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The Wasson Way 
project progressed from 
a far fetched daydream 
of two residents into a 
complex project with 
political backing, a 
following of thousands, 
and a high chance of 
getting built soon. How 
did they do it?  

Analyzing the Wasson Way Project through  
the Vital Materialist Lens of Jane Bennett 

Wasson Way as Vibrant Assemblage 

Niehoff Urban Studio 
Movement in the City - Wasson Way 

 
Urban Geography: Understanding the Spatial Interactions between  
Wasson Way and its Neighboring Social and Cultural Environments 

Volunteers: Several people spend 20+ hours per 
month working on this project, conservatively 
amounting to more than 2,000 hours per year. 
Legal services: Legal expertise was donated to 
file Wasson’s 501c3 status, allowing them to take 
donations and render in-kind services quantifiable. 
Design donations: High caliber designs were 
used to establish an impressive website, logo, and 
flyers. The professional quality lends legitimacy to 
the campaign. 
Inexpensive printing: Donated by Seemless. 
Safe Neighborhoods: Facing no overwhelming 
problems, a bike trail is a reasonable investment. 
In the face of greater problems, a bike trail is a 
poor use of resources, creates a liability, and 
receives less neighborhood support. 
Political support: Mayor Cranley lives in the 
neighborhood, and has stated publicly that he 
wants to build trails for personal reasons, and is 
willing to act politically to this end. 
Events that galvanize support: threats to land 
acquisition have animated more supporters. 
Density:  An estimated 120,000 people live within 
1 mile of this trail, making a convincing case that 
the project that would serve many. 
Facebook: This platform is used by politicians, 
and happens to be the preferred platform used by 
supporters. Looking good on Facebook makes 
politicians look good in the real world. 
Revenue: The trail promises to bring in $36 million 
in property tax revenue. 

Power of Actants 

Vital Materialism? 

“There is no object, no subject. . . . But there are events. I 
never act; I am always slightly surprised by what I do.” 1 

  
Within this trail story, “agency, conceived now as something 
distributed along a continuum, extrudes from multiple sites or 
many loci“2 – from an impending land purchase (threatening 
the trail) to members of city council whose political agenda 
includes trail construction. 
 
The weather is right for Wasson Way to come to fruition. As 
an assemblage, {Hyde Park + its inhabitants + its businesses 
+ its ways of conducting social networking} lends itself to 
bicycle improvements on the train tracks, so the whole 
system absorbs the city and aspects of the private realm, and 
hurls them in that direction. The Wasson Way group has not 
done anything illicit: they don’t have to, as the political 
circumstances favor them over other projects. Bennett would 
describe aspects of the circumstances as actants in the 
political ecology of the assemblage. The actants may appear 
passive, but they exert force on the human components of the 
system, which endows them with a sort of agency of their 
own. By building momentum behind the project, they 
manipulate each human actor into supporting the idea. 
 
In this scenario, we can expect to see the city morph along its 
established patterns, rarely surprising us with impressive 
community efforts and unprecedented private investment in 
public space in unexpected areas. This would be too strong of 
a counter-flow in the river of established assemblages. 

Wasson as Assemblage 

According to Bennett, humans and non-humans are 
constantly interacting, forming and dissolving flexible bonds 
into mutable assemblages that bluster around and interact 
with other bodies, either incorporating aspects of them, 
losing components to them, affecting them, or being affected 
by them. Specifically viewing these assemblages as made 
up of non-human parts as well helps us to recognize the 
power that an event or an inanimate object exerts on the 
entire system, and how something inanimate might in some 
way have agency. This framework lends insight to the 
uneven development process taking place in Cincinnati. 
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