
THE BAUKUNST STUDIO   Bibliography and Filmography

• Angelika Fitz / Elke Krasny (Hg.), Critical Care. Architecture and Urbanism for a Broken Planet,

  2019

+ Conversation with Bruno Latour and Hans Joachim Schellnhuber, Anthropocene Lecture, 2018

    https://mediathek.hkw.de/video/diskussion-mit-bruno-latour--hans-joachim-schellnhuber--englisch-

• Carolyn Merchant, The Death of Nature, 2020 [Engl. 1980]

• Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter, 2009

+ Donna Haraway, Storytelling for Earthly Survival, 2019

    https://vimeo.com/ondemand/donnaharaway  (Über: Vimeo-Mediathek / Baukunst Studio Account)

• Ursula Le Guin, The Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction, 1986

• Isabelle Fremeaux / Jay Jordan, We Are Nature Defending ‘It’self, 2021

• Oliver Elser + weitere (Hg.), Protestarchitektur / Protest Architecture, 2023

+ PROTEST/ARCHITECTURE 2023 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zxgqs9q59s8



























































JANE BENNETT 

Vibrant Matter 
A Political Ecology of Things 

Duke University Press Durham and London Z010 



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 



edible matter 47 

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. 
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The Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction 
 

Source: Dancing at the Edge of the World; 
Transcribed: by Cody Jones. 

 

In the temperate and tropical regions where it appears that hominids 
evolved into human beings, the principal food of the species was vegetable. 
Sixty-five to eighty percent of what human beings ate in those regions in 
Paleolithic, Neolithic, and prehistoric times was gathered; only in the extreme 
Arctic was meat the staple food. The mammoth hunters spectacularly occupy 
the cave wall and the mind, but what we actually did to stay alive and fat was 
gather seeds, roots, sprouts, shoots, leaves, nuts, berries, fruits, and grains, 
adding bugs and mollusks and netting or snaring birds, fish, rats, rabbits, and 
other tuskless small fry to up the protein. And we didn't even work hard at it--
much less hard than peasants slaving in somebody else's field after 
agriculture was invented, much less hard than paid workers since civilization 
was invented. The average prehistoric person could make a nice living in 
about a fifteen-hour work week. 

Fifteen hours a week for subsistence leaves a lot of time 
for other things. So much time that maybe the restless 
ones who didn't have a baby around to enliven their life, 
or skill in making or cooking or singing, or very 
interesting thoughts to think, decided to slope off and 
hunt mammoths. The skillful hunters then would come 
staggering back with a load of meat, a lot of ivory, and a 



story. It wasn't the meat that made the difference. It was 
the story. 

It is hard to tell a really gripping tale of how I wrested a 
wild-oat seed from its husk, and then another, and then 
another, and then another, and then another, and then I 
scratched my gnat bites, and Ool said something funny, 
and we went to the creek and got a drink and watched 
newts for a while, and then I found another patch of 
oats.... No, it does not compare, it cannot compete with 
how I thrust my spear deep into the titanic hairy flank 
white Oob, impaled on one huge sweeping tusk, writhed 
screaming, and blood spouted everywhere in crimson 
torrents, and Boob was crushed to jelly when the 
mammoth fell on him as I shot my unerring arrow 
straight through eye to brain. 

That story not only has Action, it has a Hero. Heroes 
are powerful. Before you know it, the men and women in 
the wild-oat patch and their kids and the skills of the 
makers and the thoughts of the thoughtful and the songs 
of the singers are all part of it, have all been pressed into 
service in the tale of the Hero. But it isn't their story. It's 
his. 

When she was planning the book that ended up 
as Three Guineas, Virginia Woolf wrote a heading in her 
notebook, "Glossary"; she had thought of reinventing 
English according to a new plan, in order to tell a 
different story. One of the entries in this glossary 
is heroism, defined as "botulism." And hero, in Woolf's 
dictionary, is "bottle." The hero as bottle, a stringent 
reevaluation. I now propose the bottle as hero. 



Not just the bottle of gin or wine, but bottle in its older 
sense of container in general, a thing that holds 
something else. 

If you haven't got something to put it in, food will 
escape you--even something as uncombative and 
unresourceful as an oat. You put as many as you can into 
your stomach while they are handy, that being the 
primary container; but what about tomorrow morning 
when you wake up and it's cold and raining and wouldn't 
it be good to have just a few handfuls of oats to chew on 
and give little Oom to make her shut up, but how do you 
get more than one stomachful and one handful home? So 
you get up and go to the damned soggy oat patch in the 
rain, and wouldn't it be a good thing if you had 
something to put Baby Oo Oo in so that you could pick 
the oats with both hands? A leaf a gourd a shell a net a 
bag a sling a sack a bottle a pot a box a container. A 
holder. A recipient. 

The first cultural device was probably a 
recipient .... Many theorizers feel that the 
earliest cultural inventions must have been 
a container to hold gathered products and 
some kind of sling or net carrier. 

So says Elizabeth Fisher in Women's 
Creation (McGraw-Hill, 1975). But no, this cannot be. 
Where is that wonderful, big, long, hard thing, a bone, I 
believe, that the Ape Man first bashed somebody with in 
the movie and then, grunting with ecstasy at having 
achieved the first proper murder, flung up into the sky, 
and whirling there it became a space ship thrusting its 
way into the cosmos to fertilize it and produce at the end 
of the movie a lovely fetus, a boy of course, drifting 
around the Milky Way without (oddly enough) any 
womb, any matrix at all? I don't know. I don't even care. 



I'm not telling that story. We've heard it, we've all heard 
all about all the sticks spears and swords, the things to 
bash and poke and hit with, the long, hard things, but we 
have not heard about the thing to put things in, the 
container for the thing contained. That is a new story. 
That is news. 

And yet old. Before--once you think about it, surely 
long before--the weapon, a late, luxurious, superfluous 
tool; long before the useful knife and ax; right along with 
the indispensable whacker, grinder, and digger-- for 
what's the use of digging up a lot of potatoes if you have 
nothing to lug ones you can't eat home in--with or before 
the tool that forces energy outward, we made the tool 
that brings energy home. It makes sense to me. I am an 
adherent of what Fisher calls the Carrier Bag Theory of 
human evolution. 

This theory not only explains large areas of theoretical 
obscurity and avoids large areas of theoretical nonsense 
(inhabited largely by tigers, foxes, other highly territorial 
mammals); it also grounds me, personally, in human 
culture in a way I never felt grounded before. So long as 
culture was explained as originating from and 
elaborating upon the use of long, hard objects for 
sticking, bashing, and killing, I never thought that I had, 
or wanted, any particular share in it. ("What Freud 
mistook for her lack of civilization is woman's lack 
of loyalty to civilization," Lillian Smith observed.) The 
society, the civilization they were talking about, these 
theoreticians, was evidently theirs; they owned it, they 
liked it; they were human, fully human, bashing, 
sticking, thrusting, killing. Wanting to be human too, I 
sought for evidence that I was; but if that's what it took, 
to make a weapon and kill with it, then evidently I was 



either extremely defective as a human being, or not 
human at all. 

That's right, they said. What you are is a woman. 
Possibly not human at all, certainly defective. Now be 
quiet while we go on telling the Story of the Ascent of 
Man the Hero. 

Go on, say I, wandering off towards the wild oats, with 
Oo Oo in the sling and little Oom carrying the basket. 
You just go on telling how the mammoth fell on Boob 
and how Cain fell on Abel and how the bomb fell on 
Nagasaki and how the burning jelly fell on the villagers 
and how the missiles will fall on the Evil Empire, and all 
the other steps in the Ascent of Man. 

If it is a human thing to do to put something you want, 
because it's useful, edible, or beautiful, into a bag, or a 
basket, or a bit of rolled bark or leaf, or a net woven of 
your own hair, or what have you, and then take it home 
with you, home being another, larger kind of pouch or 
bag, a container for people, and then later on you take it 
out and eat it or share it or store it up for winter in a 
solider container or put it in the medicine bundle or the 
shrine or the museum, the holy place, the area that 
contains what is sacred, and then next day you probably 
do much the same again--if to do that is human, if that's 
what it takes, then I am a human being after all. Fully, 
freely, gladly, for the first time. 

Not, let it be said at once, an unaggressive or 
uncombative human being. I am an aging, angry woman 
laying mightily about me with my handbag, fighting 
hoodlums off. However I don't, nor does anybody else, 
consider myself heroic for doing so. It's just one of those 



damned things you have to do in order to be able to go 
on gathering wild oats and telling stories. 

It is the story that makes the difference. It is the story 
that hid my humanity from me, the story the mammoth 
hunters told about bashing, thrusting, raping, killing, 
about the Hero. The wonderful, poisonous story of 
Botulism. The killer story. 

It sometimes seems that that story is approaching its 
end. Lest there be no more telling of stories at all, some 
of us out here in the wild oats, amid the alien corn, think 
we'd better start telling another one, which maybe people 
can go on with when the old one's finished. Maybe. The 
trouble is, we've all let ourselves become part of the killer 
story, and so we may get finished along with it. Hence it 
is with a certain feeling of urgency that I seek the nature, 
subject, words of the other story, the untold one, the life 
story. 

It's unfamiliar, it doesn't come easily, thoughtlessly to 
the lips as the killer story does; but still, "untold" was an 
exaggeration. People have been telling the life story for 
ages, in all sorts of words and ways. Myths of creation 
and transformation, trickster stories, folktales, jokes, 
novels... 

The novel is a fundamentally unheroic kind of story. Of 
course the Hero has frequently taken it over, that being 
his imperial nature and uncontrollable impulse, to take 
everything over and run it while making stern decrees 
and laws to control his uncontrollable impulse to kill it. 
So the Hero has decreed through his mouthpieces the 
Lawgivers, first, that the proper shape of the narrative is 
that of the arrow or spear, starting here and going 
straight there and THOK! hitting its mark (which drops 



dead); second, that the central concern of narrative, 
including the novel, is conflict; and third, that the story 
isn't any good if he isn't in it. 

I differ with all of this. I would go so far as to say that 
the natural, proper, fitting shape of the novel might be 
that of a sack, a bag. A book holds words. Words hold 
things. They bear meanings. A novel is a medicine 
bundle, holding things in a particular, powerful relation 
to one another and to us. 

One relationship among elements in the novel may 
well be that of conflict, but the reduction of narrative to 
conflict is absurd. (I have read a how-to-write manual 
that said, "A story should be seen as a battle," and went 
on about strategies, attacks, victory, etc.) Conflict, 
competition, stress, struggle, etc., within the narrative 
conceived as carrier bag/belly/box/house/medicine 
bundle, may be seen as necessary elements of a whole 
which itself cannot be characterized either as conflict or 
as harmony, since its purpose is neither resolution nor 
stasis but continuing process. 

Finally, it's clear that the Hero does not look well in 
this bag. He needs a stage or a pedestal or a pinnacle. 
You put him in a bag and he looks like a rabbit, like a 
potato. 

That is why I like novels: instead of heroes they have 
people in them. 

So, when I came to write science-fiction novels, I came 
lugging this great heavy sack of stuff, my carrier bag full 
of wimps and klutzes, and tiny grains of things smaller 
than a mustard seed, and intricately woven nets which 
when laboriously unknotted are seen to contain one blue 
pebble, an imperturbably functioning chronometer 



telling the time on another world, and a mouse's skull; 
full of beginnings without ends, of initiations, of losses, 
of transformations and translations, and far more tricks 
than conflicts, far fewer triumphs than snares and 
delusions; full of space ships that get stuck, missions that 
fail, and people who don't understand. I said it was hard 
to make a gripping tale of how we wrested the wild oats 
from their husks, I didn't say it was impossible. Who ever 
said writing a novel was easy? 

If science fiction is the mythology of modern 
technology, then its myth is tragic. "Technology," or 
"modern science" (using the words as they are usually 
used, in an unexamined shorthand standing for the 
"hard" sciences and high technology founded upon 
continuous economic growth), is a heroic undertaking, 
Herculean, Promethean, conceived as triumph, hence 
ultimately as tragedy. The fiction embodying this myth 
will be, and has been, triumphant (Man conquers earth, 
space, aliens, death, the future, etc.) and tragic 
(apocalypse, holocaust, then or now). 

If, however, one avoids the linear, progressive, Time's-
(killing)-arrow mode of the Techno-Heroic, and 
redefines technology and science as primarily cultural 
carrier bag rather than weapon of domination, one 
pleasant side effect is that science fiction can be seen as a 
far less rigid, narrow field, not necessarily Promethean or 
apocalyptic at all, and in fact less a mythological genre 
than a realistic one. 

It is a strange realism, but it is a strange reality. 

Science fiction properly conceived, like all serious 
fiction, however funny, is a way of trying to describe 
what is in fact going on, what people actually do and feel, 



how people relate to everything else in this vast sack, this 
belly of the universe, this womb of things to be and tomb 
of things that were, this unending story. In it, as in all 
fiction, there is room enough to keep even Man where he 
belongs, in his place in the scheme of things; there is 
time enough to gather plenty of wild oats and sow them 
too, and sing to little Oom, and listen to Ool's joke, and 
watch newts, and still the story isn't over. Still there are 
seeds to be gathered, and room in the bag of stars. 

 



We Are ‘Nature’ Defending Itself

“We need stories of  victory! We need stories of  
transformative imagination and wild adventures that 
somehow succeed against all odds. Jay and Isabelle 

think about organising and activism like nobody else. 
They’ve given us more than an account—they’ve 
created a new myth that has the added benefit of  

being true.”

Starhawk
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have spent so many years fighting with and for. It 
all makes sense again. 

Perhaps when the binary between nature and 
culture, this gulf  between what is art and what 
is life finally dissolves, we can once and for all 
get rid of  that great separating, individualist, 
anthropocentric word, which divides the expert 
humans that create from all those that don’t, that 
worn out label: artist. Maybe we can replace it 
with Thaumaturge, meaning literally the workers 
of  wonder. Not only you and I and every human 
are Thaumaturges, but the blade of  grass, the 
crickets, the swallows, and the compost too. 

 
200 Years of Art and the  
World Is Getting Worse 

 
The oak tree towering over our caravan, who has 
accompanied us in this writing, was planted in the 
hedgerow not long after a ‘Copernican’ revolution 
in art was taking place in the white colonial 
metropolises of  Europe around 1750. We sense 
a similar radical shift in perception opening up. 
In the laboratories of  social and natural sciences, 
“human exceptionalism and bounded individ-
ualism,” writes biologist and theorist Donna 
Harraway, “those old saws of  Western Philosophy 
and political economics, become . . . seriously 
unthinkable.”72 We find ourselves at this fulcrum 
moment in history where life is in more danger 
than it has been for the last 200 million years, at 
the same time as our understandings of  life are 
being revolutionized. Yet in the museums and 
studios, concert halls and theaters, galleries and 
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126 festivals, it seems that even though this era should 
make Art-as-weknow-it seriously unthinkable, 
business as usual continues. 

As mentioned earlier, according to art historian 
Larry Shiner, Art-as-we-know-it is “a European 
invention barely two hundred years old”73—a 
bit older than classical biology but premised 
on an equally dangerous logic. Like notions of  
biology that beguiled us into believing that life 
is a competitive battlefield for survival, the idea 
of  Art-as-we-know-it has been a weapon of  
capitalism and colonialism. Art with a capital A, 
the singular works of  an almost always white, male 
genius, is presented as the definition of  “advanced 
civilization,” differentiating us from barbarians. 

For most of  human history, and in most of  
human cultures, there was no single word for art 
distinct from life. But something unprecedented 
happened around 1750, right at the very onset 
of  the industrial revolution, a revolution in the 
perception of  art also took place. Thanks to 
fossil fuels, industrialism was the first time the 
processes of  making things became independent 
of  human and animal power, disconnected from 
seasons, weather, wind, water, and sun. Making 
became independent of  place, as coal and then 
oil amplified the logic of  extractivism and the 
planetary plundering accelerated. 

But among the rising middle classes of  the 
metropolis, the violent rift was being formed 
between art and craft, genius and skill, tradition 
and invention, the beautiful and the useful, art 
and life. These separations continue to be the very 
foundation of  the system of  Art-as-we-know-it. 
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What was once the process of  inventive collabo-
ration, such as the guilds of  artisans working on 
a cathedral, became the possession of  individual 
genius. Works that once had specific purpose 
and place (including Shakespeare’s plays!) were 
separated from their functional contexts. Altar 
pieces were ripped from their churches and put 
in the museums to become ‘paintings,’ music 
airlifted out of  rituals or carnivals and enclosed 
in the concert halls. Before the 1750s, the myth 
of  ‘autonomous art,’ a work existing primarily for 
itself, did not exist, neither did museums or concert 
halls. Before Art-as-we-know-it was invented, 
humans found a multitude of  ways to express and 
celebrate what it felt to be alive. None asked to be 
called an artist. But like the land, art had to be 
enclosed to give value to the rising middle classes. 
Rough popular forms of  culture were evicted and 
replaced with polite ‘fine’ arts, for reverential con-
templation and collection by the rich. Promoted 
worldwide by missionaries, armies, entrepreneurs, 
dealers, and intellectuals, this new invention was 
another engine of  ‘progress’ and a sign that the 
hierarchies being imposed were natural. A civi-
lization that could produce what were presented 
as ‘great works of  art’ was destined and entitled 
to rule. The idea and ideals of  Art-as-we-know-it 
continue to colonize imaginations everywhere. 

Art was thought to define humanity. Tolstoy 
saw it as the fundamental human activity whereby 
someone conveys through external sign, feelings 
they’ve experienced, thereby infecting others’ 
feelings. But for 50 million years, eons before 
humans first painted rocks, the bower bird had 
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128 ground pigment from fruit seeds, painting bowers, 
and erecting maypole-like structures for mating 
dances. The humpback whale has rehearsed 
songs for hours on end, collectively casting a web 
of  communication that echoes across the globe. 
Meaning, feeling, expression, creativity, and com-
munication are not unique to humans, but the 
epicenter of  what defines life. 

The extractivist spirit in art must be exorcised. 
Despite artists’ ‘concern’ about the issues, the most 
important thing to them is seldom how artwork 
can be part of  solutions to the problem or how it 
can materially nourish a community or a struggle. 
The most important thing is that ‘good’ art is 
made. Despite all the claims of  scholars, critics, 
curators, funders, and artists themselves, Art-as-
we-know-it rarely if  ever ‘gives back’ to or fights 
on the side of  the world that is being destroyed. 
Most often the art that claims to do this simply 
benefits the artist’s career and further legitimizes 
the institutions promoting this obsolete invention. 

The word art is a portmanteau of  the Latin ars 
and the Greek techne and for many thousands of  
years it was used to describe any human activity. 
Shoemaking, verse writing, horse breaking, 
governing, vase painting, cooking, medicine, or 
navigation, were considered an art. Not because it 
was done by an artist or because it was separated 
from the complexities of  life by framing it within 
the contemplativity of  the Art-as-we-know-it 
system, but because it was performed with grace 
and skill. Grace is an act of  thinking with and 
thanking the world. The word comes from old 
French Grace, meaning ‘thanks,’ as in grâce à, as in 
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‘gratitude.’ To thank life for giving us life, that is 
perhaps the greatest skill our art must learn, and 
here on the zad we thanked the bocage by falling 
for her and fighting for and with her. Within her 
humid muddy lands, we learned what the art of  
life might be, an art overflowing with attention 
and reciprocity, an art animated with gestures of  
gratitude, an art that allows life to flourish, to be 
free—an act of  love. 

 
An Art of Life 

 
The sacred is not a great something that you 
bow down to, but what determines your values, 
what you would take a stand for. 

Starhawk, ecofeminist author,  
activist, witch74 

 
And so here we are writing in the summer of  
2021, in this crack in the system, where a global 
epidemic was added to the converging storms, 
and the line between what seemed unfeasible and 
what ended up being possible was smudged. 

In many countries, artists and cultural workers, 
museums and theaters, galleries, festivals, and 
concert halls were ravaged by lockdowns. A 
social-media post by French cultural workers 
suggested that folk should keep up hope: art has 
emerged transformed through catastrophes, they 
said. It mentioned Dada, which grew from the 
rubble of  empires and the massacres of  industri-
alized war. Like successional ecosystems blossom 
after a wildfire, historically destructive periods 
often birth paradigm shifts. Not only Dada, but 
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130 quantum physics and jazz flourished in the wake 
of  the chaos of  WW1. But for Dada the catastro-
phe was art itself. Living through an apocalypse, 
Dada did not want to relaunch Art-as-we-know it, 
but abolish it, sabotaging and hacking everything 
that represented the values of  a world that 
disgusted them. Against the machinery of  death, 
their manifesto of  1918 ended with one word in 
capital letters: 

LIFE. 
 

On the bocage we have become the territory 
because it engulfs and nourishes our imaginations 
and our bodies. We know when the frogs spawn 
and when the buckwheat is ready to mill; we sense 
when the potatoes will be harvested and celebrated 
with a French fries festival; we notice when it’s 
been too dry and the ponds become lifeless; we 
care when the amphibians mate and the message 
on our phone reads: “walk & drive carefully—it’s 
the night of  the fire salamanders”; we are familiar 
with the weave of  green lanes because we learned 
them while ambushing the police. 

By deserting the metropolis, we learned to pay 
attention, and practice an art of  life. But as our 
friend, the philosopher Isabelle Stengers writes, 
the art of  attention is not just giving ourselves to 
things a priori defined as worthy of  attention, but 
obliging us “to imagine, to consult, to consider 
consequences involving connections between what 
we are accustomed to considering as separate.”75 

Countless people now hold the picture of  the 
zad in their imaginations, like one might carry the 
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memory of  a work of  art: an image that reminds 
us that we can all shape our worlds otherwise. On 
the bocage, feelings and desire became form in 
the shape of  a struggle that put life in common at 
its heart. To many, even though they would never 
term it thus, this land has become sacred, because 
they sensed its wonder and risked and dedicated 
so much of  themselves to ensure it never became 
an airport. “Nothing is made already sacred,” 
hermeticist and youth worker Orland Bishop 
reminds us. “It becomes sacred when we give our 
attention to it at a level that reveals what it holds as 
energy and information.”76 When land becomes 
sacred and struggle becomes an art of  everyday 
life, magic happens. 

The low sun sets through the hedgerow, we 
are looking out at the wetlands. These wetlands 
that continue to become wetlands, farmland 
that continues becoming food producing land. 
The airport will only ever be a negative shape, a 
ghost of  the extractivist empire. Holding back the 
monoculture machine, decolonizing a place from 
capital, opening it up as somewhere that enabled 
forms of  life to connect and unfold: that is what is 
beautiful. That is the aim of  an art of  life, an art 
that lets life live more. 

An owl hoots in the distance and we are 
reminded of  the incredible courage of  nineteenth 
century abolitionist Harriet Tubman who used 
her knowledge of  the living world to save so many 
lives. Tubman escaped from enslavement at age 
27 and rescued hundreds of  fugitives by guiding 
them up the Underground Railroad, the network 
of  clandestine safehouses ferrying escapees to 
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132 safe haven. She mastered these long dangerous 
journeys through marshlands and forest, often 
tracked by dogs sent out by the authorities to sniff  
them out. She had grown up in the wetlands and 
had a complex understanding of  the landscape, 
and she would mimic the call of  barred owls to 
alert the refugees that it was safe to come out of  
hiding and continue their journey. Her accurate 
rendition of  the call of  the bird blended in with 
the normal nighttime sounds, and so created no 
suspicion. The lives of  the freedom-seekers were 
saved; the wetlands continue to flourish. 

 
We are ‘nature’ defending itself.

A salamander made for the victory party, Philippe 
Graton, 2018.



FUCK ‘IT’! 

Words must lead to action. How does this text 
translate beyond the bocage? How do these lessons 
help you to fight and build within your territories 
and communities, no doubt so different from 
these lands? We never wanted this pamphlet to 
be a blueprint, in fact within a situated pluriversal 
culture the idea of  a blueprint is in itself  part of  
the problem. We do not need any more floating, 
detached and inevitably false solutions imposed 
from afar or above, but we do need imagination 
and hope to keep on fighting for self-determination 
and autonomy from below. The forces of  hope 
and imagination cross oceans and can enliven 
struggles with very different textures, they open 
potentiality and horizons however far away. Good 
stories need to travel like seeds. 

As we finish the pamphlet the zad prepares for 
the arrival of  a large Zapatista delegation visiting 
Europe for the first time, their struggle and stories 
from the jungles and mountains fed so many of  
our imagination in the late 90s. We were living 
lives in metropolises across the world, so different 
from theirs and yet their compelling imagina-
tion moved and mobilized us. Their autonomy 
continues to spread hope two decades on. “One 
no and many yeses,” they proclaimed, a “no” 
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134 against capitalism, a “no” against binary thinking, 
a “no” we could all share wherever we were. And a 
multitude of  different ways of  imagining a future 
with dignity at its heart. 

Perhaps we can end with a shared “no,” a little 
ritual of  banishment, inspired by author, mother, 
expert in moss, biologist, decorated professor, 
and enrolled member of  the Citizen Potawatomi 
Nation, Robin Wall Kimmerer. She reminds us 
that language is a tool for cultural transformation, 
that words have power to shape our thoughts 
and our actions, and every revolution needs 
new grammars. The problem is that the English 
language allows no form of  respect for our fellow 
more-than-human beings. In English, a being is 
either a human or an “it,” an object. “We put a 
barrier between us, absolving ourselves of  moral 
responsibility and opening the door to exploita-
tion,” she writes. “Saying ‘it’ makes a living land 
into ‘natural resources.’ Imagine describing our 
grandma as ‘it’,”77 she asks us. To defend lands that 
we fall in love with and to enable us to realize that 
the land loves us back, we need new revolutionary 
pronouns that refer to the more-than-human not 
as things, but as our earthly relatives.

And so perhaps we are not ‘nature’ defending 
‘it’ self, after all. Perhaps we made a mistake 
entitling this pamphlet thus, the binary logic was 
still lingering. 

And so, let us banish together that pronoun, 
let us make a pledge together to never ever call 
another living being ‘it’ again. 
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Write ‘it’ large on a piece of  paper.
Go outside.

Set fire to the paper.
Focus on the flames.

Shout as loud as you can, feeling as alive as 
possible.

“Fuck ‘it’!”



Protestarchitektur. Proteste müssen 
stören, sonst wären sie wirkungslos. 
Wenn Protestbewegungen in den ---+ öf­
fentlichen Raum ausgreifen und sich 
dort festsetzen, wenn sie ihn blockie­
ren, schützen oder erobern, dann ent­
steht ---+ Protestarchitektur. Die Strate­
gien reichen vom ---+ Körpereinsatz der 
Protestierenden, die Räume besetzen 
oder Formationen bilden, bis hin zur 
Errichtung von ---+ Protestcamps. Die­
sem breiten Spektrum raumgreifen­
der Protestformen widmen sich das 
Deutsche Architekturmuseum (DAM) 
in Frankfurt am Main und das Mu­
seum für angewandte Kunst (MAK) 
in Wien mit dem Ausstellungsprojekt 
Protest/Architektur. Erstmalig werden 
Proteste aus baulicher und räumlicher 
Perspektive miteinander verglichen, 
u.a. die ---+ Barrikaden von ---+ 1848, die
---+ Türme der Atomkraftgegneuinnen
der „Republik Freies Wendland" in
---+ Gor/eben, die zahlreichen Ereignis­
se des Protestjahres ---+ 2011 und die
am Reißbrett entworfenen Protestsied­
lungen in Washington und Sao Paulo
(---+ Resurrection City, ---+ MTST).
Die Ausstellung und diese Publika­

tion wurden gefördert durch die Kul­
turstiftung des Bundes (---+ Grußwort). 
Ein Teilprojekt zur Architekturvermitt­
lung entstand in Kooperation mit der 
Wüstenrot Stiftung. 
Die Recherche zum Thema Protest­

architektur ergab ein weitverzweigtes
Feld an Bezügen und Verweisen. Für die
vorliegende Publikation wurde deshalb
die Form eines Lexikons gewählt.

Hg. (Eds.) 
Oliver Elser 
Anna-Maria Mayerhofer 
Sebastian Hackenschmidt 
Jennifer Dyck 
Lilli Hollein 
Peter Cachola Schmal 

Protest Architecture. Protests have 
to be disruptive to be effective. When 
protest movements extend into ---+ pub­
lic space and take root there, when they 
blockade, defend, or seize these spaces, 
they produce ---+ protest architecture. 
The strategies used can range from the 
---+ body deployment of protesters occu­
pying spaces or arranging themselves 
into formations all the way through to 
the establishment of ---+ protest camps. 
Protest/Architecture is a joint exhibition 
project of the Deutsches Architektur­
museum (DAM) in Frankfurt and the 
Museum of Applied Arts (MAK) in 
Vienna, which seeks to shine a light on 
this broad spectrum of spatial forms of 
protest. The project provides a unique 
perspective on protest movements, 
comparing and contrasting them in 
terms of their architectural and spa­
tial qualities, whether it's the ---+ barri­
cades of ---+ 1848, the ---+ towers of the 
anti-nuclear activists of the "Free Re­
public of Wendland" in ---+ Gor/eben, 
the numerous protests and revolutions 
of ---+ 2011, or the protest settlements 
of Washington and Sao Paulo (---+ Res­
urrection City, ---+ MTST), which were 
drawn up at the drafting table. 
The exhibition and this publication 

were supported by the German Federal 
Cultural Foundation (---+ Foreword). The 
project was also accompanied by an ed­
ucational program, which was produced 
in collaboration with the Wüstenrot 
Foundation. 

The research into the topic of protest 
architecture produced an intricately 
ramified field of interconnected refer­
ences, which led to the decision to struc­
ture this publication as a lexicon. 

.,c;r PARK BOCKS 








































