea of ‘agency’ or the capacity to produce and effect” (Braun 2008: 

670). Its emergence is circumstantial and its coherence is contingent, making it 

more of an open-ended collective than a solidified bloc(k). The material 

energies gathered in an assemblage both “exceed and confound it” (445n2). 

Power is not distributed equally across an assemblage, because differential 

powers arise from the different componential interactions composing it. Lastly, 

and most importantly, agency is distributed throughout the human as well as 

nonhuman ontological types composing a given assemblage. For example, even 

the effectivity of a “text-body,” such as this dissertation, and its (hopefully) 

meaningful resonances, functions as a “distributive network of bodies”: the 

words and their arrangement on the page; the sights; sounds, smells around you; 
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the neurons firing in your brain; the light source(s) illuminating the text; and so 

forth—“all these bodies co-acting are what do the job” (Bennett 2015: 234; my 

emphasis). It is as a member of an assemblage that the powers of a thing are 

expressed. This does not mean that a thing’s powers are derived from the 

assemblage of which it is part – i.e., that the assemblage ‘grants’ power to the 

thing. Rather, it means that the potential agencies of a thing are actualized 

through its interactions with other members of the assemblage: “different 

associations make present different material qualities and effects” (Hawkins 

2010: 121), so thing-power is always and only exerted “in conjunction with 

other things” (Bennett 2004: 354). In this view, human existence – even human 

thought – is always a “thick copresence” (Haraway 2016: 4) in an assemblage 

bubbling with diverse thing-powers and human societies are “inextricably 

enmeshed with vibrant, nonhuman agencies” (Bennett 2010a: 108).  

By integrating her conceptions of thing-power and assemblage, Bennett 

is able to “do justice to both systems and things” without reducing the 

complexities of either one (2015: 229). In other words, she is able to connect 

the macro- and micro- scales without resorting to either a “micro-reductionist” 

position – where wholes are simply the sum of their constituent parts – or a 

“macro-reductionist” position – where wholes determine the characteristics of 

their parts (DeLanda 2013: 4-5). Bennett’s (Deleuze-and-Guattari-derived 

[1987]) assemblages generate emergent properties and effects that cannot be 

understood by merely ‘summing’ the characteristics or thing-powers of the 

individual assemblage members (2010a: 24). Each unique materiality 
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composing an assemblage expresses its own vital force and trajectory – its 

thing-power – but the assemblage itself also exerts an “effectivity proper to the 

grouping as such” (24). A thing’s power is not reducible to its role in an 

assemblage, nor is the assemblage’s function reducible to the aggregate of the 

thing-power’s comprising it. Wires in an electrical grid, for example, are 

capable of transmitting flow of electrons along them, based on their material 

composition and thickness. Yet, the wire’s unique thing-power is also part of an 

electrical grid assemblage composed of wire, poles, coal, power plants, flows 

of electrons, electromagnetic fields, human operators, and consumers – to name 

only a few – whose overall effectivity may be that a city is provided with a 

consistent flow of electrical power (2005a). Additionally, because the ‘identity’ 

of the wires is not reducible to their position in the electrical grid assemblage, 

they can also function as one of the vital forces inaugurating, for example, the 

‘pigeon resting spot’ assemblage. Things are “individuated,” but also situated 

in assemblages (2004: 351). Furthermore, through her use of assemblage as an 

analytic, Bennett builds an understanding of the situatedness of material 

configurations into her theorizations. To return to a previous example, it was 

not the glove, pollen mat, rat, bottle cap, or stick in isolation that captured 

Bennett’s attention, but the “swarm of vitalities” situated at that storm drain on 

that day, the “contingent tableau” that they formed with each other, with the 

street, with the weather that morning, with her (2010a: 5). As Bennett poetically 

details:  



20195896_MLAC4074_1920 
 

20 
 

“For had the sun not glinted on the black glove, I might not have seen the rat; 

had the rat not been there, I might not have noted the bottle cap, and so on. […] 

This window onto an eccentric out-side was made possible by the fortuity of 

that particular assemblage, but also by a certain anticipatory readiness on my 

in-side . . . For I came on the glove-pollen-rat-cap-stick with Thoreau in my 

head, who had encouraged me to practice ‘the discipline of looking always at 

what is to be seen’ . . .” (5) 

The situated character of thing-powers provides the potential for integrating 

multiple inherited histories and systems of power into Bennett’s vital 

materialism. However, she does not pursue these questions in her work, which 

will be discussed in the following section as one of vital materialism’s 

shortcomings.   

Bennett also seeks to integrate her vital materialist ontology with 

democratic theory to outline a “more radical theory of democracy” that is not 

restricted by traditional ontological hierarchies that privilege the active human 

subject at the discounting of (actually vibrant) materials as passive (2005b: 

142). She advocates for a ‘parliament of things’ (a term Bennett borrows from 

Latour 1993), or “more horizontal representation” of humans and nonhumans 

in political considerations by including the latter as members of the demos, i.e., 

as democratic participant-actors (2010a: 98). John Dewey’s notion of a ‘public’ 

is central to her new materialist re-casting of democratic theory (Dewey 2016). 

For Bennett, a public is a “confederation of bodies” – human and nonhuman – 

that are “pulled together . . . by a shared experience of harm that, over time, 
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coalesces into a ‘problem’” (2010a: 100). She argues that, because human 

sociocultural systems are always caught up with multitudes of vibrant 

nonhuman materialities, rather than human individuals or groups, the 

“appropriate unit of analysis” for democratic theory is the public comprised of 

“ontologically heterogeneous” members (108). Further, Bennett asserts that 

through recognition of vibrant (nonhuman) materialities as democratic 

participants, humans and policies can better “listen and respond” to the 

trajectories and effectivities of vibrant matter (108).  

 

Shortcomings of Bennett’s Vital Materialism 

 While Bennett’s vital materialism successfully “horizontalizes the 

relations between humans, biota, and abiota” and emphasizes the agentic forces 

of diverse materialities, there are several shortcomings of her work (2013: 151). 

First, Bennett’s “onto-tale” about the vibrancy of matter is utterly one-sided 

and, thus, incomplete (2010a: 117). The story of vital materialism, as she tells 

it, offers a vivid and affirmative account of the creative vitality of material 

configurations, but neglects the ways in which those materials may be 

constraining or inducive of suffering. She recognizes that material assemblages 

can have “harmful effects,” but these negative capacities of things do not receive 

any detailed treatment (37). Instead, Bennett focuses on the ways in which 

“matter is wondrous” (2001a: 13); on how it brings about a “strange 

combination of delight and disturbance” (2010a: xi); and the “miracle of 

expression” (5) – how “strangely vital things” like a dead rat or a bit of litter 
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“rise up to meet us” (2). Material encounters, though, are not always “sources 

of delight and pleasure” – or even ‘disturbance’ – but can also be “dangerous 

and possibly fatal” (Lemke 2018: 40). For instance, encounters with the vital 

materiality of asbestos cause humans to develop mesothelioma, cancerous 

tumors in the lungs, stomach, and heart, that can eventually lead to death 

(Gregson et al. 2010). As Bennett herself states in an interview, “there is a 

darker side . . . to vibrant materialism” that includes “repulsive, violent, or lethal 

aspects,” but her work has been more inclined to foreground the “poetic, joyous, 

or bracing aspects of vibrant matter” (Bennett and Loenhart 2011: 7). To 

complete Bennett’s ‘onto-tale,’ then, requires the addition of vital materialist 

stories that emphasize the negative, harmful, or deadly aspects of material 

formations. I attempt to relay a few of these stories in Part II.  

Furthermore, Bennett’s work offers a fairly weak notion of politics. She 

states that her ambition is to illustrate how analyses of political events might 

change if matter was understood as intrinsically animate. Yet, her theorizations 

fall short of offering a clear picture of the politics of lively materials. Power 

differentials, emancipatory struggles, agonistic negotiations, and world-making 

practices are all absent from Bennett’s account of vital materials. Her 

broadening of Dewey’s concept of the ‘public’ to include nonhuman as 

members of the ‘demos’ is a step towards a new materialist political theory, but 

“stops halfway” and in itself is “not sufficient to account for the political” 

(Lemke 2018: 42). What this theoretical move boils down to is an affirmation 

of matter’s involvement in politics, leaving unanswered the question of how 
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different assemblages or thing-powers may help or hinder progressive politics. 

Bennett also draws on Rancière’s notion of a political act as that which disrupts 

the ‘distribution of the sensible’ (Rancière 1999) – the symbolic logic that 

determines which groups are included in the democratic body and which are 

excluded – and extends it in a materialist direction to argue that “the political 

gate” is open to nonhumans since they can “startle and provoke a gestalt shift 

in perception” (Bennett 2010a: 107). The claim here is that the liveliness of 

materials is equivalent to their being political because they are capable of 

drawing attention to themselves. However, as Thomas Lemke writes, for 

Bennett’s work to be political, her recognition of the animacy of matter must be 

paired with “an analysis of how matter is differentially mobilized and to what 

ends” (2018: 45). Otherwise, we are left with a political theory that is barely 

political, in that it disregards differential power relations, conflicts over what 

does or doesn’t (come to) matter, or the pursuit of justice through direct and/or 

strategic action. Indeed, Bennett explicitly states that the “newfound 

attentiveness to matter” that she promotes “will not solve the problem of human 

exploitation or oppression, but it can inspire a greater sense of the extent to 

which all bodies are kin in the sense of inextricably enmeshed in a dense 

network of relations” (2010a: 13). She concerns herself with constructing a 

‘radical democracy’ of things but is not concerned with how those things may 

serve to partition the sensible and sometimes serve to undermine radical 

democratic politics by contributing to asymmetrical power relations amongst 

human groups and individuals.  
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Unsatisfactorily, Bennett proposes an ethical framework as a substitute 

for a fuller account politics: would-be political considerations are instead 

reframed in the ethical terms of responsibility and sensibility. As Rancière tells 

us, ethics is a mode of thinking that seeks to align “an environment, a way of 

being, and principle of action” (2006: 2). Bennett’s approach, then, is to 

encourage certain behaviors as a way of countering “human hubris and our 

earth-destroying fantasies of conquest and consumption” (2010a: ix). For a vital 

materialist, she writes, an ethical stance is derived from the “recognition of 

human participation in a shared, vital materiality” (14). This recognition reveals 

“the ethical task at hand,” which is to cultivate an ability to discern and a 

receptivity to the aliveness of the nonhuman, material world (14). Bennett 

claims that an attentiveness to matter’s animacy, our entanglement with it, and 

the ways in which we, as humans, are composed of “an array of bodies,” can 

spur us to alter our “violently reckless” modes of production and consumption 

(112-113). She further argues that the “ethical responsibility” is about being 

responsive to the assemblages of which one is a part: “Do I attempt to extricate 

myself from assemblages whose trajectory is likely to do harm? Do I enter into 

the proximity of assemblages whose conglomerate effectivity tends toward the 

enactment of nobler ends?” (37-38). There are several issues with the ethical 

stance Bennett outlines. First, it asserts that an ethics can be automatically 

derived from the vital materialist ontology. The assumption here is that when 

humans grasp matter’s vitality they will automatically be “led to live and act 

differently” (Braun 2011: 391), because such a recognition will magically instill 
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in them a “greater appreciation of the complex entanglements of humans and 

nonhumans” (Bennett 2010a: 112). To the contrary, there is nothing in a vital 

materialist metaphysics that guarantees that humans will appreciate their 

entanglements with the material world. Second, Bennett’s proposed ethics 

(ironically) privileges human perception and reflection over materials and their 

associations. The possibilities for human action are limited to “ethical 

calibration” – modifications at the level of the self (Washick and Wingrove 

2015: 75). World-making practices, such as intervention into or alteration of 

material configurations are not considered. Third, Bennett’s substitution of 

ethical directives for political struggles is problematic because it responsiblizes 

individuals and ignores structural constraints. For example, she states that 

individuals have a responsibility to extricate themselves from harmful 

assemblages, but fails to consider that such action may not be possible for 

certain persons due to their wealth, status, race, or gender, and that in such 

instances direct political action would be both necessary and more effective.  

Lastly – and linked to her avoidance of politics – Bennett is overly wary 

of critique and does not build a critical framework into her theorizations. She 

writes that the negative work of “vigilant critique” of existing institutions and 

practices must be corrected and complemented by the furnishing of alternatives 

(2010a: xv). In part, Bennett is dissatisfied with critique because it relies heavily 

on ‘demystification,’ which she recognizes as a useful tool for exposing 

(human) political agency as it attempts to (re)produce systems of domination, 

but is inadequate from a vital materialist perspective since it assumes a human 
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agency projected onto/into things (cf. xiv, 38). Additionally, Bennett argues that 

in a “world of distributed agency” it becomes impossible to assign “singular 

blame” (38). However, the critical-political work of demystification and 

condemnation cannot be tossed aside if new materialist ontologies hope to 

contribute to progressive politics. Instead, critique must be rebranded and 

become integrated with Bennett’s vital materialist ontology. After recasting 

vibrant materials as political agents, though, Bennett fails to trace out the 

implications of this ontological shift for a notion of either demystification or 

critique. If humans are no longer the sole source of agency and agency itself is 

rethought as the capacity to produce an effect, then both the task of 

demystification and the focus of critique need to be similarly adjusted. The task 

of demystification is now to identify the swarm of (human and nonhuman) 

agencies that contribute to the effectivity of an assemblage in varying degrees 

and to discern those entities are most central to determining the assemblage’s 

collective effect in particular situations. Relatedly, the object of vital materialist 

version of critique is not the racist, classist, patriarchal, or other (human) 

intentionality that lay ‘behind’ things, but about the violent (i.e., racist, classist, 

patriarchal, or other) effects generated by lively material confederations.  

 

Karen Barad’s Agential Realism 

Karen Barad’s ‘agential realism,’ which she details in her 2007 book 

Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of 

Matter and Meaning as well as several preceding shorter pieces (1996, 1998, 
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1999, 2001, 2003), aims to account for “the sense in which ‘the world kicks 

back’” when humans engage with it (1998: 112). Barad holds a PhD in 

theoretical particle physics, and it should be understood that her 

operationalization of physics (as indicated in the title of the book) is not 

metaphorical but practical – quantum physics is the cornerstone of the agential 

realist theory she develops (Hollin et al. 2017: 921). Barad’s ontology works to 

upend the matter/meaning (read: nature/culture, matter/mind, 

material/discursive, etc.) binary through what she calls a “diffractive” reading – 

reading insights from multiple fields through rather than against one another, 

paying attention to their patterned differences, so to arrive at “inventive 

provocations” (Dolphijn and van der Tuin 2012: 50) – of quantum mechanics, 

particularly the ‘philosophy-physics’ of Niels Bohr (Barad notes that for Bohr 

the two were inseparable), as well as feminist, post-colonial, post-structuralist, 

queer, and other (‘critical’) theories. Indeed, her assertion is that if we take 

quantum theory seriously, it calls for a rethinking of a number of ‘standard’ 

concepts, including space, time, matter, causality, discourse, agency, identity, 

embodiment, power, and objectivity (2007: 26). Barad proposes agential 

realism as an “epistemological-ontological-ethical” framework for 

“understanding the role of the human and non-human, material and discursive, 

and natural and cultural in scientific and other socio-material practices” (26). 

The linked notions of ‘phenomena’ and ‘intra-action’ are at the core of Baradian 

agential realism, so they will here act as the hooks on which to hang the rest of 

Barad’s theoretical apparatus.  
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For Bohr, as for Barad, the ‘phenomena’ rather than the independent 

‘thing’ or ‘object’ with a (pre)given set of properties and boundaries is the 

“primary ontological unit” (Barad 2007: 33). Phenomena, for Bohr, denoted the 

epistemological entanglement of ‘observer’ and ‘observed’ (e.g., measuring 

device and sub-atomic particles). Barad pushes the notion of phenomena 

further, stating that “phenomena are the entanglement—the ontological 

inseparability—of intra-acting agencies” (Kleinmann 2012: 77). Phenomena 

emerge from/through/in ‘intra-actions.’ Intra-action is a Baradian neologism 

coined to shift focus away from the common conception of interaction, wherein 

two preexisting individuals/entities engage each other. In contrast, intra-action 

“signifies the mutual constitution of entangled agencies” (2007: 33): “[r]elata 

do not preexist relations; rather, relata-within-phenomena emerge through 

specific intra-actions” (140). As Haraway writes, “[t]he relation is the smallest 

unit of analysis” (2003: 24). Barad calls the specific intra-actions through which 

relata-within-phenomena emerge ‘apparatuses.’ Apparatuses are “boundary-

making practices” that execute what Barad terms an ‘agential cut’ (2007: 148). 

It is through the “ontic-semantic” agential cut that the otherwise indeterminate 

“boundaries and properties of ‘components’ of phenomena become determinate 

and that particular articulations become meaningful” (148). The intra-activity 

of the phenomena is entangled with the agential cut of an apparatus such that 

different agential cuts give rise to different phenomenal components (175). 

Agential cuts then, are the means by which some entities come to matter (in the 

dual sense – i.e., meaningfully materialize) while others don’t. Crucially, the 
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agential cut should not be understood as a complete separation but as a “cutting 

together/apart” (2011: 149) involving an ethics of in-/exclusion of possibilities 

(see Hollin et al. 2017). Furthermore, because different agential cuts materialize 

different phenomena, an “ethical obligation” for us to “intra-act responsibly in 

the world’s becoming, to contest and rework what matters and what is excluded 

from mattering” is built into the very core of agential realist ontology (2007: 

178). An agential realist ethics is about “accounting for our part of the entangled 

webs we weave” (384); it calls for a “responsibility . . . for the lively 

relationalities of becoming of which we are part” (393).  

Given the performativity of the cosmos advocated by Barad’s agential 

realist account, the mirror of representationalism – wherein matter is given 

meaning through human interpretation of it (i.e., reflection) – shatters. Instead, 

matter and meaning are “inextricably fused together” (3). Again, we can 

compare Haraway here: “Flesh and signifier, bodies and words, stories and 

worlds: these are joined in naturecultures” (2003: 23). Both matter and meaning 

emerge through the “iterative becoming of spacetimemattering,” the unfolding 

and intra-active materialization of the world (234). Importantly, human and 

nonhuman forces are at work in this materialization – a “posthumanist 

performativity” (2003). Matter is agentive. Agency, however, isn’t “something 

that something or someone has” (235). It is “an enactment,” a “doing/being” 

(235). Matter doesn’t ‘have’ agency but is “produced and productive, generated 

and generative” (137) – it is a “desiring dynamism, a reiterative reconfiguring” 

(Barad in Dolphijn and van der Tuin 2012: 59). Barad’s relational ontology 
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accounts for the always-already-situated-ness of phenomena. Figuring as the 

stark antithesis to OOO’s withdrawn objects of the void, Baradian phenomena 

are relational entanglements of space, time, and (human and nonhuman) matter 

constituted through the intra-actions and agential cuts imminent to the world’s 

worlding. Phenomena are both in and of the world (Barad 2007: 160).  

 

Shortcomings of Barad’s Agential Realism 

Rather than immediately critique Barad, I wish to first draw out her “new 

materialist understanding of power,” because, unlike Bennett, she attempts to 

integrate power relations into her ontological framework (2007: 224). Barad 

writes that “[p]ower is transmitted through the repeated application of pressure 

on the body” (2007: 189) and exercised by the “material-discursive apparatuses 

of bodily production” (451n25). Echoing Foucault (1977, 1978) and Butler 

(1993), she further asserts that power is not applied to bodies by some external 

force but is the continuously evolving relations of force constituted by and 

constitutive of the field/sphere in which they operate. She then critiques both 

Foucault and Butler, though, for limiting their conceptions of power to the social 

(Barad 2007: 235). In Barad’s new materialist/agential realist account, power is 

not confined to the social realm but is redefined in terms of its “materializing 

potential” (210). She writes that the workings of power must be understood in 

the “fullness of its materiality” (2003: 810). Barad also rethinks ‘structures’ 

along these lines. Writing (largely) against Althusser’s (2014) conception of 

structures as rigid power apparatuses, Barad argues that structures are “specific 
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material configurations/(re)configurings of the world” (2007: 237) that are 

“iteratively (re)produced and (re)configured through ongoing material-

discursive intra-actions” (240). 

While Barad’s rethinking of power and structure in new materialist 

directions is commendable, it is also problematic. First, Barad’s understanding 

of power is not explicitly linked to her understanding of the agential cut as a 

process of in-/exclusion, boundary-making/defining, and, perhaps most 

importantly, the foreclosure/reorienting of the field of possibilities. Integrating 

power into Barad’s more general theorizations, would entail describing how 

asymmetrical power differentials asymmetrically dis-/enclose the possibilities 

that are (re)configured through phenomenal intra-actions as well as the 

phenomena that emerge out of those intra-actions. Domination can be 

understood as ‘cutting’ the world in particular ways. She recognizes that such 

cutting is exclusive, but does not discuss how the questions of ‘who gets 

excluded’ are worked out amongst agential intra-actors. In other words, Barad 

fails to consider (or at least mention) the internal politics (sometimes taking the 

shape of what we would call ‘political struggles’) involved in negotiating (i.e., 

reconfiguring) intra-actions and the ‘cutting together-apart’ of the agential cut. 

In later works (2010, 2019), Barad references Derrida’s notion of “justice-to-

come” (see Derrida 1994) and the way in which justice is “written into the fabric 

of the world,” which means that “justice is available with-in every moment, 

every place, every bit of matter” (2019: 544). However, reading this together 

with my extension of her new materialist theorizations of power and structure 
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means that justice-to-come as a material-discursive 

deconstructive/reconfigurative force is not equally available in every moment, 

place, or bit of matter. The political implication of this is that in situations where 

violent structures are in place and where the power relation is asymmetrically 

tilted towards the implicated apparatus enacting violence, the possibilities of 

non-violence will require intensive reconfigurings of spacetimematter.  

Furthermore, Barad, like Bennett (2010a: ix-x) and a host of other new 

materialist thinkers proposes an ethics to accompany her onto-epistemology, 

rather than a politics.6 As Washick and Wingrove write, it is in the “shift from 

‘responsible for’ – as an ontological fact that underscores our effective role in 

the materialization process – to ‘responsible to’ – as an ethical condition in 

which these agentic effects give rise to an obligation – that the new materialisms 

locate the possibility of change and the hope for a better world” (2015: 72). 

Instead of collective world-making and strategic interventions through direct 

political action, Barad proposes an accountability to one’s entanglements. 

Through our intra-actions, cuts are performed that contribute to the “differential 

mattering of the world” (Barad 2007: 178). Therefore, she states that humans 

have an ethical obligation to contest and potentially alter the processes  through 

which certain entities (don’t) come to matter “not because we do the choosing . 

. . but because we are an agential part of the material becoming of the universe” 

 
6 See the following for examples of new materialists staking their politics in an ontologically-

inferred ethics: Alaimo and Hekman 2008: 1-19; Coole and Frost 2010: 5-7; Hekman 2010: 

125-128; Van der Tuin 2011.   
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(178). The ethics she formulates, then, is conceived as an ontic fact. Similar to 

Bennett’s assumption that recognition of matter’s vitality would lead humans to 

have a greater appreciation for the nonhuman world, according to Barad the 

recognition that we are part of the world and that it is (partially) constituted 

through our iterative intra-actions will stir us to take responsibility for the 

world’s becoming. Barad writes that “even the smallest cuts matter” (384). This 

seems like an agential realist version of the popularized neoliberal 

environmentalist proclamation that global warming could be stopped if only you 

had recycled. Thus, Barad’s agential cut takes on an ethical rather than political 

form. The materialization of the world is our responsibility because we are a 

part of the world. The world can only be (re)made differently if we change our 

intra-actions. Barad is, again, similar to Bennett in this ethical stance, which not 

only responsibilizes individual human actors but also locates the primary 

potential for producing a just world in the behaviors of a knowing and passive 

human subject. Politicizing Barad would entail placing less emphasis on how 

humans could better structure their entanglements with matter and more on how 

strategizing how collective intra-actions could intervene in the (re)production 

of particularly harmful or unjust agential cuts. 
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Part II. Dark Materialism: 

A Critical Extension of New Materialism 

 

“There are times in life when the question of knowing if one 

can think differently than one thinks, and perceive differently 

than one sees, is absolutely necessary . . .”  

~Foucault (1988: 8) 

 

Having described and critiqued two dominant varieties of new 

materialism (i.e., vital materialism and agential realism), I will now turn to the 

task of augmenting a critical dimension of new materialist thought. This work 

plays out in two sections. First, I will suggest that new materialist’s failure to 

cultivate a critical orientation for their field of scholarship is the result of a 

selective, and, thus, incorrect application of their ontology. My argument is that 

by embracing its enchanted ontology of animate matter and distributed agency 

while at the same time being attentive to violence and asymmetrical power 

distributions, new materialism will not only further its own development as a 

philosophical as well as political mode of thought, but will also make an 

important contribution to critical theory and progressive politics. I label this 

approach ‘dark materialism.’ In the second section, I will illustrate ‘dark 

materialism’ at work by showing how materials enact harm and are implicated 

in relations of domination. Particularly, I provide a new materialist 
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understanding of violence and argue that the violence of things emerges through 

situated sets of relations that produce varied effects across multiple interlinked 

scales. The discussion is supplemented by reference to grounded examples of 

dark materialism: antisleep benches, barbed wire, and border walls. 

 

Enchantment and Critique  

Enchantment is central to Bennett’s conception of new materialism. As 

she writes: “I am a materialist girl living in a material world, and I take my 

enchantment where I can get it” (Khan 2012: 54). She describes enchantment 

as the “sense that ‘we’ are always mixed up with ‘it,’ and ‘it’ shares in some of 

the agency we officially ascribe only to ourselves” (2001a: 99). Further, she 

uses the label “enchanted materialism” to refer to a materialism that recognizes 

and appreciates “nonhuman, as well as human, sites of vitality” (157) – a clear 

precursor to her vital materialism – and refers to animate matter as “enchanting” 

(2010a: xix). Enchantment, for her, is a “positive resource,” though, and it can 

have no affinity with critique (2001a: 15). In fact, Bennett describes 

enchantment as the suspension of one’s critical faculties: it “eclipses the anxiety 

endemic to critical awareness of the world’s often tragic complexity” (10). For 

her, “[e]nchantment and critical theory . . . entail different affective 

constellations: one can’t be enchanted and skeptical at the same time” (Bennett 

2001b). (128). However, Bennett makes a mistake in her formulation.  

Inherent in statements that unnecessarily oppose critiques of 

asymmetrical relations of power and new materialist ‘sensibilities,’ such as the 
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one by Bennett quoted above, is a contradiction. What these statements 

implicitly claim is that considerations of power and ‘social hegemonies’ are 

relegated to the realm of the human: ‘There is no matter found here! Concern 

yourself with electrons, electricity grids, and ‘ecology.’ Leave the work of 

disassembling power structures to Žižek and the other Marxists.’7 This 

contradiction seems to emerge from new materialists’ unwillingness to fully 

carry out the implications of their ontologies. New materialists assert that things 

exert their own unique powers (Bennett 2010a; Barad 2007; Coole and Frost 

2010b; Braun and Whatmore 2010a), yet that those powers may be implicated 

in oppressive social orderings and the violence that underwrites them is 

unconsidered or dismissed. New materialists state that matter enters relations 

with other matter, whether this is in the form of assemblages (Bennett 2010a; 

DeLanda 2016), systems (Connolly 2010), entanglements (Barad 2007; Hodder 

2012), meshes (Morton 2011), or meshworks (Ingold 2015), and these relations 

give rise to emergent properties, actions, affects, and so forth. However, that 

matter may creatively enter into relations with human bodies, ambitions, 

strategies, laws, doctrines, or customs in ways that, for example, inaugurate 

oppressive social relations is left unacknowledged. Therefore, given these 

shortcomings, to fully carry out the vastly undertheorized critical-political 

dimension of new materialist theories is to understand that if materials are 

agentic, then they can be agents caught up in the violence of human social and 

 
7 I use the Zizek-Marxist example because it is the one Bennett seems to be targeting most 

strongly (cf. 124n19). 
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political struggles; if they can join forces with other materials in ways that give 

rise to emergent phenomena that inflect the trajectories of other entities of the 

world, then they can just as easily link up with certain humans for the purpose 

of directing, constraining, or harming the becomings of other humans (though 

linking up with humans is not a necessary condition for them to enact violence 

against humans).  

I am arguing that new materialists must be at once enchanted and 

skeptical. Sherry Ortner coined “dark anthropology” to describe an 

anthropology that focuses on “the harsh dimensions of social life (power, 

domination, inequality, and oppression)” (2016: 47). Similarly, dark 

materialism is a form of new materialism that foregrounds the ways in which 

lively material configurations can be dominating and even deadly. Rather than 

romanticized garbage heaps (Bennett 2010a: 4-6), atom beam experiments 

(Barad 2007: 161-168), or the poet Walt Whitman out for a walk (Bennett 2020: 

21-24), for example, dark materialism attempts to draw attention to antisleep 

benches, border walls, and barbed wire. Dark materialism should not be 

understood as a new theoretical paradigm, nor as being separate from new 

materialism. Rather, it is meant to be an adaptable and useful conceptual 

framework for new materialist thought. It is a tool for underscoring the dark 

side of things – their involvement in forms of domination, enactment of violence 

and harm, and role in the production of human suffering – which, I have argued, 

has been largely disregarded by new materialist scholars. Bennett states that 

while it is “important to follow the trail of power to expose social hegemonies . 
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. . there is also public value in following the scent of the nonhuman, thingly 

power, and material agency” (2010a: xiii). Whereas Bennett draws an 

unnecessary distinction between these two ‘followings,’ I am concerned with 

both. A long tradition of critical theory has been concerned with following trails 

of power, injustice, inequality, domination, and so forth, and supplies excellent 

tools and lenses for such work.8 New materialisms – albeit only recently 

established as a ‘field’ – supplies the tools for staying on the path of the 

nonhuman. My intent in arguing for a combination of these approaches is to fill 

a gap in new materialist discourses, which I find to be overly concerned with 

instituting a ‘metaphysical re-partitioning of the world’ that leaves matters (in 

the dual sense) of non-metaphysical partitions to others. An additional effect is 

that this approach adds to the already extensive (and divergent) modes of 

thought associated with critical theory. To be skeptical and do the critical work 

of demystification as a new materialist, enchantment is required. Otherwise 

harmful assemblages and violent thing-powers go unaccounted.  

Similar to Lefebvre’s rhythmanalyst, to a new materialist “nothing is 

immobile,” the “object is not inert . . . To the attentive ear, it makes a noise like 

a seashell” (2013: 30). Central to such a mode of recognition, making audible 

the utterances of the dis-counted—in this instance things—is the cultivation of 

a certain sensibility. Bennett writes that to ‘stay on the trail’ of nonhuman forces 

 
8 Producing a bibliography that encompasses the ‘tradition of critique’ is an impossible task. 

See Simons (2002, 2004, 2010) for an overview of the tradition and its contemporary 

manifestations; see Bonner (2011) for a short introduction.  
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requires a “cultivated, patient, sensory attentiveness to nonhuman forces” 

(2010a: xiv). We might call this attentiveness an “art of noticing” that is less 

linked to ethnography or natural history (Tsing 2015) and more to an attitude or 

an attunement (even if speculative) to the vibrancy of matter, eliminating its 

transparency (i.e., ability to go unnoticed) and bringing it to the forefront. At its 

most basic, this entails simply “taking nonhumans seriously” (Kohn 2013: 10). 

It is a process of (re)enchanting a disenchanted world. Or, rather, a matter of 

“bringing to the fore the ways in which ‘modernity’ is always already filled with 

lively and enchanting, albeit non-purposive forces” (Khan 2012: 48). While I 

recognize that there is some pushback against the common narrative of the 

generalized disenchantment of Western society (e.g., Bennett 2001a; 

McCarraher 2005, 2020) and agree with these claims to a certain extent, my 

point here is that the contemporary Western world is disenchanted in a particular 

way: namely, in that the previous understandings of matter as animate have been 

overwhelmed by the near-universal declaration that matter is inert and only 

humans have agency or can exercise power. Indeed, this very predominance of 

disenchantment narratives (e.g., Critchley 1997; Weber 2001, 2004; Taylor 

2007) is noted in those works that seek to pushback against them! To be 

enchanted, then, involves the new materialist understanding of materials as 

throbbing agentic forces: an “enchanting world” is one wherein “matter is not 

dead at all” (Bennett 2001a: 81).  

Charles Taylor writes that the shift to a disenchanted worldview (i.e., 

ontology) “involves a change in sensibility,” and that such a transition resulted 
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in an “epistemic loss” wherein prior experiences of the world are no longer 

possible (2008). Taylor emphasizes this difference with his notions of “porous” 

and “buffered” selves. For the buffered self of the secular, disenchanted age, 

“the possibility exists of taking a distance from, disengaging from everything 

outside the mind” (2007: 38). Humans are able to consider themselves apart 

from and, therefore, above the brute material world. Conversely, for the porous 

self of “the earlier enchanted world,” the idea that “there is a clear boundary, 

allowing us to define an inner base area, grounded in which we can disengage 

from the rest, has no sense” (38). To the porous self immersed in an enchanted 

world, “the line between personal agency and impersonal force was not at all 

clearly drawn” (32). The porous self of an enchanted world was vulnerable to 

nonhuman entities crossing its somewhat ambiguous and highly permeable 

boundaries; whereas for the buffered self, those bodily boundaries were much 

more firm and closed off from the outside world. This differentiation between 

the self-world relations of enchanted and disenchanted ontologies is useful. 

Disenchantment, writes Taylor, resulted in an “exclusive humanism.” In other 

words, disenchantment could be interpreted as the origin of anthropocentrism 

(in Western societies) (27). One way of portraying this shift from enchanted to 

disenchanted world, which Taylor is ardent about calling a ‘substitution’ rather 

than a simple ‘subtraction’ is to take a quite literal reading of the popular 

contemporary phrase “mind over matter.”  

The disenchantment/anthropocentrization of the world invisibilized the 

dynamic agential capacities of nonhuman entities, construing them as “inert” – 



20195896_MLAC4074_1920 
 

41 
 

there is no place for vibrant matter in a disenchanted world (Bennett 2001a; 

Taylor 2007). In addition to provoking an epistemic loss and an ontological 

shift, disenchantment also apoliticizes matter, rendering its capacities for 

violence and involvement in schemes of domination invisible even as the 

actions and intentions of the humans involved with those material arrangements 

become hyper-visible. For the disenchanted critic, behind every material thing 

there is a human operator, interest, discourse, policy, or norm, when, in fact, its 

effects exceeded any of these associations. Border walls are not, and neither are 

their effects, solely produced by anti-immigration social agendas, policies, or 

leaders, but also bricks, concrete, metal, and other materials configured in such 

a way to disallow the passage of human bodies through it. Relegating the 

effectivity of a material configuration like a wall to the realm of the human is a 

de-materialization of politics, which disregards the situated materiality of the 

wall itself as a site of political struggle or an object of critique. Material forms 

enact violence, and, thus, should be considered objects of critique. They are not 

the outcomes of politics but are political agents engaging in the ever-ongoing 

and agonistic process of world-making.  

Bennett describes enchantment as “a mood of lively and intense 

engagement with the world” (2001a). For her, re-enchantment is a type of 

affective encounter with vibrant materials that can spurn a renewed ethical 

sensibility. The goal of her vital materialism – which she elsewhere calls 

“enchanted materialism” (2001a) – is to show that, where, and how enchantment 

exists. As she asks: “[W]hat if . . . the world is not disenchanted, that is, not 
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populated by dead matter and fragmented selves?” (2001a: 80). She adopts an 

attitude of ‘let’s see what comes from this enchanted world’ (2001a; 2010a). 

For me, enchantment is more a method than a goal. I am not trying to argue for 

the enchanted onto-epistemology of new materialism but am instead using it to 

form a critical lens. As will become clear, mine is an outlook of ‘let’s enchant 

the world, because otherwise the powers of violent things and harmful 

assemblages are invisibilized.’ Invisibilization through disenchantment can, 

thus, be considered a form of meta-hegemony. As Valeria Hartouni writes: 

“Seeing is a set of learned practices, a set of densely structured and structuring 

interpretive practices, that engages us in (re)producing the world we seem only 

to passively apprehend and, through such engagement, facilitates the automatic, 

if incomplete, operation of power” (1997: 8). In other words, what we think we 

know impacts not only how we interpret what we perceive but also what is 

perceptible. When our disenchanted ontology tells us that things are dead and 

inanimate, we fail to perceive them as political forces and potential sources of 

violence, instead looking to human intentionality for an explanation. In her 

‘Situated Knowledges’ essay, Donna Haraway stated that “vision is always a 

question of the power to see” and asks with whose blood her eyes were crafted 

(1988: 585). Twisting this statement, I emphasize the power of not being seen 

and want to draw attention to the blood that has been shed through the violent 

effectivities of vibrant materials and yet has been overlooked by disenchanted, 

albeit critical, eyes. My argument is that under the guise of being interpreted as 

inert due to a disenchanted, anthropocentric ontology, things have been able to 
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get up to all sorts of trouble. In other words, dis-recognition of matter’s vitality 

allows it to act without being held responsible for its actions – without 

undergoing critique or alteration for producing violence – because it isn’t 

thought to be capable of animacy. Therefore, when matter’s agency fades into 

the background of an anthropocentric worldview, its involvement in relations 

domination goes unrealized.  

Moving beyond Bennett and Barad’s attempts to establish matter as a 

lively political force, I argue that fully embracing a new materialist ontology 

reveals that “nonhumans were never cast out of the political fold” (Braun and 

Whatmore 2010b: xv; my emphasis). Rather than bringing things into a Dewey-

esque more-than-human public, I am arguing that things have been at the 

political ‘table,’ swaying the ‘discussion’ the whole time, and failure to realize 

this is the result of a perceptive (meta)hegemony that has been disabling 

acknowledgement of other ‘real-izations,’ namely the violence or 

antidemocratic politics enacted by things. To argue otherwise – for example, 

that we must give things a seat at the political table and properly recognize them 

as political agents, because they are now understood to be lively – is to fall back 

into the same anthropocentric tendencies that new materialism aims to 

overcome. If materials are lively agential forces, then they do not need an 

invitation to join in political deliberations and neither are they simply the objects 

of political deliberations. Such exclamations imply that it is humans that confer 

agency on things by recognizing their vitality. This is not the case – and how 

strange it is to think that agency could be conferred. Accepting a new materialist 



20195896_MLAC4074_1920 
 

44 
 

ontology means that things are, were, and will be forceful political agents. Thus, 

the task for a new materialist politics is not solely to ‘listen’ to the vibrant 

reverberations of lively matter, but – and more importantly – to understand how 

materials are (always already) operating politically. The crucial point is this: the 

dis-recognition of the vibrancy of things via disenchantment as described by 

Taylor makes it impossible (or at least immensely difficult) to identify the 

violence(s) performed by things and their involvement in situations of 

domination. This is where a form of new materialist enchantment enters – if we 

fail to understand vital materialities, this allows them to exercise harmful or 

hegemonic power under our radars, unnoticed. Mis-/derecognition is sometimes 

what allows for covert operations. After all, isn’t this the whole meaning of 

‘undercover’? For instance, seeing satellites as stars contributes to their 

unchallenged surveillance.  

Enchantment, then, is a means to the end of democratic politics. This 

helps me to account for the critique raised by geographer Rob Sullivan that in 

striving for (re)enchantment, Bennett fails to consider that “for a large portion 

of humanity . . . transcendence from matter is not a choice.” For the Egyptian 

slaves building the Great Pyramid, “their connection with mater was so intimate 

that there was little to no differentiation to their physicality and the physicality 

of the stones upon which they labored” (Sullivan 2017: 162). To use some 

contemporary examples: When a homeless person looking for a place to sleep 

finds a bus stop and goes inside with hopes of spending the night on one of its 

benches, the vibrancy of the dividers placed between bench seats is far from 
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transparent. When a resident of Flint, Michigan spends time in the hospital for 

drinking the lead-contaminated water supplied by the city, the unique agentic 

powers of what may otherwise be known only as “Pb” on some obscure 

scientific chart are rendered quite vivid. In all of these examples, the humans 

involved are . . .  

“. . . locked into matter, their muscles and bones so materialized that their very 

beings are smothered in material. For such people, a ‘return’ to the ‘vitality’ of 

matter may translate into their present condition, a condition to which they may 

not aspire, indeed a condition into which they are locked by grim necessity. 

For those who have escaped from an overly intimate relationship with matter, 

re-enchantment may be a thing to struggle against rather than something to 

struggle for; such possibilities seem to have escaped Bennett’s purview.” 

(Sullivan 2017: 162).  

 Rather than being attentive to the affective and effective powers of 

things so that we can structure more sustainable engagements with them, I argue 

that attention needs to be paid to thingly powers so that their entanglements with 

us can be (re)made less oppressive. Perhaps one way of reiterating this 

distinction is that rather than enchantment for recognition—we don’t need an 

identity politics of things!—I am also advocating for an enchantment for 

redistribution. The two are intimately connected: “Only by looking to 

alternative conceptions of redistribution and recognition can we meet the 

requirements of justice for all” (Fraser 1995: 92).9 In the instance of dark 

 
9 I take a new materialist reading of Fraser’s quote – recognition and redistribution of materials. 
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materialism, recognition aids in redistribution—of public space, mobility, 

freedom, justice. A full understanding of the ways in which the unique agential 

capacities of material entities constitute exclusionary public spaces, constrain 

the movements of individuals or social groups, limit human freedom, or are 

involved in unjust relations of violence requires embracing a new materialist 

ontology that emphasizes things as creative and dynamic. Following the 

development of such understandings – which will be elaborated in the following 

section – things can be strategically engaged with and their effectivities 

(re)configured differently in order to better align with a progressive, 

prodemocratic politics. As Rancière notes, “[e]galitarian effects occur only 

through a forcing, that is, the instituting of a quarrel that challenges the 

incorporated, perceptible evidence of an inegalitarian logic” (2004b: 5). This 

quarrel is democratic politics, because democracy is a verb not a noun; acts of 

dissenting not a consensual arrangement (1999). To the practitioner of dark 

materialism, inegalitarianism is not only perceptible as a logic but also in the 

effects generated by material formations. Thus, the quarrel constituting 

democratic politics must be not only directed at humans, institutions, and 

discourses, but also at harmful assemblages and violent thing-powers. It 

requires a shift in the assemblage of forces that collectively reproduce 

inegalitarian situations, of which materials are not apart but a part. This is not 

about transcendence—freeing ourselves from a material world that we may 

enter a ‘higher’ realm of activity like Johnny Depp’s character in Transcendence 
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(Pfister 2014)10—but about emancipation; not just noticing that things have 

powers, but that they are power-full. For dark materialism, the “fixed 

distribution of things” (Rancière 2004b: 6), which always involves and 

constitutes modes of domination, isn’t merely the cause of specific material 

formations. Instead, domination is the material formations. They are partially 

involved in the ‘fixing’ of the aforementioned distribution – power-full things, 

in other words.  

 

On the Violence of Things 

All relations of domination are underwritten by one form of violence or 

another (Alvarez and Bachman 2007: 325; Bourdieu 1991: 167; Iadicola and 

Shupe 2013: 39; Nordstrom and Martin 1992: 4; Popitz 2017: 35-36). Thus, for 

dark materialism to consider how materials are caught up in relations of 

domination, it must account for the violence(s) enacted by things. As Iadicola 

and Shupe write, “the sum of violence in any society must be understood as 

multiply determined” (2013: 2). This has led to a proliferation of different 

understandings of violence and its ‘sources’ (e.g., Besteman 2002; Lawrence 

and Karim 2007). However, the violence performed by materials remains 

undertheorized in new materialist thought. One attempt to develop what I have 

called ‘dark materialism’ is Diana Coole’s writing about “deadly assemblages” 

in an article where she draws new materialism and historical materialism 

 
10 That we could ever be ‘free’ from materiality is the most vulgar of fantasies.  
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together to formulate “a new materialist critical theory of the present” (2013: 

464). Yet, the agentic forces of matter – i.e., the lethal effectivities of 

heterogeneous material assemblages – are hardly present in this analysis. 

Instead, the movement of materials through biological, technological, social, 

and economic systems – “flows of matter and their conduits” (467) – is 

foregrounded. Rather than the situated (i.e., relational) exertion of thing-powers 

or the agential cuts made by the (re)configuration of specific apparatuses, Coole 

is concerned with “the dangerous ways in which matter is being reconfigured 

and distributed” (468). Furthermore, in this quote, Coole’s language reveals her 

anthropocentrism. She writes that matter ‘is being . . . ,’ which infers an outside 

– human – force acting on it. While I recognize Coole’s work as important, I 

critique it in order to show how it differs from my own project, wherein material 

configurations are not mediations or outcomes of human actions or systems 

(which isn’t to say that humans have no part in their configuring) but lively 

generators of violence.  

My starting point for theorizing the violence of things is the broad 

definition of violence put forward by Iadicola and Shupe (2013: 26; see also 

Alvarez and Bachman 2007: 11): “Violence is any action, inaction, or structural 

arrangement that results in physical or nonphysical harm to one or more 

animals.” While Iadicola and Shupe’s definition makes the point that nonhuman 

animals can be the victims of violence (2013: 30), I will restrict my concern to 

violence enacted against humans, though a dark materialist approach could 

readily be applied to instances of violence against animals. Iadicola and Shupe 
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further note that violence can be justified or unjustified. Drawing on Rancière’s 

understanding, mentioned above, that egalitarian effects must be forced, I 

consider violence involved in this act of ‘forcing’ to be justified (2004b).11 

Unjustified violence, then, is violence that seeks to uphold inegalitarian social 

relations – i.e., relations of domination. My concern here, and the concern of 

dark materialism, is the unjustified violence enacted by things.  

Because Iadicola and Shupe’s definition links violence to effect rather 

than intention, it offers an opportunity for formulating a new materialist 

understanding of violence (2013). As they write, the action, inaction, or set of 

relations that produce harmful effects must be “within the sphere of control of 

the actor,” though the production of harmful effects need not be the goal of that 

action: “violence can be intended or not intended by the actor” (27). In a new 

materialist ontology, the source of an action is not limited to the realm of the 

human but is distributed across multiple material bodies intra-acting as an 

assemblage (Barad 2007; Bennett 2010a). Thus, violence can be enacted not 

only by humans or human systems but also by configurations of vibrant 

materials. There are several points of elaboration that need to be made to further 

develop an understanding of the violence of vibrant materials.  

First, human ‘intention’ is not a necessary ingredient in the formation of 

material configurations that (re)produce violence. Things interact with each 

other in creative ways that may result in harmful effects or even their 

 
11 Examples would include emancipatory struggles and political action against oppression.  
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articulation with implicit or explicit social agendas of domination. For example, 

in Callous Objects Rosenberger discusses “single-seater wall-mounted benches 

of Laurier Station in Montreal, Canada” (2017: 31):  

“This bench features five individual ovals each attached to the wall, two of 

them lower than the other three . . . The Laurier bench is functionally an 

example of an antisleep design. One effect of the differing heights of the 

individual bench seats is to prohibit one from lying across them. However, the 

designer of Laurier Station, Jean-Paul Pothier, had intended the low seats to be 

used by children . . . to address the needs of multiple user groups.” (31-32) 

The Laurier bench disallows homeless individuals from using it as a place to 

sleep, aligning it with a social agenda that seeks to dominate homeless people 

by forcing them out of public spaces. It’s “antisleep effect” and, thus, its 

performance as part of a harmful assemblage, “appears to exist independently 

from the designer’s intentions” (32). It is the thing-power of the arrangement of 

matter and its relation situatedness in a subway frequented by homeless folks 

that makes the Laurier bench unjust and its effectivity one of violence: situated 

thing-powers can render power-full things. Thus, material formations become 

integrated into relations of domination by performing in accordance with other 

performances – those of police, laws, signs, customs, as well as other gatherings 

of matter (e.g., other benches, spikes in alcoves) – that enact multiple forms of 

violence against individuals and/or groups in particular situations. 

It is also important to note that no material entities are inherently violent. 

Matter is “processually emergent,” so its properties cannot be essentialized 
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(Latham and McCormack 2004: 701). It has “incipient tendencies and 

propensities which are variably enacted depending on the other forces, affects, 

or bodies with which they come into close contact” (Bennett 2010a: 56). As 

Barad puts it, matter is situated in a field of possibilities, but these routes of 

becoming “do not sit still” (2007: 177). Intra-actions iteratively reconfigure the 

set of materializations – properties and agencies – that are possible and 

impossible for specific material-discursive entanglements. As ‘components’ 

become entangled in a myriad of relations, certain possibilities are realized, 

materialized, and the field of possibilities shifts. Thus, materials configurations 

become violent as (sets of) relations are formed that actualize their potential to 

enact violence – i.e., as they become involved with other entities as a ‘harmful 

assemblage.’12 For example, “8-meter high concrete slabs” are not intrinsically 

violent, but when they become involved with the “electronic fences, barbed 

wire, radar, cameras, deep trenches, observation posts, and patrol roads” as well 

as Israeli anti-Palestinian state ideology and security agendas that compose the 

Israeli West Bank barrier, which effectively “separate[s] Jewish settlements and 

Israeli cities from Palestinian towns and villages,” fragmenting communities 

and preventing Palestinian mobility and access to resources, they become part 

of a harmful assemblage that enacts multiple forms of violence (Weizman 2017: 

 
12 Compare the notion of ‘becoming weapon’ developed by Bousquet and colleagues (2017), 

who argue that nothing is “intrinsically a weapon” and concern themselves with questions of 

“how objects, ideologies, practices, bodies and affects get drawn into specific assemblages of 

violent intentionality” (1-2).  
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161). Things’ harmful effects emerge relationally as multiple bodies and 

materialities intra-act in an assemblage. 

Furthermore, violence generated by material configurations is always 

situated. Domination cannot exist in a vacuum. It involves “differential siting” 

(Haraway 1992: 297):  “there is an underlying spatiality to violence” (Tyner 

2012: 22). A wall in a void or even the middle of a desert may be of no concern, 

but when that desert is the Sonoran along the Mexico-United States border in 

the year 2020 CE and the wall dis-ables refugees whose land has been 

dispossessed from entering the U.S. or forces them to take treacherous routes 

across the border, it becomes implicated in violent relations of domination (De 

Leon 2015; Rael 2017). To be in/of the world is to be situated as a body (human 

or not) with/in a heterogeneous configuration of/with other bodies. Bennett calls 

this being “enmeshed in a dense network of relations” (2010: 13). It is to be 

situated as a co-constitutive part of a material-discursive woven/(re)weaving 

web of interconnections, what Donna Haraway calls the “hot compost piles” of 

existence (2016: 4). To be situated is the anti-logic of “non-locatability” and 

flattens the possibility of distance from ‘world(ing)’ (Hinton 2014: 100). It is 

not to be anywhere, everywhere, or nowhere but somewhere (Haraway 1988). 

It is to be a part rather than apart.  

Doreen Massey’s work on spatiality is useful for understanding the 

situated character of thingly violence. Massey understands space as the 

“arrangement-in-relation-to-each-other” of multiple trajectories (2005: 111). 

Importantly, this understanding of spatiality as “mutual relative positioning 
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rather than ‘absolute’ location,” allows a concurrent situatedness at multiple 

‘scales’ (Massey 2018: 275). It references not only the way in which, for 

example, numerous bricks are arranged-in-relation-to-each-other to constitute a 

wall but also and simultaneously the way in which the wall, bodies of refugees, 

and the demarcation of a border are arranged-in-relation-to-each-other as a 

harmful assemblage that disallows the human mobility. In other words, such an 

understanding of spatiality can function on three registers related to the violence 

of things: 1) the ‘arrangement’ of matter with other matter in a unique 

configuration (e.g., a 12-foot tall concrete wall with barbed wire atop it); 2) the 

‘place’ or ‘context’ of the material configuration (e.g., at the Mexico-U.S. 

border in southern Arizona in July 2020); 3) the ‘situation’ of a human 

individual or group interacting with the material configuration in its context 

(e.g., a refugee from Honduras attempting to cross from Mexico into the U.S. 

and being prohibited due to the wall).  

Therefore, the violence that is produced by things is a result of both their 

unique agentic capacities and their ‘arrangement-in-relation-to-other-

materials.’ Consider the case of barbed wire. The ‘devil’s rope’ (Krell 2002) 

consists of sharp-pointed iron barbs “coiled around the strands in a double-

stranded wire. The double-stranded structure, as well as the coil of the barb 

itself, would keep the barb in place” (Netz 2004: 231). This arrangement of iron 

barbs and wires keeps the points of the barb firmly in place, capable of tearing 

flesh that comes into contact with it (Figure 1). Were the barb not kept firmly 

in place, when a body pressed against barbed wire, there would be an initial 
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prick, but then the barb would rotate away from the pressure applied by the 

body. Furthermore, as Reviel Netz writes, “[a] bit of barbed wire is, literally, no 

more than a thorn . . . It is the fact that miles upon miles of such pieces of iron 

can be arranged in lines that turns this into a new tool of special significance for 

control” (Netz 2004: 231). In addition to the violence enacted by its individual 

barbs, a strand of barbed wire also generates harmful effects based on its 

arrangement with and in relation to other strands, posts, human bodies, and 

territories. Barbed wire was first “widely used” by the British in the Boer War 

of 1901 (Krell 2002: 49). The British used vast amounts of barbed wire to 

enclose Dutch South African settlers in concentration camps. Barbed wire 

effectively prevented the inhabitants from leaving the camp and also stopped 

the settler guerrillas from entering it. Thus, barbed wire enacted violence by 

preventing the free mobility of the Boer civilians, keeping them from 

“organizing against the conquering power,” and producing a vast “asymmetry 

of power” (Netz 2004: 145). This violent effect of barbed wire is an emergent 

effect of both the barbs in relation to a double strand of wire as well as the many 

wires arranged in relation to each other and to the bodies of those contained in 

the camps.  
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Figure 1. The original patent drawing for Joseph Glidden's barbed wire design (Glidden 

1874). Glidden is generally considered the inventor of modern barbed wire. 
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 A fourth point that is central to understanding the violence enacted by 

things involves the notion of scale. Harmful assemblages composed of 

heterogeneous thing-powers often generate different forms of violence across 

several interlinked scales. Scale should not be understood as an ontological 

given, however, but as something that is produced (Barad 2007: 245; cf. Smith 

1992). As the geographer Neil Smith writes, “scale is produced in and through 

societal activity which in turn produces and is produced by geographical 

structures of social interaction” (1992: 62). To re-read this statement in a new 

materialist framework: things produce scale as they form relations with each 

other and exert their unique agentic capacities; different scales emerge with 

material configurations as they are actualized through agential cuts. This view 

“the different scales of individual bodies, homes, communities, regions, nations, 

and the global are not seen as geometrically nested in accordance with some 

physical notion of size but rather are understood as being intra-actively 

produced through one another” (Barad 2007: 245). There is never a single scale, 

which would infer some ontologically preexisting ordering, but always multiple 

– e.g., the scale of the iron barb, the strand of barbed wire, the concentration 

camp. The analytical figure of the assemblage is useful for considering multiple 

emergent scales of violence that co-produce one another. The various material 

entities composing an assemblage each have their own unique powers and 

propensities but the assemblage also has a collective effect that is not reducible 

to the summed actions of its parts (Bennett 2010a: 24). Both the assemblage and 

the thing-powers constituting it operate at their own unique scales, which are 
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iteratively produced as their differential effectivities collide with one another. 

For instance, a barbed wire fence surrounding one of the Boer War 

concentration camps may function at the level of the body – its individual barbs 

shred human skin – but also at that of the contained population – the many 

lengths of wire joined together to form a barrier that allows the British to surveil 

and dominate the settlers within – simultaneously. These types of violence, each 

functioning at their own respective scale, reinforce one another through their 

interrelation. The fence barrier prevents mobility because if brushed up against 

the barbs cause pain; the barbs would be easily avoided if not strung together 

along wires arranged in a net-like formation.  
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Conclusion 

  

This dissertation provides a potential critical orientation to new 

materialist thought. First, I presented the work of two prominent new materialist 

scholars, Jane Bennett and Karen Barad, before moving into critiques of these 

works. My major critique is that both theorists lack an account of politics, 

instead foregrounding an individualized and human-centered ethics, which 

limits their fruitfulness for critical theory and progressive political struggles. In 

Part II, I pitched dark materialism as a new materialist approach to situated 

material configurations that enact violence or (re)produce relations of 

domination. I argued that enchantment and skepticism must be held together, 

because otherwise the violence of things is invisibilized. Additionally, I 

illustrated how situated thing-powers become integrated into assemblages that 

produce harmful effects across a series of interlinked scales. Dark materialism, 

thus, is not a dismissal of new materialist thought but an extension of it.  

 Work remains, however, and dark materialism must take yet another 

step if it is to come to fruition. In addition to the negative work of critiquing 

how things take part in domination and violence, it must engage in the positive 

work of inciting transformations in those harmful assemblages that they may 

instead attest to a radical democratic politics. The tenets of dark materialism 

laid out in this dissertation can be built on to provide a framework for new 

materialist political action that theorizes how alternative worlds might be 
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constructed – literally, materially – through strategic material practices. A 

potential step in this direction would be to reframe harmful assemblages as 

‘matters of care’ (Puig de la Bellacasa 2011, 2017). As Maria Puig de la 

Bellacasa writes, understanding material configurations as matters of care is “a 

way of relating to them, of inevitably becoming affected by them, and 

modifying their potential to affect others” (2011: 99). It is through speculative 

interventions into their becomings, that dark matters can be (re)configured in a 

way that is less violent and/or oppressive and instead inaugurates egalitarianism 

and collective human flourishing.  

 

Word Count: 14,975  
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