
Edible Matter 

It is not controversial to say that trash, gadgets, electricity, and fire are 

relevant to politics, or to say that though such things do not qualify as 

political stakeholders, they form the milieu of human action or serve 

as means or impediments to it. But do the categories of context, tool. 

and constraint capture the full range of powers possessed by nonhuman 

bodies? In this chapter I will focus on one subset of those bodies, the 

kind that you can eat. I will treat food as conative bodies vying along

side and within an other complex body (a person's "own" body)_ To the 

roles of context, tool, and constraint (or background, resource, and 

limit) I will add the role of actant. Food will appear as actant inside and 

alongside intention-forming, morality-(dis)obeying, language-using, 

reflexivity-wielding, and culture-making human beings, and as an 

inducer-producer of salient, public effects. We can call the assemblage 

formed by these human and nonhuman bodies "American consump

tion- and name as one of its effects the "crisis of obeSity," 

My case for food as a participant in this assemblage bas two prongs. 

The first seeks support in scientific studies of the effects of dietary 
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fat on human moods and cognitive dispositions (and not simply its 

effects on the size or volume of the body). The second revisits the ro

bust nineteenth-century discussions of the moral and political efficacy 

of diet. Here I will focus on motifs from the work of Friedrich Nietz

sche and Henry David Thoreau, according to which eating constitutes 

a series of mutual transformations between human and nonhuman ma

terials. I conclude with some thoughts about how an enhanced alertness 

to edible matter can contribute to a theory of vital materiality, a theory 

in competition with matter as "homogeneous. unorganized and quies

cent stuff,"l 

The Efficacy of Fat 

In '9'7 the English physiologist W. M. Bayliss wrote that "it may be 

taken for granted that every one is Sincerely desirous of aVOiding un

necessary consumption of food."l This assumption seems no longer to 

hold in many parts of the developed world. In a recent Roper Report, 

for example, 70 percent of the Americans surveyed said that they ate 

"pretty much whatever they want," which means, on an average day, 

fifty-two teaspoons of sugar and coco sweeteners,3 more than one half 

ofa pound of meat,' and one-fifth of a pound of butter and oils.' Overall, 

what Americans want is to eat between five hundred and eight hundred 

more calories a day than they did in 1950.' 

That would explain why the bodies of Americans are larger and 

heavier than ever before. Here we stumble on a banal instance of what 

Michel Foucault might have called the "productive power" of food: once 

ingested, once, that is, food coacts with the hand that places it in one's 

mouth, with the metabolic agencies of intestines, pancreas, kidneys, 

with cultural practices of physical exercise, and so on, food can generate 

new human tissue. In the case of some foods. say potato chips. it seems 

appropriate to regard the hand's actions as only quasi- or semiinten

tional, for the chips themselves seem to call forth, or provoke and stoke, 

the manual labor. To eat chips is to enter into an assemblage in which 

the I is not necessarily the most decisive operator. Chips challenge the 

idea, implicit in the Roper survey, that what people "want" is a personal 

preference entirely of their own making. 
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That food can make people larger is a fact so ordinary and obvious that 

it is difficult to perceive it as an example of a nonhuman agency at work. 

The case becomes a bit stronger, perhaps, when we learn of hitherto 

unrecognized powers of dietary fats, in particular their ability to make 

a qualitative as well as quantitative difference. Several recent studies 

suggest that fat (not the fat in potato crnps, but the omega-3 fatty acids 

prevalent in some wild fish) can make prisoners less prone to violent 

acts, inattentive schoolchildren better able to focus, and bipolar persons 

less depressed. A Widely cited 2002 "double-blind, placebo-controlled, 

randomised trial of nutritional supplements on 231 young adult pris

oners, comparing disciplinary offences before and during supplementa

tion" shows a 3S percent reduction of offences among British prisoners 

given omega-3 fatty acids? A Similarly designed study of dietary sup

plementation with fatty acids in children with "difficulties in learning, 

behavior, and psychosocial adjustment" finds "significant improvement" 

in reading, spelling, and behavior.' A journal of neuropsycho pharma

cology reports that a thirty-year-old pregnant woman with chronic 

schizophrenia showed a "dramatic improvement in both positive and 

negative symptoms of schizophrenia" in response to an open trial of 

omega-J supplementation.9 The "6o-fold variation across countries in 

the annual prevalence of major depression is strongly inversely corre

lated with national fish consumption . . . .  For bipolar affective disorder, 

. . .  prevalence rates rise precipitously below an apparent annual fish 

intake threshold of approximately 75 Ibs. per person, with prevalence 

rates of . . .  0.04% in Taiwan (81.6 Ib per person) and 6.5% in Germany 

(27.6 Ib per person)_" (Americans in 2000 ate about 15 Ib per person.)I. 

Olber fats seem to.have negative cognitive effects: high levels of hydro

genated fats in the diet of "middle-aged rats" dulls memory and leads "to 

the production of inflammatory substances in the brain."n 

Results such as these are always subject to further research and to 

various interpretations, but they lend support to lbe idea that certain 

lipids promote particular human moods or affective states. This effec

tivity ought not to be imagined as a mechanical causality, nor do I want 

to suggest that we will someday arrive at a nutritional science that can 

demonstrate that speCific fats are lbe cause of a quantifiable and invari

ant set of cognitive or behavioral effects. It is more likely that an emer

gent causality is at work here: particular fats, acting in different ways 
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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. This is because a small change in the 

eater· eaten complex may issue in a significant disruption of its pattern 
or function." The assemblage in which persons and fats are participants 

is perhaps better figured as a nonlinear system: "In a linear system, the 

ultimate eifect of the combined action of two different causes is merely 

the [addition] . . .  of the effects of each cause taken individually. But in 

a nonlinear system adding a small cause to one that is already present 

can induce dramatic effects that have no common measure of the am

plitude of the cause.Mil In nonlinear assemblages, "effects" resonate with 

and against their "causes," such that the impact of any added element 

(omega-3 fatty acid) or set of elements (high fish diet) cannot be grasped 

at a glance. Instead, the agency of the added element(s) is only "slowly 

brought to light as the assemblage stabilizes itself through the mutual 

accommodation of its heterogeneous components." 14 

A particular element can be so contingently well placed in an assem

blage that its power to alter the direction or function of the whole is un

usually great. As noted in chapter 1, Gilles Deleuze's and Felix Guattari's 

term for such a particularly efficacious element is an "operator." As an 

example they cite a piece of grass used by a finch both to make a nest 

and for its courtship dance. The grass stem "acts as a component of pas

sage between the territorial assemblage and the-courtship assemblage . 

. , . The grass stem is a deterritorialized component . . . .  It is neither an 

archaism nor a transitional or part-object. It is an operator, a vector. It 

is an assemblage converter."15 

A particular edible can also act as an "assemblage converter," an idea 

similar to what Michel Serres calls a "thermal exciter," For Serres, a 

thermal exciter does not effect a revolutionary transformation in the 

assemblage it enters. Instead, it makes it "change state differentially. It 

inclines it. It makes the equilibrium of the energetic distribution fluctu

ate, It does it. It irritates it. It inflames it. Often this inclination has no 

effect. But it can produce gigantic ones by chain reactions or reproduc

tion."16 

To take seriously the efficacy of nonhuman fat is, then, not only to 

shift one's idea about what counts as an actor but also to focus one's 

attention away from individuals and onto actants in assemblages. The 
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problem of obesity would thus have to index not only the large humans 
and their economic-cultural prostheses (agribUSiness, snack-foOd vend

ing machines, insulin injections. bariatric surgery. serving sizes. sys� 
terns offood marketing and distribution, microwave ovens) but also the 
strivings and trajectories of fats as they weaken or enhance the power 
of human wills, habits, and ideas. 

Nietzsche, Warrior Food, and Wagnerian Music 

Most evidence of the active power of foodstuffs (a potential activated 

when the foodstuff congregates with a power-enhancing set of other 
vital materialities) comes by way of the physical or biolOgical sciences, 

as in the studies cited above. When the social sciences and humanities 

take up the question of food, they tend to focus on human acts, on, 

for example, the sociocultural rituals through which meaningful food 

objects are produced, the rhetoric of culinary self-expression, or the 

aesthetic-commercial techniques through which desire for a new food 

product is induced. With the exception of the cookbook author or res
taurant reviewer who features the color. texture, and aroma of ingredi
ents, food writing seldom attends to the force of materiality. As David 
Goodman puts it in his critique of agro-food studies in sociology, it is 

all too rare to find an acknowledgment of food as an "ontologically real 
and active, lively presence."1:7 

In the nineteenth century, however, it was fajrly easy to find a phi
losopher who believed that food had the power to shape the disposi

tions of persons and nations. These thinkers examined the lived experi

ence of eating aDd saw a profound reciprocity between eater and eaten. 
Nietzsche, for example, c1ajmed (without the benefit of randomized, 
double-blind experiments) that psychological, cognitive, aesthetic, and 
moral complexions were altered and reformed by what was ingested,

' 

He pointed to "an incorrect diet (the alcoholism of the Middle Ages; the 
absurdity of the vegetarians)" as one source of "the deep depression, the 

leaden exhaustion, the black melancholy of the physiologically inhib

ited.·'" He believed that "the reason why . . .  individuals have different 
feelings and tastes is usually to be found in some oddity of their life style, 

nutrition, or digestion, perhaps a deficit or excess of inorganic salts in 
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their blood and brain."" He offered these "hints· from his morality: "No 

meals between meals, no coffee: coffee spreads darkness. Tea . . . is very 

unwholesome and sicklies one o'er the whole day if it is too weak by a 

single degree."" The "strong and savory sayings" and "new desires" of 

Zarathustra were nounshed not with ·aatulent vegetables" but with (an 

unnamed) ·warrior food, with conquerer food."2l (Perhaps raw meat?) 

In these quotations Nietzsche attends to a kind of material agency, 

exhibited not only by drugs like alcohol and caffeine but by all foods. 

In the picture that emerges from his scattered references to foodstuffs, 

edible matter appears as a powerful agent, as stuff that modifies the 

human matter with which it comes into contact. (Here Nietzsche's 

thinking may resonate with a Spinozist model of conative bodies that 

must engage each other if their power is to be enhanced.) 

The efficacy of a food will vary, Nietzsche notes, depending on the 

other foods in the diet, the particular buman body that takes them in, 

and the culture or nation in which the diet is consumed. He discusses, 

for example, a popular diet book of his day, Luigi Cornaro's La vita sobria 

(Art of Living Long). Cornaro (1464-1566) lived to the age of lOZ eating 

only twelve ounces of solid food ("bread, the yolk of an egg, a little meat, 

and some soup"") and fourteen ounces of wine a day ("waters, in what

ever way tbey may be doctored or prepared, have not the virtue of wine, 

and fail to relieve me""). Nietzsche complains that thougb Cornaro 

"recommends his meagre diet as a recipe for a 10Qg and happy life -a 

virtuous one, too," such a diet will be able to enhance the vitality of only 

some bodies. One diet does not lit all, says Nietzsche. For someone like 

Cornaro, with "an extraordinarily slow metabolism; a sparse diet will 

bave good effects, but "a scholar of our day, with his rapid consumption 

of nervous energy. would kill himself with Cornaro's regimcn .. "z" 

The effectivity of a foodstuff varies from body to body, but wbat is 

even more interesting about Nietzsche's discussion of Cornaro is his 
suggestion that the effectivity of the "same" food in the "same" body 

will vary over time as actants enter and leave the scene. "Warrior food," 

if it is to produce warriors, must join forces with a whole bast of other 

actants. Nietzsche gestures toward the agency of the food-person

sound-nation assembJage in his discussion of anti·Semitism's hold on 

Bismarck's Germany: he names beer as a contributing source, but beer 

as part of a diet consisting also of German "newspapers, politics, . . .  and 
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Wagnerian music."" Ukewise, be identifies the ·abstention &om Besb" 
as a source of the ressentiment of the priest-but only when Catholic 
vegetarianism encounters a specific set of other actors. only. that is, 
wben Batulent vegetables operate in conjunction with "fasting . . .  , 
sexual continence . . .  , flight 'into the wilderness' . . .  [andJ the entire 
antisensualistic metaphysic of the priests."'· 

Nietzsche contends that a foodstuff comes alive to its powers in the 
presence of the materiality of certain newspapers, Wagnerian music. and 
the bodily practices of asceticism, all of whicb qualify as what Donna 
Haraway called "material·semiotic actors.":!? Any science of diet, then, 
would have to take account not only of foods acting in confederation 
with other bodies such as digestive liquids or microorganisms but also 
foods coacting with the intensities often described as perception, belief, 
and memory. Nietzscbe warns against imagining these l.tter as "higber' 
forms: "nutrition, place. climate . . .  are inconceivably more important 
than everything one has taken to be important so far . . . .  [Le.,J 'God: 
'soul,' 'virtue,' 'sin; "beyond: 'truth,' ·etemal life ... ·2• 

Much like Russian matryoshki dolls, assemblages contain a sequence 
of ever small ones-functioning groupings of .ctants in a series of 
larger, more complex congregations. But there is also a sense in which 
Nietzsche imagined the assemblage of consumption as issuing in calcu
l.ble rather than emergent outcomes, outcomes whose predictability 
increases .s one's knowledge of the system becomes more detailed, up
to-the-minute, and comprehensive. Nietzsche tended to slip back into a 
mechanistic model of physiology. I wonder whether this supposition of 
a renable mechanism constitutes a necessary illUSion, reqUired if one is 
to pursue a deliberate regime of consumption, a plan of action in wbicb 
some parts of the body (eye, the will) issue orders to other parts (limbs, 
mouth, fingers) about what and how much to take in. 

Thoreau, Dead Meat, and Berries 

ReBecting on the coactions of food, drink, human digestion, metabo
lism, and idea intensities, Nietzsche began to craft a program of artful 
eating. On tbe other side of the Atlantic, Thoreau was engaged in his 
owo regimen of consumption, one designed to induce a different set of 
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effects. Both experimentalists sought to benefit in mind and body from 

the vital, active powers of food. Nietzsche rejected vegetables when they 

allied with ascetic practices and priestly ressentiment. Vegetables could 

be dangerous. Thoreau, too, affirmed a vegetal vitality, but be located it 

in a different assemblage, one that produced another kind of effect on 

his body: a greater wakefulness and better resistance against the patho

gens of social convention. 

One night, walking home with his just caught "string of fish: Thoreau 

catches also a "glimpse of a woodchuck stealing across my path, and 1 

felt . strange thrill of savage delight, and was strongly tempted to seize 

and devour him raw; not that 1 was hungry then, except for that wild

ness which be represented."'Z9 Hungry for wildness. Thoreau at Erst tries 

to devour the woodchuck so that its vitality will become his. But then 

Thoreau stops to wonder: Haw is this transfer pOSSible? After years of 

consuming material bodies, he finally asks just how eating works. What 

is actually happening when these bodies mix with mine? Walt Whitroan 

would later engage in • similar consideration, writing in Leaves o[Grass: 
"Who goes there? hankering, gross, mystical, nude; How is it I extract 

strength from the beef 1 eat?"" Thoreau ultimately concludes that "de

vouring" wild flesh does not in fact result in his own vitalization, but in 

the mortification-the rotting-ofbis imagination. 

The first warning sign of tills carne to Thoreau by way of his gut: 

"With every year" fish-flesh became more and mQre viscerally unap

pealing. Eventually, he stops consuming "animal food" (and tea and cof

fee) altogether, finding "something essentially unclean about a diet . . .  

[of] Hesh."" The irresistible wildness of a lively woodchuck had turned 

into the repellent uncleanness (in the sense of dirty, slimy, gooey) of its 

corpse. Thoreau calls this a "practical objection" -meat oozes and drips. 

whereas "a little bread or a few potatoes would have done as well. with 

less trouble and 61th."" But more than housekeeping is at stake here. 

Meat, he declares, is "not agreeable to my imagination." "I believe that 

every man who bas ever been earnest to preserve his higher or poetic 

faculties in the best condition has been particularly inclined to abstain 

from animal food . . . .  It may be vain to ask why the imagination will not 

be reconciled to flesh and fat. I am satisfied that it is not."" 

If we detect in Thoreau's disgust for meat a certain Platonic revulsion 

against that which is subject to change. a certain preference for eternal 
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forms over transient matter, this is countered by Thoreau's celebration 

of other foods, which, though no less transient or vulnerable to decay 

and no less material than animal fat, produce desirable effects in him. 
He resists ingesting the viscous slime of decaying animal bodies but 

clamors for food that leavens his flesh and relines his imagination. This 

includes "a little bread or a few potatoes' and, perhaps most of all, ber

ries, these "little things are not little but fine-they are some huckle

berries.· .. Thoreau is "thrilled" to find that "some berries which I had 

eaten on the hill-side had fed my genius."" 

Thoreau strives to confederate with a set of bodies, some solid, some 

wispy, that render his own body finer, leaner, and more discerning

better able to sense the force of things. He comes to see, for example, 

that the powers of berries are variably actualized; the huckleberries and 

blueberries sold in market, in contrast to the ones he eats straight off 

the bush on Fair Haven Hill, "do not yield their true flavor . . . .  It is a 

vulgar error to suppose that you have tasted huckleberries who never 

plucked them . . . .  The ambrosial and essential part of the fruit is lost 

with the bloom which is rubbed off in the market cart, and they become 

mere provender."" We would say that the berries in Pop-Tarts do not 

act the way their wild counterparts do, or that processed cheeses and 

sterile-filtered wine are rendered more passive. less vital, and more pre

dictable than their unpasteurized and unfiltered counterparts " 

The Hungry Soul 

For Nietzsche and for Thoreau consumption is a two-way street, an en

counter between bodies human and nonhuman. Tea, coffee, vegetables, 

beer, music. berries, fish, a woodchuck, the skinny Thoreau body, and 

the Sickly Nietzsche body all possessed a kind of vital force. In sharp 

contrast is the model of eating offered by Leon Kass in his popular book 

The Hungry Soul: Eating and the Perfecting of Our Nature. Kass argues 

that the mundane act of eating reveals something about the very order 

of Creation: it reveals a natural hierarchy of bodies, with matter on the 

bottom, organisms in the middle, and humans at the top. 

Kass begins with the claim that ·we do not become the something 

that we eat; rather the edible gets assimilated to what we are . . . .  the 
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edible object is thorougbly transformed by and re-formed into the 

eater."" How is it possible that a buman body, itself edible matter, tri

umpbs so completely over all other bodies? Kass argues that this su

perlative power advantage stems from (thougb, as we shall see, is not 

completely explained by) the fact that the buman body is an organism. 

Kass defines an organism as a material body infused with a nonmaterial 

supplement, with, that is, "life." "Ufe" is a force qualitatively different 

from tbe merely mechanical operations of matter: life "is not the result 

of metabolism but rather its cause, for persistence through nourishing is 

an achievement of the organism as organized. notofits materials alone,")!t 

All organisms, and not just humans, are animated by a life force, and 

thus all organisms have the power to bestow "form" on inorganic matter 

or on dead meat. It is this mysterious force called life that is responsible 

for "thoroughly transfOrming" the "edible object . . .  into the eater." 

The buman organism, Kass continues, is especially endowed with this 

life force; it is, one might say, espeCially alive, for it, as the highest of the 

organisms designed by God, has "soul." An ensouled organism, "from 

the top of the spiral, gazing on the totality of the world as well as on his 

own peculiar ascent," is able, for example, to -embrace forms that sanc

tify his eating."'· 

Kass invokes a strong version of the distinction between organic 

life and inorganic matter, affirms with confidence the existence of a 

nonmaterial life force that animates mere matter, and celebrates the 

uniqueness of the human version of that life force, the soul. In so doing, 

he affirms a kind of vitalism. As an evangelical Christian, Kass makes 

claims in The Hungry Soul that are particularly clear, bold, and unapolo

getic: be thus helps us discern the milder and more nuanced versions of 

vitalist claims that circulate more Widely in the culture. ) will return to 

the topic of vitalism in chapters 5 and 6, when ) consider the variants of 

it endorsed by Immanuel Kant, Hans Driesch, and Henri Bergson and 

place these vitalisms in conversation with a theory of materiality as itself 

an active, v'ibrant power. 

Kass offers a conquest model of human eating. according to which 

the ingested bodies of animals, plants, bacteria, metals, synthetic hor

mones, trace elements, dioxin, and other industrial byproducts are fig� 

ured as inactive, plastic materials for human use. Thoreau, Nietzsche, 

and recent studies of omega-3 and hydrogenated fats cballenge this 

model and the form-matter dichotomy at its heart They instead discern 
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a productive power intrinsic to foodstuff, which enables edible matter 
to coarsen or refine the imagination or render a dispos.i tion more or 
less liable to ressentiment, depressioD, byperactivity, dull-wittedness, 
or violence. They experience eating as the formation of an assemblage 
of human and nonhuman elements, all of which bear some agentic ca
pacity. This capacity includes the negative power to resist or obstruct 
human projects, but it also includes the more active power to affect and 
create effects. On this model of eating, human and nonhuman bodies 
recorporeali2e in response to each other; both exercise formative power 
and both offer themselves as matter to be acted on. Eating appears as 
a series of mutual transformations in which the border between inside 
and outside becomes blurry: my meal both is and is not mine; you both 
are and are DOt what you eat. 

Vagabond Matter 

If the eaten is to become food, it must be digestible to the out-side it 
enters. Likewise, if the eater is to be nourished. it must acc:ommodate 
itself to the internalized out-side. In the eating encounter, all bodies are 
shown to be but temporary congealments of a materiality that is a pro
cess of becoming, is hustle and Bow punctuated by sedimentation and 
substance. Emma Roe's phenomenology of eating practices in Britain 
highlights how food bobs above and below the threshold of a distinct 
entity: a carrot as it first enters the eater's mouth is a fullMblown entity. 
with a distinctive taste, coJor, odor, texture; once swallowed, however, 
its coherence gradually diSSipates until, if one were to continue to ObM 
serve it via a tiny can"tera inserted into the gut, the difference between 
carrot and eater vanishes altogether." Maud Ellman also describes the 
various comings and goings of food: 

[Food's] disintegration in the stomach, its assimilation in the blood, its di

aphoresis in the epidermis, its metempsychosis in the large intestine: its 

viscosity in okra, gumbo. oysters; its elasticity in jellies. its deliquescence in 

blancmanges; its tumescence in the throats of serpents. its slow erosion in 

the bellies of sharks; its odysseys through pastures, oIchards, wheat fields, 

stock-yards, supermarkets, kitchens, pig troughs, rubbish dumps, disposals; 
the industries of sowing. hunting, cooking. milling, processing. and canning 
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it; the wizardry of its mutations, ballooning in bread. subsiding in souffles; 
raw and cooked. solid and melting. vegetable and mineral, fish. flesh, and 

fowl, encompassing the whole compendium of living substance,n 

Edibles disclose, in short, what Deleuze and Guattari called a certain 

"vagabond" quality to materiality, a propensity for continuous variation 

that is elided by "all the stories of matter-form.·" The activityof metabo
lizatioo. whereby the outside and inside miogle and recombine, reo

ders more plausible the idea of a vital materiality. It reveals the swarm 

of activity subsisting below and within formed bodies and recalcitrant 

things, a vitality obscured by our conceptual habit of dividing the world 

into inorganic matter and organic life. 

How Food Matters 

My final example of artful consumption is the slow food movement, 

founded in Italy in 1986 to contest the McDonaidization, environmen

tal unsustainability, and petrocentrism of a globalized system of food 

production, marketing, and distribution. According to its manifesto, 

'Slow Food is dedicated to stewardship of the land and ecologically 

sound food production; to the revival of the kitchen and the table as 

centers of pleasure, culture, and community; to the invigoration and 

proliferation of regional, seasonal culinary traditions; to the creation of 

a collaborative, ecologically-oriented, and virtuous globalization; and to 
living a slower and more harmonious rhythm of life:'" 

What is distinctive about slow food, 'and what might enable it to be

come a particularly powerful assemblage, is its appeal both to the "gra

nolas" and to the "foodies." It celebrates, in one fell swoop, ecological 

sustainability, cultural specifiCity, nutritional economy, aesthetic plea

sure, and the skills needed to make meals from scratch. In grouping 

these images and practices together, in forming that particular congre

gation, slow food just might have a chance to reform the public that 
once coalesced under the banner of "environmentalism." Perhaps slow 

food's cocktail of concerns-tasty foed, lean energy use, and love of the 

Earth - can awaken us from what Barbara Kingsolver describes as our 

"mass hallUCinatory fantasy in which the megatons of waste we dump 

in our rivers and bays are not poisoning the water, the hydrocarbons we 
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pump into the air are not changing the climate, over6shing is not de

pleting the oceans, fossil fuels will never run out, wars that kill masses 

of civilians are an appropriate way to keep our bands on what's left, we 

are not desperately overdrawn at the environmental bank, and, really, 

the kids are all right."" 

The slow food program involves taking the time not only to prepare 

and savor the food, but also to reHect on the economic, labor, agri

cultural, and transportation events preceding its arrival to the mar

ket. In this way it endorses a commodity-chain approach to food that 

chronicles the "life-history" of a food product and traces "the links that 

connect people and places at different points along the chain."" This 

practice provides consumers with better insight into just what is going 

into their mouths: not only in terms of ingredients such as pesticides, 

animal hormones, fats, sugars, vitamins, minerals, and the like but also 

in terms of the suffering of food workers and the greed of agribusiness 

and its agents in Congress." But the assemblage of slow food could be 

strengthened further, I think, if it broadened its focus beyond the ac

tivities of humans. It tends to perceive of food as a resource or means, 

and thus to perpetuate the idea that nonhuman materiality is essentially 

passive stuff, on one side of an ontological divide between life and mat

ter. To the extent that we recognize the agency of food, we also reorient 

our own experience of eating. What would happen if slow food were 

to incorporate a greater sense of the active Vitality of foodstuff? If I am 

right that an image of inert matter helps animate our current practice 

of aggressively wasteful and planet-endangering consumption, then a 

materiality experienced as a lively force with agentic capacity could ani

mate a more ecologically sustainable public. 

In contrast to this picture of food as a tool to "be taken possession 

of if life is to continue," I have construed food as itself an actant in an 

agentic assemblage that includes among its members my metabolism, 

cognition, and moral sensibility. Human intentionality is surely an im

portant element of the public that is emerging around the idea of diet, 

obesity, and food security, but it is not the only actor or necessarily the 

key operator in it. Food, as a self-altering, dissipative materiality, is also 

a player. It enters into what we become. It is one of the many agencies 

operative in the moods, cognitive dispositions, and moral sensibilities 

that we bring to bear as we engage the questions of what to eat, how to 

get it, and when to stop. 



. A Life of Metal 

In a short story by Franz Kafka called "A Report to an Academy," the 

urbane but hirsute Rotpeter speaks before a rapt audience of humans: 

"Honored members of the Academy! You have done me the bonor of 

inviting me to give you an account of the life I fgrmerly led as an ape . 

. . . What I bave to tell [will) . . .  indicate the line an erstwhile ape 

bas had to follow in entering and establishing bimself in the world of 

men." Througb an accelerated program of evolution, Rotpeter apes his 

way into the human life world: be learns to smoke a pipe and drink 

some schnapps, and then, elated by these achievements and "because 

I could DOt help it, because my senses were reeling." calls out "a brief 

and unmistakable 'Hallo!'  breaking into buman speeeb, and with this 

outburst broke into the human community, and felt its echo: 'Listen, 

he's talking:"' 

Rotpeter gives an account of his "life": the term here refers to a bio

logical condition consistent with the capacity for emotion, sociality, and 

reflection. 1ms is a life, Kafka makes clear, that apcs share with men, 

for the difference between them is only that between points on a Single 
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"line." Since Kafka's time, the gap between human and animal has nar

rowed even further, as one after another of the traits or talents thought 

to be unique to humanity are found to exist also in nonhuman animals.' 

It is no longer so controversial to say that animals have a biosociai, com· 

municative, or even conceptual life. But can nonorganic bodies also 

have a life? Can materiality itself be vital? 

In the previous chapters, the Vitality of matter referred to the conative 

drive or motility of simple or protoOOdies, to the tendency of forces to 

form agentic assemblages, or to the ability of plants and animal matter 

to induce effects in the human bodies that eat them. In this chapter J 
turn my attention explicitly to the figure of life to see just how far it can 

be pulled away from its mooring in the physiological and organic. Does 

life only make sense as one side of a life-matter binary, or is there such 

a thing as a mineral or metallic life, or a life of the it in "it rains? I think 

that there is, and that there are good ecolOgical and biotechnological 

reasons for us to get better acquainted with it.] 

A Life 

In a short essay by Gilles De/euze called "Immanence: A Life; we are 

introduced to the concept of "a" life. As the indefinite article suggests, 

this is an indeterminate vitality, a "pure a-subjective current."· A life is 

visible only fleetingly, for it is "a pure event freed . . .  from the subjec

tivity and objectivity of what happens.'" A life inhabits that uncanny 

nontime existing between the various moments of biographical or mor

pholOgical time. When it pokes into the scene, we catch a glimpse of the 

virtual subsisting in Rotpeter's life world. Deleuze cites as an example 

of this impersonal vitality very small children who, though not yet indi

viduals, are "Singularities· in that each, accordjng to the cootingencies 

of their encounters, expresses just this smile, or gesture, or grimace. 

These little ones "are traversed by an immanent life that is pure power 

and even beatitude . . . .  The indefinites of a life ... • The pure power of 

a life can manifest as beatitude, or as an unspeakable, sheer violence, 

and I would amend De/ouze's term here to acknowledge the dark side 

of "a life." Veena Das, in her ethnography of people's attempts to piece 

their lives back together in the wake of "world-annihilating" violence 
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(e.g., the mass killings after the assassination of Indira Gandhi), notes 
a certain "frozen�slide quality of the . . .  non-narrations" of such vio
lence. This is when words become "numbed" or seem to have lost "touch 
with life," by which Das means that they have lost touch with a cultural 
life world.' Could it be that in losing touch with the life world, these 
utterances thereby express "a life"? But now a life no longer looks so 
appealing, and here Das's work suggests to me that the eruption of a life 
ought to be described less exclusively through metaphors of overflow 
and vitality. Sometimes a life is experienced less as beatitude and more 
as terror, less as the plentitude of the virtual and more as a radically 
meaningless void. 

A life thus names a restless activeness, a destructive-creative force
presence that does not coincide fully with any specific body. A life tears 
the fabric of the actual without ever coming fully "out" in a person, 
place, or thing. A life points to what A, Thousand Plateaus describes 
as "matter-movement" or .. matter-energy .... a "matter in variation that 
enters assemblages and leaves them.'" A life is a vitality proper not to 
any individual but to "pure immanence," or that protean swarm that is 
not actual though it is real: ''A life contains only virtuals. It is made of 
virtualities.'" A life is "a-subjective": Deleuze elsewhere laments the way 
French novelists tend to reduce life to "something personal," whereas 
the genuine writer strives to become a "great Alive" who is "only too 
weak for the life which runs in him or for the affects which pass in 
him:'" We can hear in that quotation an echo of Friedrich Nietzsche's 
distinctive brand of vitalism, expressed, for example, in Will to Power: 

"Do you know what Life is to me? A monster of energy . . .  that does not 
expend itself hut only transforms itself. . . .  [A] play of farces and waves 
of forces, at the same time one and many . . .  ; a sea of forces HOwing and 
rushing together, eternally changing" (entry 1067). u 

The Dead Weight of Adamantine Chains 

In a play by Aeschylus called Prometheus Bound, the chains that bind Pro
metheus are as dead, immobile, and actual as a life is Vibratory, liquid, 
and virtual. In the first scene, Kratos (Might) calls on Hephaestus (the 
metallurgist) to secure these chains: 



This is the world's limit that we have come to; 

this is the Scythian country. an uotroddeo desolation. 
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Hephaestus, it is you that must heed the commands the father laid upon 

you 

to nail this malefactor to the high craggy rocks 

in fetters unbreakable of adamantine cbain.ll 

Hephaestus. friend to Prometheus. reluctantly cedes to Kratos. just as 

Prometheus must yield to metal. for the chains are indeed adamantine. 

from the Greek adamantinos: of the hardest metal. like iron or steel. The 

"malefactor" struggles mightily against them. but his flesh is no match 

for the hard and impassive metal. an absolute no. 

The association of metal with passivity or a dead thingness persists: 

the "adamantine chain· is one of a long line of tropes that will come to 

include the iron cage. brass tacks. steely glares. iron wills. solid gold 

hits. Who would choose metal as the symbol of vitality? Deleuze and 

Felix Guattari: in a short section of the "Nomadology" plateau. they 

naroe metal as the exemplar of a vital materiality; it is metal that best 

reveals this quivering effervescence; it is metal, bursting with a life, that 

gives rise to "the prodigious idea of Nonorganic Life."u 

I follow Deleuze and Guattari in experimenting with the "prodigious· 

idea that activity is the "vague essence" of matter." But just what kind 

of activity is this? Thomas Hobbes long ago insisted that life was but 

matter in motioo, that there was "a continual reUnquishing of one place. 

and acquiring of another" by bodies.1S Is this the "material vitality" of 

which Deleuze and Guattari speak? Not quite. for whereas Hobbes fo

cused attention on the activity of fanned bodies as they move through 

a void of space. Deleuze and Guattari highlight an activeness that is not 

quite bodily and not quite spatial. because a body-in-space is only one 

of its possible modalities. This activity is better imagined through terms 

such as quivering, evanescence, or an indefinite or nonpurposive SUS� 

pense. This vibratory vitality precedes. or subsists within. or is simply 

otherwise than. formed bodies. A Thousand Plateau is full of quickening. 

effervescent proto- aod no-bodies-of becomings-animals. of Bodies 

without Organs-which are best described. in Spinozist terms. as "a 

set of speeds and slownesses betweeo uoformed particles [with] . . .  

the individuality of a day. a season. a year. a life."" This is the activity of 

intensities rather than of things with extension in space, the "pure pro· 



56 chapter 4 

ductivity" of "virtual" matter or "matter-energy.-11 Deleuze and Guattari 

believe that such a "material vitalism . . .  doubtless exists everywhere 

but is ordinarily hidden or covered, rendered unrecognizable by the 

hylomorphic model." 'S 

The "hylomorphic" model (a term they borrow from the French phi· 

losopher of technology, Gilbert Simondon) is an explanatory model of 

how bodies change or develop. According to it a presumably passive, un· 

organized, or raw matter can be given organic "form" only by the agency 

of something that is not itself material. The hylomorphic model is thus a 

kind of vitalism, positing some nonmaterial supplement with the power 

to transform mere matter into embodied life. Leon Kass. discussed in 

chapter 3, offered a hylomorphic account of eating: metabolism, as the 

mechanical movements of mere matter, cannot explain the "life" of the 

organism, for that requires "some immaterial 'thing' that unites and in

forms" the organism." Kass acknowledges that this spiritual force is 

"absolutely dependent upon material" ("One never finds the form of 

lion separated from its leonine flesh"), but it has a reality that is both 

independent of and. deeper and truer than flesh. Thus it is, says Kass, 

that the "organism persists. though its materials do not."lO 

According to a hylomorphic model, any "formative" power must be 

external to a brute, mechanical matter. The model can neither posit nor 

discern the presence of what John Marks calls the "implicit topological 

forms" inside materiality. These topological tenQencies do not merely 

put up a passive resistance to the activities of external agents but they 

actively endeavor to express themselves: they are conative without being 

quite "bodied." The hylomorphic model is ignorant of what woodwork

er .. and metallurgists know quite well: there exist "variable intensive af

fects" and "incipient qualities" of matter that "external forms [can only] 

bring out and facilitate."" lnstead of a formative power detachable from 

matter, artisans (and mechaniCS, cooks, builders. cleaners. and anyone 

else intimate with things) encounter a creative materiality with incipi

ent tendencies and propensities, which are variably enacted depending 

on the other forces, affects, or bodies with which they come into close 

contact. 

In sum, when Deleuze and Guattari speak of a material vitality, they 

do not mean simply to draw attention to a "Hobbesian" movement of 

bodies in space. Neither are they making the familiar point about the his-
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toricity of objects, about the way the form and meaning of things change 

as they age and detach from a social wbole or become embedded in 

new relations with new things. (This is what the "social lives of objects" 

tradition in anthropology, SOCiology, and science studies does.) What 

Deleuze and Guattari set their sights on is something else: a vibratory 

eHluescence that persists before and after any arrangement in space: 

the peculiar "motility" of an intensity. Or what nonrepresentational ge

ographers like Alan Latham and Derek McCormack call the ·processu

ally emergent" quality of matter-energy, or what the philosopher Brian 

Massumi describes as the "pressing crowd of incipiencies and tendeD� 

cies" that is matter.22 The aim here is to rattle the adamantine chain that 

has bound materiality to inert substance and that has placed the organic 

across a chasm from the inorganic. The aim is to articulate the elusive 

idea of a materiality that is itself heterogeneous, itself a differential of 

intensities, itself a life. In this strange, vital materialism, there is no 

point of pure stillness, no indivisible atom that is not itself aquiver with 

virtual force. 

Michel Foucault may also have been trying to mark this kind of active

ness when he spoke of an "incorporeal" dimension of bodies, a quaking 

tension unrepresentablewithin a philosophical frame of bodies-in-space 

and unthinkable when matter is conceived as extension. In "Theatrum 

Philosophicum" Foucault introduces the idea of the incorporeal by re

calling the Epicurean idea of simulacra, those one-layer-thin sheets of 

atoms continually being shed from the thicker and slower compound 

bodies of objects. These filmy sbeathes, and not the full object in the 

round, are the stimuli to human perception, for it is these mobile Boat

ers that hit our sense apparatus to give notice of the presence of an out

side. Simulacra, says Foucault, are a strange kind of matter: they are all 

surface and no depth; "emissions' that rise like "the wisps of a fog"; a 

materiality that "dissipaters] the denSity of matter."" Foucault names 

this the incorporeal because it is not quite a discrete body or substantial 

corpus. But also because this mobile activity remains immanent to the 

material world. remains in-corporeality.24 

How can this ontological imaginary square with our everyday en

counters with what greet us as stable bodies? Here, the vital materialist 

can invoke a theory of relativity (of sorts): the stones, tables, technolo

gies, words, and edibles that confront us as fixed are mobile, ioternally 
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heterogeneous materials whose rate of speed and pace of change are 

slow compared to the duration and velocity of the human bodies partici

pating in and perceiving them. "Objects" appear as sucb because tbeir 

becoming proceeds at a speed or a level below the thresbold of buman 

discernment. It is hard indeed to keep one's mind wrapped around a 

materiality that is not reducible to extension in space, difficult to dwell 

with the notion of an incorporeality or a differential of intensities. Tbis 

is because to live, humans need to interpret the world reductively as a 

series of fixed objects. a need reflected in the rhetorical role assigned to 

the word material. As noun or adjective material dena
,
tes some stable or 

rock�bottom reality, something adamantine. To invoke "material inter· 

ests" is, for e.xample� to position oneself as a realist compared to those 

wbo trade in empty abstractions or naive hopes." Historical material

ism also relies on tbe trope of fixity: Ben Anderson notes a long "tra

dition of structuralist and bistorical materialist work that articulates 

'the material' as a founding pre-discursive space standing before, and 

determining. 'in the last instance', a realm of culture."'6 

A Life of Metal 

Aeschylus presented Prometheus's chains as fixed matter. The chains 

are strong because their metal is uniform and homogeneous. devoid of 

any internal differences (variations in texture, ductility. rates of decay, 

etc.) that Prometheus might bave exploited to break ii apart. The chains 

are impregnable, we are told, because their matter does not vary across 

its own surface or depth. 

It seems, however, that this is not a good empirical account of the 

microstructure of metals, which consists in irregularly shaped crystals 

that do not form a seamless whole. The historian of science Cyril Smith 

offers this description: 

Metals. like nearly all other inorganic substances, are polycrystalline in nap 

ture, that is, they consist of hosts of very tiny crystals packed together to fill 

space. The shape of these crystals is not that of the beautiful [gem stone J 

. . . . but [they] have curved surfaces because each crystal interferes with its 

neighbor's growth, and the interface determines the shape more than does 

the internal structure . . . .  If grains are separated from each other, they will 
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be seen to have few Bat surfaces and many curved ones. They are not plane· 

faced polyhedra and they differ in size and shape: the only uniformity lies 

in the angles at which the faces meet each other to form the edges. On the 

average, each giain bas about fourteen faces. with an average of five and 

one·seventh sides,l7 

The crystal grains of, say, iron come in a large variety of sizes and shapes. 

depending on "the space-filling pressures of their neighbors�u Though 

the atoms within each individual grain are "arranged in regular array 

on a space lattice,":l9 there are also "imperfections in the array,"30 most 

notably the presence of loose atoms at the "interfaces" of grains. These 

atoms "belong" to none of the grains," and they render the boundaries 

of each grain porous and quivering: a grain of iron is not 'some kind of 

an enveloped entity," as is "a grain of wheat."" This means that the crys

talline structure of metal is full of holes or "intercrystalline spaces."" 

These "vacancies" can be "as important as the atom" in determining 

properties of a particular metal." It is the variegated topology of a metal 

sheet or rod that metallurgiSts explOit when, for example, they use heat 

to produce an alloy or to turn iron into steel. 

A metallic Vitality, a (impersonal) life, can be seen in the quivering of 

these free atoms at the edges between the grains of the polycrystalline 

edifice. Manuel De Landa points to another instance of a life of metal 

in the "complex dynamicS of spreading cracks� These cracks, too, are 

a function of "certain defects . . .  within the component crystals; they 

are "line defects." The line of travel of these cracks is not deterministic 

but expressive of an emergent causality, whereby grains respond on the 

spot and in real time to the idiosyncratic movements of their neighbors, 

and then to their neighbors' response to their response, and so on, in 

feedback spirals." 

The dynamiCS of spreading cracks may be an example of what Deleuze 

and Guattari call the "nomadism" of matter. Playing on the notion 

of metal as a conductor of electriCity, they say that metal "conducts" 

(ushers) itself through a series of self-transfonnations, which is not a 

sequential movement from one fixed point to another, but a lumbling of 

continuous variations with fuzzy borders. What is more, this tumbling 

is a function not only of the actions applied to metal by metallurgists 

but of the protean activeness of the metal itself: "[In] the Sumerian 

empire. there are a dozen varieties of copper inventoried with different 



60 chapter 4 

names according to their places of origin and degrees of refining. This 

forms . . .  a continuous melody of copper, and the artisan will say: that's 

what I need. But regardless of the breaks operated by the artisan, there 

is no fixed order for alloys, variety of alloys, continuous variability of 

alloys."" 

Deleuze and Guattari, follOwing Henri Bergson and anticipating 

more recent work in contemporary complexity theory, posit a mode of 

becoming that is both material and creative, rather than mechanical 

and equilibrium maintaining. Though much of the time the process of 

material composition is regular and predictable, sometimes the arraign

ment of various intensities produces unpredictably mobile fault lines 

or energetic currents. Deleuze and Guatta.ci may gesture toward this 

dimension of free play of a life with their oxymoronic invocation of a 

material "esprit de COrpS."3' 

Sometimes, of course, Aeschylus is right: metallic materiality can act 

as an absolute DO, as when lead refuses the current of electricity or when 

the links of an iron chain are stronger than the muscles of a man. But 

Cyril and other Smiths know that this is only part of the story of the life 

of mctal. 

A Life of Men 

I have so far been speaking of metal as if it existed in?ependendy of 

other materials. But metal is always metallurgical, always an alloy of the 

endeavors of many bodies, always something worked on by geological, 

biological, and often human agencies. Aod human metalworkers are 

themselves emergent effects of the vital materiality they work. "We are; 
says Vladimir Ivanovich Vemadsky, "walking, talking minerals."" This 

theme, of the "it" inside the "I:' is one to which I shall return at the end 

of the book. Indeed, Smith's central thesis in A History of Metallogra

phy is that it was the human metalworkers' intense intimacy with their 

material that enabled them, rather than (the less hands-on) scientists, 

to be the ones to first discover the polycrystalline structure of nonor

ganic matter. The desire of the craftsperson to see what a metal can do, 

rather than the desire of the scientist to know what a metal is, enabled 

the former to discern a life in metal and thus, eventually, to collaborate 

more productively with itl9 
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Over the past decade or 50, many poHtical theorists. geographers. art 

historians, philosophers, sociologists, dancers, literary theorists, and 

others have explored the contributions made by affect to public culture, 

whereby affect refers to how moods and aesthetic sensibilities influence 

ethics and pelitics as much as do words, arguments, and reasons. While 

I agree that human affect is a key player, in this book the focus is on an 

affect that is not only not fully susceptible to rational analysiS or linguiS

tic representation but that is also not specific to humans, organisms, or 

even to bodies: the affect of technologies, w:inds, vegetables, minerals. 

Social science has for a long time acknowledged that however "cultural" 

an assemblage (e.g., capitalism, the military-industrial complex, gender) 

may be, it still can resist and elude cultural control. Social constructs 

are w:idely understood as haVing a negative "life" of their own. The figure 

of a life pushes this point. First, a life is not only a negative recalcitrance 

but a positive, active virtuality: a quivering protoblob of creative elan. 
Second, a life draws attention not to a lifeworld of human deSigns or 

their accidental, accumulated effects, but to an interstitial field of non

personal, ahuman forces, Bows, tendencies, and trajectories. 

The project, then, is to theorize a kind of geoaffect or material vitality, 

a theory born of a methodological commitment to avoid anthropocen

trism and biocentrism-or perhaps it is more accurate to say that it 

is born of an irrational love of matter. Here another ·prodigious idea" 

comes to mind: Mario Perniola's "the sex appeal of the inorganic." Per

niola pesits the existence in humans of a "neutral sexuality, an abstract 

and endless excitation, . . .  with no concern for beauty, age, and in gen

eral, form." This neutral sexuality draws human bodies to apparently 

dead things-to objects, stones, bits of matter. Humans, inexplicably, 

are "excited· by what we otherw:ise believe to be "altogether inadequate 

stimuli."'" The "sex appeal" of the inorganic, like a life, is another way to 

give voice to what I think of as a shimmering, petentiallyviolent vitality 

intrinsic to matter. 

Vitalists, too, have insisted on the presence of some kind of enerp 

getic, free agency whose spontaneity cannot be captured by the figure of 

bodies or by a mechanistic model of nature. But if for vitalists like Berg

son and HallS Driesch. matter seemed to require a not-quite-material 

supplement, an elan vital or entelechy, to become animate and mobile, 

for Deleuze and Guattari it is clear that materiality needs no animating 

accessory. It is figured as itself the ·active principle." 
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