Love and Plastic: Enchanted Encounters in the Anthropocene'
Beatrice Vermeir

In her book Vibrant Matter,* Jane Bennett proposed the existence of a shared quality of energy or
so-called vibrancy, common to all things; dead or alive, organic and inorganic, human and
nonhuman. The discourse around the agency of things is neither new nor limited to the field of
political theory; the ancient Chinese notion of Shi, the central character in Kafka’s story “The
Cares of a Family Man,” and Deleuze’s matter-energy* all swing close, to name a few examples,
to this phenomenon of which the defining characteristic is its existence as a relational force; one
which comes to attention and influence in the experience of encounter between all things.

In a geological era defined by humankind’s decimation of nature and long-term alteration
of the earth’s stratosphere, in which the future can only conceivably be imagined as either
postnature or posthuman, there exists an ever more pressing need to attend to the nonhuman
forces in play.

Environmental efforts are not few, but critically still employ this separatist strategy;
nature is treated as separate from culture, with human influence limited or extracted so as not to
contaminate what remains of this wild or “pure” ecological resource. The widespread belief that
we are sole or at least the most effective agents of our world certainly has an ecological
consequence which may, Suzi Gablik argues, go hand in hand with the widespread feeling of
social disenchantment in the modern world.” What do we so struggle to let go of a chronically
individualist view of agency in favor of a mutually affective one in which vibrant encounters
play out between humans and the myriad forces of our material environment? And what potential
does a perceptual shift from environmentalism to vibrant materialism have to invent and sustain
integrated relationships between humans and these forces? At the very least, it gives us a fresh
vocabulary with which to treat this otherwise somewhat paralyzing chapter of our social and
environmental narrative.

The Unspoken Politics of Being; Self, Society and the Environment

The prevailing cultural paradigm of advanced capitalism teaches us to use a series of interrelated
binaries to determine the power of things to produce effects on our individual experience and in
relation to larger events that impact society and the environment. The taxonomic binaries
between living beings and matter devoid of life—what Ranciére called the partition of the
sensible®—and that between humans and nonhumans are central to our understanding of
ourselves in relation to the world. A conception that living, organic matter has a stronger
capacity for agency than “inert” and therefore presumed to be passive things is commonplace,
and within the field of living beings it goes without saying that humans—sentient, sapiens,
conscious, hold the most power of all.

In this way, modern man has become successfully mythologized in what Robert
McFarlane calls the “narcissist delusion” of our times,’ the belief that the human race stands
above and apart from nature, holding the power to overcome most of its forces, to harness it to
his own needs, and ultimately, to end it. This embedded system of exploitative exchange
between humans and the environment and between perceived to be active and passive forces is
what Riane Eisler has called the “dominator” model, from which results inevitably in a



conception of man as separate from nature.® Bennett defines vibrancy, as distinguished from life
force, as “the capacity, extended to nonhuman nonliving things such as edibles, objects, storms,
and metals, to impede, block, or advance human will and also act as quasi-agents with
trajectories and tendencies of their own.”

As humans embedded in a culture of man-made objects, industrial production,
advertising and consumerism but also as a species originally (2.6 million years ago) set apart
from nature by the use of tools, our perceptual focus tends to be on the ways in which we can use
things. We confuse the agency of objects with the prescribed functionality that we, as humans,
have invested in them, and while we are stuck in this urge to assign function to things, vibrancy
often escapes our attention. Occupying the strange and unfamiliar realm of utopian imagination,
vibrant materialism eludes the Western, post-Enlightenment, scientific-objective mind. Most
people would find the idea of treating people and things “symmetrically” horrifying, and there
are still fewer who would stop on the street to ponder the trajectory or potential agency of a
discarded plastic bottle. A fugitive force, vibrancy resists definition by definition, makes
nonsense of our carefully positioned cultural markers that divide living from dead, human from
nonhuman, and determine active and passive forces.

Childhood experience of animated objects and personalised animals can begin to help us
in imagining this world, as can Katka’s magical short story, “The Cares of a Family Man,” in
which the central character, a creature named Odradek, brilliantly resists categorization.
Presenting itself as an object somewhat akin to a spool of thread, a vague and aimless household
tool also somehow possessed of characteristics belonging to a living being, Odradek’s laughter,
for example, sounds “rather like the rustling of leaves ... but has no lungs behind it.” “Can he
possibly die?”” Kafka concludes by asking. “Anything that dies has had some kind of aim in life,
some kind of activity, which is worn out; but that does not apply to Odradek.”"°

It is extremely difficult, Adorno supports, to screen out the agency we invest in things
and so view them as “orphans” exercising their own power to transcend human subjectivity,
which constitutes only part of their material agency.'' In the case of man-made objects, it may be
easier to perceive vibrancy in things that have become “other” and so transcended their original
function and context. One can easily imagine that thrift shops and flea markets, for example, are
some of the arenas of modern life most attractive to vibrant materialists. Walter Benjamin, in his
writings on collectors, who have “a relationship to objects that does not emphasize their
functional, utilitarian value,” talks such people possessing a special kind of “tactical instinct” for
liberating these objects from precisely that screen of human agency.'

But by no means is this framework only applicable to man-made objects. It extends to our
treatment of the whole of the natural world as a resource. It’s currents and winds are harnessed to
generate electrical power, lands plowed and sown with seed or grazed by domesticated herds, its
waves surfed for pleasure, and its beauty painted or used as a backdrop to Hollywood movies.
But thing-power, Bennett argues, is not reducible to commodity value, and our blinkered view of
it as such is a symptom of a gaze turned perpetually inward, to the self, that does not “expose
itself in all its vulnerability to the powers of the external world.”"® In fact, the philosophy of
vibrant materialism, in refuting the conception of matter as “passive stuff,” requires us to let go
of our understanding of objects as things felt or sensed by a subject, as occupying a passive role
in the dynamic, and become familiar with the idea of things as objects and forces become active
“others.”



Human Nature, “Other” Nature

What Heidegger called “thingness” is distinctly “other” to the human self. It occupies the world
of external forces that are not largely measurable or understandable using the perceptual senses
or intellect humans so rely on. An event like a national power grid failure, as discussed by
Bennett, will typically be attributed to a combination of measurable and “blamable” factors;
unusual weather patterns, malfunctions at the power plant level, overheating generators, and
forest fires, but completely exclude the agency of the electrical current itself and its own
“trajectories and tendencies.”

The unknowable “other” quality of vibrancy threatens the security of the human cultural
paradigm by representing a total loosening off of contexts and established modes of being,
including of the dominator system of power exchange and exploitation of nature that benefits a
capitalist socioeconomic model. The fear of contamination by this “otherness” is evident in many
of the isolating mechanisms widely present in our material culture, from the thin plastic film
encasing sterilized vegetables and quantities of purified water to the systems that conveniently
extract, refine, and deliver fuel to the stomachs of our motor vehicles beyond our gaze or field of
knowledge. The human experience is felt as largely alienated from the external world, the natural
systems of the environment but also our own social system, and ourselves. In the words of Elias
Canetti, “There is nothing that man fears more than the touch of the unknown. He wants to see
what is reaching towards him, and to be able to recognize or at least classify it. Man always tends
to avoid physical contact with anything strange.”'*

“Such an interpretation of nature led to two distinct positions: nature could be that part of
the world which humans have mastered and made their own. Here, through the unravelling of
laws of motion for example, the inner resources of nature were revealed to the human mind. But
secondly, nature was also that which has not yet been penetrated (either literally or
metaphorically): the wilderness and deserts, unmediated and dangerous nature.”"?

During the European Enlightenment, a dualistic conception of nature was born that
replaced earlier, more organic, and culturally inclusive models such as those of indigenous
Australian communities discussed by Godden.'® Nature was simultaneously seen as something to
be mastered, something “describable ... orderable,”'” able to be used to human ends (in painting,
agricultural production, taxonomical classification, and so on) and, somehow separately,
possessed of an “otherness,” an untameable wilderness that was not comprehensible using the
rational, scientific, and objective thought that became prominent in this period. This dualistic
belief structure, perpetuated to this day, has its consequences: the construction of nature as
“other” to the human subject “allows nature to be conceived as either an object of control ... or
as a wilderness to be preserved apart from human society,”'® an opposition that plays out in
modern Western legal systems of property and heritage laws.

Out of the twentieth century notion of ecological “balance” came reparatory
environmental efforts, mostly concerned with preventing human culture from contaminating the
latter ideal or “other” version of nature through heritage and land preservation. So continues the
prolonged discourse of nature and culture as antagonistic binary and a true dominator model,
where the advancement of one is taken at the cost of the other. On the contrary, Latour argues,
the modern self is not isolated but more entangled with nature than ever before. If we view the
world through Guattari’s three ecological registers of self, society, and environment,"
interdependent lenses on a united whole as opposed to altogether separate domains, we put into
practice what Eisler would call a partnership model, one that acknowledges the connectedness of



all things and focuses on the relationships of interaction among self, culture, and nature. Guattari
argues that it is precisely the segregation of these three imagined spheres of agency in
established environmentalist strategy that does more to hinder than to catalyze a meaningful and
responsible engagement with nature.”® A confrontation with the “otherness” of nature is central
to the acknowledgement of the mingling of human and nonhuman agency when we shift from a
conception of nature versus culture to a common state of being, what Bennett calls “a
heterogenous monism of vibrant bodies.”*!

Touching Encounters: A New, Integrative Commons
From the self to the external, from the individual to the common

The emergence of a notion of the commons was born in Europe in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries when, for the first time, the meadows and forests that previously held
grazing or foraging rights became subject to mass privatisation. The delineation of common
grounds from private property that occurred as a result was undoubtedly an important moment in
which the definition and management of commonly accessible natural resources was refined. In
the following century, the Age of Enlightenment, which was dominated by philosophies of
rational individualism, reinforced the tone of what was to be a trajectory of increasing
privatisation for territories the world over - what Foucault called the urge to ‘order’ what is seen
to be an unruly and chaotic nature - that reaches right up until the present day.

As this trajectory runs its divisive course, our understanding of the commons becomes
ever more expansive; in the 1980s, the conflict over common ground re-emerged with renewed
vigour as natural resources - fossil fuels, soil and water- as well as social structures such as
education and healthcare began to be sold off by neoliberal governments to private enterprise. In
their seminal book Commonwealth, Hardt and Negri later expanded the discourse of the
commons to include not only natural and social resources but those generated by culture:
languages, information, emotional and behavioural codes, for example, which are shared and
sustained through social interaction and perhaps less easily removed from common ownership.
Even more recently, the definition has been expanded further to envelop the growing mass of
digital data generated by humans; the so-called Informational Commons.

But all of these conceptions of the commons are limited to include only what Ranciere
called the “sensible”; those resources invested with human agency and therefore perceived as
valuable or useful to us. In a geological era defined by humankind’s decimation of nature and
long-term alteration of the earth’s stratosphere, in which the future can only conceivably be
imagined as either post-nature or post-human, there exists an ever more pressing need to attend
to the non-human forces in play.

What happens to the definition of the commons when we take a vibrant materialist
perspective that must include not only resources as filtered through human agency but takes as
its focus the elusive currency of vibrancy; a shared quality of potential energy common to all
things; dead or alive, organic and inorganic, human and nonhuman. Is it possible to imagine or
even enact a commons in which all things are active agents of their own destinies and where
points of contact between those agents can materialise only in spontaneous encounters altogether
outside of ownership? And, finally, can we employ this utopian vision of the world as a
“heterogenous monism of vibrant bodies” to facilitate the integration of the spheres of personal,



social, and environmental experience and do something to patch up our frayed relations with the
world as a whole.

Beginning by shedding, as far as possible, the human-centric view of the entire external
world as a resource, maybe we can start to imagine this new, all-encompassing commons. The
first port of call in transcending a dualistic, oppositional concept of “nature” and “people,” and
opening ourselves to the possibility of vibrant encounters, is to acknowledge the “other” in
ourselves, and in doing so, materialising the relation between the self and the external world.
Vibrant encounters occur, after all, at the point of contact between the self and the external
world, where that which is known collides with what can be a fearful and indeterminate
unknown. In the words of Lee Ufan of the School of Things: “Encounters are entailed in the fact
that other things than oneself exist and it is possible to enter into dialogue with them. An
encounter is an interaction with externality/otherness.”*

Human bodies, Merleau Ponty declared, occupy a precarious position, belonging both to
“me” (the self) and the external world of things. For centuries, the Western doctrines of
Cartesian “mind over matter” philosophy combined with Christian denials of the flesh in favor of
the spirit or soul, what Ufan called an “extreme version of the self,” have resulted in increased
trust and attention placed in the sphere of intellect and a simultaneous alienation of the body
from its state as matter. Our bodies, complex and dynamic mixtures of cells, fluids, vibrations,
electrical pulses, thoughts and dreams, are, in fact, vibrant material systems—not just one but an
“array of bodies™** that can touch and affect other bodies, both human and nonhuman, and in turn
be affected. In this way, we can also begin to subvert the traditional sovereignty of the intellect,
reason, and self over the body, material, and other, and, in the words of Jan Favre, “make bodies
think, minds feel.”?

Touching otherness is transcending the self. By leaving the realm of experience, which is
dominated by intellect and mediated by sensory perception, we can establish an attunement to
moments that, inexplicably by those terms, prick our attention.

Love and Plastic

“To become imperceptible oneself, to have dismantled love in order to become capable of
loving. To have dismantled one’s self in order finally to be alone and meet the true double at the
other end of the line. A clandestine passenger on a motionless voyage. To become like
everybody else; but this, precisely, is a becoming only for one who knows how to be nobody, to
no longer be anybody. To paint oneself gray on gray.”

What has love got to do with vibrant materialism, or, for that matter, with the wider
discourses of ecophilosophy and political theory? This interjection might seem ridiculous, this
text itself being the subject and product of a rationalistic, deconstructive, and objective model of
critical thinking. Love, like hope and optimism, Amy Olds argues, is “considered hokey,
childish, and sometimes fanatic ... not concepts of intellectual stature.”*’ In actual fact, the
discourse of vibrant materialism—with its concerns for transcending the self and embracing the
other, abandoning a primarily rational intellectual perceptual state for one that follows
emotionally rich, intuitive urges, not to mention the engagement with an unrealistic idealistic
imagination—does run extremely close to experiences of love. In the field of improvisational
encounter, like in that of love between humans, De Bruyne highlights a necessary presentness
and closeness, in which “a complete dependency is visible, with its vulnerability, reactivity, and



sensitivity for living together” : an exhilarating and steadfast resistance to the dominant cultural

values of permanence and determinacy. Love, the “intermingling of bodies™ as discussed
extensively by Deleuze and Guattari, is very much akin to the exchanges of material agency
between vibrant bodies, and Bennett’s portrayal of the lingering outward gaze of the vibrant
materialist is not unlike that of an enchanted lover: “vital materialists will try to linger on
moments during which they find themselves fascinated by objects, taking them as clues to the
material vibrancy they share with them. This sense of a strange and incomplete commonality
with the outside may induce vital materialists to treat nonhumans (animals, plants, earth, and
even artifacts and commodities) more carefully...more ecologically.”*

As naturally caring, empathic beings who mostly have experiences of love, we are
already well equipped to take on the mission of vibrant materialism as an environmental strategy.
The difference, and difficulty perhaps, will be to extend the attitude of care and attentiveness that
we are used to sharing with other humans to other things that occupy our environments. But
surely now, as millions of tons of plastic comfortably bed down into the earth’s strata, to remain
undisturbed for millions of years and certainly to outlast the human race, is the time to realize
that our beliefs have consequences.

This essay has had the task of deconstructing a few of the prevailing cultural attitudes
that affect our relationship with the environment, many beliefs which we hold and take for
granted; to have, in the words of Deleuze and Guattari, “dismantled love in order to become
capable of loving.”! The potential that lies with all humans is one of reconstruction; of
acknowledging the agency of other things; noticing instances of vibrant materialism at work and
using it to manifest an attitude of connectedness and care toward forces and things that coexist
with us in our environment. A philosophy and practice of enchantment is one of “heightened
receptivity to experiences that don’t fit into a rationalist view of the world** that resists the
dominant cultural structures of rationalism, determinacy, and individualism. It is from this point
of nonconformist, conscious resistance, simply by opening ourselves to the possibility of
enchanted encounter with the external world, that creative solutions to the problem of the
imbalance between “culture” and “nature” as we know it will arise.

The case of the Anthropocene, although overwhelming, is not lost; love and vibrant
materialism alike are powerful, if not revolutionary, forces for change, each with “trajectories
and tendencies” of their own that have demonstrated that they are more than capable of radically
altering the course of ecology

....for the worse, so why not believe in them for the better?
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