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Introduction

MADS ROSENDAHL THOMSEN AND JACOB WAMBERG

Posthumanism has become an umbrella term for numerous recent analyses of our world and
its prospects for future development. Despite a range of often dizzyingly diverse sub-
positions, its common denominator is a break with a pervasive, if often unacknowledged,
assumption: that humanity is somehow separate from the rest of the universe and constitutes
a center for orientation—a basic set of measures, values, and points of views—from which
no judgment can escape, whether pertaining to science, philosophy, politics, or everyday
practices. To be sure, some theories breaking with this human exceptionalism are often
referred to as post-anthropocentric, but here we take the perhaps bold step of seeing
posthumanism and postanthropcentrism as basically synonymous, choosing posthumanism as
the governing term. Although obviously facilitated by the secularized Western cultures that
emphatically positioned the human individual as the center of everything—from democratic
politics, to the epistemologies of science, to subjectivist aesthetics—the exceptionalist
thinking with which this encompassing posthumanism breaks harks back to ancient
humanism and the monotheistic religions, in which God appeared as the superhuman male
who appropriately created “man” in his own image.

A dramatic blow was dealt to human exceptionalism, and its basis in patriarchal
hierarchies, when Darwin ([1859] 1860) determined that humans are only a late product of a
multi-million-year-old natural evolution—a shock that has deepened with the later
clarification that Homo sapiens is an accidental outlet of a whole delta of primate
predecessors. Strangely enough, only recently have the logical futuristic consequences of this
thinking been pursued: the question of what sorts of beings will follow—indeed be generated
by—humans. The so-called posthuman, a central member of the group of theoretical notions
crowding under the posthumanist umbrella, implies that in the next evolutionary step, the
specialty of human culture, technology, will outdistance natural selection as the prime driver
of genesis. Today, there are multiple reasons for taking up the challenge of this line of
thinking, which already on the level of technology dissolves human exceptionalism with
regard to both its centrality and status as evolutionary endpoint. Thus, these aspects of
posthumanism are deeply involved in pursuing ethical and political concerns raised by



technology, and also are a major source of inspiration for a variety of arts such as bioart,
robotic art, and transmedial science fiction.

Increasingly, however, the posthuman and its blatantly utopian theoretical matrix,
transhumanism, have been joined by a range of other theoretical positions that we also
choose to present here (although again some researchers would prefer
“postanthropocentrism” as guiding term). Indeed, one of the most divisive questions in this
expanded field of posthumanism has emerged between the “properly” posthuman—that is,
the possibility of technology-aided development that would result in cyborgs, genetically
altered humans, or even an artificial intelligence that wholly outstrips humans—and, on the
other hand, a less specific post-anthropocentric understanding of the world that stretches
from theorizing on the Anthropocene to diverse branches of new materialism, such as
speculative realism and a generalized vitalism. The editors of this volume find that these
other fields are too important to be ignored, although there are numerous examples of
criticism from which the acknowledgment of diverging perspectives is lacking. Put bluntly,
the transhumanist perspective may often be reduced to “as long as an improved human is
achieved, the rest hardly matters,” while at times, criticism from scholars focusing on the
Anthropocene seems to hold that “humans change everything, except themselves.” But do we
really have to choose between body-centered optimism and environment-directed
pessimism? Both sides matter, and indeed become more relevant by challenging each other.

We want this book to encompass the dissensus in the field, rather than smooth away
questions that may be uncomfortable or not universally shared. There are many positions
within posthumanism: it is possible to be post-anthropocentric without referring to the
posthuman condition, just as it is possible to be anti-humanist while acknowledging the
Anthropocene. Similarly, it is possible to promote the use of technology for the better of
humankind while regarding climate change as the most important contemporary challenge.

Whether or not you are a techno-optimist, it would be an understatement to say that
technological development has been rapid in the past century. Nanotechnology,
biotechnology, information technology, and cognitive science (the so-called NBIC) are just a
few examples of what was not available at the end of the nineteenth century, at least not in a
form that we can recognize today. Such innovations have an impact on daily lives and the
globe, and they contribute to shaping our intellectual outlook, as they should. However, that
does not mean that posthumanism could not have come into being without a world whose
human-developed technology accelerated so rapidly. In a global perspective, we find
especially in many pre-industrial cultural traditions a less pronounced degree, or total
absence, of human exceptionalism that confirm Cary Wolfe’s statement that posthumanism
comes both before and after humanism (2010: xv—xvi).

The dramatic development of a more fluid understanding of gender in the past decades is
one of the clearest examples of movements that, in hindsight, may be construed as
posthumanist, although not primarily driven by technological considerations. Although the
questions of how to define gender, and legislate accordingly, make for an ongoing debate, it
is nevertheless obvious that the binary division into male and female has been thoroughly
contested, both biologically in for example the recognition of intersex individuals, and
psychologically and culturally, in the recognition of a spectrum of genders. In many respects,



what has been remarkable in this process is that corporate and public institutions have been
ahead of the general public’s perspective, making it possible to declare one’s gender in more
than two ways, or to abstain entirely from being gendered. Many countries now make
allowances for not declaring oneself male or female in official documents, for example, in
passports, thereby providing a significant sign of a departure from a mode of thinking of
humanity that was largely uncontested a few decades ago.

Still, the increasing impact technology exerts on the world, and even on the conditions for
thinking and conceptualizing, cannot be ignored. It seems, for instance, almost ironic to note
that at the same time that we more or less universally recognize human rights, and counter
racist agendas with solid biological observations about a shared humanity, the very construct
of human unity that supports such principles is under pressure due to technological
developments. Although this unity is maintained more by moral and legal constraints than by
technical capacities, there is reason to worry that humanity may split into a myriad of
incompatible beings due to technological developments prolonging lives or turning bodies
into cyborgian hybrids.

Posthumanist thinking is ambitious in its pursuit of finding better ways of dealing with our
hypercomplex world. Some posthumanist writers have been criticized, for example, Bruno
Latour by Alan Sokal, for being unscientific or opaque in their insistence on pursuing new
roads to make sense of the world, a criticism that may not always be unfounded, but also
ignores that with the ambition to break away from traditional humanist schemata come
struggles of finding new languages that better capture the changed roles of humans in the
biosphere. At the end of the day, there is an immense responsibility weighing down on the
only globally political creature of the Earth. After all, at least 98 percent of the mass of land-
based vertebrate life is either human, or their pets or livestock. That it is within our reach to
recreate otherwise extinct species only adds to this responsibility, and in turn, the level of
reflection in a time when the concerns of posthumanism are also at the forefront of societal
debates.

Even if this handbook is organized around topics, reading through the chapters reveals a
number of posthumanist critics who reappear and tend to be lumped together, even if most of
them are not restricted to single positions, and a few of them actually avoid the use of the
notion posthumanism or related terms. Sometimes referred to as “critical posthumanists,”
authors such as Donna Haraway (2016a), N. Katherine Hayles (1999), and Rosi Braidotti
(2012) have been fascinated by the prospect of the technologically modified body, but
consistently tend to interdisciplinary perspectives that, in their later writings, let biological
life come more pervasively to the fore, whether as the Chthulucene (Haraway 2016b),
nonconscious cognition (Hayles 2017), or the self-organizing life of zoe (Braidotti 2012).
Some critics, for example Cary Wolfe (2010), Timothy Morton (2016), and Ursula K. Heise
(2016), have supplemented their principal posthumanist or post-anthropocentric theorizing
with more focused contributions to ecocriticism. In striking contrast to critical
posthumanism, transhumanism still emerges as the branch of posthumanism that insists on
technological progress, with Nick Bostrom as the best-known academic figure, along with a
number of more independent writers and activists such as Ray Kurzweil (2005), Max More
and Natasha Vita-More (2013). This is the line of thinking that received highly critical, neo-



humanist resistance from social scientist Francis Fukuyama (2002), who thereby,
paradoxically, made posthumanism more mainstream in academia.

Then there are new materialist critics, such as Bruno Latour (2007) and Karen Barad
(2006), whose work has been seminal in developing decentered models for action—actor-
network theory (ANT) and the notion of intra-action, respectively; lately, the former has even
tried to supplement ANT by an intense questioning of our situation in the Anthropocene
(Latour 2017 [2015]). Even when representing highly diverse positions, from relationalism to
object ontology, other new materialist philosophers, such as Jane Bennett (2010) and Graham
Harman (2016), have been most consequential in their sheer insistence on the importance of
materiality in the attempt to steer away from the human-centered perspective. In any case, the
diversity of sources that are drawn upon shows that field-specific knowledge—of a branch of
ethics, of art history, of certain technologies—is extremely important to raising the level of
inquiry, once the field has been defined. Often, the devil is in the details of the many concrete
questions and dilemmas that have emerged. The effects social robots have on humans, for
instance, cannot be deduced abstractly but needs studies that cut across anthropology,
psychology, and philosophy. Similarly, it is the gray areas in the use of new medicines that
are revealing rather than the clear-cut examples of what to use and not to use.

THE STRUCTURE OF THIS BOOK

The Bloomsbury Handbook of Posthumanism is divided into four sections that cover the
essential topics of the vast and varied field of posthumanism. The first section, “Paradigms
and Transformations,” frames posthumanism in relation to a number of guiding concepts,
beginning with humanism and continuing through other pivotal perspectives, such as the
Anthropocene, transhumanism, and the ahuman. The second section, “Ethics,” surveys a
number of fields that give rise to new ethical considerations in an era of post-anthropocentric
thought and technological development. From relations with nonhumans to the question of
the unity of humanity and human rights, the questions of rights, opportunities, and identity
appear quite different than they used to not too long ago, when cyborgs, artificial
intelligence, and selection of fertilized eggs based on genetic analysis were at best a vision in
science fiction and not part of a pressing reality. The following section, “Technology,” gives
a broad, if selective, view of technologies that already have, and may be projected as having,
a profound influence on the human condition. Finally, “Aesthetics” takes up the many ways
that different forms of art and popular culture have either responded to aspects of
posthumanism, or projected new developments. In contemporary art, the jury is still out on
its predictive powers, but in hindsight there are numerous examples of how the human
fictitious imaginary has taken part in shaping human futures.

PARADIGMS AND TRANSFORMATIONS

In this opening section, we intend to outline some of the main posthumanist movements, and
which sorts of developmental paths they establish as prototypical and react against.
Obviously, humanism is an archetypical target, and so in Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht’s opening



chapter we explore those educational ideals and ethical concerns, together with that “distance
of the everyday from coherent mythologies or religions” that humanism already presented in
its first appearance, in Greco-Roman times. Although it always promoted Ciceronian
philanthropy, in its heyday in the nineteenth century, humanism was legitimized by those
contingent aspects of the emancipated human spirit that were left out of Descartes’ more
universalizing description of this inward side of the human, the res cogitans. Nevertheless, as
is further elaborated in Karin Kukkonen’s chapter, “The Self and Subjectivity: Why the
Enlightenment Is Relevant for Posthumanism,” the narratives that structure this contingency,
from collective to personal histories, were already splintering in the eighteenth century, when
several of posthumanism’s core concerns, such as the entanglement of self and environment,
shared animal and human experience, and subjectivity in a mediated and technologized age,
were becoming central concerns. For that reason, Stefan Sorgner’s chapter “Transhumanism”
may characterize this ultra-progressionist movement as “humanism on steroids,” and
emphasize its basis in a combination of empirical naturalism and rational logic of the
enlightenment kind, which later gives transhumanism a stronghold in Anglo-American
analytical philosophy.

Humanist concerns for corporeal and mental autonomy do impose certain limits on how
far down into the Enlightenment’s bosom posthumanism’s roots go. As is evident in Rick
Dolphijn’s chapter, “The Non-Human, Systems, and New Materialism,” glimmers of the
dissolution of Descartes’ and Kant’s notions of human exceptionalism already appear in the
work of Marx, Freud, and Nietzsche, and this has been foregrounded by diverse posthumanist
movements since the 1970s, for instance in Prigogine and Stengers’ problematization of the
nature-culture divide derived from systems and complexity theory, and in Gregory Bateson’s
extended ecological thinking, and its imprints in Manuel DeLanda and Rosi Braidotti, via
Deleuze and Guattari. When we move into the Anthropocene (or “peak humanity”)
paradigm, analyzed in Pieter Vermeulen’s chapter, a decisively pessimistic note is struck, in
which posthuman turns into posthumous in the “world of wounds” that human technologies
are now involuntarily spreading. Whatever sense of universality remains in this wasteland,
which especially turns the global South into its victims, arises from a shared sense of a
catastrophe.

Against this apocalyptic background, “The Ahuman” emerges as an almost healthy disgust
with the human, which Patricia MacCormack links to everything from human reproduction to
nationalism and other forms of violent exclusion. The goal of ahumanism—not knowing the
world, and thinking through worlds in nonhuman ways, despite the impossibility of
predicting those ways—unexpectedly borders on the perhaps most radical version of
posthumanism, its speculative variant, analyzed in David Roden’s chapter, “Posthumanism:
Critical, Speculative, Biomorphic.” In the radically unmeasured world striven for by
Speculative Posthumanism, even critical posthumanist ethics directed at cyborgs or the open
life of zoe emerge as obsolete humanist leftovers.

As may already be deduced from this brief overview, trekking around the theoretical
terrain of posthumanist paradigms is an often bewildering and contradictory experience.
Nevertheless, the final chapter of this section, Jacob Wamberg’s “Rising Negentropy,
Evolutionary Reboots, and Gaia as Attractor: Toward a Map of Contemporaneous



Posthumanist Positions,” presents the thesis that to a large extent, this experience may be
ascribed to the remnants of humanist dualism. In a syncretic fusion, a theoretical
Anthropocene that fuses progress and regression, negentropy and entropy, into a notion of
evolutionary reboot, the posthumanist positions may be construed as re-actualized
evolutionary layers in a spatial contemporaneity.

ETHICS

Ethics bring a particularly unruly set of variables to the divergent posthumanist paradigms,
and address concerns that include (post)human rights, regulating the limits of enhancement,
and properly decentering the human in a broader ecological vision of equality among species.
Ursula K. Heise’s chapter, “Environmentalisms and Posthumanisms,” unfolds the human
subject positions that follow from different sorts of environmentalism, and how these affect
questions of (post)human responsibility. Although we now tend to move away from older
forms of environmentalism that separated human subjects from a wilderness whose virginal
character was accordingly romanticized, a thorough decentering of the human in the natural
environment may compound the dilemma of fleeting human responsibility. Matters become
even more complicated when we attempt to translate ethical concerns into actual politics for
nonhumans, for, as Iwona Janicka reminds us in the chapter “Nonhuman Politics and Its
Practices,” the term “politics” references that which nonhumans, by definition, do not
possess: an institutional structure (polis) and the power of speech (logos). And outside the
human sphere, social theory still lacks ideas about which entities may count when negotiating
world-building, and how we may differentiate them. However, drawing on Latour in
particular, Janicka believes that linking new materialism to anarchist practices, thereby
generating an experimental politics of activism, could be a way forward.

Ethics also address questions of gender, a phenomenon that, as noted, has undergone a
rapid transformation from a stable binary to a complex biosocial phenomenon. Posthuman
fluid gender has effects on rights, reproduction, social order, and individual self-
representation. In the chapter “Posthuman Feminist Ethics: Unveiling Ontological Radical
Healing,” Francesca Ferrando explores the question of what feminist, posthumanist ethics
would entail, and how they may be positioned vis-a-vis the struggles for change in a broader
Anthropocene landscape. If race, like gender, has become a contested category in posthuman
cultures, race nevertheless lives on as an instrument of oppression. In “Race, Technology, and
Posthumanism,” Holly Flint Jones and Nicholaos Jones use the figure of the posthuman to
criticize concepts of race, and in particular, the way that racialization may be seen as a
mechanism used to control, and even enslave people.

When posthuman efforts to turn humans into cyborgs accelerate the diversification of
Homo sapiens already taking place with respect to parameters such as gender and ethnicity;, it
is quite logical that a break with the idea of a unified humanity must follow. In the chapter
“The Unity of Humanity,” Steve Fuller examines a number of ways that such a branching out
of humanity could take place, and have already historically been conceived, including
religious and racial divisions. In leaving behind a unified humanity, Fuller observes two
fundamental directions: “downwingers” Infra-Foucault, in which posthumans become



submerged in animality, and “upwingers” Ultra-Hegel, in which transhumans break
decisively with natural history. The question of what rights should be recognized, including
whether and which nonhumans should have protective rights, is explored in Upendra Baxi’s
chapter, “Toward Posthuman Human Rights?”. However, Baxi predicts complex social
consequences of artificial intelligence, and thinks enhancement “may turn out to be vastly
inegalitarian.”

Posthumanism is closely connected to criticism of the human as an essentially able-bodied
individual, since humans are in fact quite differently abled, including the lengths of their
lifespans. In their chapter “Disability, Neo-Materialism, and the Biopolitics of the Project of
Western Man: Toward a Posthumanist Disability Theory,” David T. Mitchell and Sharon L.
Snyder present a materialist perspective on disability, which becomes almost paradigmatic of
posthumanism, since it criticizes normative privilege, and exposes the body to complex
hybridization with technological devices. Therefore, the distinction between therapy
(reinstating normalcy) and enhancement (transcending normalcy) becomes increasingly
problematic, as Sarah Chan notes in the chapter “Therapy, Enhancement and the Posthuman.”
As medicine and other treatments advance, “we will need some other way of evaluating
interventions, as well as to encourage publics and policy-makers to think more critically
about the distinction and its usefulness.”

TECHNOLOGY

Predictions of technological development tend to age poorly, and we anticipate that some of
the agendas discussed here will look very different in a couple of decades. Even foreseeable
phenomena, such as self-driving cars and autonomous humanoid robots, float in a sort of
limbo where prototypes will be implemented while risks and benefits are still being assessed.
In all likelihood, we will overestimate the importance of some existing technologies, and fail
to predict future inventions that have the potential to radically affect the world.

Four articles closely relate to technological influences on the human body. In the chapter
“What Can We Learn from Eugenics?,” Nicholas Agar takes up the question of a traumatic
legacy that has moved from the sphere of governmental practice to citizens’ individual
choices. For instance, in the age of what Jiirgen Habermas has called “liberal eugenics,” we
already see a much lower birth rate of children with Down’s syndrome. As dilemmas hover
between paradigms of individual transhuman enhancement and generalized posthuman
disability, there is no reason to think that there will be fewer of them in the future. Societies’
ethical stances will also be put to the test in the sphere of medicine, for, as Sgren Holm
demonstrates in the chapter “The Medicalization of the Posthuman Transformation
Trajectory,” dependence on medical support leads to increased pressure to finance new
medical procedures. However, in a world of limited resources, priorities will have to be set in
a decision space that includes many actors. In the third contribution, “Life Extension and the
Pursuit of Immortality,” Andy Miah shows how hope for life extension or immortality has a
long cultural history, in contexts from religions to contemporary science fiction. Even if
radically extended lives may not be around the corner, research into the possibility of
creating longer lives threatens to again divide humanity into those who have access to such



treatments and those who do not.

Finally, in the chapter “Sport, Technoscience, and Posthumanist Athletics,” Rayvon
Fouché focuses on the dilemmas of using prosthetics in sports. Since sports claim an ethos of
fair competition—that is, an ethos of competition among unaided bodies—the pervasive use
of prosthetics challenges the very notion of sports. Nevertheless, with enormous amounts of
money and media attention at stake, athletes’ bodies are under great pressure to perform
better, and in practice, all kinds of technologies have been used to optimize performance. As
in the case of Oscar Pistorius, the disabled athlete whose specially designed leg blades made
him able to outdistance able-bodied runners, the dilemma will be how to determine who can
compete with whom, and under which circumstances.

Computing is another world-changing force. At the same time that it is possible to build
machines that are superior at playing increasingly difficult games, from chess to Go, the
internet, which was unknown to most people in the early 1990s, has become so pervasive that
many young people in industrialized countries dread being offline, and one billion mobile
phones have transformed commercial conditions in Africa. However, there are also many
worrying aspects, such as surveillance, existential isolation, and the commodification of
personal data. David Chandler’s “Data and Information in the Posthuman Sensorium” shows
how the exponential increase in data has profoundly changed the experience of agency, from
everyday practices to governance approaches.

In all likelihood, the next level of computer-driven change lies in the development of
artificial intelligence. Machine learning already influences people in their daily lives, but the
final step toward a general artificial intelligence has not yet been taken. It is, though, a part of
the collective imagination of the future and perhaps most unsettling and interesting when it
appears in the form of a humanoid robot. Johanna Seibt argues that social robots present a
particular pressing issue as they are treated as surprisingly full subjects by their human
collaborators and consequently raise a series of questions to what human nature might
constitute. Finally, Cathrine Hasse addresses the question of education, which will be
increasingly embedded in a technological context, as well as in an idea of the human subject
as an interconnected being whose learning should be informed by a more complex
understanding of human and nonhuman actors and networks.

»

AESTHETICS

Although various sorts of intellectual thought provide more or less precise models of
posthuman scenarios, the whole field of aesthetics—from perception, to art, to popular visual
culture, including everyday body cultures—offers more sensually engaging and
indeterminate and open ways of approaching a field that is notoriously difficult to imagine. In
Alexander Wilson’s chapter, “What Aesthetics Tells Us about Posthumans,” the posthuman
condition itself emerges as a turn to indeterminacy, one governed by what the ancient
Skeptics called epoche, suspension of judgment. This epistemological and aesthetic
indeterminacy is interpreted as a sign of evolutionary risk-taking that echoes the evolutionary
reboot described in Wamberg’s article in section 1. Dissolving the boundary between
negentropic self and entropic other, the so-called Markov blanket, indistinction may lead to a



higher flexibility to act in the fitness landscapes modeled by complexity theory, in which
individual selves with their too-narrow adaptation become isolated on negentropic peaks.

If we move to the concrete molding of aesthetics in the various arts, Mads Rosendahl
Thomsen’s chapter, “Literature’s Humanist Posthumanism,” describes literature as a prime
medium for exploring the conflictual field between individualism and more de-individualized
fields of subjectivity. Throughout its varied historical contexts, literature has always
transcended simple communication and offered a highly varied medium for giving
nonhumans voice, and in which humans could explore more distributed and directly
nonhuman ways of being situated. Rosendahl Thomsen observes that despite its
transhistorical presence, this tendency acquires particular relevance with the posthuman and
Anthropocene turn. As regards the visual arts, their exchange with the posthuman is
approached via reconfigured notions of time in Pernille Leth-Espensen’s chapter,
“Posthuman Temporalities in Science and Bioart.” As is manifestly demonstrated by
artworks that focus on the way tissue cultures can live outside the bodies from which they
were sourced—indeed, how these cultures may survive the death of these bodies—the
posthuman concerns a dissolution of linear time, as much as the spatial distribution of
subjectivities. Whereas such biotechnological explorations are typically foregrounded in
discussions of the arts’ relation to the posthuman, this is, however, not so with the avant-
garde music discussed in Stefan Sorgner’s chapter on “Music.” Sorgner considers this art’s
prime posthuman characteristic a dissolution of the humanist subject/object dualism.
Wagner’s music drama was an early forerunner of this posthuman tendency, and it peaks in
the work of twentieth-century composers such as John Cage and Morton Feldman, often
facilitated by marked technological mediation.

Aesthetic approaches to the posthuman field are by no means limited to the avant-garde
aspects of the fine arts; they pervade popular cultural phenomena such as mainstream film
and television, comics, and computer games. Although Ivan Callus, in his chapter
“Posthumanism in Film and Television,” does observe a certain overemphasis of literary
examples as illustration in scholarly texts on posthumanism, he demonstrates how film and
television are vanguards in molding the popular imaginary of posthumanism, from science
fiction proper, to explorations of corporeal hybridity, to futurist faction. Moreover, these
media keep upholding a promiscuous exchange ecology with each other. As we learn from
Edward King’s chapter “Digital Comics and Unstable Interfaces,” an early popular—and still
humanist—version of the posthuman, for example, appears in the transmedial figure of the
superhero who is densely connected to eugenics and fascist hopes of the perfectability of the
human body. Yet in the last decades the popular portrayal of the posthuman has become
much more complex, with cyborgs and assemblages invading media not only on the level of
motives, but in their very visual languge. For instance, in the digital sphere of comics, the
effects of temporal continuity associated with film and animation are broken up and alienated
when moving images appear within the grids and windows of the old-fashioned comic strip.

Jaqueline Berndt makes similar observations on the mixed graphic language of Japanese
anime in the chapter “Anime’s Situated Posthumanism: Representation, Mediality,
Performance.” Although its puppet-like or cyborgian figures appear uncanny when seen
through the techno-Orientalist lens through which this genre is typically received in the



Western sphere, this is less pronounced in its country of origin, where distinctions between
the animated and non-animated have never been so rigid. As Kelly I. Aliano demonstrates in
her analyses of computer games, “Ready Player Two: The Digital Avatar as Extension of
Self,” the posthuman dissolution of individual identity may in fact reach right out to the
consumer. Here we approach the condition described in Ernest Cline’s 2011 novel, Ready
Player One, in which the online gaming platform offers its participants a true “second life” in
the virtual realm, “an escape hatch into a better reality.” However, in the aesthetic field, it is
impossible to predict whether the realities we approach with the posthuman are in fact
utopian or dystopian. In Pramod Nayar’s overview of how conception and progeny appear in
futurist accounts of literature and popular visual culture, “Precarious Lives in the Age of
Biocapitalism,” the dystopian aspect is clearly dominant. No matter where human bodies
originate, in the uterus or the petri dish, they are treated as patentable, possessable objects.

We hope that this handbook will provide a useful map of the posthumanist field as well as
inspire to see new connections and new challenges that arise across the many intricate and
interwoven subjects. Although some scholars may maintain that the fault lines of
posthumanism remain more conspicuous than its common denominators, the whole unruly
field comprises both a crucial theoretical subject of our time and a dazzling perspective on
the past and future.
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PART ONE

Paradigms and Transformations



CHAPTER ONE

Humanism

HANS ULRICH GUMBRECHT

On June 8, 1960, in a session of his seminar on the “Ethics of Psychoanalysis” dedicated to
Sophocles’ “Antigone,” Jacques Lacan recommended his students that, while he agreed with
the erudite view of Sophoclean tragedies as standing halfway between “rootedness in archaic
ideals” and a different, more individual-oriented “pathos, sentimentality, criticism, and
sophistry,” they should not associate this typological position with the concept and the values
of “Humanism”: for “we consider ourselves to be at the end of the vein of humanist thought”
(Lacan 1992: 275). Lacan based this historical diagnostic on the observation of a “splitting”
in the “relationship of man to the signifier,” and saw himself in proximity to Claude Lévi-
Strauss “when he attempts to formalize the move from nature to culture or more exactly the
gap between nature and culture.”

As so often with arguments from Lacan’s seminars, it seems difficult—or impossible
indeed—to agree on an ultimate meaning of the phenomena he is pointing to, here with the
intention to explain his impression of having arrived “at the end of the vein of humanist
thought.” But whatever may have triggered this statement, it anticipated by several years the
famous final paragraph of Michel Foucault’s book The Order of Things where the author
dared to “bet that,” after having emerged around 1800, “the concept of ‘man’ will vanish like

a face drawn into the sand at the border of the sea.”! Similar to Lacan, Foucault did not feel
ready to predict under what specific circumstances “the face” and the concept of being
human would disappear (“nous pouvons tout au plus pressentir la possibilité” [398]), and
even less so was he able to say how this form might be replaced one day. Foucault was quite



precise, by contrast, in referring to the time “around 1800” as the moment of its first
emergence.

In today’s retrospective, the 1960s may appear as an early stage within a movement at
whose tail end we find ourselves, that is as an early stage in the process of growing fragility
about a conception of being human which during much of the nineteenth and the twentieth
centuries had been regarded as meta-historical—or at least as a definitive achievement of
human self-understanding. In Central Europe and in North America, the intellectual years
following the end of the Second World War, with its hitherto unimaginable humanitarian
catastrophes, had been energized by an astonishingly optimistic belief in the possibility of
redirecting the course of humankind toward the values of Enlightenment and the “project of
Modernity.” This belief, however, turned into impatience and frustration, culminating in the
youth protests of 1968, when it became clear that an atmosphere of restoration had
established itself instead of the high-flying ideals of humanistic progress (see Gumbrecht
2013). The subsequent reactions of incipient skepticism may have been the driving force
behind Lacan’s and Foucault’s intuition about the imminent end of traditional “Humanism.”

Different from the days of those first and vague uncertainties, we are now drowned by an
oversupply of suggestions as to what forms of self-reference and life may have substituted
(or should substitute in the future) the traditional notions of being human. There is a need and
a market indeed for handbooks that distinguish and individually describe the fast-expanding
horizon of meanings that we give to words like the “posthuman” or the “transhuman” (see,
for example, Braidotti and Hlavajova 2018). If in 1967, one year after the publication of
Foucault’s Order of Things, Jacques Derrida paradoxically—and also famously—stated on
the opening pages of Grammatology that “we had left behind metaphysics” and the human
self-reference inherent to it, “without being able to go beyond” (Derrida 1974: 20ff). I
believe that today we have departed toward truly new, different, and sustainable conceptions
of what it might have become “to be human.” Otherwise documentary volumes like the one
of which this text belongs had no reason to exist. Now under the title of “Humanism” it is not
my assignment to penetrate into the intellectual jungle of all those descriptions and
definitions of new forms of being human that can be seen either as the result of a historical
transformation or as a consequence of more normatively oriented suggestions toward better
collective and individual life forms.

What I will try to narrate instead are two prehistories of our present which, in the majority
of its voices, wants itself “posthuman.” I will offer a history (including its own prehistory) of
the emergence of the conception of “Humanism” that dominated large segments of the
Western nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and I will then continue with the trajectory,
starting in the early to mid-twentieth century, of that ever-growing fragility undercutting the
notions and conceptions of “Humanism.” Needless to say that no such narrative can claim to
be all-comprehensive or objective. What I will therefore have to present is obviously my own
version of that story, a version whose central idiosyncrasy may lie in the close connection
(already announced by Foucault) that I see between the emergence of the so-called “historical



world view” from 1780 to 1830 and the simultaneous shaping of the concept of
“Humanism”; a version of the story of “Humanism” also whose main goal will be to provide
clear contours for an epistemological reconstruction that lends itself to comparisons with
(already existing) competing narratives.

The long prehistory of the “Humanism” that we now seem to leave behind started in Roman
Antiquity, and it did so based on a distinction which quite surprisingly resembles the
semantic contrast lying at the foundation of “Humanism” after 1800. If the late Roman
Republic and the earlier imperial period were times when thinkers intensely debated what
being human was and should be like, this seems to suggest that a distance of the everyday
from coherent mythologies or religions has long been a premise and a condition for such
discussions. During the third quarter of the second century AD indeed, the grammarian Aulus
Gellius noted how the word “humanitas” was mainly invoked by his contemporaries in the
Greek sense of “paideia,” that is, for an “education and training in the liberal arts,” whereas
another meaning of the word that Cicero had used simultaneously, namely, “philanthropy” as
a positive feeling toward all men without distinction, was largely abandoned (Gellius 2006:
17). More than 1,600 years later, in 1808 the Bavarian educational commissioner Friedrich
Immanuel Niethammer would coin the neologism “Humanismus” (in the exact meaning of
“paideia”) to describe the curriculum, mainly based on texts from Greek and Roman
antiquity, that he wanted to introduce to the Gymnasium of his State, while his larger political
environment cultivated generous ideas of equality and freedom for all human beings
promoted by the bourgeois Revolutions (in the sense of “philanthropy”).

The seeming continuity connecting Roman antiquity with the early nineteenth century
through the contrast between those two meanings of “Humanism” hides a more complex
history in which their distinction, rather than being stable, needed to be reinvented. For in its
very different idea of humans being shaped by a monotheistic God and inhabiting the world
as an all-comprehensive divine creation, medieval theology had by no means shared the
premises of classical anthropocentrism. Against the medieval background, Renaissance
scholars rediscovered Aulus Gellius and his two notions of “Humanism”—but this was not
yet the beginning of a “Humanism” linked to the historical worldview that I believe we have
inherited from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The logical and historical precondition
for its slow emergence was a human self-image as outside observer of the material world
whose ontological distance from the world followed from a purely spiritual self-reference in
the style of Descartes’ “cogito ergo sum.” It was this spiritual outside observer who first
elevated reason and rationality to the levels of absolute norms and criteria for any kind of
world appropriation.

The rise of the historical worldview, together with a reshaped conception of “Humanism” as
its core dimension, did not start before self-observation in the act of world observation
became habitual (to the degree of inevitable) among intellectuals (“philosophes” in the



French koiné of that time) during the third quarter of the eighteenth century.? It is quite easy
to document how almost immediately two new concerns sprang from this structural
innovation on the level of human self-reference. In the first place, a self-observing world
observer had to realize how each experience of individual objects and persons depended on
his or her particular point of view, and as the potential numbers of such points of view
appeared infinite, the result was a potential infinity of representations in relation to each
object of reference. For many “philosophes” this new condition of absolute contingency
turned into an existential challenge (sometimes indeed into an existential nightmare). The
second problem came from the rediscovery of the body and the senses as a medium of world
appropriation through self-observing world observers, and it led, within eighteenth-century
“Materialism,” to new questions regarding the (in)compatibility between (rational) world
appropriation through the spirit and its concepts and (material) world appropriation through
the body and its senses.

Looking back we can see how both problems, the problem of contingency and that of
Materialism, soon found “solutions” thanks to epistemological changes that were then not
experienced as solutions. From the late eighteenth century on the intellectual problems of
Materialism became increasingly bracketed as peripheral (without ever being actively
repressed or excluded). The problem of contingency, by contrast, got absorbed by a shift
from a mirror-like principle of world appropriation (as it had for example oriented the
“Encyclopedias” as a favorite genre of Enlightenment) to a narrative form of world
appropriation. Since around 1800, questions about the identity of places or institutions
received “historical” answers; questions about objects of Nature triggered “evolutionary”
narratives; and even Hegel’s first book, The Phenomenology of the Spirit, gave a narrative
answer to the question of what the spirit was.

This shift toward narrative forms can be understood as a “solution” (or “absorption”) of
the problem of contingency because narrative discourses are capable of integrating different
representations of individual objects of experience and of presenting them as a
philosophically “necessary” and meaningful sequence. Hegel’s philosophy explored and

systematized this new and all of a sudden “inevitable” relationship to the world® that would
yield the historical worldview as a temporality that also contained a different human self-
reference. Through the historical worldview the future appeared, probably for the first time in
Western culture, as an open horizon of possibilities from which humans believed they could
choose and that they wanted to shape; the past seemed to recede behind the present and to
lose all value of orientation the further distant from the present it became; the present itself

was experienced as an “imperceptibly short moment of transition.”* Most importantly and
centrally from the perspective of “Humanism,” this short present of the historical worldview
became the epistemological habitat for a (Cartesian) self-reference of being human as purely
spiritual (“Subjekt” is the German concept in question) and capable of shaping the future,
based on experience extracted from the past (this is exactly what we call “agency” today).
Finally time, within the historical worldview, functioned as an inescapable agent of change.
By 1830, this conception had found such intense resonance and acceptance all over the
Western world that it was not only appreciated as an ultimately “true” conception of human
existence but also became the epistemological ground for a new, democratic conception of



politics, based on equality (a purely spiritual self-reference does not allow for fundamental
difference and hierarchy) and on agency over the future (as allowed by an open future). It
would offer a basis for Socialism and Capitalism (both needed an open future), and for a
“Humanism” that, besides agency, self-determination, and a completion of the knowledge
about the world, called for an ongoing self-shaping as “Bildung” (see Clemens 2015).
According to Foucault (1966), humans thus turned for the first time into both the Subject and
the Object of description, analysis, and investigation in the now emerging “Humanities”
(“Sciences Humaines,” “Geisteswissenschaften”) (360—-366)—and it is interesting to see how
the majority of the European languages used the root of the word “Humanism” to baptize the
cluster of academic disciplines rising from that matrix since the late nineteenth century.

%

If the historical worldview, with its inherent conception of “Humanism,” emerged as the
overwhelmingly strong institutional matrix of the West, a different epistemological
configuration coming from the eighteenth century, that is the epistemology underlying
“Materialism,” had been pushed, as I said before, to the intellectual periphery without ever
being actively repressed. In this other worldview, presupposed and practiced by authors and
artists like Diderot, Lichtenberg, Goya, or Mozart (see Gumbrecht, forthcoming), the
growing impression of (and even indulging in) contingency as the result of self-observation
becoming habitual had never been absorbed by a shift toward narrative patterns of
representation. Instead of “History” with its narrative discourses, judgment became central
here as the ongoing everyday practice of coping with the world’s complexity. Human self-
reference, as illustrated by the title hero of Diderot’s “Neveu de Rameau,” never turned
completely spiritual, and “Materialism” (in the original eighteenth-century meaning, rather
than in that of Karl Marx) remained high on the intellectual agenda here.

One would probably go too far in giving to this peripheral syndrome the status of an
elaborated and coherent “epistemology.” But I think that it did remain on the Western
intellectual horizon throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as a repertoire of
alternative, often less anthropocentric ideas and motifs that never quite came together as a
legacy or as a tradition with full self-awareness. And yet it was capable of occasionally
challenging the established “Humanism” together with the historical worldview. In this sense
and almost paradoxically, we may today adopt traces of that peripheral intellectual style as a
prehistory of our own, more programmatic posthumanism. Schopenhauer’s philosophy is
such a case, with its concept of the “will” as an impersonal principle of unrest that permeates
human existence and provokes change without ever coming together in the form of a
trajectory. Even more so we should refer in this context to Nietzsche’s temporality of the
“eternal return,” as a counter-concept to History, combined with the “will to power” as
energizing humans in a not exclusively spiritual surge. The young Martin Heidegger was still
at a distance from thinkers like Schopenhauer and Nietzsche but with the concept of
“Dasein,” introduced and developed in “Being and Time” from 1927, he re-inserted a both
spatial and bodily component into human self-reference, undermining thus the hitherto
dominant epistemological configuration of the Humanities where humans were at the same



time Subject and Object of observation. At the same time, Heidegger anticipated a
philosophical fascination of our present by giving the moment of facing one’s own death
(death in its “Jemeinigkeit™) the central place in his conception of human existence.

During the years of the Second World War it was the concept of History that entered a
zone of multiple revisionary critiques. In his “Theses on the Philosophy of History” written
in 1940, Walter Benjamin’s “angel of History” would turn its back to a future that was no
longer open for a German-Jewish author with leftist leanings (after the Soviet Union had
joined Nazi-German in non-aggression treaty) and would concentrate, in an empathetic view,
on the victims of the past. Eight years later, Heidegger’s former Jewish student Karl Léwith
published his book Meaning in History trying to argue that any attempt at extracting
philosophical meanings from the past implies the risk of feeding into totalitarian ideologies.

What intellectually dominated the post-war years, however, were good-intentioned efforts
of returning to basic values of “Humanism,” now seen as features of individuality that had
been abused (or at least neglected) by the competing ideologies. Jean-Paul Sartre’s lecture
“L’Existentialisme est un Humanisme” from October 1945 was a landmark event on this
level. With his tendency to detach individual self-reference from overarching conceptions of
History, he gave the dimension of freedom a new centrality that he highlighted with his
formula of “being condemned to freedom.” No philosophy, one might say, had ever been
more anthropocentric than mid-twentieth century Existentialism where even traditional forms
of institutional life turned into objects of individual choice. But when a year after Sartre’s
emblematic lecture Jean Beaufret invited Heidegger to comment on that new conception of
“Humanism,” he provoked the most drastic alternative to the tradition.

In his “Letter on Humanism” which also, more clearly than any other text, marked the
“turning” (“Kehre”) between Heidegger’s earlier and later work, he not only commented with
meticulous skepticism on Sartre’s radically (or naively) anthropocentric philosophy and the
ensuing tonality of a melancholic moral optimism; Heidegger’s main provocation and
philosophical point came with a basic shift regarding the concept of “thinking” that he no
longer attributed to humans as their defining activity but to “Being” (“Sein”) as an extra-
human and extra-cultural instance supposed to confront and engage human life without being

accessible to any human interpretations or control.” Truth, since the “Letter on Humanism,”
was no longer knowledge produced by human world observations for Heidegger but the self-
unconcealment of Being (as depending on Being’s own initiative) to which, as an event,
human “Dasein” can only contribute with an attitude of “serenity” (“Gelassenheit”).
Likewise, history of Being (“Seinsgeschichte™) was considered as the irregular sequence of
times in which such self-unconcealment of Being became an either more or less likely event,
independently of human effort or agency. With the own post-war present identified as
standing on the verge of possible truth events of Being, the traditional thinking and the
language of philosophers (or “Metaphysics,” as Heidegger also called it here) seemed to have
arrived at its ultimate decline: “The thinking of the future (i.e., the thinking happening in
Being) is no longer philosophy, because the thinking of the future thinks in a more
fundamental (‘urspriinglicher’) way than Metaphysics .... The thinking of Metaphysics is on
the decline towards the poverty of its essential preliminarity” (Heidegger 2004: 364). If
Extentialism around 1950 had pushed the classical anthropocentrism of “Humanism” to the



limit, it is difficult to imagine a less anthropocentric philosophical position than that of
Heidegger’s work since the “Humanismusbrief”—and this may well give the texts from his
later years a specific appeal in our present situation.

By comparison and despite their intuitions about “Humanism” and the historical
worldview being close to their end, Lacan and Foucault had still been thinking and writing
from within the framework of traditional Western epistemology. Foucault above all expected
the face of “Humanism” to ultimately disappear according to time’s function as an
inescapable agent of change. Jean-Francois Lyotard systematically criticized this paradigm
for the first time in a small book from 1979 under the title La condition postmoderne. It
mainly referred to the “grands récits,” that is, the master narratives of the historical
worldview and of the Hegelian tradition. The point Lyotard made was elementary and
therefore polemically efficient: if those master narratives, in their origin, had been an antidote
to an overwhelming contingency as it had emerged from self-observation in the act of world
observation, how could they possibly justify their claim of not being contingent themselves?
What followed from this question, as a cultural style that liked to present itself as
“postmodern” (in the intended meaning of “post-historical”), was an affirmation of any kind
of polyperspectivism leading to the dissolution of grand historical narratives into a
multiplicity of regional stories.®

I will not pay any attention to the exuberant and obsessive discussions about an essence (or
a “definition”) of “postmodernity” and about the “defense of the project of Modernity”
against it, as they occupied much of the intellectual life during the 1980s, because they often
deteriorated into a thinking that tried to capture the spirit or the essence of the own present as
a specific moment—and thus turned fully historical again, losing out of sight the progressive
fading of “Humanism” and of “History” as concepts and as institutions. By contrast, the end
of State Socialism, as the one ideology that had remained in political power and with it of the
Cold War during the years following 1989, had an incomparably more decisive impact. It
gave new intensity and resonance to the idea, articulated for the first time in the 1930s (if not
already in Nietzsche’s philosophy), that History—and with it “Humanism”—might now

really have reached its ending.”

While there is no doubt that History and “Humanism” have survived until the present day in
certain pockets of Western societies, above all in the academic world and in parliamentary
politics (that cannot exist without the belief in an open future), most humans today inhabit a
temporality in their everyday lives that is profoundly different from the historical worldview

in whose center “Humanism” had shaped itself.? When we wake up in the morning, our
future no longer appears to be an open horizon of possibilities from which we can choose and
which we can shape. Rather it is filled with multiple threats that seem to come from the
future toward us: global warming and the ongoing climate change, the overpopulation of the
planet, and the exhaustion of natural resources.” Likewise, our past no longer recedes and
falls behind a moving present. Largely (but not exclusively) thanks to electronic memory
storing capacities, we can no longer forget the past, and it thus inundates the present. This



also is the reason why even the temporality of History will not disappear but coexist and
compete with the new temporality of the Broad Present that cannot fully replace it. Between
this aggressive past and a future filled with threats, our new present is no longer an
“imperceptibly short moment of transition” but an ever-broadening present whose growing
complexity contains everything that we know and that we can possibly imagine. It indeed
surrounds us as a broad present of simultaneities.

Now if the short present of the historical worldview was coupled to a purely spiritual
(“Cartesian™) self-reference, that is to the self-reference of classical “Humanism,” its
transformation in the broad present explains why the body and the senses have had such a
strong comeback during the past decades, both in the ways we think philosophically about
being human and in our everyday practices (the astonishing recent career of sports, both as a
popular fascination and as a daily exercise, illustrates the point well). We may also say that
this new human self-reference has culturally caught up with the concept of “Dasein” through
which, for purely inner-philosophical reasons, Heidegger had replaced the Cartesian notion
of the “Subject” in the early twentieth century. And in the larger context of all these changes
we have finally re-learnt, against the grain of “History,” to imagine conditions in which time
is no longer an inescapable agent of change.

Intellectuals should live up to these new conditions of time and think our new present in a
non-historical, that is, in a non-narrative way. As long as we don’t manage to do so (as it is
the case with my own essay), we can of course recur to the excuse that we prefer to write
under the premises of the historical worldview that has not yet vanished (and probably never
will). But the more powerful and productive challenge should indeed be, in the long run, a
description of the broad present’s interior as a simultaneity of different scenarios that will not

be connected in a narrative sequence.!°

Without of course claiming to provide an all-comprehensive or even exhaustive description, I
will finish this text by describing our present of the early third millennium in three scenarios,
which, against the inevitable sequentiality of textual writing and reading, want to be
understood and imagined as a simultaneity indeed. The first picture starts out from the new
human self-reference that has recuperated the body and connects it with the concept of a
different broad present, that is with the concept of the “Anthropocene.” We will see how the
Anthropocene and “Dasein” converge in a perspective that thinks human existence from the
perspective of its vulnerability and mortality. In the second picture, I will presuppose that
while until recently we have been living our everyday as a (limited) “field” of contingency, it
has now turned into an overwhelming “universe” of contingency. What are the frustrations
and desires (among them political frustrations and desires) with which we have reacted and
will still react to this challenge? Finally, I will refer to an irresistible passion with which
mostly young specialists today are working on the creation of an intelligence that might
become superior to human intelligence and that therefore implies an obvious risk of
collective human self-annihilation. This risk may well be the most dramatic contrast, in our
present, to the old “Humanism” and its benign focus on self-preservation. Without alluding to



any philosophical “necessity” (in the sense of the historical worldview) it will become clear,
especially with the first and with the second scenario, how their internal problems and
structures show a surprising affinity with some of the central motifs of the peripheral, and
never fully institutionalized epistemology from the eighteenth century—that has also never
fully vanished.

First used during the final decades of the twentieth century, we can certainly characterize
the notion of the “Anthropocene” as propagating a comparatively broad conception of the
present. As it draws the line of its beginning with the first detrimental impact of humans on
the planet’s ecosphere (and thus on our survival as a species), different semantic versions
give different ranges of temporal expansion to the Anthropocene. One can certainly identify
symptoms of such detrimental impact in any (even very early) traces of human culture but
the more common versions of the concept have the ecological problems begin with
nineteenth-century industrialization. The future within the Anthropocene, by contrast, is less
controversially evoked by the imagination of a vanishing of the human species from the
planet—which gives the concept an unavoidably apocalyptic connotation.

Larger or shorter, the extension of the Anthropocene has been filled with at least three
different discourses that are today emblematic and influential for the ways we conceive of
ourselves as physical beings. In the first place, there is a moralistically (almost preacherly)
charged narrative that speaks of a more or less imminent end of humankind as a punishment
for its ecological “sins” and sometimes also for its existential eccentricity. More morally and
politically efficient are, secondly, attitudes and texts based on the hope that we still have the
chance, through improved ecological behavior, to play a less damaging role in relation to our
physical environment and to thus extend and secure sustainability for human life. There is,
however, a potential paradox inherent to this vision. On the one hand, it implies the
assumption of an ecological proximity between humans, animals, and plants; but on the other
hand, it seems to exempt us, through the work toward sustainability of humankind, from the
regularities and from the logic of evolution to which animals and plants seem submitted.
More plausible from an ecological point of view and above all more realistic appears the
concrete question about standards of human life that we have become used to and that we can
predict will no longer exist within a few decades. What degrees of deterioration will we then
be willing to accept in order to postpone and to keep at a distance of many generations the
end of humankind? Or, more radically, if the vanishing of humankind became inescapable or
if we found unbearable the price to pay for an extended survival, which would be conditions
that allowed humans to leave the planet in a dignified way (and I am aware of how
unbearable many fellow humans must find such an aesthetic perspective on the future
vanishing of humankind).

Now while, under the premise of a no longer Cartesian self-reference, the philosophical
(and probably also the popular) attention has shifted from death as the ultimate challenge for
individual life to the “death” of the human species, complexity has steeply increased in our
perception of the everyday world. Since the middle of the eighteenth century, as we have
seen, the primary perception of the world occurred in the form of contingency, that is with
multiple perspectives from which objects and persons could be interpreted. While the
historical worldview absorbed such multiplicity in narratives of transformation, the more



“lateral” epistemology reacted to it by acts of judgment. In both cases, however, contingency
appeared surrounded by zones of “necessity” and “impossibility,” that is on the one side by
objects of experience each of which was attached to one and only one cogent interpretation
or reaction (“necessity”) and, on the other side, by objects that humans could imagine but not
identify as being accessible to themselves (“impossibility”).

During the past three decades, I think, and largely under the impact of electronic
technology, these zones of “necessity” and “impossibility” have considerably melted and thus
transformed the everyday from a “field” into a “universe” of contingency, with the existential
effect of an intensified complexity that we have to face. Here are two examples. It used to be
a premise of human self-experience that the genitals with which a person was born had the
status of “necessity” (or “fate”), independently of her or his feelings about this dimension of
identity. Transsexual surgery has now begun to transform such necessity into an object of
choice (and thus into contingency). On the other side, humans have always been able to
imagine forms of life that they had to exclude from their own reality (and they often
attributed them to divine beings): omniscience and almightiness, ubiquity and eternity. Quite
obviously, computers have meanwhile promoted omniscience and ubiquity to almost normal
dimensions of our everyday life, while eternal life, that is an existential situation where we
can choose the extension of our existence, has become a target for medical research.

We should for sure appreciate the more than partial vanishing of the zones of necessity and
impossibility as a decisive conquest of individual freedom. But it also results in a loss of
shape for human existence and in an over-complexity of everyday experience that is hard to
bear—for intellectuals as much as for people with little education. For our new present is not
only a broad present that contains past and future, it has also increasingly replaced
institutional forms of orientation by openness for universal choice. We therefore increasingly
experience our everyday life as an exhausting process of intransitive mobilization that
ultimately leads nowhere (the “burnout syndrome™), and we sense a—politically problematic
—Ilonging for “strong figures” with whom we can connect through the elementary medium of
resonance instead of conversation, debate, and judgment. An alternative—promising and
precarious—way of coping with the world as a universe of contingency is to engage in
movements of intensity that can take us from existential entropy to a negentropy of life forms
and to the bliss of social proximity—but only with the risk of becoming addicted the
enhancers of intensity.

Compared to the times of “Humanism” within the historical worldview, the two scenarios
evoked in order to illustrate dimensions and modalities of human existence in our broad
present imply a decline of self-determination and agency—a decline that, paradoxically,
appears to be the consequence of a hyperbolic conquest in potential agency and choice.
Exceptionally and by contrast, agency has had a hyperbolic rise of energy in the present-day
work toward the creation of an artificial intelligence supposed to become superior to human
intelligence. Such an intelligence would and will be the ultimate transhuman product, a
product also, as I already mentioned, that will inevitably imply the threat for us humans of
being challenged, overwhelmed, and annihilated by something “beyond ourselves” that we
created. As Heidegger’s “unconcealment of Being” would be misunderstood as a secular
form of the formerly divine (and mostly benign) “revelation,” we might well imagine the



end-product on the way to artificial and its possible impact as an aggressive “unconcealment
of truth.” And yet people who are able to contribute to this process never seem to hesitate in
going the unknown way toward the ultimate danger. Being self-destructive continues a
serious temptation for posthuman Humanity.

These three scenarios (and there must be many more of them) coexist but are not
synchronized (let alone coordinated as “complementary”) within the broad present. Their
uncontrolled interactions and interferences may turn out explosive and thus anticipate
artificial intelligence as a force toward the annihilation of humankind. Sometimes I have the
impression that “political correctness” (not only in the United States and not only in
academia) is functioning as a system of behavioral prescriptions along the lines of traditional
“Humanism” (or simply as a lid) that blinds and thus protects us against the horror scenarios
of the broad present that we inhabit.

ranslated from the end of the following passage in Les Mots et les Choses (Foucault 1966: 398): “Si ces dispositions
venaient a disparaitre comme elles sont apparues, si par quelque événement dont nous pouvons tout au plus pressentir la
possibilité, mais dont nous ne connaissons pour 1’instant encore ni la forme ni la promesse, elle basculaient, comme le fit au
tournant du XVIIIe siecle le sol de la pensée classique— alors on peut parier que I’homme s’effacerait, comme a la limite de
la mer un visage de sable.” For the reception history of this quote, see Klaus Birnstiel (2016).

ee, for a more detailed description of the emergence of the historical worldview, Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht and Michael
Réssner (2017).

ee Foucault (1966: 231): “Mode d’etre de tout ce qui est donné dans 1’expérience, I’Histoire est ainsi devenue
I’incontournable de notre pensée.”

_formula coined by Charles Baudelaire in “Peintre de la Vie Moderne” (2013 [1863]).

or a more extensive attempt at understanding Heidegger’s philosophy after the “Kehre,” see my book: Production of
Presence: What Meaning Cannot Convey (2004).

-ayden White had anticipated this tendency in his particularly successful book Metahistory ([1973] 2015).

rom a reception perspective, the most emblematic text of the 1989-moment was Francis Fukuyama’s Nietzsche-inspired
essay “The End of History” (1989).

or more detailed illustrations of this thesis, see my book: Our Broad Present (2016).

personally believe that most of those threats are “for real”—but this is not even the question here. Real or not, they block our
new future against utopian projects and against the traditional historicist expectation of regular “progress.”

11997, long before the development of this description of a new temporality, I published a book under the title In 1926:
Living at the Edge of Time, which tried to describe a year of the past without using any narrative structures. Although this
had not been (and could then not be) my explicit intention, Marcelo Jasmin has interpreted it as a reaction to the emergence
of the “broad present” (see Jasmin 2018).
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CHAPTER TWO

The Self and Subjectivity: Why the
Enlightenment Is Relevant for Posthumanism

KARIN KUKKONEN

“Posthumanism” can imply a wide range of diverse concerns. The approaches assembled
under this tag, however, are surprisingly consistent when it comes to their rejection of
Enlightenment arguments about subjectivity and the self. Romanticism, Modernism, and
Transcendentalism clearly inform posthumanist thinking about the self and subjectivity,
while the Enlightenment appears to be everything that posthumanism is not. This chapter will
challenge that assumption and demonstrate that many of posthumanism’s core issues, such as
the entanglement of self and environment, animal and human experience, and subjectivity in
a mediated and technologized age, were already central concerns of the Enlightenment.
Rather than paint a conclusive picture about the Enlightenment, I propose to highlight certain
aspects of this period, diverse and enamored with debate as it was, in order to outline how
claims about the self and subjectivity raised by the posthumanist mainstream in fact echo
through the centuries.

POSTHUMANISM AND THE PROBLEM WITH
SUBJECTS

“The proper study of mankind is man” ([1743] 2016: 28). No other claim is perhaps as
provocative to posthumanism as this statement from Alexander Pope’s An Essay on Man.



Posthumanism revolts, per definition, against such a privileging of the human. Posthumanism
further finds that this perspective is due to Enlightenment constructions of subjectivity and its
concept of the “liberal self” that independently judges, conquers, and owns the world. A brief
survey of the foundational works of posthumanism can illustrate how fundamental this revolt
is to the approach. N. Katherine Hayles, in How We Became Posthuman (1999), argues for
“transforming the liberal subject, regarded as the model of the human since the
Enlightenment, into the posthuman” (xiv). “It signals the end of a certain conception of the
human, a conception that may have applied, at best, to a fraction of humanity who had the
wealth, power and leisure to conceptualize themselves as autonomous beings exercising their
will through individual agency and choice” (1999: 286). The option of a subject and a self
that dares to think is open only to a select group, it is argued, excluding the disabled and the
non-conscious, nonhuman animals, and machines from a share in “humanity.”

Cary Wolfe, in What Is Posthumanism? (2010), positions the posthuman approach as
moving past “the fantasies of disembodiment and autonomy inherited from humanism itself”
(xv). Timothy Morton relates the notion of the human subject to an understanding of
“nature,” as perceived through human eyes and minds, an environment made graspable and
useful, in Ecology without Nature (2007). Rosi Braidotti, in The Posthuman (2013), more
specifically details the understanding of the “human” rejected as “that creature familiar to us
from the Enlightenment and its legacy: ‘The Cartesian subject of the cogito, the Kantian
“community of reasonable beings” or, in more sociological terms, the subject as citizen,
rights-holder, property-owner and so on’” (1; citing Cary Wolfe). We witness “the possible
crisis and end of a certain conception of the human,” says Stefan Herbrechter (2013: 3).
Pramod Nayar’s introduction to Posthumanism (2014) condenses these attitudes toward the
Enlightenment as follows: “Posthumanism as a philosophical approach involves a rethinking
of the very idea of subjectivity because it sees human subjectivity as an assemblage, co-
evolving with machines and animals” (8). Eighteenth-century philosophy and cultural theory,
these posthumanist accounts imply, have nothing to say on any of these issues, and, as they
came to shape Western perspectives on the self and subjectivity, this stopped us from
understanding these assemblages and entanglements properly.

The posthuman subject, as it unfolds from these discourses, is embedded in its natural
environment, inextricably linked to the animals and vegetation around, and fused with
technology. It is posited in contrast to a conception of the Enlightenment subject that appears
to master the environment, think about it abstractly and reasonably, and devise and control
machinery and technologies of knowledge. Indeed, the Enlightenment heritage comes to be
identified with proponents of transhumanism, who argue for human self-enhancement and
the ultimate transcendence of bodily limits. Wolfe cites Nick Bostrom’s outlining of the
intellectual pedigree of transhumanism in Enlightenment thinkers like Kant and clarifies,
“my sense of posthumanism is the opposite of transhumanism, and in this light,
transhumanism should be seen as an intensification of humanism” (2010: xv). Most
proponents of posthumanism would agree (see, for example, Braidotti 2013: 102).

Timothy Morton’s Ecology without Nature already indicates in the title that there is a
difference between posthuman “ecology” and humanist “nature,” and Morton is careful to
trace the different modes of understanding such relatedness across the centuries. “Nature,” in



Alexander Pope’s Essay on Man, for example, refers to an underlying, ideal configuration of
the world that can be brought to the fore in the design of artworks, landscape gardening, etc.
Nature, in other words, becomes the world as it is shaped by humans. Posthuman “ecology”
does not hold such pleasant vistas. It refers to the world as it exceeds human capacities to
perceive, understand, and reason. The phenomenology of the Anthropocene is replete with
plastic gyres in the Pacific and melting icebergs, moving too slowly for the human to
understand their significance. Climate change, pollution, and their effects on our planet might
be man-made, but it is notoriously hard to perceive them and grasp them conceptually. In
another publication, Morton (2013) dubs these “hyperobjects,” because they go beyond the
traditional “objects” to which the subject relates itself. As our understanding of “object”
changes, however, also the understanding of the “subject” needs to change, and here the
posthuman comes in.

Rosi Braidotti explicitly proposes a post-anthropocentric formulation of subjectivity. She
writes, “Posthuman subjectivity expresses an embodied and embedded and hence partial
form of accountability, based on a strong sense of collectivity, relationality and hence
community-building” (2013: 49). Hers is a “nomad subject” that relates itself tightly to all of
zoe, that is, self-organizing and intelligent matter, be it described in terms of human, animal,
or human-animal. The “nomad subject” does not argue for animal rights based on the model
of human rights, conceiving of the nonhuman other as modeled on the human, but rather
understands that these are all expressions of zoe, “life,” and stresses that they “develop a
comprehensive eco-philosophy of becoming” (2013: 104). Speaking of Pope’s adage that the
proper study of mankind is man in the past tense, Braidotti continues that “it seems to follow
that the proper study of the posthuman condition is the posthuman itself. This new knowing
subject is a complex assemblage of human and nonhuman, planetary and cosmic, given and
manufactured, which requires major readjustments in our way of thinking” (2013: 159). The
interrelatedness of the posthuman subject therefore goes even beyond the expressions of zoe,
its “companion species” (Haraway 2003) and ultimate symbioses (Wohlleben 2016), and
reaches into the cybernetic and machine-driven. Katherine Hayles in particular has
contributed to this aspect of posthumanism with publications from My Mother Was a
Computer (2005) to Unthought (2017). As Nayar observes, posthumanism “does away with
the mind/body dualism but also refuses a centralised mechanism of consciousness that has
been the foundation of liberal humanism” (2014: 38). Donna Haraway’s “Manifesto for
Cyborgs” (2004) points toward the “leaky distinction” (10) between human, animal, and
machine, and sees a distinct source of empowerment in overcoming old dualisms. “We are all
chimeras, theorised and fabricated hybrids of machine and organism; in short: we are
cyborgs” (8).

Agency and subjectivity, then, are distributed in posthumanist thinking. They extend
beyond the boundaries of the head and the individual human body and into the environment,
pulsing through neuronal, embodied, and algorithmic conduits. Consciousness is also
conceptualized as an emergent property in posthumanist discourses, based on Luhmann’s
systems theory and notions of autopoiesis in neo-cybernetics (Maturana and Varela 1980).
Bruno Latour’s ANT (“actor-network-theory” [2005]) and Andy Clark and David Chalmer’s
notion of the “extended mind” (see Menary 2010) can be considered related endeavors;



without explicitly signing up to posthumanism, these thinkers aim at a distributed
understanding of actions involving human agents, objects, and discursive structures.
Posthumanist thinking is no longer rooted in the individual subject but emerges from linked
symbiotic structures, systems, and networks within which biological and artificial bodies are
enmeshed.

POSTHUMANISM’S ENLIGHTENMENTS

Posthumanist accounts, more or less, take as a given that the Enlightenment self privileges
rationality, autonomy, and the human as an exclusive category. And, after stating the
problems with this model of subjectivity, they move swiftly to their main business of
opposing it. Cary Wolfe begins What Is Posthumanism? with the observation that “most
definitions of humanism look something like the following one from Wikipedia” (2010: xi),
without further consultation of the sources. The posthumanist project understands itself as
theorizing a change in consciousness about what it means to be human, but it does not relate
this change to the complexities involved in the historically previous change in consciousness
that took place in the Enlightenment. With the exception of Morton’s Ecology without
Nature, it is rare to find Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Hume’s Enquiry
Concerning Human Understanding, or any of Kant’s Critiques in the sections of works cited
in these volumes, and Pope is usually only referenced for the single verse from An Essay on
Man.

At first glance, Rosi Braidotti makes a second exception here, because she relates her
posthumanist theorizing explicitly to the seventeenth-century philosopher Baruch de Spinoza
in The Posthuman (2013), building on earlier work on “the nomadic subject” (1994, 2011).
She describes the perspective change to zoe and its expressions in terms of “The Spinozist
switch to a monistic political ontology [that] stresses processes, vital politics and non-
deterministic evolutionary theories” (2013: 95). However, in order to make this “switch,” she
does not consult Spinoza but rather Deleuze and Guattari. Braidotti argues explicitly for an
“up-dated braid of Spinozism” (2013: 86) and the need to read Spinoza through these
twentieth-century exegetes. As Thomas Abrams (2017) has pointed out, Braidotti engages
with Spinoza exclusively as he has been interpreted by Deleuze in Expressionism in
Philosophy (1990) and Spinoza: Practical Philosophy (2001), which Adams criticizes from
the point of view of disability studies. In this, Braidotti is an indicative case. Posthumanists
in general seem to take their understanding of the Enlightenment from postmodern and
poststructuralist thinkers. Cary Wolfe appears to reference Kant’s “Was ist Aufkldarung?”
(What Is Enlightenment?) in the title of his book What Is Posthumanism? (2010), but
actually he draws on Foucault’s treatment of Kant, also entitled “What Is Enlightenment?”
(1984), rather than the Enlightenment philosopher himself. Wolfe repeats what he perceives
to be Foucault’s assessment of the enlightenment. “Humanism is, in so many words, its own
dogma, replete with prejudices and assumptions” (2010: xiv). Wolfe also draws on The Order
of Things, and he is particularly interested in Foucault’s analyses of how subjectivity is
constructed through Enlightenment discourses. Wolfe then comes to the conclusion that the
mirage of rationality depends on its creation of madness as an alternative. Bodies, as detailed



in Foucault’s Discipline and Punish, are contained and controlled in the name of rationality
in prisons and hospitals, and minds come to be categorized in psychological wards. Further
reference points for posthumanism’s relationship to the Enlightenment are Jean-Francois
Lyotard’s Postmodern Fables (1997) and The Inhuman (1991).

When Foucault writes, however, that “man is only a recent invention” (1994: xxiii; cited in
Wolfe 2010: xii), he refers to the modern episteme of the nineteenth century and not the
classical episteme of the Renaissance and Enlightenment. More specifically, Foucault writes,
“man, as a primary reality with his own density, as the difficult object and sovereign subject
of all possible knowledge has no place in [the Classical episteme]” (1994: 310). The
Enlightenment, as Foucault describes it, understands the “human” differently, and there is a
paradigm shift between the classical episteme and the modern episteme. The notion of
Enlightenment subjectivity as devised by posthumanism does not fit with the classical
episteme that depends on an “ordered continuity of beings” in patterns of representations
(1994: 308). Indeed, as we shall see, some of the proponents of eighteenth-century thought
about natural philosophy (not mentioned by Foucault) turn away from “privilege” and
“order” in their accounts to devise a take not too different from what posthumanism thinks of
as an assemblage. Similarly, Foucault’s “What Is Enlightenment?” sees the Enlightenment
(and Kant in particular) as non-dogmatic, a critique that constitutes “work on our limits”
(1984: 50). Indeed, Kant discusses human duty to nonhuman animals in several writings (see
Kain 2018); it is, rather, later discussions that understand the Enlightenment as caught in its
own rational dogma (see Horkheimer and Adorno 1987) and limit their accounts to the
human exclusively (see Habermas 2003).

As Herbrechter (2013) points out, for posthumanism it is not enough to historically locate
the blame for unpleasant and restraining aspects of subjectivity in the Enlightenment. The
critique of the Enlightenment and its constructions of subjectivity fuels the mission
statements of posthumanism. “Wolfe [and others] propose that the tacit speciesism or
anthropocentrism which underlies the idea of subjectivity will have to become the central
target of posthumanist critique” (Herbrechter 2013: 199). “Once we removed meaning from
the ontologically closed domain of consciousness, reason, reflection, and so on,” Wolfe
promises, the human experience can be rethought, and posthumanism “also insists that we
attend to the specificity of the human—by being in the world, its ways of knowing, observing
and describing—by (paradoxically, for humanism) acknowledging that it is fundamentally a
prosthetic creature that has coevolved with various forms of technicity and materiality, forms
that are radically ‘non-human’ and yet have nevertheless made the human what it is” (2010:
xxv). Or, as Braidotti argues, “Posthuman knowledge—the knowing subjects that sustain it—
acts a fundamental aspiration to principles of community bonding while avoiding the twin
pitfalls of conservative nostalgia and neo-liberal euphoria” (2013: 11). Braidotti is certainly
right to warn of these problems, and the Enlightenment (or rather its popular caricature)
continues to exert an unfortunate appeal for “conservative nostalgia and neo-liberal
euphoria,” as for example Steven Pinker’s Enlightenment Now (2018) demonstrates.
However, it is perhaps not necessary to cast the Enlightenment in the part of posthuman’s
“other” once we take a closer look.



WHAT IS ENLIGHTENMENT, THEN?

On closer inspection, the “humanist past” looks very little like the image of the subject
trapped in a panopticon, suffering from delusions of grandeur, that posthumanism paints.

Know then thyself, presume not God to scan;

The proper study of Mankind is Man. ([1743] 2016: 28)

Epistle II in Pope’s An Essay on Man does not start with triumphant trumpets. Pope asserts
that “the proper study of Mankind is Man” precisely because we are profoundly limited in
our capacities to understand. The Epistle continues

He hangs between; in doubt to act or rest,
In doubt to deem himself a God or Beast;
In doubt his Mind or Body to prefer,

Born but to die, and reas’ning but to err;
Alike in ignorance, his reason such,
Whether he thinks too little, or too much ...
Sole judge of Truth, in endless Error hurl’d:

The glory, jest and riddle of the world! (29)

An Essay on Man is a poor crown witness if you want to make a case for the arrogance of the
Enlightenment. Pope highlights the limits of human reason and the profound embodiment of
experience, along with a single substance of creation, to the extent that he was accused of
Spinozism by his contemporaries (such as Crousaz 1737, see Jones 2016: xciii). He also
imagines the worlds that animals inhabit and makes a case for vegetarianism and human-
animal interdependence; “it is the victim’s vision” (see Shklar 1998: 176; cited in Jones
2016: xli). Moreover, Pope criticizes the colonial projects, and the spread of globalization
through raw power, rather than justifying them

Now Europe’s laurels on their brows behold,
But stain’d with blood, or ill exchang’d for gold,
Then see them broke with toils, or sunk in ease,

Or infamous for plunder’d provinces. (93)

Pope is certainly not unproblematic, especially when it comes to his gender politics, but his
Essay on Man already points toward the understanding of subjectivity that posthumanism
exclusively locates in present-day philosophy.

Many philosophers living at the time did not subscribe to the inflated notions of reason and
human subjectivity that posthumanist thinkers now associate with “the Enlightenment.”
Indeed, one need not go to those thinkers of the eighteenth century whose work is commonly
foreshortened as “precursors of romanticism,” like Jean-Jacques Rousseau or Edmund Burke,
in order to find accounts that take up explicitly posthuman concerns in the age of
Enlightenment. The Enlightenment is a period of controversy and highly divergent thinking.
Ernst Cassirer’s The Philosophy of the Enlightenment ([1932] 2009), in many respects still
the most comprehensive and best account of the period, sketches the importance of feelings,



the imagination, and the perception of the world for Enlightenment projects to devise
accounts of understanding and reason, leading in particular to the development of aesthetics
in Baumgarten and Kant’s Critiques. There is by no means a straight line from Descartes’
distinction between res extensa and res cogitans to Enlightenment epistemology. Its paths of
development go through libertine philosophies of bodily, sexual pleasure and their value for
thought (see Darnton 1995), and through assessments of the imagination. Emilie du Chatelet
writes in her Discours sur le bonheur ([1779] 2009) on the limits of the value of rational
inquiry: “Far then, from seeking to make [illusions] disappear by the torch of reason, let us
try to thicken the varnish that illusion lays on the majority of objects” (349). Illusions run
“the great machines of happiness” in our minds, and one should seek to work with them
rather than destroy them (355). “Such is the artifice that we can use, and that artifice is
neither useless nor unproductive” (355). In her intervention in the debates of Newtonian
physics, the Institutions du physique (1741), du Chatelet brings in the vis viva argument
which explains phenomena in motion and gravity through a “life force” in play not only in
humans and animals, but also in matter itself. In the figure of a prominent Enlightenment
thinker like Emilie du Chatelet, indeed, we already find a cyborg manifesto of sorts, arguing
for the mind as a theatrical machine, and for a continuity of motion across a global ecology in
different states of existence.

As Michel Chaouli’s (2017) careful reading of Kant’s Kritik der Urteilskraft shows,
through the engagement with aesthetics, Kant comes to rebut Descartes’ seclusion of
cognition from the world.

In einem solchen Produkte der Natur wird ein jeder Teil, so, wie er nur durch alle
ibrigen da ist, auch als um der andern und des Ganzen willen existierend, ... gedacht:
welches aber nicht genug ist ... sondern als ein die andern Teile (folglich jeder den
andern wechselseitig) hervorbringendes Organ ... und nur dann und darum wird ein
solches Produkt, als organisiertes und sich selbst organisierendes Wesen, ein
Naturzweck genannt werden kénnen ([1793] 2014: §65, 322).

In such a product of nature will every part, such as it is only present through all the
other ones, also be thought to exist for the others and the whole ... but this is not
enough; rather [it should be thought] as an organ that brings forth itself and the other
parts (therefore generating each other mutually and only then and for this reason can we
call such a product, an organised and self-organising being, a natural purpose).

In the process of judgment, Kant devises an “explanatory model in which every feature of
a system depends on its relation to every other feature by virtue of its dependence on the
whole” (Chaouli 2017: 226). Chaouli identifies links to both Varela’s autopoiesis and
Luhmann’s system theory in Kant’s coinage of “self-organization” in Kritik der Urteilskraft.
Literary critics like Schiller in Aesthetische Erziehung des Menschen ([1795] 1987) underline
the need for the sensual, bodily dimension and the political charge in this connection.
Enlightenment subjectivity starts looking much less rational and controlled than the creature
of the public imagination presented in many posthumanist accounts.



Kant’s description of a self-organizing being is not unusual in the eighteenth century.
Indeed, self-organization, as Jonathan Sheehan and Dror Wahrman have shown in Invisible
Hands (2015), is a central concept in Enlightenment thinking. Adam Smith’s “invisible hand”
that keeps the market economy in balance is only one incarnation of this thought figure. The
notion of divine providence and its ineffable balance runs through Alexander Pope’s Essay
on Man, but it can also be found in Carl Linnaeus’ reflections on ecology and balance in
Oeconomiae naturae (1749) and Politia naturae (1760), as well as his unpublished Nemesis
divina (see Lepenies 1982). Even if divine providence as an explanatory principle is no
longer tenable today, ideas about self-organizing systems and the many ways in which they
can be upset remain relevant today for posthumanism. It is against these earlier notions of
self-organization that the specificity of posthumanism would need to be articulated if one is
so inclined, and, it appears to me, Linnaeus’ holistic vision of planetary balance could also
inform present-day notions of the Anthropocene.

Self-organization is also a relevant concept when it comes to the question of subjectivity.
Adam Smith develops the traditional notion of “public vices, private benefits” further in
Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) into an account where the individual’s imaginative
construction of another’s suffering and his understanding of another’s judgment through the
imagined “impartial spectator” hold society together in a self-organizing system where the
individual’s weakness contributes to the welfare of everyone. Smith’s Theory of Moral
Sentiments was translated into French by Sophie de Grouchy, who added her own Lettres sur
la sympathie (1798). De Grouchy roots sympathy not in the imagination but in the body,
understanding it as a direct response to suffering, and she comes to define the self not as
individualistic as Smith, but as profoundly relational. She turns Smith on his head, observing
that sympathy depending on the relational conception of the self becomes impossible in
contexts where institutions, gender assumptions, and wealth create strong inequality;
sympathy no longer plasters over social differences, but becomes impossible in unjust and
unequal contexts. While de Grouchy stands in the liberal tradition of rights and property, her
definition of the self as relational offers a clear point of conversation with posthumanism for
the different ways in which self-organizing systems have been conceptualized already in the
eighteenth century.

In Radical Enlightenment (2003), Jonathan Israel proposes an alternative to Cassirer in the
parsing of Enlightenment thinking. While in Cassirer the lines of development in the
eighteenth century lead to Kant, in Israel they all lead away from Spinoza. Spinoza most
prominently challenges Descartes’ distinction between mind and matter, bringing the
materialism of Lucretius and others into the Enlightenment age. As Israel and others have
shown, Spinoza is not an isolated thinker in his time. Denis Diderot in “Lettre sur les
aveugles” (1749) and “Le réve d’Alembert” (1769), Helvétius in De [’esprit (1759) and
d’Holbach’s Systeme de la nature (1770) show prominent thinkers developing materialism in
the eighteenth century. Perhaps the most infamous entry in this line of thought (and all works
mentioned here were indexed or censored) is Julien Offroy de La Mettrie’s L’homme
machine (1749). La Mettrie squarely engages with several of the core concerns of
posthumanism. In L’homme machine, he describes the most abstract feats of the human mind
(such as geometry) not as particular achievements, but in continuity with animal capacities



and conceives of no meaningful distinction between man, animal, and plant ([1749] 1981:
209). Indeed, La Mettrie rejects speculations about the afterlife with reference to the
metamorphosis of the caterpillar: “Jamais un seul des plus rusés d’entre eux n’eut imagine
qu’il dit devenir papillon. Il en est de méme nous. Que savons-nous plus de notre destinée
que de notre origine?” (213; Not even one of the most shrewd of them can imagine that he
will become a butterfly. It is the same with us. What do we know more about our destiny than
about our origin?).

La Mettrie’s L’homme machine (Man a Machine) (1750), Les animaux plus que machines
(Animals More Than Machines) (1750), and Réflexions philosophiques sur [’origine des
animaux (Philosophical Reflections on the Origin of Animals) (1750), along with Guillaume-
Hyacinthe Bougeant’s Amusement philosophique sur le language des bestes (Philosophical
Amusement on the Language of Animals) (1739), develop an extensive account of animals in
the Enlightenment framework (see Jauch 1998). Neither the atheist La Mettrie nor the Jesuit
Bougeant argues for animal rights modeled on human rights here, an approach that
posthuman animal studies reject (see Wolfe 2010), but as fellow creatures that share nature
with humans, rather than as the negative counter-image of human subjectivity. Ursula Pia
Jauch shows in her extensive study of La Mettrie, among other things, how the French
thinker turned to Abraham Trembley’s experiments on polyps showing their self-regenerating
force as a model for all aspects of nature. “The polyp is the actually existing emblem for the
astonishing capacity of matter to transform, move and organise itself” (1998: 246). After
humans and animals, La Mettrie then also includes plants in his discussion with L’homme
plante (1748). As Jauch argues, in the course of this treatise, La Mettrie moves from
comparing plants and humans to animals, on to a continuity of matter (251).

Those who only know the title of La Mettrie’s most famous treatise, L. homme machine,
might assume that he contributes to “a materialist reduction of the soul and a general theory
of dressage.” At least that is how Foucault includes him in Discipline and Punish (Foucault
1977: 136; cited in Jauch 284). When La Mettrie asks that the imagination should curb itself,
however, it is not to subdue it to “dressage” but to bring out its capacities to the fullest.
“Voyez cet oiseau sur la branche, il semble toujours prét a s’envoler; I’imagination est de
meéme [.... si on s’accoutume] a arréter, contenir ses idées, a les retourner dans tous les sens,
pour voir toutes les faces d’un objet: alors I’imagination prompte a juger, embrassera par le
raisonnement la plus grande sphere d’objets” ([1749] 1981: 172-3; see this bird on the
branch, it appears always ready to take flight; imagination is the same [... if we accustom
yourself] to stop, contain our ideas and rotate them in all direction to see all aspects of an
object: then the imagination prompts judgment and will embrace through this train of thought
the greatest sphere of objects). Exploring the fascinating thought world of La Mettrie, his
fellow materialists, his engagements with du Chatelet and his (potential) echoes in Kant can
open a similarly multifaceted perspective on the Enlightenment for posthumanism. Rosi
Braidotti writes, “This is no time for nostalgic longings for the humanist past, but forward-
looking experiments with new forms of subjectivity” (2013: 45). These new forms of
subjectivity, however, might emerge from a dialogue with the Enlightenment past that does
not rest on preconceived notions about rational master minds. The Enlightenment has been
configured in many different ways from Foucault’s The Order of Things and Discipline and



Punish, to Cassirer’s Philosophy of Enlightenment and Israel’s Radical Enlightenment. Its so-
called defenders today, in transhumanism and elsewhere, tend to limit the thinking of the
period to rationalist nostalgia, but this does not mean that it is necessary to summarily
dismiss Kant, La Mettrie, du Chatelet, or de Grouchy. Neither do I make a call to reconstruct
the Enlightenment (or humanism, which is not forcibly the same thing) in the image of
posthumanism, because such an approach would also lead to an unnecessary distortion. The
Enlightenment clearly was not posthumanism avant la lettre.

Since posthumanism, however, depends so much on its definitions of subjectivity and its
claim of inclusiveness, it should take seriously these earlier discussions around self-
organization, links and continuities between humans, animals, and matter, as well as the
relational quality of subjectivity. The question of who is in and who is out, in this respect,
relates not only to animals, machines, or plants, but also to the heritage of literature and
philosophy, and there is no need to be exclusive across time. Thinking, as the Enlightenment
lived it in the salons, coffee houses, correspondences, and journals, is best developed in
sociable encounter, and it is such an exchange of thought across time, rather than positing
absolute newness, which could lead to the most exciting “forward-looking experiments”
when it comes to modes of subjectivity.
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CHAPTER THREE

Transhumanism

STEFAN LORENZ SORGNER

Transhumanism is the “world’s most dangerous idea.” This is at least Francis Fukuyama’s
judgment concerning this cultural and philosophical movement, which he stated in the
magazine Foreign Policy (Fukuyama 2004: 42—3). Transhumanism is a cultural movement
which affirms the use of techniques to increase the likelihood that human beings manage to
transcend the boundaries of their current existence. It is in our interest to take evolution into
our own hands. Thereby, we increase the likelihood of our living a good life as well as the
likelihood of not getting extinct.

Transhumanism has slowly increased in significance since 1951 when the term was first
coined by Julian Huxley in his article “Knowledge, Morality, and Destiny.” Then, he
described transhumanism as follows: “Such a broad philosophy might perhaps best be called,
not Humanism, because that has certain unsatisfactorily connotations, but Transhumanism. It
is the idea of humanity attempting to overcome its limitations and to arrive at fuller fruition;
it is the realization that both individual and social developments are processes of self-
transformation” (Huxley 1951: 139). I regard this formulation still as the best possible
definition of transhumanism.

The concluding chapter of Julian Huxley’s book New Bottles for New Wine, published in
1957, is entitled “Evolutionary Humanism.” The relationship between evolutionary
humanism, represented today by the Giordano Bruno Foundation, and contemporary
transhumanism must still be clarified more precisely. There seems to be a structural analogy
between transhumanism and evolutionary humanism which needs to be considered when



clarifying the relationship between humanism and transhumanism and also between
traditional humanism and evolutionary humanism.

Julian Huxley had a brother who is at least as well-known as he himself, Aldous Huxley.
Between Julian Huxley’s affirmative considerations concerning the impacts of technologies
and those of his brother Aldous Huxley, the author of the critical novel Brave New World,
there are significant tensions in terms of content. Julian Huxley also shares his fundamental
evolutionary approach with his grandfather Thomas Henry Huxley, who distinguished
himself as Darwin’s supporter. He was known as Darwin’s bulldog. Julian Huxley’s half-
brother, Andrew Fielding Huxley, was also active as a natural scientist. He was a university
professor of biology in London and even won the Nobel Prize, but is currently less well
known than the other family members already mentioned. Julian Huxley was a university
professor in London, too. In addition, he was the first general director of the UNESCO who
made a significant contribution to the first Declaration of Human Rights, and was on the
Board of the British Eugenics Society.

A close friend of Julian Huxley was the catholic evolutionary thinker Teilhard de Chardin,
who used the word “transhumanizing” in The Future of Man (De Chardin, 1959: 251). The
reflections by this Jesuit priest are still of great relevance for considering potential religious
aspects of transhumanism and for further clarifications concerning the relationship between
Christianity and transhumanism.

In the time period between 1969 and 1972, there were six manned US landings on the
moon which significantly revived interest in this way of thinking. It was then, when the
notions of the “post-” and the “transhuman” in a transhumanist sense were coined. Both
concepts definitely show up in the article “Transhumans—2000” by F. M. Esfandiary, who
changed his name to FM 2030 to stress the contingency of naming conventions and to
highlight the relevance of a prolonged lifespan, as 2030 would have been the year of his
100th birthday: “On our way beyond animal beyond transhuman—to a post-human
dimension” (1974: 298). In his book Up-Wingers from 1973, he had already talked about a
“post-animal/human stage” (170). The notion “superman” is prominent in the seminal book
Man into Superman by R. C. W. Ettinger from 1972. It is the notion of the superman which
relates transhumanist reflections also to the philosophy of Friedrich Nietzsche. A detailed
debate (see Tuncel 2017) on the complex relationship between these two ways of thinking
was initialized in 2009 by the article “Nietzsche, the Overhuman, and Transhumanism” by
me who himself stands for a Nietzschean version of transhumanism (2010, 2016a, 2018,
2019). Most leading transhumanist philosophers, however, belong to the tradition of Anglo-
American analytical philosophy, which is one reason why there is a widely shared hesitation
within the continental philosophical tradition to seriously engage with transhumanist thinking
(More and Vita-More 2013).

Further significant ancestors of transhumanist thinking can be found within Russian
cosmism and Russian science fiction. It would be anachronistic to refer to any thinker before
1951 as transhumanist, yet many structural analogies and parallels can be found between
their reflections and the realm of topics which is usually being covered by transhumanist
thinkers, activists, and artists. Nikolai Fyodorovich Fyodorov is the most noteworthy thinker
among the Russian cosmists concerning the similarities to transhumanist reflections. In



contrast to Nietzsche who was hostile toward religions, Fyodorov was a devout church-going
orthodox Christian, which also influenced his futuristic ideas. At least as fascinating as the
cosmists were Russian science fiction writers. Alexander Romanovich Belyaev’s books
Professor Dowell’s Head, Amphibian Man, Ariel, and The Air Seller are particularly relevant.
The novel We by Yevgeny Ivanovich Zamyatin is also noteworthy in this context as well as
the brothers Arkady Natanovich Strugatsky and Boris Natanovich Strugatsky, who developed
the complex world of “Noon,” in which several of their novels take place, and which was
named after the first novel of their series: Noon: 22nd Century.

Transhumanism as a cultural movement developed further during the eighties with a close
friend of FM-2030, Natasha Vita-More. In 1982, she published the “Transhuman Manifesto”,
which preceded the first version of the “Transhumanist Arts Statement,” of which a revised
version was republished in 2003. In 2013, she summarizes her central insights on these issues
in the article “Aesthetics: Bringing the Arts & Design into the Discussion of
Transhumanism” (Vita-More 2013: 18-27). Like FM-2030, who was born as Fereidoun M.
Esfandiary, she changed her name to highlight the contingency of naming. Natasha Vita-
More was born as Nancie Clark, and her later husband Max More as Max T. O’Connor. Max
More, Natasha Vita-More, and FM-2030 were particularly relevant in promoting
transhumanism at the beginning of the nineties. Max More’s essay “Transhumanism: Toward
a Futurist Philosophy” from 1990 (More 1990: 6-12) and FM-2030’s book Are You a
Transhuman from 1989 were particularly important writings from this period. Later during
the nineties, some transhumanists realized that a more formally organized structure was
needed to increase the cultural impact of transhumanism. Consequently, the World
Transhumanist Association (WTA) was founded by Nick Bostrom and David Pearce in 1998.
Nick Bostrom is particularly famous for the paper “Are You Living in a Computer
Simulation?” (Bostrom 2003: 243-55). David Pearce is widely known for having authored
the “Hedonist Imperative” (Pearce 1995). The WTA also established the conference series
TransVision and founded the Journal of Transhumanism to promote transhumanism as a
legitimate field of academic research.

Still, the WTA did not realize the expected academic impact. Hence, Nick Bostrom and
James Hughes established the techno-progressive think-tank Institute for Ethics and
Emerging Technologies (IEET) in 2004, and integrated the Journal of Transhumanism into
the structures of this organization. Thereby, the peer-reviewed academic, open access online-
only journal was renamed as Journal of Evolution and Technologies. In order to generate an
increased impact and to reduce the fear resulting from the word “transhumanism,” the WTA
was rebranded in 2008. It has been re-named “Humanity Plus” since then, and its focus is
that of cultural activism, whereas the focus of the IEET is an academic one and it is open not
only to transhumanists but also to other techno-progressive thinkers, like bioliberals. You can
be a bioliberal and regard it as morally obligatory to select specific fertilized eggs after in
vitro fertilization (IVF) and preimplantation genetic diagnosis (PGD) for implantation
without regarding the coming about of a posthuman as desirable. This is a position which is
being held by Julian Savulescu, who is a prime example of a philosopher and bioethicist who
is close to transhumanist’s thinking, but who does not explicitly associate himself with this
movement. On the other hand, it can also be the case that you reject the notion of any moral



obligation, while regarding it as individually desirable to overcome the current human
limitations by means of technologies, which is the decisive feature of transhumanists.

A further opening toward academic debates took place with the realization of the Beyond
Humanism Conference Series in 2009 for which I have been primarily responsible. Its goal is
to promote the academic exchange between humanist, transhumanist, and critical
posthumanist scholars. This is also the dedicated aim of the book series Beyond Humanism:
Trans- and Posthumanism which I established in 2011. To promote the goal of an academic
engagement with the great variety of discourses further, James Hughes, Sangkyu Shin, and I
established the world’s first double-blind and peer-reviewed academic journal dedicated to
the posthuman, the Journal of Posthuman Studies, which is being published in print as well
as online by Penn State University Press since 2017. From 2019 onward, the world’s oldest
publishing house, Schwabe Verlag (founded in 1488), which is deeply rooted in the humanist
tradition, embraces the challenges related to emerging technologies and publishes a high-
class book series entitled Posthuman Studies under my general editorship.

PHIL. OSOPHICAL ISSUES

There is an enormous amount of philosophical issues connected with transhumanism. Here, I
highlight a selection of debates which are particularly relevant concerning the cultural
movement as a whole. The first question deals with the relationship between transhumanism
and the enlightenment. James Hughes (2004, 2010, 2014), Steve Fuller (2011, 2012, and with
Lipinska 2014), and several other transhumanists regard transhumanism as a continuation of
the enlightenment project. In this case, transhumanism stands for humanism on steroids or a
type of hyper-humanism. Consequently, it means that the same ideals and methods which
used to be affirmed within enlightenment are still central for transhumanism. Whether this is
the case is an open question. What are the central features of the enlightenment project? Is
transhumanism nothing but a hyper-humanism? The rebranding of the WTA to Humanity
Plus definitely suggests such an understanding. Yet there are also good reasons for doubting
this conceptualization of transhumanism, for example, the transhumanist understanding of
reason, or the transhumanist judgment, who counts as a person.

It is clear that during the enlightenment reason was used to criticize the established
absolutes, norms, metaphysics, and political and ethical ideals. Yet it remains an open
question on which anthropology this criticism is based. Are Machiavelli, de Sade, La Mettrie,
and Nietzsche the tradition which represents the enlightenment, or is it more closely
connected to the tradition in which Descartes and Kant are regarded as the leading thinkers?
The first group of thinkers use reason to undermine the universal validity of reason and to
stress the relevance of the body. The thinkers from the second group use reason to move
beyond the rigid metaphysical claims of medieval thinking, as they regard reason as a means
for grasping the truth in correspondence with the world, whereby reason is not part of the
material world of causation, but it is part of the non-empirically accessible world of freedom.
If enlightenment is identified best with the bodily philosophical approaches, then reason
undermines the universal validity of reason. Truth in correspondence to the world is no
longer an option. Scientific truths are still possible, but they are no truths in the traditional



sense of the word. Scientific truths do not actually say something about the world, but they
make us realize some pragmatic insights. The principle of induction enables us to generate
judgments which usually work, but nothing more. It is useful to have these insights, and it is
usually reliable to trust them. We all live with these pragmatic insights and accept their
reliability, as otherwise we would not even get onto a plane. On the other hand, the second
group of thinkers identifies reason with a non-empirically accessible capacity which enables
us to grasp proper insights, truth in correspondence with the world. Reason has the power to
provide us with such insights, as it is a non-empirically accessible capacity.

The reliable trust in the capacity of reason, and its possibility to gain a foundational type of
knowledge by using it, is closely associated with the rationalist enlightenment tradition,
which seems to me as the dominant enlightenment tradition. Thereby, I do not wish to imply
that it is the tradition with which I identify. However, concerning the wider impact, the
thinkers of the rationalist enlightenment tradition are more widely identified with the
enlightenment than are the thinkers with philosophical approaches focused on the body.
Hughes and in particular Fuller also stress these elements of rationality and truth for their
takes on transhumanism. I am skeptical concerning this self-understanding of some
transhumanists, as the majority of transhumanists identify with a variant of a naturalist
account of the world, according to a survey undertaken by the IEET. A naturalist account
implies that all entities can in principle be accessed empirically. This does not imply that all
entities can already be investigated empirically, but it implies at least that in principle an
empirical analysis of all entities is possible. To claim that reason lies outside of the
empirically accessible realm of cause and effect and can be identified with the realm of
freedom is not a philosophical stance which can be identified with naturalism. Yet it was this
anthropology on which the rationalist enlightenment tradition bases all of their insights. An
anthropology from the rationalist enlightenment tradition is incommensurable with a
naturalist anthropology. However, you need a non-empirically accessible notion of reason to
guarantee the claim of accessing a truth in correspondence to the world. Hence, it is clear that
even though Hughes and Fuller identify transhumanism with a hyper-humanism, further
philosophical reflections bring out the tensions between transhumanism and the rationalist
enlightenment tradition.

Let us focus on the enlightenment tradition which is centered on the human body and
identifies the mind as being a part of the body. If your body is the decisive entity to which all
of our judgments are related, and if there is nothing in us by means of which we can gain
different insights, then we have to embrace a variant of an epistemological perspectivism, as
Nietzsche realized correctly. Perspectivism is the theory that each philosophical perspective
is an interpretation (Sorgner 2007). Being an interpretation does not imply that a
philosophical judgment has to be false, but merely that it can be false. In this way,
perspectivism successfully evades the possibility of committing a performative self-
contradiction. Hence, by employing philosophical thinking you realize that reason cannot
provide us with philosophical judgments which correspond to the world. Here, it becomes
clear that reason undermines itself. This understanding of an enlightenment humanism leads
toward an anti-humanism, whereas the rationalist approach leads toward a hyper-humanism.

If the IEET survey is correct which shows that most transhumanists are naturalists, then it



follows that transhumanism implies a variant of anti-humanism, which again means that both
critical posthumanism and transhumanism represent variants of anti-humanist thinking. This
is the understanding which I find plausible (Sorgner 2017). If reason undermines itself, it
does not have to imply that reason is no longer useful. Reason is no longer able to grasp the
truth in correspondence with the world. However, reason developed evolutionarily. Reason is
useful, as it provides us with insights which so far have enabled us to survive and flourish.
Yet this is not a claim which Hughes and Fuller embrace. It is the philosophical stance which
you take with respect to this issue which has significant and enormous implications on many
more specialized challenges. According to Fuller, rational beings deserve respect. David
Pearce, who is the author of the “Hedonist Imperative,” and I think that respect ought to be
based upon the capacity of suffering, as suffering but not rationality is a morally relevant
capacity. Hence, I argue transhumanism moves away from enlightenment by giving it a new
twist, whereas Hughes and Fuller see transhumanism as a continuation of the enlightenment
tradition. A twist is different from the process of overcoming. Overcoming leaves behind and
separates itself categorically from the past, whereas a twist develops the past further in an
inclusive manner. It is not the case that we get rid of the mind. Yet we reinterpret the
immaterial mind so that it becomes an entity which is the result of an evolutionary process.
Hence, we do not overcome the enlightenment anthropology, but it gets twisted!

A second major issue is that of transhumanist politics. The media widely identifies
transhumanists with cold-blooded, blood-drinking Silicon Valley billionaires who fight for
libertarianism. This description is one-sided. There are libertarian transhumanists like Peter
Thiel or Zoltan Istvan, but the majority of intellectual transhumanists are in favor of a social
democratic version of transhumanism, as it is upheld by most members of the IEET.
Particularly noteworthy concerning transhumanist politics are the activities of Zoltan Istvan,
who founded the US Transhumanist Party, and who ran for US presidency in 2016. In the
novel Transhumanist Wager (2013), Istvan explains many of his transhumanist positions.
Because of his libertarian sympathies, his activism was not universally approved of by
transhumanists. A complex social democratic version of a transhumanist politics had been
published in the book Citizen Cyborg by James Hughes (2004). The monograph not only
presents a strong political position, but also serves as an excellent introduction to
transhumanism in general.

No serious transhumanist rejects liberalism. All affirm some liberal political stance but the
range of possible positions is enormous. This is also the reason why the right to
morphological freedom plays such a central role in transhumanism. The concept had
originally been coined by Max More in his 1993 article “Technological Self-Transformation:
Expanding Personal Extropy” (More 1993: 15-24). A particularly strong case for
morphological freedom was presented by Anders Sandberg in his article “Morphological
Freedom—Why We Not Just Want It, but Need It” (Sandberg 2013: 56—64). This right
includes not only the self-ownership of one’s own body but also the right to modify it
according to one’s own wishes.

This right can be explained further by reference to a utilitarian foundation, as most
academic transhumanists belong to the Anglo-American analytic philosophical tradition,
where utilitarianism is dominant. There are some particular strong transhumanist scholars in



the disciplines applied ethics and the philosophy of mind. Academic contributions by those
were strongly responsible for the recognition of transhumanism in academia as an approach
which deserves to be taken seriously from the beginning of the 2000s onward. This does not
mean, however, that there are no transhumanists who argue on the basis of a different ethical
theory. James Hughes used to be a Buddhist monk, and many of his arguments are founded
on a virtue ethical approach, for example, when he stresses the need to technologically
enhance mindfulness. I argue for a hermeneutical ethical position which was strongly
influenced by Nietzschean reflections.

Depending on the ethical foundation, different concepts of the good are being upheld by
transhumanists, even though in the main stream media, transhumanism is usually being
presented as if all transhumanists wish to become immortal by turning into a Renaissance
genius, whereby the male version can be identified with Superman on Viagra, and the female
ideal is best described as Wonder Woman with Botox. It is not the case that no transhumanist
upholds these ideals, but it needs to be pointed out that there is a much greater diversity
concerning the concepts of the good which are being affirmed than it has widely been
acknowledged.

The main aspect of the concept of the good which is being shared among many
transhumanists is the prolongation of the human health span. The health span must not be
identified with the life span, the quantity of years we are alive. What most people are
interested in is the prolongation of healthy years, during which they are alive. This is what
the health span stands for. One academic discussion among transhumanists is about the status
of this claim. Should the normative claim be upheld that all human beings ought to identify
any prolongation of the health span with an increase of the likelihood to live a good live? Is it
the case that the health span is valid only for most human beings, but that it is not a
universally valid normative ethical position either? Does the affirmation of the prolongation
of the human health span imply the position that immortality is being aimed for or not? Is
transhumanism a utopian enterprise or not? Should aging be seen as a disease (de Grey and
Rae 2010)? Is cryonics a possible way to increase one’s health span? Is mind-uploading the
best possible option for doing so or should we create human-animal-hybrids to move beyond
the 122 year age limit which seems to apply to currently living human beings? All of these
issues are being discussed in academic exchanges by transhumanists.

My own take on these issues is that most human beings indeed identify an increase of the
health span with a higher likelihood of living a good life. Yet, cryonics or mind-uploading
does not seem to be the most promising techniques for promoting this goal. This being the
case, it needs to be pointed out that immortality is not a realistic option. We cannot even
conceptualize the notion of immortality on the basis of a naturalist understanding of the
world. Immortality implies either that humans cannot or that they must not die. Both options
are absurd, if we think the world on a naturalist basis. In this case, the world began with the
big bang. It has expanded since then, and eventually the expansion process will slow down,
so that the entire world will come to a standstill. A different option is that at a certain stage
the expansion process will get revised into a contraction process which ends up in a
cosmological singularity, a point of immense density. In both cases, there does not seem to be
a legitimate option for human beings to survive. Yet, this is what ought to be possible if



immortality was an option. Hence, it is clear that immortality in its literal sense cannot be a
realistic option for most transhumanists (Sorgner 2018b). Yet, many transhumanists use,
mention, and deal with the notion of immortality (Rothblatt 2015). If the person in question
is a serious thinker, the concept of immortality only ought to be used in a rhetorical sense. It
can be employed to create media attention, and as a means to generate a public awareness of
a widely shared aspect of a good life, namely the prolongation of human health span.
Immortality in this case merely serves as an advertising tool for generating attention for an
enormously important aspect of the good life, namely for stressing the relevance of
increasing our health span. No serious transhumanist ought to affirm immortality in its literal
sense as a realistic option. Furthermore, I defend a non-utopian version of transhumanism, as
I regard utopias as extremely dangerous (Sorgner 2018a). Thereby, the present gets sacrificed
for a future which most probably will never get actualized. Yet, I am aware that this attitude
is not universally being shared among transhumanists; see Bostrom’s “Letter from Utopia”
(Bostrom 2008: 1-7). The issue of utopia is definitely another important academic topic
concerning transhumanism (see Hauskeller 2012: 39-74).

What else can be said about the concept of the good life? Do we all want to be renaissance
geniuses, even though this is not a realistic option, as Bostrom (2001) claims, should we aim
for a common sense ideal of the good life, for which Julian Savulescu (2001; with Kahane
2009) argues, or is any non-formal account of the good bound to be implausible, as I (2016b)
stress? This is a central question when dealing with applied ethical issues concerning the
relationship between therapy and enhancement, if this distinction is philosophically plausible,
and which enhancements ought to be seen as morally or legally legitimate. Transhumanists
take many different perspectives on the question of the good. To hold that transhumanism is
merely about getting more beautiful, stronger, and better is simply wrong. It is rather about
having the right to use the great range of technologies for increasing the likelihood of living a
good life, that is, the human right of morphological freedom. By overcoming or maybe even
better twisting who we are and by turning into a posthuman, this goal can be promoted. Yet,
it is an open question who is the posthuman exactly: it could be that a posthuman still
belongs to the human species but has at least one capacity which goes far beyond the
capacities of currently living human beings. A second option is that the new human or the
posthuman is a member of a different species, such that interbreeding between humans and
posthumans would be impossible. Both meanings belong to carbonate-based
transhumanisms. A third option is a silicon-based posthumanity. By means of uploading, we
turn into posthumans who exist on a silicon basis, rather than on a carbonate one, as currently
living beings do. All of these possibilities are being affirmed within the transhumanist
discourse. There is not one definition of the posthuman which is being held by all
transhumanists. Yet, the technologically induced move beyond the limitations of currently
living human beings by means of established as well as emerging technologies is the central
goal which is the minimal common denominator which is being shared by all transhumanists.
Which posthuman ought to be realized and which techniques are the most promising ones for
doing so are subject to debate.

In particular the question concerning the appropriate techniques is an important one.
Which enhancement techniques are particularly relevant for bringing about a posthuman?



One enhancement technique which had already been in place in antiquity were surgeries. By
means of surgeries, one can change the shape of one’s eyes or one’s nose, enlarge one’s
penis, reconstruct the hymen, or create bigger breasts. All of these interventions are widely
used and popular in all parts of the world. This issue is particularly tricky when a client
wishes to have his healthy leg removed, as it does not belong to himself according to his own
self-understanding. A surgeon in the UK actually performed such surgeries on two of his
clients who had healthy legs. Hymen reconstruction or hymenoplasty is particularly sought
after by young Muslim women in Germany and the Netherlands, as they are no longer virgins
and are afraid of honor killings.

Another long-established technique is pharmacological enhancement. Blood doping, pain
killers, cognitive enhancers, anabolic drugs, love drugs, and many other types of
pharmaceutical enhancement methods can be used to enhance human capacities. Each
specific moral issue deserves a separate treatment. Oxytocin, MDMA, or Selective Serotonin
Reuptake Inhibitors (SSRIs) can be taken in order to promote the mutual feeling of love.
Microdosing LSD is the act of consuming sub-perceptual amounts of psychedelics, which
has become popular in the Silicon Valley in recent times in order to promote creativity, gain
energy, treat depression or anxiety, or even promote a spiritual awakening process. It is often
the case that drugs which were used for treating diseases can also be employed to promote a
certain capacity in healthy clients. Studies seem to indicate that one in three US University
student takes Adderall for being better prepared for an exam.

However, for promoting the likelihood of bringing about a new human, posthuman, other
interventions are even more promising. Gene technologies, cyborg technologies, as well as
digital technologies seem to be the most important ones within transhumanists debates. The
issues can be dealt with in an even more complex manner, if we include altered external
settings, like total surveillance systems, smart cities, internet of things, internet of bodily
things in upgraded humans, and autonomous cars. Furthermore, an additional topic has been
prominent in recent years, too: moral bioenhancement; there has been a popular and intense
debate during this decade on various aspects of this topic (Sorgner 2016). Traditionally,
enhancements were discussed which promote qualities which were widely identified as
advantages, so that the likelihood of a person leading a better life can be promoted. What
about morality? Can moral bioenhancements at all be conceptualized? Should moral
bioenhancement procedures become legally legitimate, if they were available? Who would be
interested in promoting their likelihood of acting morally? Would or should Catholics be
interested in moral bioenhancement procedures to increase the likelihood of being rewarded
with a fulfilled afterlife? Each of these questions and many others, too, deserve an individual
academic treatment.

I regard gene technologies as well as cyborg technologies as the most promising means for
expanding human boundaries (Sorgner 2018). Concerning gene technologies, gene
modifications, as well as gene selections have to be distinguished. Gene modifications are
particularly promising due to the development of CRISPR-Cas9 as well as other genome
editing methods. Gene selection can occur during the process of an IVF, if several fertilized
eggs are available, as it is the case in the UK, but not in Germany. Then, it is possible to
analyze these fertilized eggs genetically and decide which ones should get implanted. In the



meantime, even an Al can realize an analysis, and it might be an incredibly powerful tool for
this purpose, too. My own take on these issues is that it is advisable to seek established
processes which are structurally analogous to new ones for developing an initial ethical take
on new moral challenges. Then, it is possible to transfer the established moral norms to the
new procedure. This approach has the following implications concerning genetic
technologies of parents on their offspring. There is a structural analogy between parents
genetically modifying their children to traditionally educating them (Sorgner 2015: 31-48).
Hence, the same moral standards ought to apply to both procedures. In both cases, parents
make decisions to alter their kids in order to increase the likelihood of them living a good
life. Not all genetic modifications are morally legitimate in the same way as not all types of
parental education are morally appropriate. Some procedures which count as child abuse also
ought to be banned and penalized. However, this explanation also reveals that in principle it
can be morally appropriate for parents to genetically enhance their children. Whether certain
procedures also ought to become legally legitimate is a crucial issue. Certain vaccinations are
legally obligatory in the United States, and vaccinations are bioenhancements, too. The other
tricky case concerning gene technologies is that of selecting fertilized eggs after IVF and
PGD. Concerning this procedure the same standards ought to apply as in the case of someone
looking for a partner for reproductive reasons, I argue, as selecting a partner for reproductive
reasons is structurally analogous to selecting a fertilized egg after IVF and PGD (Sorgner
2014c: 199-212). Another promising genetic technique is that of gene analysis, in particular,
if information techniques get combined with gene techniques. Big Data analysis of genes is a
necessary prerequisite for the other genetic techniques just mentioned, as it is necessary for
gaining more information concerning correlations between genes and gene clusters and traits,
like qualities, diseases, or reactions toward drugs.

Cyborg technologies are a further flourishing field, as a permanently increasing amount of
scientific examples reveal what it can mean, for example, RFID (radio-frequency
identification) chips get implanted into different parts of our bodies (Sorgner 2019).
Coneptually, we are turning into cyborgs. This is a development which has taken place since
we became Homo sapiens. Acquiring a language is the first human upgrade. Parents turn us
into cyborgs by teaching us a language, as cyborgs means cybernetic organism. The word
“cyber” comes from the Ancient Greek kvBepvntikr], which means governance or steering.
So a cyborg is a governed, a steered organism. By getting upgraded with language, we are
getting steered by our parents. Education is all about steering children. Vaccinations are a
further means for doing so. Recently, RFID chips are getting integrated into our bodies, for
example, into our front teeth to measure what we eat and drink, which was realized by
scientists from Tufts University. This information then can be sent to our smartphone, so that
we receive further advice concerning our diet. The most promising technique in this context
is that of predictive maintenance. So far, predictive maintenance is being used in machines.
Sensors tell us if a certain part of a machine will most probably fail to function within the
next six months. We receive this information at a stage where the part is still fully functional.
The same procedure can be applied in humans. Predictive maintenance of the human body
can be used to adapt one’s diet to avoid an increase of our blood sugar level. It is this
technique which can enable us to radically increase the likelihood of an increased health



span.

Quite a few transhumanists regard the option of mind uploading as the most promising
enhancement technique, whereby we would turn our carbonate based personally into silicon
based one. We digitize our personality. Bostrom’s simulation argument (Bostrom 2003) is an
interesting thought experiment which presupposes mind-uploading. It demands careful
consideration. However, from my perspective its pragmatic relevance is comparable to the
academic question of how many angels fit onto the tip of a needle which used to be discussed
during the Middle Ages. Both arguments are interesting and make sense from the culturally
dominant paradigms of each time. However, they are of no relevance whatsoever concerning
any practical relevance. My main reason why I regard the possibility of mind-uploading as
highly problematic is that we have no reason for holding that life can exist on a silicon basis.
Computer viruses are self-replicating entities, but they do not have a metabolism for gaining
energy, which is a central feature for other living entities. Otherwise, we have no indication
for holding that digital life can even be possible. However, as uploaded personalities we
would still want to be alive, and being alive also seems to be a necessary prerequisite for
having consciousness or self-consciousness, too. All of these reflections indicate that mind-
uploading is a highly dubitable procedure. I cannot exclude that it will eventually be possible,
but our current scientific basis does not provide us with a strong reason for regarding it as a
likely option. This is the reason why I compare it to the medieval angel argument. Kurzweil’s
reflection on mind-uploading turns this procedure into a quasi-religious claim which I find
highly problematic as well as implausible (Kurzweil and Grossmann 2011). This does not
mean that there has to be a tension between a traditional type of religiosity and
transhumanism, but the quasi-religious concepts developed so far have often been rather wild
speculations. Still, it needs to be acknowledged that research concerning the relationship
between religious experiences and technical processes, which support such experiences, as
well as other religious issues deserves further studies in the future, for example, the
relationship between non-dualist anthropology and the possibility of technologically induced
religious experiences.

A further topic which has not yet been addressed at all in this text is that of transhumanist
arts. Series like Black Mirror, West World, and Electric Dreams have strongly been relevant
for sparkling a wide-ranging interest in transhumanism recently. The Hollywood movie
Transcendence with Johnny Depp, the series Big Bang Theory, as well as the novel Inferno
by Dan Brown have reached an audience of millions of people. In all of these works,
transhumanism was addressed either implicitly or explicitly. Comics, movies, science fiction,
as well as computer games are full of references to transhumanist ideas. In addition, the
fields of body art, performance arts, new media art, and bioart also deserve to be studied
concerning their transhumanist implications. The works of the following artist deserve
particular attention in this context: Stelarc, Orlan, Eyeborg Neil Harbison, Moon Ribas,
Eduardo Kac, Patricia Piccinini.
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CHAPTER FOUR

The Non-Human, Systems, and New
Materialism

RICK DOLPHIJN

With the early end of a deciphering we thought ought to have lasted longer, some people were amazed at the brevity of
our genome. What, so few base pairs! Around five times fewer than a small tropical fresh water fish, the dipnoi
Protopterus aethiopicus! Since we dominate living things through research and technology, we ought to win out over all
of them in richness, and here we are, reduced to poverty. Fortunately, we have known, since about 1970, that there is no
correlation between the complexity of genomes and the complexity of individuals. The fact remains that we find
ourselves poor here.

—Michel Serres, The Incandescent, 40.

The quote above, from Michel Serres, nicely captures one of those moments in science and
technology, which made us realize that the presumed dominance of mankind over all other
living species is questionable. Over the past half a century, there have been many of these
moments, where, directly or indirectly, the anthropocentrism that we inherited from
philosophers like René Descartes and Immanuel Kant was proven wrong. It was therefore not
surprising that, inspired by the findings of mainly post-war biology and chemistry, from the
early 1970s onward, critical minds started rethinking the position of the human being in the
world, or better even, started thinking a world in which such a simple model of dominance
(with the human being at the top) was “impossible to hold.” Modern science (or as Serres
refers to it in the quote above “human research and technology”), as it lies at the basis of
modernity and therefore also at the basis of our belief that we humans are radically different
from any other living being, now shows us, with different findings, a myriad of ways in



which matter matters differently and in which human responsibility has to be conceptualized
in a very different way.

Of course, it was “the Generation of 1890” in which human exceptionalism, and especially
its idea of rational thought as this would be the sole realm of the human being (other animals
“do not think™), was seriously questioned for the first time. This “generation,” a term mainly
used to group several influential thinkers who had an enormous impact on the academic
discourse at the time and even more afterwards, consists of minds such as Sigmund Freud,
Karl Marx, Charles Darwin, and Friedrich Nietzsche. Thinkers who all, in their own way,
questioned the binary oppositions (the “dualisms”) that dominated their day and age, and that
often legitimize some sort of human exceptionalism. I am referring here to dualisms such as
human versus animal, culture versus nature, but also man versus woman and white versus
colored. Michel Foucault, in his famous 1966 book Les Mots et les choses, stressed that by
turning philosophy into an anthropology, Immanuel Kant paved the way for these dualisms
that not just created the dominant features of Modernity, but that also suggested a hierarchy
between them that was internalized by members of society and thus created the conditions for
truth of the modern era. With their focus on the unconscious, on class difference, on genus
and species, all of these thinkers are interested in showing the undercurrents of a particular
process. Think for instance of Freudian psychoanalysis, and how the libidinal undercurrents
of the desiring body are inextricably connected to the visible, audible, and thinkable self.
Contrary to the Kantian Subject, the Freudian notion of subjectivity is not only much more
material (as in, not reducible to a metaphysical “I think”), Freud’s analysis also leaves a lot of
room for “the unthinkable,” for all those material and immaterial processes that are “a part of
me” and with which thinking happens, but that refuse to make themselves knowable, or, that
cannot even be knowable.

RETHINKING INFORMATION, SYSTEMS, AND
HUMANISM AFTER 1968

Since the 1970s, the critique on human exceptionalism and the human ratio got serious
scholarship from various (transdisciplinary) perspectives. The work of Ilja Prigogine played
an important role in this debate. Prigogine was a Russian-born chemist who won the Nobel
Prize in Chemistry in 1977 for his work on dissipative structures, open systems that exchange
energy and matter with their environment and thus are not in thermodynamic balance. Of
great importance to theory was his work with Isabelle Stengers, who was also trained in
chemistry, but who switched to philosophy before they met as colleagues at the Free
University of Brussels. Starting from systems theory, Prigogine and Stengers proposed a non-
binary dynamical theory of nature in which the human being did not so much act as king, but
tried to understand the many different (chemical, biological, social) systems at work in which
the human being operated, or better even, came to be. They opted for a new alliance, a new
dialogue with nature (as the title of their 1979 book already suggests) that had to realize itself
in every aspect of life. Commenting on C. P. Snow’s weirdly canonical text on the
fundamental differences between the sciences and the humanities, they concluded already in
1979: “The two worlds are now drawing closer together” (Prigogine and Stengers [1979]



2017: 311). And as they already note, this new alliance is very much connected to the crises
of our times: “It is quite remarkable that we are at a moment both of profound change in the
scientific concept of nature and of the structure of human society as a result of the
demographic explosion. As a result, there is a need for new relations between man and nature
and between man and man” (312).

In the beginning of the 1970s, in the United States, Gregory Bateson already worked with
another form of systems theory. Seemingly starting from anthropology (and language theory),
Bateson easily traverses many different academic traditions, and had already raised to fame
by developing (with colleagues at Palo Alto) the theory of the double bind, a systems theory
which showed the complexity of conflicting message streams. His interest in the complexity
of information flows made him work on cybernetics which focused on communication
streams that run between the animal, the human, and technology (only after Bateson,
cybernetics increasingly focused on technology, unfortunately). His most direct critique on
humanism can be found in his path-breaking book Steps to an Ecology of Mind, in which he
combined anthropology with biology, chemistry, physics, and even astrology to set up a
transdisciplinary theory of cybernetics which puts major question marks with the supposed
rationality and independence of the human being. At the same time, he also showed a keen
interest in how our humanism—already by then—introduced us to a series of ecological
crises which have become the most pressing urgencies of our age, as we now know.

Bateson’s idea of thinking can best be shown with one of his own examples:

Consider a man felling a tree with an axe. Each stroke of the axe is modified or
corrected, according to the shape of the cut face of the tree left by the previous stroke.
This self-corrective (i.e., mental) process is brought about by a total system, tree-eyes-
brain-muscles-axe-stroke-tree; and it is this total system that has the characteristics of
immanent mind. (1972: 318)

Bateson thus shows us how thinking is not so much “part” of an individual, but happens
within complex and conflicting relations—from communication or information. Parallel to
how this was soon to be developed by Prigogine (and Stengers), Bateson’s relationality thus
severely critiques the Kantian individual. Stressing how the ecological mind follows from the
relation, he notices the devastating consequences of Kantian thought, which in the end comes
down to forgetting how an environment is (necessarily) involved in thought:

Let us now consider what happens when you make the epistemological error of
choosing the wrong unit: you end up with the species versus the other species around it
or versus the environment in which it operates. Man against nature. You end up, in fact,
with Kaneohe Bay polluted, Lake Erie a slimy green mess, and “Let’s build bigger atom
bombs to kill off the next-door neighbors.” There is an ecology of bad ideas, just as
there is an ecology of weeds, and it is characteristic of the system that basic error
propagates itself. It branches out like a rooted parasite through the tissues of life, and
everything get into a rather peculiar mess. When you narrow down your epistemology
and act on the premise “What interests me is me, or my organization, or my species,”



you chop off consideration of other loops of the loop structure. You decide that you
want to get rid of the by-products of human life and that Lake Erie will be a good place
to put them. You forget that the eco-mental system called Lake Erie is part of your wider
eco-mental system—and that if Lake Erie is driven insane, its insanity is incorporated in
the larger system of your thought and experience. (1972: 492)

It is precisely this human-centered approach that was critiqued more and more during the
1970s, or actually, in the aftermath of 1968, the year of the student revolts in Paris. Starting
from feminism and postcolonial theorists critique the debates that followed proved itself a
microcosm for the many radical critiques on humanism and anthropocentism that would
dominate continental philosophy, the social sciences, and the humanities in the decades to
come.

However, it was not until the mid-1990s that scholars like Rosi Braidotti and Manuel
DeLanda, coming from very different backgrounds, called for a new or a neo-materialism.
Sparkled by the linguisticism that had overtaken critical thinking, new or neo-materialism in
the end holds the intention to rewrite modernity as a whole. Or better even: new materialism
is above all an attempt to undo the Kantianism that had been so influential to our (Western)
thinking for so long, as it proposes to set up new traditions in thought, more open to other
forms of rationality, other subjectivities and other individualities altogether. Prigogine,
Stengers, and Bateson were important to contemporary posthumanist thinkers, but if there is
one philosophy that inspired both Braidotti and DeLanda to call for this new tradition in
thought, it would be that of Gilles Deleuze. Deleuze was in every way a member of the
talented generation of post 68 philosophers that had such an immense impact on cultural
theory in the 1970s and the 1980s. With authors like Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, Julia
Kristeva, Jacques Lacan, Hélene Cixous, this group is sometimes captured under the name
poststructuralism or postmodernism (especially following the way Paul de Man and others
first introduced the work of Derrida in the United States), but actually all of these labels do
not do justice to the diversity of the group and the directions that their scholarship has taken
today. For whereas quite a few of these thinkers, perhaps with Lacan as the most outspoken,
stressed the importance of language as their main entry into cultural theory, Deleuze did not.

Even though Deleuze focused primarily on the history of philosophy during the first part
of his career, he had always been practicing a materialist perspective. In France, materialism
(though not so much “historical materialism,” which is obviously connected to Marxism) has
always been read much more in terms of a mathematical approach. While not formally
trained as a mathematician, Deleuze in many ways made mathematics an integral part of his
thinking (see for instance DeL.anda 2013; Duffy 2013), and much more than other members
of this generation. An exception would be Michel Serres, already mentioned above, who was
actually trained in mathematics and in physics (he wrote an amazing book on physics, The
Birth of Physics), before he turned to philosophy (for more on this, see Dolphijn 2018).

In short, in (pointless) topology, in quantum physics and in differential calculus, Deleuze
saw a “thinking from the relation” at work. In Difference and Repetition he explains this
when it comes to differential calculus:



The relation dy/dx is not like a fraction which is established between particular quanta
in intuition, but neither is it a general relation between variable algebraic magnitudes or
quantities. Each term exists absolutely only in its relation to the other: it is no longer
necessary, not even possible, to indicate an independent variable. ([Deleuze [1968]
1994: 172)

Unlike Cartesian (Modernist) mathematics which starts from a particular point zero (for
instance, the Subject) and places everything in relation to that, Deleuze was always keen on
starting from the relation. To translate this into ideas of the self, whereas Cartesian thinking
starts from the Cogito (the “I think™) and places everything else in relation to it, Deleuze
practices a philosophy (and reads philosophies) in which any self exists only in its relation to
its outside. It is in this way that mathematics is included in his materialism.

From the start of his career, in which he was keen on rereading of the History of
Philosophy through a materialist lens, he focused very much on rereading those philosophers
whose thoughts had suffered from a Modernist (Cartesian) interpretation. Philosophers like
Spinoza (through “affect”) and Bergson (through “becoming”) were given a materialist
reading by Deleuze, by means of which he liberated them from the Cartesianism as this was
read into their ideas for so long.

Following the uproar in Paris in May ’68, Deleuze started doing philosophy on his own
account (I’ve called this his “non-carnal birth” as a philosopher elsewhere [see Dolphijn
2018]), his thoughts on politics (with Félix Guattari) and aesthetics, take his materialism
away from the mathematical tradition (though it is still in line with it) toward the more
transdisciplinary trajectories which have grown immensely popular especially after his death.
Halfway through the 1990s, when the linguistic approach to cultural analysis was still
dominant in cultural theory (it was the signature of “cultural studies” in those days), the work
of Deleuze became of major importance in cultural theory. Following that, also the works of
Prigogine, Stengers, and Bateson received new attention. The latter was already (secretly) a
major influence on Deleuze and Guattari’s opus magnum A Thousand Plateaus ([1980]
1987), and Guattari’s prophetic The Three Ecologies ([1991] 2000), which was built upon
Bateson’s tripartite “ecosophy” (which suggested a rethinking of ecology in terms of a
mental ecology, a social ecology, and an environmental ecology).

FEMINIST MATERIALISM

Feminist materialism was on the rise since Donna Haraway, trained as a biologist, started
writing manifestos on body politics and the matters of life. Continuing but also rewriting
Derrida’s critique of “carno-phallogocentrism” which referred to the human dominance over
(animal) life on Earth (see for instance Derrida 1992 and [2006] 2008), Haraway’s situated
knowledges immediately take us to the ethical and political questions at the heart of today’s
critique on humanism and human exceptionalism: “If social, emotional, and cognitive
complexity is the criterion, Derrida got it right. There is no rational or natural dividing line
that will settle on the life-and-death relations between human and nonhuman animals; such
lines are alibis if they are imagined to settle the matter ‘technically’” (Haraway 2008: 297).



The feminism she proposed, heavily inspired by currents in contemporary biology and the
life sciences, does not necessarily provide critiques of these alibis but shows the transversal
lines that run through life and death, human and animal, nature and culture, man and woman.

The rich work of Donna Haraway reveals that her deconstructive critique of Modernist
(Cartesian or Kantian) dualisms is not limited to traversing the oppositions that have
established themselves as the conditions of truth today:

There is no border where evolution ends and history begins, where genes stop and
environment takes up, where culture rules and nature submits, or vice versa. Instead,
there are turtles upon turtles of naturecultures all the way down. Every being that
matters is in a congeries of its formative histories—all of them—even as any genome
worth the salt to precipitate it is a convention of all the infectious events cobbled
together into the provisional, permanently emerging things Westerners call individuals,
but Melanesians, perhaps more presciently, call dividuals. (Haraway 2007: 2)

It is upon this non-dualist trail that Karen Barad, today, through quantum theory and
materialist feminism, pursues her deconstructive critique, continuing the way in which
Haraway and Derrida deconstruct carno-phallogocentrism. Taking seriously the idea “that
subjectivity is not the exclusive prerogative of anthropos” (Braidotti 2013: 82) nor of any
“organic culture,” Barad opens it up to the Great Outside, introducing critical theory to nature
as a whole, to matter undone of its most radical dualism: the nature-culture divide. Accepting
the Harawayan neologism naturecultures as a most fitting alternative to this dualism, Barad
pushes materialist thinking further away from the Anthropos, introducing us to a materialism
that is not focusing on rethinking the life sciences in particular but on engaging with the
natural sciences as a whole. As Haraway puts it (in Dolphijn 2012: 110):

What is to be is at stake. How to become-with is at stake. And it matters; it matters who
does what. Cynicism is not an acceptable position in the face of the crisis that we are in,
but “staying with the trouble” is. And it involves aesthetic, cognitive, literary, technical,
sensual—all with depths of thinking, sensing, feeling, bearing, acting.

Haraway is fundamentally interested in being and becoming, which Barad fully affirms. By
not starting from an idea of subjectivity (and its attendant idea of objectivity) and by not
situating life in the world (surrounded by the world, by Others), Barad makes critical theory a
materialist, perhaps even naturalist enterprise. Critical theory, with Barad, thus does not wait
for the human to begin: it has always already been of the Earth. With Haraway we were
searching for other forms of feminist subjectivity in situ (from sinere (lat.), “putting down™).
We may refer to this as a relative form of feminism, as it searches for “a different view.”
Searching for a way to get beyond an idea of subjectivity and its complex, anthropocentric
history, Barad introduces us therefore to “agential realism,” as she conceptualizes it. It
emphasizes ontology instead of epistemology (stressing “the real” instead of “knowledge”)
and by that offers us a new materialist feminism that is absolute. It is not so much in search
of different views (alternative perspectives, other forms of knowledge) but rather focuses on
sameness (every reality is and can only be agential). Less activist than Haraway’s call to



situate knowledge (which is also aimed at those theorists who refused to do so), Barad’s
agential realism, being much more analytical, proposes that we study the real only through
what we may call “its contractions.”

When asked her how she saw her “manifesto” end up in contemporary cultural theory, she
replied (Barad in Dolphijn and van der Tuin 2012: 70):

Well, manifesto is a thing that my friend and colleague Donna Haraway can get into, but
I cannot claim that term. [Laughs.] Of course, she means it ironically. Agential realism
is not a manifesto, it does not take for granted that all is or will or can be made manifest.
On the contrary, it is a call, a plea, a provocation, a cry, a passionate yearning for an
appreciation of, attention to the tissue of ethicality that runs through the world. Ethics
and justice are at the core of my concerns or rather, it runs through “my” very being, all
being. Again, for me, ethics is not a concern we add to the questions of matter, but
rather is the very nature of what it means to matter.

In light of such a claim, it is urgent to ask ourselves how their materialism then comes with a
wholly other (posthuman) emancipation. For although one could argue whether the book is
presented as such, Barad’s naturalism is about engagement, about situatedness, and about
responsibility, appealing in particular to the sciences for reconnecting ethically to “the living
present” as Derrida asks us to do. I agree here with the work of Joseph Rouse, who has noted
Barad’s “feminist naturalism,” and to whose work Barad often refers. In a footnote
commenting on his work, Barad explains the link between normativity and naturalism (Barad
2007: 407n19):

[M]y account of scientific practices is not naturalistic in the sense of giving science
unquestioned authority to speak for the world, on the contrary; Rouse argues that a
suitably revised conception of naturalism takes seriously what our best scientific
theories tell us while simultaneously holding science accountable for its practices, for its
own sake as it were, in order to safeguard its stated naturalist commitments.

Contrary to the metaphysical naturalism in which concepts such as objectivity quickly lead to
the acceptance of the Laws of Nature (think also of genetic coding or “gene fetishists,” as
Haraway calls them [Haraway 1998: 189]), Barad’s naturalism follows Haraway’s
“naturecultures” which refuses to accept any nature outside of culture, stressing that they
have actually never been separated at all. Like Haraway deconstructs the dualisms that are
still so dominant in contemporary biology, Barad’s agential realism deconstructs the dualist
networks that organize our thought from quantum physics (e.g., Schrédinger’s cat, see Barad
2007: 284).

NEW MATERIALISM, POSTHUMANISM, AND
REWRITING NATURALISM

Preferring to develop her ideas in posthumanist terms, instead of via a critical naturalism,



Barad follows the feminist potential of the former concept, which Braidotti (2013) analyzes
in greater detail. Thus, Barad is in line with an increasingly large group of scholars that
considers it of the greatest importance to reveal that dualist thinking is the greatest problem
of contemporary thought. Barad’s response (her respons-ability) is a quantum mechanics that
is at the same time necessarily a posthuman materialism. Starting from intra-action, the
creative powers from which any type of epistemological individuality is being composed, she
signals the birth of a particle, of a wave, an apparatus, and a (female) body in whatever form,
taking place only as contractions in a surface.

Braidotti’s new or neo materialism (she herself seems to prefer the latter term) is much
more linked to the work of Deleuze than to Derrida and insists on mapping a new theory of
the (nomadic) subject which surpasses the Kantian Subject (with a capital S). It is not to be
opposed to the Earth but is inextricably entangled with it. In Braidotti’s work, too, a new
theory of the Subject cannot be considered separately from a critical naturalism. She insists
on a subjectivity that does not so much follow Foucault’s earliest writings (The Order of
Things, his Introduction to Kant’s Anthropology in which he famously critiques Kant’s
Subject and the anthropocentrism this entailed), but rather builds upon his last biopolitical
analyses, those found in the History of Sexuality, and in his lectures at the College de France
which have only recently been published. Rereading Foucault’s emphasis on the “care of the
self” (as developed in this later work), Braidotti summarizes the pros and cons of a
Foucauldian posthumanism in our age:

The advantage of such a position is that it calls for a higher degree of lucidity about
posthuman bio-organic existence, which means that the naturalist paradigm is definitely
abandoned. The disadvantage of this position, however, is that it perverts the notion of
responsibility towards individualism. (Braidotti 2013: 116)

The bio-ethical citizenship Braidotti seeks, and that embraces a new materialism which we
also find in Haraway and Barad, instead opts for a type of subjectivity that aims at a
sustainable, ecological, or relational construction. It is a type of subjectivity that does not
demand that the human mind be the “checkpoint” necessary to verify everything there is,
upon which post-Kantian thought insisted. The political necessity for a critical naturalism is
perhaps the most pressing theme in contemporary cultural theory. As so many scholars are
challenged by “the Anthropocene,” a term with which Dutch Nobel Prize winner Paul
Crutzen (2002) marks the times in which humanity is the geological force responsible for
fundamental changes in the bio-sphere, it is more and more problematic to stick to Modernist
Humanism. Interestingly enough, Crutzen, himself a geologist and chemist interested in the
changing atmosphere, has shown us that human dominance is not limited to the way
technology has alienated itself from natural processes, but also includes the fact that
humanity, in many ways (including social and economic ones), increasingly opposed itself
(Subject) to the world (Object) it intended to master. Aimed at the continuous speeding up of
technology in itself (not taking into account its relation to the outside world), the modern
subject has gone blind to the matters of the world.

Crutzen confirms the dualism that lies at the heart of the Anthropocene and its long history



in European thought. Dualism is central to what Foucault would consider the condition for
our truth: it marks our time and it has done so throughout modernity (see Foucault 1966: ch.
2). At the start of the twentieth century, mathematician and philosopher Alfred North
Whitehead, in his Science and the Modern World, shows us how this dualism was at work
long before the Industrial Revolution via the writings of fellow mathematician and
philosopher René Descartes. Analyzing the devastating effects of modern factories and their
effect on the (English) landscape, Whitehead ([1925]1967: 194) already warned us that what
Crutzen would later call the Anthropocene follows from a state of mind rather than from
individual ideas:

The general conceptions introduced by science into modern thought cannot be separated
from the philosophical situation as expressed by Descartes. I mean the assumption of
bodies and minds as independent substances, each existing in its own right apart from
any necessary reference to each other.

Performing the ecological through both science and the humanities, new materialism
therefore shows how fundamentally such dualisms are to be seen as the condition for truth in
our times. By dismantling these dualisms, stressing the relation, positing a critical naturalism
along the way, new materialism shows how epistemic networks place different cuts, creating
the subject, the object, the medium, as Barad calls it (2007: 352). Similar to how Serres,
Stengers, Prigogine, Bateson, Deleuze, Haraway, and Braidotti practice a materialist
transdisciplinarity that immanently displaces the serious (dualist) misfortune that paralyzed
academia for so long, Barad shows us how quantum mechanics is a critical naturalism is a
new materialism. Or as she concludes herself (2007: 352):

My posthumanist elaboration of Bohr’s account understands the human not as a
supplemental system around which the theory revolves but as a natural phenomenon that
needs to be accounted for within the terms of this relational ontology. This conception
honours Bohr’s deeply naturalist insight that quantum physics requires us to take
account of the fact that we are part of that nature which we seek to understand.

Isn’t Niels Bohr (through Barad) actually saying this: that the often mentioned “weirdness”
of quantum physics and quantum mechanics (the Laws of Nature make no sense anymore) is
actually the “weirdness” of Humanism? Isn’t it this human, all too human perspective which
we, over the past 200 years, somehow believed to be universal, the real reason why we
misunderstood the Earth for so long?

THE ORGANIC, THE INORGANIC, THE ANORGANIC,
THOUGH THE TECHNIQUES OF EXISTENCE

Manuel DelLanda’s geological history starts with concrete movements and the interplays of
matter-energy through which morphogenesis happens. Not taking consciousness, linguistics
or any other humanist systematics as its point of departure, DeL.anda radically rethinks the



notion of life from the autopoetic systems that happen in the surface of the Earth. His various
rewritings of the philosophy of science, mixed geology, sociology, mathematics, and history
in analogy with how Deleuze did this and in line with how academics like Antonio Damasio
and Simon Conway Morris do this today. DelL.anda’s materialism, which he himself now
prefers to call a realism, has no interest in privileging the human being at all. Instead, starting
from the dynamics of riverbeds, from lava outbursts and thunderstorms, DelL.anda leads us
back to the human being, human society, and, much more in general, to how human life
(situated in the earthly currents) arises. But it is a kind of “humanity” that we are not too
familiar with. His non-anthropocentric view on the economy of the human body immediately
tells us that the dynamics of life and the consequences this has for how individual lives take
shape, not so much intends to save subjectivity (by ending up with a new type of
individuality, a new individual) but rather sets itself to mapping the material resonances by
means of which individuality comes to be, albeit organic, inorganic or anorganic.

And thus, in search for how a radically different ecology takes on what humanity is all
about, Delanda notes that 500 million years ago a sudden mineralization intruded the soft
tissue or at least cooperated with it. The mineral world became part of life ever since, as an
integral part of its oneness, creating new forms of life previously unknown. A new life should
not be reduced to the organic or the anorganic matters from which it came to be. For one,
DeLanda notes, “[it] made new forms of movement control possible ... freeing them from
the constraints and literally setting them [individual living bodies, r.d.] into motion to
conquer every available niche in the air, in water and on land” (2000: 26—7). DeLanda thus
asks us to study the techniques of existence that traverse the forms of being, humanity being
just one of them. The work of Brian Massumi is in that sense most interesting. Very much
inspired by the arts, Massumi searches to map exactly those techniques that are neither
human nor nonhuman, yet rather are the same abstractions of nature that Whitehead also sees
as the essence of technology.

Massumi recalls a personal conversation with choreographer William Forsythe who stated
“a body is that which folds” (Massumi 2011: 140), which is a perfect example of how such
technologies can be analyzed. Forsythe’s particular conceptualization (in dance) of the body
offered Massumi a starting point to differentiate between contemporary and modern dance.
Warding off any emphasis on representation and on the use of metaphors, Forsythe’s art
offers Massumi a way to get rid of the idea that the dancer uses its body as a means to
express an inner feeling. This notion of inner feeling is so prominent in conceptions of
modern dance (Massumi gives the example of Martha graham’s symbolic use of gesture).
Contemporary dance, in contrast, expresses pure movement, Massumi states. Thus, whereas
in modern dance the body dances (bodily movements create the dance), the dancer in
contemporary dance comes to be in the dance (movements create a dancing body). An epic
example of the latter would be Pina Bausch’s Café Miiller where the chairs in the café did not
surround the dancer creating the mise-en-sceéne in front of which the dancer danced: the
chairs are involved in the dance no less than the dancer. The chairs, the bodies of the dancers
and actually everything else, make up for the raw material from which the dance is
abstracted.

But although Forsythe’s statement can be used to study dance, it has so much more to tell



(of course). Forsythe’s definition shows us that contemporary dance overcomes the dualisms
that gave form to modernity/modern dance. On the one hand, it has no interest anymore in
the opposition between the dancer and the world (which it was supposed to re-present or
dance-to). Contemporary dance does not consider the body “already in existence,” filled with
potentialities to be realized whenever the situation (the dance) asks it to. On the contrary, the
body is actualized in the dance, which means that it is only through the act of folding (the
dance) that it (the “body,” the fold) realizes itself. On the other hand, this means that the
folding actualizing a bodily whole is not consequential to Aristotelian memory or another
agency from which the body is organized in advance. Rather, the body (including the mind)
happens in the fold, which is to say that it is only because of the folding that its unity
appears.

Rather than starting from a human body that holds the potentiality to dance (as Aristotle
would have it), Forsythe not only starts from movement itself (and how human bodies are
engaged in this). Forsythe also shows us how dancing happens always and everywhere in the
folding of the bodies to come, the organic, inorganic, and anorganic bodies that express
themselves and are given form in the dance.

It’s interesting to see how a choreographer like Forsythe in the end practices a
posthumanism, a system theory, or a new materialism quite in line with how the philosophers
and scholars discussed above are rethinking the human. Not making reference to the same
sources, not being part of a similar field of study, all of the bright minds discussed here do
have in common that they feel most uncomfortable with the Modern of Cartesian (dualist)
ideas that had been defining ourselves and the world around us for so long now. Second, and
this is something that, I expect, will only become of greater importance in what will follow,
the different materialisms discussed here, might start from quite an abstract, perhaps even
transcendental (or mathematical) perspective, in the end, practice a philosophy of nature. Not
by choice but by practice they show—contrary to the modernist belief—that theory is a
practice, and that the act of thinking is always already an intervention in what lies outside of
us (the Great Outside).
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CHAPTER FIVE

The Anthropocene

PIETER VERMEULEN

Our planet is fuller than ever of human life. Whereas the global population stood at 1 billion
in 1800, there are currently 7.7 billion humans alive (the projection is that there will be 11.2
billion in 2100). This expansion of the human is actively crowding out other species: humans
and the animals they eat consume about 95 percent of what the biosphere produces, which
leaves only 5 percent of global food for wild animals (Smil 2013). “Crowding out,” for many
plants and animals, crosses the threshold to extinction: we are now living through the sixth
major extinction event in the history of the planet (the previous one killed off the dinosaurs),
and the first “unnatural” one, in that it is caused by human action (Kolbert 2014). Nonhuman
species disappear as agricultural monocropping is eroding biodiversity and making the
ecological make-up of the planet ever more homogenous. Nor is it only nonhuman species
that are affected: the human is also an “infrastructure species” that increasingly mobilizes
nonhuman stuff to the point that the material habitat humans have created—roads, cities,
cropland—is now “some five orders of magnitude greater than the weight of the human
beings that it sustains”; this amounts to 4,000 tons of transformed earth per human being
(Purdy 2018). Our planet, then, is a thoroughly humanized one that is being remade as “an
integrated piece of global infrastructure” (Purdy 2018). Human life is fundamentally
interpenetrated with nonhuman forces, as there is hardly any sector of the planet left that is
untouched by human action.

Since the beginning of the millennium, the recognition of human life’s geological agency
has gone under the name of the “Anthropocene.” Literally, the term means “the new epoch of



humans.” Although the term still awaits official recognition by the International Commission
on Stratigraphy (ICS), the ICS’s interdisciplinary Anthropocene Working Group (AWG) has
found robust evidence that human life has impacted the earth system in a way that makes it
deviate from Holocene values. The Holocene is the relatively stable and warm geological
epoch in which human life has flourished for 11,700 years, and that is now coming to an end.
The notion of the Anthropocene was popularized by the Nobel Prize-winning Dutch
atmospheric chemist Paul Crutzen in 2000, who had picked up the term from the biologist
Eugene Stoermer. Since then, the term has served as a catalyst for questions about
environmental responsibility, the limitations of economic growth, the possibilities for global
governance, and other fundamental questions that concern the nature and the future of human
life. It has migrated from the domain of earth science to the humanities and the social
sciences, but also to the art world and, more recently, general public debate. In the process,
the term’s scientific significance has shifted to an ethical and political register: the notion
recognizes human life as a geological force even while it interpellates it as a responsible
ethical and political agent. In Dipesh Chakrabarty’s terms, Anthropocene discourses are
marked by “code-switching between the physical category of force and the social-existential
categories of ‘consciousness’ and ‘power’” (2018: 14).

The notion of the Anthropocene, then, is less prone to celebration than to weariness and
concern about human agency. It focuses more on the “world of wounds” (Emmett and Nye
2017: 93) that human life is spreading, and on dimensions of loss, extinction, and collapse,
than on the human capacity to design techno-fixes for environmental crisis (although, as we
will see, so-called ecomodernists believe in a “a good, or even great, Anthropocene” through
which we will engineer our way out of the crisis [Asafu-Asjaye et al. 2015: 6]). This gloom
follows directly from the insight that all of the natural world has been affected by human
action (which, as Andreas Malm has worked tirelessly to remind us, is not the same as saying
that human life has constructed nature [2017: 37]): the entanglement of the human and the
nonhuman implies that human life is not only the subject, but also the object of the
Anthropocene. It finds itself on the receiving end of the destructive processes it has initiated,
accelerated, or amplified. Anthropogenic climate change is exemplary here: the cumulative
outcome of over two centuries of actions and decisions, climate change has now passed a
threshold beyond which human ingenuity cannot contain, let alone reverse it. The rubric of
the Anthropocene covers not only climate change, but also phenomena such as ocean
acidification (which is tied to increasing carbon dioxide levels), global overpopulation,
resource depletion, massive species extinction, and ecosystem simplification—phenomena
that interlock in complex feedback loops that also threaten the survival of human life. The
Anthropocene then also marks the fear that the ongoing sixth extinction event will extend to
Homo sapiens, and that the planet will morph into an inhospitable place that cannot sustain
the survival of the species that undid it.

The Anthropocene imagination is obsessed with worlds that are not so much posthuman as
radically posthumous. In film, literature, but also in philosophy and popular science, images
proliferate of future worlds without us—of “disanthropic” worlds (Garrard 2012) in which
the legacy of human life has been reduced to a lifeless archive, or to a mere fossil in the
geological record. Think of a film like Pixar’s WALL-E, in which a robot trash compactor is



left to clean up an abandoned earth covered in garbage, or Alan Weisman’s popular science
best seller The World without Us, which imagines a world from which human life has
suddenly disappeared. In his book of popular science, The Earth after Us, Jan Zalasiewicz
imagines “extraterrestrial visitors from the galactic empire” (2009: 4) who, millions of years
in the future, attempt to reconstruct the legacy of our “major, intelligent yet transient
civilization” (2009: xiv)—a legacy from which many things we consider significant have
disappeared. Such fictions are sustained exercises in coming to terms with the diminished
prospects of human life on Earth—with the insight that the moment of the human’s exaltation
(as a considerable physical force) spells the moment of its existential endangerment (as a
vulnerable and infinitely responsible agent). Like other post-catastrophe and post-apocalyptic
fictions, such disanthropic imaginings tend to appeal to residual repositories of human action,
and to call for a last-ditch effort to prevent the seemingly inevitable collapse of civilization.
A lot of their affective appeal, we can suspect, derives from the tensions between the vast
geological timescapes they open up and the ever-shortening window of time in which
humanity’s undoing can still be pre-empted. According to the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change’s (IPCC) 2018 report, that window closes as early as 2030: absent decisive
action to address planetary deterioration before that, all bets are off.

The Anthropocene’s signature combination of power and doom generates complex
emotions: Robert Emmett and David Nye mention “grief, fear, doubt, uncertainty, morbid
curiosity, lethal rage” (2017: 108). These tonalities are captured by the phrase “peak
humanity”: like the cognate phrase “peak oil,” it expresses a sense that we have reached a
moment of maximum accumulation that inevitably precedes a trajectory of terminal decline.
Any suggestion of species pride is undercut by an awareness of exhaustion and depletion. As
an episode in the history of (post)humanism, then, the Anthropocene signals a moment of
species status anxiety: on the one hand, the technological prowess of humankind has come to
assert itself as a significant force; on the other, human life itself is caught in the processes of
erosion and disintegration that human life has unleashed.

In the Anthropocene’s posthumous imagination, it is often less human species life as such
that is at stake, but rather a particularly humanist instance of it. In novels and films like The
Road, Cloud Atlas, and Mad Max: Fury Road, the way of life that finds itself under erasure is
almost consistently a comfortable and Western one; what such works feel nostalgic about is a
technologically advanced and economically privileged form of life that has never been the
preserve of more than a small minority of the world population. It is not so much the human
species that is threatened, but the more provincial comforts associated with liberal affluent
urbanity. The wastelands in which the survivors in these works find themselves are only a
diminishment for independent and self-sufficient modern subjects—for people living in the
global South, they are often already a reality. And have been for a long time: as Déborah
Danowski and Eduardo Viveiros De Castro have argued, current metropolitan anxieties
merely show that the erosion of the lifeworld has finally caught up with privileged audiences,
while “for the native people of the Americas, the end of the world already happened—five
centuries ago” (2016: 104). They write that “we are on the verge of a process in which the
planet as a whole will become something like sixteenth-century America: a world invaded,
wrecked, and razed by barbarian foreigners” (2016: 108). The anxieties that the



Anthropocene inspires, in other words, are often quite precisely posthumanist, rather than
radically posthuman. Alternatively, they beg the question about who exactly the human in
“the new epoch of humans” is.

THE ANTHROPOS OF THE ANTHROPOCENE

One common critique of the notion of the Anthropocene holds that, in declaring our epoch to
be marked by the impact of humanity as a whole, it fails to differentiate between the various
constituencies that make up humanity. In that way, the notion fails to register that diagnosing
both the causes and the effects of planetary change calls for more differentiation: if Western
constituencies are disproportionally responsible for triggering dramatic changes to the earth
system, it is people in the global South who will be—and, by now, have become—most
vulnerable to its fall-out, as the habitable part of the planet is shrinking fast. What
compounds the complexity of this picture is that today, it is no longer an increasingly
provincialized Europe and the United States that aggravate planetary pollution, but
previously poor nations like India and (especially) China that have become vast engines of
industrial growth. Facing up to this complexity shows that the imagining of a collective
humanity capable of concerted action to address planetary change—often going under the
name of ecocosmopolitanism—is wishful thinking; it foregrounds the need to reckon with
questions of environmental justice in recalibrating global relations.

Nor, as Dipesh Chakrabarty has argued, is the human who caused planetary destabilization
the same one who is called on to address it. Chakrabarty’s early influential interventions in
the theorization of the Anthropocene had already warned that “we humans never experience
ourselves as a species” (2009: 220), only ever as participants of smaller communities.
Whatever sense of universality there is “arises from a shared sense of a catastrophe” (220); it
is less a shared global identity, but only a negative identity, “a placeholder for an emergent,
new universal history of humans that flashes up in the moment of the danger that is climate
change” (219). When read closely, it becomes clear that Chakrabarty’s assertion of the
negativity of this proleptic humanity is a way of disentangling the knotty issue of concerted
human action from the complicated legacies of inequality and injustice that complicate the
assertion of a universal humanity. More recently, Chakrabarty has introduced a pragmatic
distinction between Homo and Anthropos. Anthropos, for Chakrabarty, names the human who
occasioned the Anthropocene—“[i]t is a causal term that does not signify any moral
culpability” (2015: 157). Homo, in contrast, refers to the “one-but-divided humanity” that is
capable of reflecting on “values, ethics, suffering, and attachments” (159); it is the subject
who is currently being interpellated to come up with a response to environmental destruction.
Chakrabarty’s distinction is useful for preventing a focus on the past causes of planetary
exhaustion from overwhelming the effort of managing its ongoing and emerging effects; at
the same time, it underestimates the persistence of histories of inequality and injustice, and is
then arguably too neat to capture the complex feedback loops and temporal upheavals that
the Anthropocene inaugurates.

The stories we tell about the Anthropocene matter to the way we connect past
responsibilities to future prospects. Such narratives do not really concern the geologists in



charge of assessing the stratigraphic actuality of the Anthropocene: their concern is with
establishing evidence in the geological record to consider “the Anthropocene to be
stratigraphically real,” that is, with finding sufficiently clear signals in sediments and ice that
show the earth system moving away from Holocene values (Zalasiewicz et al. 2017: 55).
What geologists want is a so-called “golden spike,” a geological marker that unambiguously
points to datable and discrete changes in the earth system. In the case of the Anthropocene,
the clearest such marker seems to be the layer of radiocarbon left in the rock strata after the
first nuclear bomb test on July 16, 1945—a trace that serves as “[t]he most widespread and
globally synchronous anthropogenic signal” (qtd. in Menely and Taylor 2017: 6). When this
observation is entangled with the stories we tell about the emergence of the Anthropocene, it
becomes clear that there are different competing cutting-off points, and that these stories each
imply different accounts of the particular anthropos names by the Anthropocene. If the
Anthropocene constitutes a new grand narrative that displaces the triumphalist account of a
science- and technology-driven modernity codified in traditional humanism, it is worth
disentangling these different accounts. I will present four competing accounts, which revolve
around four proposed starting points: the onset of intense farming activities by our early
agrarian ancestors (c. 6000 BC), the start of Western colonization (c. 1610), the Industrial
Revolution (c. 1784), and the so-called Great Acceleration after the Second World War (c.
1945). Each proposes a different Anthropos; they imagine the human as a farmer, a colonizer,
an entrepreneur, and/or a profligate consumer.

The so-called “early Anthropocene thesis” propounded by William Ruddiman sees
humanity’s geological force assert itself as early as 8,000 years ago, when intense farming
and deforestation increased atmospheric greenhouse gas concentrations to the point that they
delayed a (retrospectively predictable) ice-age. On this (widely contested) account, the whole
of human civilization is on trial; the human is essentially an agriculturalist whose concern for
its own survival is enough to affect the earth system. A second account more usefully
foregrounds the role of violence and differentiated responsibilities in anthropogenic changes
to the Earth. Geographers Simon Lewis and Mark Maslin propose to locate the start of the
Anthropocene epoch in 1610, with the European conquest of the Americas and the onset of
global trade. This version underlines the role of colonialism and imperialism in altering the
ecological make-up of the planet: the ecological mixing of the Americas with Afro-Eurasia
not only led to mass death because of smallpox and influenza among the native inhabitants of
the Americas, but this mass death in its turn informed a large-scale reforestation of the
Americas and cleared the way for, among other things, the imposition of monocrop
agribusiness and the spread of plantations in the colonies—with the ecological upsets, the
forced migration, and the soil exhaustion that this kind of biomanagement entails.

The entanglement of global migration, ecological mixing, and capitalist dynamics has led
to a number of suggested alternatives for the rubric of the Anthropocene. The notion of the
Homogenocene underlines the decrease in biodiversity and the increasing similarity between
ecosystems around the world because of the success of invasive species—whether these
travel by accident along newly globalized routes, or whether they are introduced deliberately
(think of cotton, soy, or cattle), more often than not goaded by capitalist dynamics. As Steve
Mentz has noted, the notion of the Homogenocene usefully displaces the human from its



central place in the dominant Anthropocene narrative, as it foregrounds the roles of
“mosquitos, tobacco, viruses, plant and animal species such as potatoes, tomatoes ... and
other things” (Mentz 2013). It participates in a recent shift in critical theory to a
consideration of nonhuman agents, as part of an effort to decenter the human and factor in the
agency of animals, plants, things, and even so-called hyperobjects in the making of the
world. Donna Haraway has coined the notion of the Chthulucene, a term that echoes not only
H. P. Lovecraft’s cosmic monster Cthulhu but also the Greek khthonios, which means “of the
earth” (2016: 173-74n4). Haraway calls for “compositionist practices” in which humans
“entangle with the ongoing, snaky, unheroic, tentacular, dreadful ones, the ones which/who
craft material-semiotic netbags” (43). She advocates an “earthly worlding that is thoroughly
terran, muddled, and mortal” (55) and in which human life embraces its implication in
multispecies assemblages.

Foregrounding nonhuman agents may enrich descriptions of the Anthropocene alteration
of the globe; it also risks letting powerful groups with a disproportionate responsibility for
those changes off the hook. Haraway has also helped promote the notion of the
Plantationocene (launched tongue-in-cheek during a 2014 roundtable) to nominate the
plantation as the exemplary historical site where capitalism wreaks its destructive work.
Situated at the intersection of forcibly displaced labor, long-distance financial investment,
and cultivation of the soil, the plantation is an agro-industrial system (a “synthesis of field
and factory,” as Sidney Mintz [1986: 47] called it) that constitutes a major upheaval in the
relations between humans, animals, plants, and other organisms. The slave plantation system,
in Donna Haraway’s words, “was the model and motor for the carbon-greedy machine-based
factory system,” and it is “continuous with ever greater ferocity in globalized factory meat
production, monocrop agribusiness, and immense substitutions of crops like palm oil for
multispecies forests and their products” (2016: 206n5). And plantations keep going strong: in
the past ten years, 75 million acres of land have been sold or leased for large scale rubber,
palm oil, and other concessions (Moore et al. 2019). The Plantationocene locks hands with
the notion of the Capitalocene to highlight the disproportionally destructive role of
capitalism in the reorganization of global ecosystems and the threat to the viability of the
earth system as a whole. Ever since its emergence in the fifteenth century, proponents of this
notion hold, capitalism has revolutionized the landscape and has been an environment-
making force.

The decisive role of capitalist dynamics is obliterated in a third proposal for an
Anthropocene starting date (after the cases for 6000 BC and 1610 I considered before): this
story, which comes close to being the official one, if only because it was long endorsed by
Paul Crutzen himself, sees the late eighteenth century as the starting point of the
Anthropocene. On this account, James Watt’s invention of the double action steam engine in
1784 kick-started the transition to coal fuel that characterized the British Industrial
Revolution and began the relentless rise of atmospheric carbon dioxide levels. This account
seems to reinstall a great man theory of history, in which the visionary interventions of
entrepreneurs reshape not only human life but also the planet that sustains it. At the same
time, it reflects a form of technological determinism, which holds that technological
innovation irresistibly alters the course of history. Many critics have pointed out that that is



simply not how history works, and that far-reaching ecological changes emerge as a result of
capitalist dynamics and not just of technological innovation. Fossil fuel is not magically more
efficient, abundant, or reliable than, for instance, hydraulic power, but it is decidedly easier to
monetize: it can easily be relocated to sites where labor is cheap, and it allows for
competition (rather than require collaboration, as hydropower does) between entrepreneurs
(Malm 2016). Later on, the shift from coal to oil is less inspired by technological necessity
and efficiency than by the disempowerment of labor and the militarization of the globe that
slick pipelines make possible (Mitchell 2011). Nor is the quasi-official Anthropocene
narrative only phallocentric and technocentric: it also privileges the role of the British
Industrial Revolution, and disregards that the latter was only possible in the context of
preexisting transatlantic trade networks in slave labor and cotton (Malm and Hornborg 2014:
63—4; Bonneuil and Fressoz 2016: 232-3).

There are not only stratigraphic reasons, then, to follow the AWG and privilege 1945 as
the official start date of the new epoch of humans. The detonation of the first atomic bomb
also coincides with the so-called Great Acceleration—an exponential boost in earth system
trends (think of increases in ocean acidification, tropical forest loss, marine fish capture, and
atmospheric carbon dioxide levels) as well as in socioeconomic trends (think of demographic
growth and the steep rise of international tourism, paper production, and foreign direct
investment) that dwarfs the increase since the eighteenth century. These interlocking
developments show the escalating impact of economic globalization and the expansion of
consumer capitalism. The scale of these changes provides overwhelming evidence for the
complex causal interactions between socioeconomic and earth system changes, even if that
influence is not linear: because of the very size of human impact, the earth system has now
passed irreversible tipping points beyond which processes of thawing, heating, and
devastation become self-reinforcing. The Great Acceleration finds human action
overextending itself to the point where it becomes the object of nonhuman processes that
were yet triggered by human actions, but that can in no way be neutralized by simply
discontinuing these actions. The question as to what is left for humans to do, then, is a
fraught one.

WHOSE ANTHROPOCENE?

The Anthropocene has not only inspired species anxiety (which I explored in the first
section) or sober analytical assessment (section two), but also a somewhat contrived
optimism. The belief that human ingenuity will allow us to engineer our way out of the mess
we created often goes under the name of ecomodernism. Ecomodernists assume that the
immense cost that technological progress has exacted from the planet need not diminish our
faith in further technological solutions. Technology, on this account, is a vast prosthesis that
extends human power rather than a force that also limits it. For Crutzen, for instance, the
notion of the Anthropocene highlights “the immense power of our intellect and our creativity,
and the opportunities they offer for shaping the future” (Crutzen and Schwagerl 2011). In this
way of thinking, the market will foster a green economy that will generate and promote
sustainable solutions. In the so-called “Ecomodernist Manifesto,” a group of eighteen



scientists cheerfully look forward to “decoupl[ing] human well-being from environmental
destruction” through “a sustained commitment to technological progress” (Asafu-Asjaye et
al. 2015: 31, 29). Through technological developments, human action can transcend its
environmental limitations and enter “a good, or even great, Anthropocene” (6). Limitation is
unnecessary, as accelerated technological developments make it possible to let natural
territories “re-wild and re-green” (14).

Ecomodernists and geoengineering advocates respond to the diagnosis of peak humanity
with a declaration of faith in an ever higher peak that will somehow not be followed by a
steep decline. This amounts to a fantasy of transcendence that sidesteps physical limitations
and earthly attachments in ways that echo the grandiose ambitions of transhumanism rather
than the earthly commitments of a critical posthumanism. Ecomodernism not only goes
against the downbeat tonality of more critical Anthropocene discourses, its
anthropoboosterism also denies the other crucial features of that discourse I identified: the
fundamental entanglement of human and nonhuman trajectories, and the vulnerabilities that
come with it. Post-catastrophe fiction abounds with examples of failed geoengineering
experiments. In Erik Conway and Naomi Oreskes’s The Collapse of Western Civilization: A
View from the Future, a scientifically informed account of the ongoing and coming planetary
derangement, a fictional mid-twenty-first-century International Aerosol Injection Climate
Engineering Project (IAICEP) is supposed to save the day, but unwittingly shuts down the
Indian monsoon, which triggers crop failures and famine and, fatally, political support by
India. Having sucked away resources from renewable energy conversion programs, the only
upshot of the IAICEP is pushing the greenhouse effect beyond a tipping point (2014: 27-8).

The Collapse offers a compelling argument that science and technology alone will not
articulate a viable response to the Anthropocene. If the success of geoengineering projects
depends on political developments in India, one at the very least needs to have political
scientists and IR scholars on board. Conway and Oreskes earlier wrote Merchants of Doubt, a
book that laid out how particular scientific and political factions have for decades obscured
the truth about issues like climate change, acid rain, or the ozone hole. As long as power
players have a stake in obscuring the truth, the mere affirmation of scientific insight will have
little purchase on real-world change. The interdisciplinary field of the environmental
humanities has increasingly begun to bring together insights from the sciences with
knowledge from such fields as cultural geography, environmental history, ecophilosophy, and
cultural and literary studies in order to come to grips with the complex dynamics that affect
responses to environmental disaster. Such a reckoning with the viability of available techno-
fixes must also reckon with the fact that some factions are deeply invested in muddying the
water as far as climate change is concerned in order to forestall decisive action.

This is one of the points of Bruno Latour’s startling Down to Earth. Latour brings together
three phenomena that have marked the last couple of decades: the deregulation of finance, the
exponential rise of inequality, and the aggressive effort to distort our knowledge about
climate change. Taking these three developments together, Latour notes, “it is as though a
significant segment of the ruling classes (known today rather too loosely as ‘the elites’) had
concluded that the Earth no longer had room enough for them and for everyone else” (2018:
1). The result is that “[f]Jrom the 1980s on, the ruling classes stopped purporting to lead and



began instead to shelter themselves from the world” (1-2). The organized refusal to confront
the challenge of the Anthropocene, then, is the ruling classes’ response to peak humanity:
peak humanity then names a moment of crisis in which the elites can rid themselves of the
surplus population—the 99 percent who cannot join the likes of Jeff Bezos and Elon Musk on
their excursions to Mars, but are irredeemably earthbound. When Musk notes that his much-
hyped ambition to colonize Mars is an attempt to “safeguard the existence of humanity”
(Assis 2015), the vaguely humanitarian rhetoric of humanity obscures the fact that at best,
planetary relocation can accommodate an infinitesimally small segment of the human
population while it has to abandon billions to the Earth. In the face of the facile claim that in
the Anthropocene, there are no lifeboats, Andreas Malm and Alf Hornborg have underlined
that “[f]or the foreseeable future ... there will be lifeboats for the rich and privileged” (2014:
66)—but emphatically not for us.

THE ANTHROPOCENE IMAGINATION

The threat of species extinction may be a problem for most people, but for some it is a
solution to the problem of surplus life. For the environmental humanities, it seems crucial not
to overinvest in the specter of a diminished post-catastrophe or post-apocalyptic future, but to
understand that, first, the Anthropocene’s vast reorganization of human life is already
ongoing and, second, that there is no universal human subject of the Anthropocene—no
anthropos, no homo, but different constituencies with different interests. Ursula Heise has
remarked that the power of the notion of the Anthropocene lies less “in its scientific
definition as a geological epoch, but in its capacity to cast the present as a future that has
already arrived” (2016: 203). This, she adds, is “one of the quintessential functions of
contemporary science fiction” (203). This is why the environmental humanities have also
enlisted art projects and literary endeavors to forge an interdisciplinary alliance that can
meaningfully intervene in the eroding present.

As an example of a work that recalibrates the relations between ongoing processes of
destitution and the coming collapse, consider a science fiction novel like William Gibson’s
The Peripheral. The world of the novel consists of two futures: a near future situated in the
impoverished United States and populated by drug “builders,” gamers, and cyborg veterans,
and a post-2100 future situated in London and populated by a tiny elite living transhuman
lives. The two futures are separated by an Anthropocene-like event the novel calls “the
Jackpot”: a multicausal, slow, drawn-out collapse of civilization initiated by climate change,
which also results in political destabilization, mass extinction (of, among others, 80 percent
of the world population), and finally the end of democracy. Yet unlike what the term
“Jackpot” suggests, the outcome of the Jackpot is not entirely arbitrary, as the crisis allows
the already powerful to turn “constant crisis” into “constant opportunity.” The 80 percent, for
them, are merely collateral damage for a shiny new world “lit increasingly by the new”
(2015: 321).

The novel underlines the power differences between the people inhabiting the two futures
through the science fictional conceit that information can travel back in time while physical
matter cannot. This means that the hi-tech future can freely intervene in the near future, and



that the games the people in the near future are paid to play provide actual labor in the later
future. The novel underlines that this is enabled by superior technology, especially data-
processing technology: “Information from there affects things here ... Their stuff’s all
seventy years faster than ours” (192). This exploitation, moreover, occurs without fear of
retribution or upheaval: once the future world connects with and interferes in the past, that
past stops being their past and becomes an alternative timeline, “a stub” (38). Gibson
describes this as a process of third-worlding: the same impudence with which colonial
powers extracted labor and natural resources from a global South deemed safely removed
from the Western metropolis is now unleashed against the American population through data
processing, in a way that immunizes the powerful from the masses.

The Peripheral’s two futures compose an allegory for the diminishments of contemporary
life, while highlighting the role of environmental devastation in reinforcing inequalities and
intergroup aggression. They present a scenario that Claire Colebrook has described as a
prime science-fictional trope for the engagement with peak humanity: a process of “species-
bifurcation, with some humans commandeering and squandering the few remaining resources
while enslaving the majority of barely living humans” (2018: 151). Peter Frase has linked the
threat of mass extinction to ongoing technological developments to imagine a scenario he
dubs “exterminism” (2016: 120). Thanks to technological developments, the lives of the
happy few are rigorously independent from those of the rest of the population, who are barely
needed. Environmental crisis, then, provides a welcome occasion for decimating surplus
populations. If inequality was traditionally kept in check by the mutual dependence between
capitalists and workers, in this scenario “an impoverished, economically superfluous rabble
poses a great threat to the ruling class,” without being of any potential use (2016: 123). In
The Peripheral, the transhumanist elite has not bothered to save excess populations, as they
can count on the free disposability of labor reserves in a past that will never dry up. Only
because these past lives are cheaper than technology and because they do not constitute a
threat to privilege do they remain alive at all. If the novel’s title refers to a kind of drone body
that people can inhabit from a distant location, it also underlines the status of most lives in
this new dispensation: marginal, of secondary or only superficial importance.

The Peripheral gives a particular spin to Anthropocene posthumanism. It presents it as a
combination of transhumanist fantasy and cynical misanthropy. At the same time, it shows
how literature and the arts can enrich the environmental humanities project of articulating
different human constituencies to planetary emergencies. It does so, crucially, by showing
how the Great Acceleration overlaps with the Great Divergence (Nixon 2014)—how
planetary deterioration is non-trivially connected to the rise of inequality under neoliberalism
in the last decade. The Peripheral offers no solutions: the novel’s corny ending offers
domestic bliss for the protagonists, but such a local windfall means little as the storm
continues to rage outside. It suggests that the Anthropocene is less a problem to be solved
than a new reality to be inhabited.
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CHAPTER SIX

The Ahuman

PATRICIA MACCORMACK

The Ahuman asks a simple question: how can we dismantle human exceptionalism and
privilege and care for this Earth at this time so that the future of the human—the
materialization of the posthuman—is a very different, and hopefully more ethical one that
opens the world to all life? By “future” I mean both the immediate future, the next of now,
and a longer-term future, future as a duration of care. The Ahuman could be seen as an
aspiration from posthumanism, or a technique of posthumanism. Frustratingly it cannot lay in
advance a manual on “how to,” just as posthumanism closes off its own posthumanism the
moment it defines it. For the Ahuman, the goals of opening the world to all life and
eradicating human dominance are shared, but the techniques, like posthumanism’s, may be
infinite, spanning, and crossing all epistemes and practices, from art to science, activism to
philosophy.

From the concept’s inception, the posthuman has been contested in ways that have
enriched and enhanced the manifold unfurlings of both its reason for becoming a crucial tool
in understanding our world, past and futures, and its employability in thinking otherwise
from those more predictable humanist impulses that led to such worlds and expectations.
Posthumanism has never been one thing. Temporally it has been argued that we were always
posthuman while many transhumanists see posthumanism as yet to arrive. Those who refuse
humanism’s anthropocentric tendencies would see us already existing in a posthuman world.
Spatially by claiming there is an exemplary template of what it is to be posthuman the
concept loses what its infinite manifestations may be. Only in posthumanismings can we



witness posthumanism. Attending to a communal definition is impossible, but there are
tendencies that persist. Some, such as human exceptionalism and a return to certain questions
around mortality (and potential immortality) and a reason for existence, continue humanist
impulses. Others actively refuse humanist ideologies, especially the posthumanism of the last
decade that is deeply critical of the questions of knowledge and techniques of biopolitics
which lead to the anthropocentric power impulse being the foundation of all negotiations of
the world. Posthumanism belongs in this respect to minoritarian politics. It could be argued
that feminism, anti-racism and decolonialism, queer theory, disability studies, and even
Marxism have always been posthumanist in their shared decentralization of a single template
of humanity as viable. Increasingly antispeciesism and deep ecology are informed by and
inform posthumanism for similar reasons, combined with a shift in the understanding of life
from dividuated entities taxonomically and ontologically demarcated and placed within a
hierarchy, to life as a mesh of networks in ethical perpetual feedforward and feedback, a
multiplicity of affects and expressions. The “human” part of posthumanism is shifting to a
post-world or post-earth in being attentive to and inclusive of all forms of life and the
geological layers which support them, with the definition of life itself becoming more
complex and nuanced. Common to these developments is the decentralization of the human
in the world. It seems all manifestations of the posthuman seek to deliver the human from
itself, and some seek to deliver the world from the human. The latter is the arena to which the
Ahuman belongs, but as a concept that is attentive to human accountability and the urgent
need for humans to forsake their privilege, the Ahuman refers to the ways in which humans
can cease to be human so as to dismantle the exceptionalism of human privilege, human
dominance, human destruction, and ultimately in its most extreme demand, human life from
the natural world. The concept comes originally from the collected anthology The Animal
Catalyst: Toward Ahuman Theory (MacCormack 2014) and is elaborated in The Ahuman
Manifesto (MacCormack 2019) as a response to how to manage practical activist
considerations of nonhumans and ecological environments with the phantasmagoric
experiments of corporeality and becomings of posthumanism, without detriment to the
former through the emphasis on human experience in the latter.

Human perception can be considered both the underlying principle and the limitation of
the constitution of the Anthropocene. Our current navigations of the epoch and its
devastation continue in many aspects via anthropocentric modes of perception, which
severely constricts human capacity to think the world otherwise. Or, better, still, to no longer
drive to know a world in order to convert that knowledge to use of the world for the human.
Not knowing the world, thinking through worlds in nonhuman ways, is the goal of
Ahumanism, yet it is impossible in advance to predict those ways, and all the while in art, in
activism, in radical refutations of privilege, in acting on the unthinkable, Ahuman practice is
already everywhere. In stating how to live a non-Fascist life Michel Foucault states that the
fourth principle is de-individualization, that is, decentering the individual as one of many
within a hierarchy in preference for diverse combinations and relations (1983: xiv), placing
deindividualizing politics in the Spinozist realm of relationality over subjectivity. The final
and most crucial of his principles is “do not become enamoured of power” (1983: xiv).
Human exceptionalism is inherently Fascist in contemporary ecosophy due to its refusal to



create or allow diverse combinations in and of nature to express freely and to flourish
without placing human control and reaping of value of nature before all else.
Anthropocentrism is that practice converting use and human parasitism to orders of
knowledge—to be known through anthropocentric epistemes—which persists in limiting
even minoritarian politics that remain enamored with the individual or the human as a
priority. Anthropocentric knowledge organizes, orders, and it always has a motive. Yet even
we anti-anthropocentric posthumans are or at least come from the human and to claim
otherwise would be to disavow the accountability we must acknowledge to catalyze our
Ahuman becomings. We can leave human impulses behind and adamantly repudiate human
value as superior to other organic forms, but we are also obliged to navigate the world we
have created and the damage we have done. Our becomings are also obliged to neither co-opt
nor fetishize another in their experiments, so the age of the Ahuman is also the age of the
monster, a counter-revolutionary within the current options that also include the more
traditional posthuman cyborg, Vitruvian human, or vulnerable animal. Monster studies is a
field toward which Ahumanism is deeply indebted, as it exploits and celebrates the aberrant
human, the non-dominant failed anthropoid, while also indulging in a faith in the fictive and
unbelievable, not as a form of false consciousness or delusion (two driving forces in
capitalist “truth”) but of experiments in different practices of being, becomings that
effectuate actual shifts in thought and power without replacing one system for another. The
faith in the fictive monster, a belief in fabulation, is belief in the powers (puissance, not
pouvoir) of affectuation that any force can catalyze, whether it be true or false, imagined or
repetitive, fleeing or captured. The material actuality of those affects is consistently “real” in
their alteration of the expressivity of entities and their relations. Many manifestations of
posthumans can be considered monstrous, and Ahumanism welcomes especially those which
transmute without co-opting the other in order to enter becomings or what Deleuze and
Guattari call unnatural participations. The monster is a shifting and tactical anti-subject, a
citizen of all and no nation, always more-than-one hybrid, incapable of allegiance but always
up for co-monstrous alliance with others unlike its momentary self. Monster theory is a
political theory of configuring Ahuman selfhood beyond subjectivity and technofetishistic
posthumanism in that it already describes the position of many corporeally and politically
minoritarian traitors to anthropocentric aspirations of belonging as advantageous. From being
heavily critiqued by feminism and disability studies, monster studies has become the ways by
which reclamation of alterity can inform new tactics to dismantle anthropomorphism in a
similar way to queer theory, with which it shares much in being at once a refusal of human
ontologies of biopolitical categories and an embrace of a category of belonging that means
everything and nothing at once. The monster, like the queer, is always on the move, a
verbing. Its fictive aspect makes it diverge from queer as a specifically desiring politics;
however, as both are practices as much as tactical schematic selfthoods, both are deployed to
move the anthropocentrism of the world as they move unlike collectives of many within the
self and the self as part of many in activisms. This important shift shows the result of what
happens when name-calling, pathologization, and denigration due to difference are taken
away from anthropocentrism and placed in the hands of the monsters themselves, thus both
the critique and celebration reflect the need for accountability with experimental



metamorphosis. Asa Mittman emphasizes this in his claim that contemporary monster studies
in anthropocentric sciences is deeply normative and pathologizing while the invigorated turn
to a more medieval monster studies in art, history, philosophy, and the areas that initially
critiqued it such as women’s studies and disability studies is jubilant in its collapse of reality
with fantasy (2012: 1, 5). This vague non-definition of monstrosity takes the concept from
teratology to potential activist practice, while collapsing he who names from the named.
Monstrosity as a self-naming, new individuality of no-individuality, treachery to normative
humanity, to the love for power defined by position (the monster is everywhere and nowhere)
is nothing more than a refusal to be—to be human, to count being human as the ultimate
counting, to conform to allegiances based on likeness, filiation, even species. Because
monsters cannot reproduce, we resist reproduction of State, of filiation through nation, of
heteronormative structures, and of regimes.

If monsters are the individuals of posthuman Ahumanism, then their utterances and
politics are similarly fabulations that collapse reality and imagination—practices of art. By
art I mean any practice that wishes to dismantle anthropocentrism, so there is art in science,
in politics, as well as un-artistic “artworks.” Like monsters, art inflects the oppositionality of
reality from fiction, privileging neither aspect as affect is art’s only real ambition.
Ahumanism’s emphasis on monsters and art (and monsters as art and art as monstrous)
defines only to the extent that the affects produced disrupt and reterritorialize anthropocentric
tendencies. Truth and falsity are irrelevant when speaking of patterns of apprehension and
production, because capitalism relies on adaptive patterns which may be true or not, news
which may be fake or not, but the material affects and actions produced are always real so the
generation purpose of being either true or false is irrelevant when art, in its bareness, never
claims a relationship with truth but only with its expressions. The rationality of many
anthropocentric epistemes valued over art conceals their own fiction of being necessary,
logical, or true. Connecting logocentrism with power impulses, Lyotard states: “Reason and
power are one and the same thing. You may disguise the one with dialectics or
prospectiveness, but you will still have the other in all its crudeness: jails, taboos, public
weal, selection, genocide” (1984: 11). The attribution of hierarchies of organisms based on
sentience or consciousness becomes defunct here. Speaking of Spinozan ethics, Deleuze
states: “The fact is that consciousness by its nature is the locus of an illusion” (1988: 19)
while “the entire Ethics is a voyage in immanence; but immanence is the unconscious itself,
and the conquest of the unconscious. Ethical joy is the correlate of affirmative speculation”
(1988: 29, original emphasis). The understandable need to see change as promised potential
through activism, always an artistic practice in fictive belief, or in Deleuze’s Spinozist words
affirmative speculation, is also one which threatens to extinguish itself if planned in advance
as a replacement structure. While this tendency seems logical and conscious, it falls into the
anthropocentric traps that pair logic and consciousness with power and reason, social
techniques of anthropocentric dominance. Art invokes the unconscious, opens the self to the
self it never knows, creating collectives between unknowable and unlike selves. These
practices sometimes seem risky and frightening but they do not belong to a binarized
diachrony, so they also include joy and expansion of potential. Being beyond anthropocentric
language effaces both the individual and our ability to know in general, but opening to



thought displaces anthropocentric perception which is the first step in Ahumanism. Activisms
as/and art instead collate through what Guattari calls little collective refrains, where tactics
are fragmentary, multidirectional compared to the organizing centers of scientific
assemblages (2011: 150-1). Serres asks of us, “Can one imagine a different object of science,
can one conceive an object of love?” (1995: 91). More important in Serres’s critique of
science (Ahumanism is not anti-science but anti-social contract at the expense of the natural,
so it is critical of the dialectic scientific subject object relation) is his invocation of
imagining. Serres foregrounds the use of imagination in conceiving an object, elucidating the
act of conception in the encounter of an object. The conception occurs in the space between
the two, as the object as subject conceives the subject as another object, and the relation
between is a virtualized affective-expressivity independent of both that dissipates its
intensities throughout the world. The turn to imagination, acknowledgment of conception, is
an accountable moment—in science, in writing, in representation, in all relations—and an
Ahuman attitude would embrace the other as always imagined as an act not of power but
love. Irigaray emphasizes the impossibility of love coming from shared speech, which is
essentially complicity (2002: 35), while allowing the other to be unknown but encountered
and acknowledging the unknown self of self via an entirely new and non-anthropocentric
form of speech. While Irigaray’s call is primarily against phallogocentric speech, the
following lengthy passage is transferable to the call against and beyond anthropocentrism:

To go in search of oneself, especially in relation with the other, represents a work not yet
carried out by our culture of speaking. It has little investigated this being on the way
toward and into interiority, still leaving it to the silence of the without words, to the
night of the without light ... the task of discovering, beyond the customary rationality of
the West, a different speech and reason has not seemed imperative. It appears however
the most indispensable and the most sublime task for the human subject, the one able,
beyond our oppositions and hierarchies, to recast the categories of the sensible and the
intelligible in a rationality that as a result becomes more complex, more accomplished
for human becoming, and nevertheless everyday and universal. (2002: 43)

There is an Ahuman aspect of embracing silence and seeing in the dark, only insofar as
imagination, art and the language of the absolute other, the language of the human or
nonhuman, the environment or the territory seem silent and dark to anthropocentric ears and
eyes. But the world is teeming with communications, all of which are sensible and
intelligible in excess of anthropocentrism. Reason cannot translate them. Imagination offers
the opportunity of hope in entering into relations with consent (and nature rarely consents to
the relations into which we force it) and reciprocity.

The Ahuman initially emerges as a third way on the reductive binary that describes the
simplest version of the posthuman—the human as a future cyborg with eternal life, and the
human as a material experiment in devolutionary politics, becomings, and diversity. The
Ahuman repudiates biotechnology only to the extent that biotech concerns itself with profit
or human life extension, but not necessarily to the ways it could help care for the Earth.
Transhumanism is therefore not considered markedly different to humanism or even religion



in the shared desire for life eternal and man at the zenith of a hierarchy (or at least a God that
looks very much like a white man). The Ahuman is suspicious of the motives of
devolutionary politics because many experiments in identity metamorphosis end up
fetishizing or co-opting the other for the benefit of the dominant (not necessarily always
dominant human but certainly dominant over some humans and other species). While the
Ahuman embraces all experiments in being whose affects are not detrimental to minoritarian
others, human and nonhuman, it is suspicious of turning to the other and making their alterity
a performative masquerade or, even worse, using the actual bodies of others in experiments
in posthumanism, be it in the theater or the laboratory.

The posthuman owes as much to anti-capitalist minoritarian movements such as feminism,
postcolonialism, disability studies, and queer theory (those which also inspired monster
studies according to Mittman, [2012: 3]) as to transhumanism’s fascination with
biotechnology. Posthuman’s minoritarian inspiration allies it with movements such as
intersectionality but beyond identity politics. Ahumanism could be considered an extension
of the reflective address of intersectionality on the histories and memories of the maligned
never-quite-human with the fabulated becomings of the anti—identity posthumans, but it takes
this address away from its human focus to a rhizomatic understanding of life (itself an
increasingly difficult concept to define) as constituting the Earth without signification or
subjectification. Ahumanism adds antispeciesism to intersectionality without adding any
ontological definition of species and resistant to the very concept of species, which belongs
to the anthropocentric worlds of ethology or animal fetishism. Ahumanism accepts the
absolute unknowability of the nonhuman other, and voraciously fights for that other’s right to
express freely and with liberty via no conditions of existence and no human knowledge or
understanding of those conditions. Ahumanism in this somewhat perverse term takes the
concept of equality—somewhat old fashioned and phallocratic for feminism, utopian, and
vague for material rights—and applies it to all Earth’s life forms. This delivers it from the
asinine and predictable absurd scenarios with which some moral philosophy grapples (is a
virus the same as a cow, the stereotype child versus dog on a rail track or human and pig on a
desert island) although even in this area the questions are changing their focus from the
other’s “responsibility” to prove their equivalence to our obligation to allow the other to be,
entirely independent of knowledge of that other’s drives or desires (see Koorsgard 2019).
The Ahuman’s inception comes primarily from the inclusion of abolitionism into alterity
activism. Abolitionism, unlike animal rights, does not seek to give rights to nonhumans in a
human world, but begins with the premise that animals do not occupy a world which is for
humans but that all life has an equal claim to liberty of being and therefore all use of another
organism is unethical. The nonhuman animal is no longer the fatally disadvantaged or non-
consensual plaintiff in a judiciary situation it cannot win, or a pawn about which humans
argue, where the site of contestation is always between humans and about humans.
Anthropocentric ethology is destined to fail the nonhuman because it is knowledge enamored
of power and driven by motive. The use arrives before the endless redundant vindications for
using nonhumans and the Earth. Abolitionism reverses this hypothesis.

Posthumanism has a long relationship with deconstructing the identities which constitute
the conditions of oppression. It has simultaneously grappled with the ethics of repudiating



new or repressed identities that have never counted as properly or at least equally human in
the first place. This attention to memories of oppressions coupled with desires for liberation
has been foregrounded in posthuman materialism, against transhumanism’s persistent
humanist impulses. However, the nonhuman animal was (and often still is) frequently absent
in the list of oppressed. Alternatively, nonhumans are included as homogenized species,
denying individual nonhuman agency. Frequently the nonhuman as individual or species-
archetype has been co-opted into an experiment in becoming or an ethological template for
living otherwise than human, both of which allow the nonhuman animal to emerge once
again only via human perception without consent. The hypothesis, motive, and use behind
these experiments often remained thoroughly human in their dominant actions if not in their
resulting posthumanismings. The Ahuman seeks to redress this absence, not through the
political tool of inclusion (which continues to fail humans as well) but of a concept taken
from Serres—that of grace. Serres only fleetingly mentions grace in Genesis:

Whoever is nothing, whoever has nothing, passes and steps aside. From a bit of force,
from any force, from anything, from any decision, from any determination ... Grace is
nothing, it is nothing but stepping aside. Not to touch the ground with one’s force, not to
leave any trace of one’s weight, to leave no mark, to leave nothing, to yield, to step
aside ... to dance is only to make room, to think is only to step aside and make room,
give up one’s place. (1995: 47)

The concept of grace has led me to return over and over to both this quote and the
incandescently rich yet simple idea that humans are capable of materially considerable
activism which is not always intervention but can be passive action. All binaries of action
and non-action, power and passivity, doing something and doing nothing, seem to melt into
one another in this concept. This is particularly useful at this time in late capitalism, where
doing something as an individual or collective seems increasingly nominal in the face of
abstract machines of market, empty economic signifiers, and the world being understood
primarily through circulation of data. The material reality of lives, of suffering, gets lost in
this system and so too does the effectiveness of some activism and the importance of small
changes can seem inconsequential. Yet activisms such as boycott, refusal, holding to account
through diminishment of abstract profit can hijack the de-“person”-alized (more correctly
dematerialized) world through the purchase histories we make and the activities of
consumerism we refuse, activism in not buying or not doing which is a crucial and most
easily accessible element of abolitionist activism. Put simply, not being complicit with the
wholesale torture and murder of nonhuman animals by not buying the spoils of their
suffering which is the primary activism of abolitionists, is a doing in not doing. It performs
an additional function of grace which lacks in both ethology and animal rights in that it steps
aside from demanding the nonhuman other to vindicate their right to be. Abolitionists do not
ask the other to prove their existence based either on equivalence to humans, central to the
speciesism of animal rights moral philosophy, or even their desire to live and capacity for
pain, seen in some less speciesist moral theory. Humans have a violent tendency to make the
other prove the worth of its existence while never reflecting on its own neutralized position



of dominance, and while minoritarian humans know this, we speak the same language at least
to negotiate it. Leaving makes no demands of the other, so grace becomes what Ahumanism
calls an activism of radical compassion, inspired by Carol Adams’ critique of capitalism and
malzoan humanism’s war on compassion (2014). In addition to vegan practices of boycott
and refusal, which even by being defined through negative value presume privation of a
superior thus worthy human, imagination and art constitute abolitionist practices. Because we
are utterly unfamiliar with a world that is compassionate and shows grace toward nonhuman
others, the practices of direct action activism and ways in which anthropocentric patterns of
perception can be disrupted require imaginative techniques, unthought of modes of
representation and communication, and returning to the first part of this chapter, a
commitment to believing in something that at this time may seem unbelievable—a world
where the nonhuman does not suffer through human use. So many abolitionists risk despair
in the enormity and, to paraphrase Arendt, banal evil, of the way humans abuse nonhuman
animals in the daily exponentially overwhelming holocaust (this is explored by Patterson), so
embracing joy through the artistry required to navigate an anthropocentric world in non-
anthropocentric ways is vital and vitalizing. This kind of jubilant and imaginative artistry has
also extended more traditional activisms such as intersectionality to antispeciesism in Adams,
A. Breeze Harper (also known as Sistah Vegan), Elena Wewer and Tara Sophia Bahna-Jones,
and others. While the maintenance of joy alongside despair is critical for abolitionist
Ahumanism, the welcoming of fabulation and liberation from anthropocentrism through art
as activism (and vice versa) can be considered a gift, albeit a challenging one, that the
optimistic aspects of posthumanism’s unpredictable future have celebrated.

There is a further step in Ahumanism that is inspired by the grace of stepping aside and
leaving be, which is an increasingly common activism in both abolitionism and
environmentalism—antinatalism. How better to open the world to the other, to allow the
other to express and develop, evolve in ways liberated from the diminishing affects imposed
from human intervention, that for humans to rethink the necessity for the species to exist? In
a highly posthuman turn, just as posthumanism rebukes the emptiness of humanist questions
of “why are we here” and “how can we live forever,” the Ahuman asks “why does the earth
need humans?” Ahuman antinatalism is not efilism (the end-all-carbon-based-life
fetishization of Buddhism) and it is not genocide, eugenics, or any other thoroughly human
hierarchical form of violence. It sees the lives here now as valid because they are here but
sees little validity in the already vaguely eugenic idea that human procreation is necessary or
beneficial at all. The very concept of continuing one’s family line or DNA is akin in many
ways to nationalism, patriotism, and other lineage fantasies of false inheritance of attributes
that in anthropocentrism has usually led to the most heinous forms of violence and hatred of
alterity as a concept. When the state enforces eugenics, when the Right cultivates
nationalism, it is horrific. Somehow when the Oedipal family does it, it is domesticated to be
natural or even adorable. From an Ahuman perspective, they are the same tendency. This is
human exceptionalism at its most creepingly insipid. Currently the worst offense humans can
make toward the Earth and environmental damage is reproduction. Presuming one’s offspring
will share one’s values is Fascist (and delusional). But ceasing reproduction leaves us with
more than enough to keep our imaginations for this Earth, and its current occupants, human



and nonhuman, challenged. One cannot lament a life never been, one is simply lamenting
one’s own [insert vacuous humanist concept here] not continuing, whether that be genetic,
nationality, family name, or any other vindication that seems to align itself with fascism
readily but which, in our breedercentric world, becomes sentimental when we speak of
reproduction. In antinatalism nothing is lost, care for the world is won. Humans can
graciously care for the living occupants of the Earth, and ultimately, leave the Earth be.

A note on care: Care is increasingly important in posthuman ethical work because it
attends to some of the dismissed aspects of posthumanism that logocentric posthumanism
refuted as either emotive or feminizing (often interchangeably). Grace as a stepping aside and
letting be does not ignore necessity. The large-scale concept of grace measures the violent
constant interventions humans have on the Earth against the benefit of not doing so, coupled
with the stepping aside from the over valuation of self that humans perpetrate at the expense
of the other (including minoritarian humans in the case of, for example, choosing to
reproduce over fostering or adoption)—stepping aside from privileging of self; stepping
aside from hierarchy, use, abuse, and parasitic relations. The smaller, localized issues that
would be described as Ahuman activisms often involve intervention as an attribute of care.
Care listens to the very different, untranslatable language of nature and attempts to assist.
Grace does not ignore suffering. But it does not force nature into nonconsensual relations
either. Rectifying the damage humans have done to the Earth will involve certain
interventions which can be described as care with grace, because the primary motive of
intervention as parasitic, in order to use nature, is not the driving force. Caring graciously is a
passive activism, relation without profit or demand for reciprocity.

Ahumanism will hopefully have an exhaustible time, or perhaps a time where it becomes
defunct, advocating for things which would be entirely unthinkable to a future, just as we
now think of human slavery (see Spiegel 1997), gender, racial, and sexual persecution as
unthinkable—yet of course they still exist and show that anthropocentric impulses lead to
predictable results. A world without humans—right now without anthropocentric actions and
enforcements of power, eventually perhaps without actual human life—is any number of
infinite worlds, but the key lies in our giving away the impulse or desire to know. Arguments
against Ahumanism cite care as needing goals and an endgame picture, but while minor
revolutions and outcomes and their benefits are invaluable, endgame worldviews are driven
by anthropocentrism’s obsession with omniscience and its own deification. Ahumanism is a
concept that is met with outrage, claims it is delusionally absurd, utopian. What matters is
less what Ahumanism seems to the anthropocentric, but its workability as a here and now
activism. Both abolition and antinatalism are freely available activisms for the overwhelming
majority of humans at this time. The question should not be why should we, but if we can
why aren’t we? Anything less is an excuse for human exceptionalism, where even the most
left wing, the most anti-prejudice, shows their human species-nationalism, and places the
onus on the victim. Navigating of what being human means during a time of care is
posthuman because it is non-prescriptive. The navigation involves experiments in being non-
anthropocentric, queer monsters treacherous to the power-enamored human, effulgent in
despair, creative in confoundment. If posthuman is the verbing of subjectivity, Ahumanism
advocates practical and unimagined actions that produce material affects immediately real for



the bodies that suffer and die right now. It values the Earth and all its occupants over use, and
unknowing becomes the potential of life without dominion, a new way of understanding life
liberated from the dominion of both human parasitism and human knowledge. Radical
compassion is care without condition as a way to acknowledge what humans were and go
beyond what we think we can be not in the world but for the world.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Posthumanism: Critical, Speculative,
Biomorphic

DAVID RODEN

POSTHUMANISM: VITAL OR UNBOUND?

The various philosophical posthumanisms—speculative, critical, epistemological, etc.—
reject the presumption that reality must be understood from a human perspective. But what is
left of embodiment or aesthetics in post-anthropocentric thought? Should it conceive bodily
feelings or the aesthetic as modes by which reality is encountered? If not, it seems ill-placed
to describe the historical situation motivating this “non-human turn.” I refer to this in my
book Posthuman Life as the “posthuman predicament”: a condition under which life and
mind have become entangled with planetary-scale technological and ecological processes
which portend radical changes in their composition and nature (Roden 2014: 150-65, 186).

Without the idea of a sensing, active body, it is unclear how to explore the ethical salience
of the posthuman predicament. For this reason, posthumanists have sought to think ethical
agency as no longer the unique preserve of the rational human subject but of living bodies as
such.

However, such posthumanisms may inflate parochially human experiences into invariants
of life as such, effectively singing anthropocentrism in a vitalist key.

I argue here that there is a form of abstraction, which circumvents anthropocentrism.
Following related usages of Alain Badiou and Ray Brassier, I refer to this as “unbinding” in



my account of the epistemology of Speculative Posthumanism (see Roden 2014: 75, 76—
104).

However, “unbound” posthumanism loosens constraints on subjectivity in ways that could
return us to the “disembodied approach” that we initially considered ill-adapted to
understanding the historical situation of the posthuman. It must consequently use a more
epistemologically vigilant means of folding the body back into posthumanism. To this end, I
want to consider the thought of a “subtractive body” whose coherence and status are longer
explicitly theorized but effected. Instead of a “vital posthumanism” of affective bodies, I
propose one of biomorphic abstraction.

I get this term from J. G. Ballard’s experimental fiction, The Atrocity Exhibition—a
montage of 20th Century media landscapes, whose images of assassination, war, psycho-
surgical intervention, and mutilation are obsessively and pornographically rendered, as if in a
series of attempts to grasp the latent destructiveness of modernity. Its fictive pretext is that
these elements have been assembled by a former psychiatrist seeking to understand the
exorbitant violence of his period. Yet as his colleague Dr. Nathan notes, the cure is
sometimes the poison:

Travers’s problem is how to come to terms with the violence that has pursued his life—
not merely the violence of accident and bereavement, or the horrors of war, but the
biomorphic horror of our own bodies. Travers has at last realized that the real
significance of these acts of violence lies elsewhere, in what we might term “the death
of affect.” Consider our most real and tender pleasures—in the excitements of pain and
mutilation; in sex as the perfect arena, like a culture bed of sterile pus, for all the
veronicas of our own perversions, in voyeurism and self-disgust, in our moral freedom
to pursue our own psychopathologies as a game, and in our ever greater powers of
abstraction. What our children have to fear are not the cars on the freeways of tomorrow,
but our own pleasure in calculating the most elegant parameters of their deaths. (Ballard
1993: 93-4)

The “exhibition” is not a detached method for understanding modernity but a perverse
iteration of it. Ballard’s biomorph thus indicates a similarly perverse solution to the self-
prescribed conceptual poverty of unbound posthumanism. It performs a body whose features
are revealed in the novel’s implacable geometries, just like the conjoined and wounded
bodies of Ballard’s other great ’70s experiment, Crash (see below).

Rhetorics of depth or intensity must be sacrificed, not because actual bodies are
abstractions, but because unbound posthumanism cannot frame the deracinative effects of the
future as the adventure of some given subject (whether human, animal, mundane, or
transcendental). If this future can be embodied, it is by remaking and remarking bodies,
reiterating the disconnection that lifts the formerly human into the orbit of the posthuman.
This biomorphic “body” is thought neither as flesh, nor pre-discursive intensity, nor as
socially mediated construct (Thacker 1997: 60). What constitutes the body and its powers—
its specific eroticism and affects—is something for bodies to elaborate. Posthumanism then
becomes invested in aesthetic experiments that, as we will see in the next section, operate in



the wastelands vacated by philosophies of subjectivity and agency.

Unbound posthumanism has no model of experience familiar from traditional aesthetics.
The aesthetic is not discernible within unbound discourse because traditional accounts of
subjectivity or embodiment are suspended (see Badiou 2006: 327). Posthumanism explores
the possibility space of subjectivity through performance—mutating and experimenting with
exemplars and models (biomorphs) rather than by inference or dialectics. The theoretical part
of it that we treat here is thus propaedeutic to its operation.

Below, 1 argue that this opaque posthuman performance (“disconnection thinking
disconnection”) bears a formal comparison to the ways Francois Laruelle’s Non-Philosophy
attempts to think in “the Real” rather than about it. A consideration of the role of the non-
philosophical performative, I argue, limns a “broken” thought that can disconnect without a
pre-conception of itself. The final part of the essay will consider examples of this operation
in the art and writing of Hans Bellmer, Ballard, and Gary J. Shipley.

THE SPECULATIVE IMPETUS

Whereas “critical posthumanism” opposes the perceived anthropocentrism of modern
political and intellectual life, “speculative posthumanism” is concerned with the possibility
that radically nonhuman agents might emerge from our technological practice (see Roden
2014). This futurist orientation forces a methodological suspension of anthropological
assumptions. While critical and speculative posthumanism overlaps in opposing
anthropocentrism, the latter must undertake this more conscientiously, for “we know that we
do not know” of the deep technological time of posthuman life.

What can be said—or so I argue in Posthuman Life—is currently schematic in nature. For
example, I characterize posthumans as wide human descendants of humans who have

become technologically inhuman.! These might come from any locus of the “Wide
Human”—the reciprocating assemblage of “narrow” humans, ecologies, technical systems,
and networks generating undirected techno-social mutations. Posthumanity, so understood, is
a self-catalyzed disconnection from the Wide Human by one of its parts. This “Disconnection
Thesis” (DT) affords an appropriately abstract interpretation of “becoming inhuman.” It
states:

A wide human descendent is a posthuman if and only if:

1. Tt has ceased to belong to the Wide Human as a result of technical alteration.

2. Or is a wide descendant of such a being (Outside the Wide Hurnan)2

(Roden 2014: 112-13)

As stated, DT is purposely nonsubstantive and abstract: multiply satisfiable by agents with
disparately mundane or exotic powers (e.g., artificial intelligences, mind-uploads, cyborgs,
synthetic life forms, etc.). However, it is important for our purposes to note that DT—at least,
this initial version of it—is not wholly “unbound.” It needs a theory of agency to give it
empirical purchase on future disconnections. For example, it distinguishes posthuman
disconnection from uninteresting cases where technical objects—hulks and ruins, say—fall
out of the Wide Human by ceasing to work (Roden 2014: 127-8).



I supply this by employing an ecological conception of a self-maintaining agent
characterized by the functional autonomy to exploit its environment and form collectives
with other agents (Roden 2014: 124-50). Apart from this capacity to “enlist” ecological
value, functional autonomy implies no specific psychology (e.g., consciousness, language,
beliefs etc.).

As observed already, humanist conceptions of agency bind the space of possible agents to
some concept drawn from philosophical accounts of what makes actual human subjectivity
epistemically or ethically distinctive. This can be extremely abstract and relatively unbound
on its own terms. Thus, for Ray Brassier and Reza Negarestani the only part of humanism
worth saving is a subtractive version of what Wilfred Sellars calls “the manifest image”—the
conceptual framework in which we understand ourselves as reflective subjects evaluable
within a social and linguistic “space of reasons” (Sellars 1956). For Brassier’s neorationalist
futurism, this formal idea of a “self-conscious rational agent” is central to any conception of
general intelligence as a “self-correcting enterprise” (Brassier 2011a; Negarestani 2019;
Roden 2019).

Critical posthumanists, by contrast, channel Michel Foucault in their suspicion of the idea
that the human body instantiates a transcendental or discursive form. Donna Haraway,
Katherine Hayles, and Rosi Braidotti appeal to a situated, bodily agent that composes its
world by connecting and affiliating with other bodies. Not a transcendental subject but a
“transversal force that cuts across and reconnects previously segregated species, categories
and domains” (Braidotti 2013: 60, 193). Haraway famously glosses these transversal entities
as cyborgs: “creatures simultaneously animal and machine who populate worlds ambiguously
natural and crafted” (Haraway 1989: 174). Braidotti refers to this lively power of affiliation
with the ancient Greek term for non-human/non-political life (zoe)—as opposed to bios, the
cultivated, discursive life of the human citizen.

Zoe marks the sociable tendency of living matter to affiliate with other living systems and
form new functional assemblages. Crucially, for Braidotti, this vital posthumanism affirms
“the positivity of the intensive subject” and the power of joy, endurance, affectivity, and
freedom (Braidotti 2006: 134-5). It has a temporal duration, a future, feels pain and
limitation: “Zoe, or life as absolute vitality, however, is not above negativity and it can hurt.
It is always too much for the specific slab of enfleshed existence that single subjects
actualise” (138).

These remarks suggest that while ostensibly non-human, zoe has attributes that may only
be intelligible in anthropocentric terms. Notions like “duration,” “pain,” and “affirmation”
are, after all, derived from human experience. This point is echoed by the French speculative
realist philosopher Quentin Meillassoux, who argues that there is something paradoxical
about a critique of humanism that deflates “the primacy of the rational subject” only to inflate
“another type of subjectivity (will, life, habit, contraction of duration)” (Meillassoux 2016:
Kindle Locations 2903-2908; see also Negarestani 2019: 201-48).

This criticism can be beefed up with the help of epistemological filters developed in
Posthuman Life and my subsequent work (see Roden 2017, 2018). The first is the claim that
there are contents or structures of experience (“dark phenomena”) such that having them
does not confer significant understanding of them (Roden 2013). Applying the Dark



Phenomenology Filter, Meillassoux’s worry is epistemically well-founded. Having such
experiences does not tell us what they are, how they are structured, or how generalizable
such structures are to nonhuman, non-terrestrial, or posthuman life. Thus, there is no non-
empirical basis for generalizing them to life conceived as zoe.

Admittedly, Braidotti’s orientation, like Haraway’s, is primarily political and disclaims
totalizing or futurist ambitions in favor of the empirical mapping of power relations in a
globalizing world (Braidotti 2018: 4). However, the posthuman predicament is defined, as
Claire Colebrook reminds us, by the capture of zoe in a “divergent, disrupted and diffuse
systems of forces, in which the role of human decisions and perceptions is a contributing
factor at best.” This decentered multiple is, or seems, without direction or purpose. Unlike
zoe, it is not an ethical subject. It follows that posthumanism is not ethics but, as Colebrook
enjoins, a “counter ethics” (Colebrook 2012a: 37). To think of this inhuman network, to
which the Wide Human paradoxically adheres, at the level of theory or art posthumanism
must unbind ecological/embodied constraints in order to map the indetermination of the
future by anything remotely human.

This applies to the attributes of even the minimal, “psychology-free” account of agency in
Posthuman Life. What is self-maintenance in the most general sense? A tendency to preserve
an organic boundary or core temperature? Why assume posthumans agents should have such
fixed tolerances? My fiction of the “hyperplastic agent” (hyperagent) suggests otherwise. A
hyperagent is one whose autonomy has grown to the point that it can modify itself to an
arbitrary degree. It would be protean—Ilacking structural invariances beyond hyperplasticity.
It would not be self-maintaining in any sense that connects with the life we know.

I have argued that hyperagents could not be assigned rational intentions or boundaries
allowing us to attribute them endurance, pain, or passion (for details, see Roden 2014: 100-
02; 2015, 2016, 2017). They are thus radically uninterpretable within the manifest image. We
could not recognize them in either the rationalist sense favored by Brassier, or in Braidotti’s
zoe-centered sense.

Whether such beings are possible outside H. P. Lovecraft’s cosmic horror fiction is
irrelevant. I introduce the idea of limit agency to motivate the claim that our concepts of
agency might be too parochial to travel far outside our historical niche. If so, unbinding
posthumanism requires us to relinquish them as constraints on the potentialities released by
the posthuman predicament. Thus, even the ecological agent of Posthuman Life proves too
“speculative” for speculative posthumanism, which thus loses its means of identifying
disconnection events. We must withdraw from speculations on technological deep-time
bounded by a psychology-free ecological agency to terrain where disconnection becomes
“maximally unbound.”

PERFORMATIVE POSTHUMANISM

The withdrawal strategy I will consider here (biomorphism) has affinities and contrasts with
Francois Laruelle’s Non-Philosophy which are revealing enough to warrant the following
brief and inexpert discussion.

For Laruelle, philosophy is defined by a self-mirroring relation which he refers to as the



principle of “sufficient philosophy” (Laruelle 2011: 16). This guarantees that philosophy can
conceptualize any topic it addresses—e.g., hyperagency can perhaps be unpacked as an
exotic mode of agency. Philosophy thus wins the war even if it loses every battle. It generates
a hallucinatory mastery over its objects and its world; for whatever philosophers talk about,
they will be able to say what they are talking about (Gangle 2014: 50). There are no blind
spots in its discourse: all is philosophical.

To many, this might seem a benign condition of universal expressibility. What could be
wrong with that?

Well, our overview of unbinding and hyperagency motivated the question of whether any
philosophical concept of agency, ethics, or life (vitalist or Kantian) can determine its
extension into a posthuman or nonhuman field. Other philosophers—e.g., Derrida, Adorno,
and Badiou (2006)—cast doubt more generally on the sufficiency of philosophy. Thus, as
Brassier argues, we are philosophically entitled to question the dogma of a “pre-established
harmony” between concepts and reality: “Thought is not guaranteed access to being; being is
not inherently thinkable” (Brassier 2011b: 47).

But, then, how do we conceptualize an inexpressible reality without, once more,
reasserting the closure of philosophy? Laruelle and his followers propose to achieve this by
cracking the mirror of Philosophy and unbinding the principle of sufficient philosophy.

Laruelle performs this shattering in a writing that axiomatically insists on its own
insufficiency. Non-Philosophy radicalizes the idea of a purely immanent field prior to any
dualism or synthesis. Braidotti’s vitalism and other philosophical repudiations of
metaphysical or transcendental subject-object distinctions constitute more familiar avatars of
such immanence. Laruelle’s radical immanence, however, is introduced formally in terms of
a unilateral determination of thought. The Real or One determines thought immanently
without being conceptually determinable in thought: “The Real is not an object of
representation and consequently auto-representation; the One cannot be reflected as it is”
(Laruelle 2013: 137).

As Emma Black reminds us, however, the Real is not, therefore, unthinkable; for thinking
is determined from it and is subject to its torsions: “The One forces us to think ‘in’ or ‘from’
the real (in a unilateral sense) rather than ‘of’ or ‘about’ the real (In a reflexive or
representational sense)” (Black 2015: 3).

Non-Philosophy, like other “philosophies of the limit” (to use Drucilla Cornell’s revealing
term for deconstruction), proposes to unbind or disrupt the constraints that give reality a
philosophical face (Cornell 1992; Kolozova 2014: 99; 2018). It thus implies a thinking no
longer assignable to an agent or subject separated from or transcending the Real. By the same
token, the Real is not other than the human since its immanence precludes such a
differentiation. Katarina Kolozova aligns this inhuman real with the posthumanisms of
Haraway and Braidotti, recasting the human as the “Inhuman” a dissonant cyborg, hybrid of
vulnerable organic nature and formal rationality that, unlike the rationalist subject, is
philosophically irreducible to either (Kolozova 2018).

The identification of the Real with an inhuman human foreclosed to philosophical
judgment comports with speculative posthumanism’s concept of the Wide Human which, as
we have seen, has humans as operational components without exhibiting some essential



humanity (Roden 2014: 114-15). This inhuman thinking from the Real comports, likewise
with a claim about the epistemology of interpretation, I have leveraged against Robert
Brandom’s analytic pragmatism and its adoption by neorationalist thinkers such as Brassier
and Negarestani (Roden 2017). That essay considers the “Hegelian-functionalist” claim that
subjects are produced as such in the social game of “giving and asking for reasons.”

Describing this capacity requires an account of how certain behaviors qualify as signifying
moves. Not all events or behaviors, after all, are potential “texts.” I’ve argued that the most
plausible account is that they are “moves” where a competent interpreter would judge them
to be so. However, this doubles subjectivity only to unbind it. We have a subject defined by
the capacity to follow rules or norms. But we are left with a dangling interpreter subject,
presupposed but not independently explained by that pragmatist account.

This leaves what counts as an interpretable behavior or practice undefined, for the scope of
interpretation remains undetermined within the discourse it founds (Roden 2014: 128; 2017:
111-12). Thus, the speculative “posthuman performative” unbinds from the intentional,
human agent, leaving the performance as a faceless insurgent we grasp “aesthetically” in our
encounter with it.

Despite this marked convergence, there are important differences between maximally
unbound posthumanism and non-philosophy. Unbound posthumanism does not begin
axiomatically, but starts with philosophy; for example, using filter arguments to unbind the
posthuman predicament. Consequently, it has no need for Laruelle’s axiom of the immanent
One or for any allusion to pure, unreflective immediacy. In its place, it deploys the more
tractable filters composed by the opacity of the performative and, of course, the dark
phenomenology principle (Laruelle 2010: 18; Brassier 2012).

Biomorphic posthumanism does not treat the posthuman as a contemporary form of power
or life but as the indetermination of life by an anomalous “post-contemporary” reality that
never composes an experienced present (see Avanessian and Malik 2016). It cannot bind the
posthuman predicament to give a transcendental shape, but it can explore these possibilities
by releasing them (see next section).

Clearly, cyborgian and zoe-centered approaches to the posthuman body can be used to map
this opening or void. But unlike Non-Philosophy or critical posthumanism, biomorphic
posthumanism has no thought of resistance. While its inhuman “human” exists on an alien
planet unmeasured by philosophy, there is nothing remotely emancipatory about this
unmeasure. It is not, after all, philosophy that deracinates the (in)human. The Wide Human
deracinates itself. An undefined “human” is no more liable to be saved than a philosophically
determined one. And disconnection—now, the relation of the human to this void—is likewise
undefined prior to its effects.

Something like this indeterminacy applied to the standard formulation of speculative
posthumanism developed in Posthuman Life which operated with the minimal agency
concept. There, the only means to acquire substantive knowledge of posthumans was
engineering, not philosophy: making posthumans, becoming posthuman (Roden 2014: 8,
166-93).

This speculative impasse is reiterated in a maximally unbound posthumanism, but without
the constraints afforded by its psychology-free agency concept. This relation could now be



described as “a differential function without an ontological basis” (Derrida 1984: 16)—
whose effects are thought by invoking or releasing potential biomorphisms.

The posthuman predicament disconnects the human/inhuman; generating novel modes of
existence. The figure of the biomorph—which I map below through the work of Bellmer,
Ballard, and Shipley—performs or disseminates this effect. The biomorph is, then, a model
of the torsions and stresses of the posthuman predicament translated into its proprietary
format.

Perhaps a “homely” example will elucidate this. Does the phenomenon of what is known
in Japan as hikikomori—young men withdrawing from social life into an online world—
constitute a disconnection (Yeager 2017: 34)? Well, not in terms of moderately unbound
speculative posthumanism since any hikikomori remains existentially dependent on the Wide
Human. However, in maximally unbound posthuman, there is no agent-based ontology by
which such independence is gauged. There can only be an aesthetic rupture that calls for
judgment by subverting our habits of recognition or reading. For example, Ben Yeager’s
novel Amygdalatropolis explores the effect of the hikikomori’s immersion in the online. Its
protagonist /1404er/ buys his parents’ master bedroom and bathroom and never leaves. He
spends his life in an amnion of online snuff porn, clickbait, and casual online scapegoating in
the darknet forum he obsessively follows during fitful periods of wakefulness. Everyone
there is called /1404er/ (Connole and Yeager 2017).

There are no other characters to speak of; but then is /1404er/ even a person? He exhibits
little in the way of reflection, or introspection; beyond some brilliant oneiric sequences,
Yeager sandwiches between the “posts” which take up much of the novel. /1404er/ has
disconnected not only from the ethics of the social but from the standards of objectivity on
which it formerly depended. Is /1404er/ human, or posthuman? There is, of course, no
interesting binary answer to this. What is important is that the novel performs the distance
between /1404er/ and our fragile judgments of who or what composes the human.

Biomorphism is thus embodied (it is felt, however opaquely) and aesthetic insofar as what
constitutes “disconnection” is now mediated through form and reading. Thus, as in the
Atrocity Exhibition or Amygdalatropolis, art can be a source of biomorphic models for the
deracinating potentials of the posthuman predicament.

Might such a “counter-ethics” concede too much to the ways capitalism and its planetary
technologies are already terraforming the Earth, effectively aestheticizing them? Braidotti
and Francesca Ferrando distinguish the “perverse” postanthropocentrism of advanced
capitalism—with its constant disruption of boundaries and species—from an “ethical”
posthumanism that acknowledges the distinctive existence of all life (Braidotti 2013: 60—1;
Roden 2014: 184-5; Ferrando 2019). However, this distinction implies an immanent
normativity to life that their materialist vitalism cannot sustain. Zoe already enacts
biomorphisms—*“lines of life beyond organic or living purposiveness” (Colebrook 2012b;
Roden 2014: 185-6).

A rigorous posthumanism is, as I emphasize below, perverse in principle. It makes no
philosophical decisions, including or especially ethical ones; although, as in Braidotti’s
posthumanist ontology, it indicates a field where ethical relations between variously living
and non-living entities may emerge.



BELLMER—INTO DOLL SPACE

In the remainder of this chapter, I want to consider the work of three artists: Hans Bellmer, J.
G. Ballard, and Gary J. Shipley, whose work can be read as performing the biomorphic
subtraction of life. A biomorphism extends “no-need into no-utility ... no-utility into ‘art’”
(Massumi 2005: 131; Roden 2014: 189). As Livia Monnet remarks of Bellmer’s surrealist
doll sculptures and the accompanying texts produced between the 1930s and ’50s, this
movement is the very structure of perversion—the strategic proliferation of desire for nothing
(Monnet 2010: 195).

In one of the texts from his 1934 book The Doll (Die Puppe), Bellmer describes the doll
sculpture as a “poetic stimulator”—one that subtends antithetic ontological principles
(Bellmer 2005: 60). It is inanimate yet given potential for movement by permutation and
substitution; by articulation: “A mobile, passive and incomplete thing that can be
personified” (60).

The living death of the doll is a recombinant afterlife. By disturbing the principle of life,
the doll acquires a transverse, cosmological dimension that cannot be reduced to its
pornographic image.

For Bellmer, this is allegorized by the ball joint of his celebrated second doll. In a
surrealist conceit, he suggests that this mechanical coupling reconciles concentric motion
(since the joint’s inner ball moves around its center) with eccentric motion, which may be
transferred from the outside, causing it to orbit around an alien center (Bellmer 2005: 60—1).
This interchangeability of frames, for Bellmer, encodes the instability of body image and of
the boundaries between self and non-self.

Desire and the gaze, as Monnet observes, are extroverted in Bellmer’s art and writing—
pulled inside-out. This process is illustrated in a later essay where he writes of a man who
takes pornographic photos of his female lover, as Bellmer did with his collaborator, Unica
Ziirn. The man comes to identify with the beloved’s buttocks, deifying them in fantasy until
the fetishized body part absorbs him in turn, a simulation of his notional body (Monnet 2010:
289). Bellmer later remarks that this unstable, permutable body “resembles a sentence that
seems to invite us to dismantle it into its component letters, so that its true meanings may be
revealed anew through an endless stream of anagrams” (133). Exemplifying the general
structure of the biomorphic body, anagrammatic desire is not the joyful, intense becoming of
vital posthumanism but generated in deformations, perspectival crossings, or as in Ballard’s
Crash, juxtapositions and collisions (Thacker 1997: 60).

In a brilliant take on the work of Badiou, Tracy McNulty has argued that the philosophical
“passion” for the nonhuman absolute, as we find it in Badiou’s mathematical ontology or
Plato’s transcendent idealism, can be understood as formalist perversion.

Like Monnet, McNulty analyzes perversion as counter-ethics: an implacable emptying or
subtraction from subjective sense. This subtractive passion is not for anything and must, like
the biomorph, produce the thing it thinks (McNulty 2013: 33). Thus, we forever mumble
about the future in some atavistic pre-human script, invoking the “cthulhoid-continuum”
(Land 2011: 547), the “death drive,” “purposelessness that compels all purpose” (Brassier
2007: 236; Ireland 2017), destructive repetitions, “modernity”—failing to speak it, failing



worse. Ruminations of a planetary engine perpetually voiding itself without having an
“jtself” (Roden 2014: 150-65).3

CRASH—TOTAL EXTROVERSION

While Bellmer’s doll provides a fundamental anatomical module of extroversion: the
preemption of desire by the teaming unlife of the posthuman predicament, it is perhaps still
too domesticated, too sexualized to hint at its planetary compass. Ballard’s pornography of
violence is similarly anagrammatic but explicitly imbricated within the technological
landscapes of modernity (see Roden 2002). Thus in Crash, Vaughan—sexual shaman of
outer-London car parks and airport termini—dreams of dying in a car crash with Elizabeth
Taylor, remarking that this “unique vehicle collision ... would transform all our dreams and
fantasies” (Ballard 1995: 130).

The actual collision with which the novel opens is, bathetically, Vaughan’s “one true
accident” (Ballard 1995: 7). His car misses Taylor’s limousine, careening into an airline bus
below the London Airport Flyover. This errant driving nonetheless fuels the novel’s fatal
metaphor. Its narrative is replete with wounds formed by the meeting of soft bodies, hard
machine parts, and metalized carapaces. Early in the novel, its central protagonist “James
Ballard” observes Gabrielle, a recovering crash victim, finds affinities between her damaged
body, sheathed in an enticing orthopedic exoskeleton, and the display vehicles at the Earls
Court Motor show (Ballard 1995). When Ballard arouses his wife with fantasized sexual acts
between himself and Vaughan, he remarks his desire is purely structural; Vaughan’s body
“ceased to hold any interest” when detached from its shell, “his ... emblem-filled highway
cruiser” (Ballard 1995: 117).

Later in the novel, these conjunctions form a savage inventory of overkill bodies:
“ruptured genitalia, luminous drifts of safety glass, copulating bodies sheathed in ‘glass,
metal and vinyl’, skin incised by underwear, or chromium manufacturers’ medallions” (133)
—elements of an anagram more illimitable than Bellmer’s nightmares. This biomorph is
utterly subtractive; without unity or sense beyond its multiple symbolic ties to the “unique
event” that we know, from the novel’s outset, cannot occur. The future is thus abolished and
unbound in the most elegant gesture by this terminal metaphor. Ballard’s cyborgian sexuality
doesn’t just puncture our skin-bag in the style of the contemporary “posthumanities.” It
unbinds agency as such, extroverting the body into a limitless multiple.

SHIPLEY’S WAREWOLFF!—NECROCONCEPTUALITY

Gary Shipley’s work is often compared to Ballard for its single-minded estrangement of
sense. Yet it refuses even more, the satisfactions of setting and psychology. It is sometimes
marketed as “concept horror”—which is accurate insofar as it is the concept which does most
of the hurting here—remarked, disjointed, its grammatical lifelines sliced, and hamstrung. In
a sense, it is one of the purest expressions of a formal disconnection of thought from thought.

With a nod to the conventions of eldritch horror, Shipley’s (2017) novel Warewolff! has a
first person prologue redolent of Lovecraft’s “The Call of Cthulhu.” Its narrator claims that



what we are about to read are media transcripts documenting an alien influence that can only
be understood through its deformation of our bodies and speech. Ten thematic sections
follow: buildings, eyes, families, sky, air, holes, rooms, distortion, screens, ghosts.

These include terse vignettes like “Russian Dog Fail” (57) and longer sequences of finely
tuned incoherence. Their piquant titles include “Nice Gumbo” (112), “Reptile Christ” (70), or
“Instagramming Lana Del Rey’s Brain” (40).

“Nice Gumbo” nicely exhibits Shipley’s technique, in which bodily decomposition is
always the instrument of grammatical violence.

It begins: “We were stale the whole day and miniature in our cut-off legs. This was us
christened as invalids” (112). Implied mutilation—leg severing—disavowed by two
incongruous adjectives: “stale” and “miniature.” Nothing has happened. Just a christening, it
seems; or a change of aspect: “This was us flushing cramps with a bone saw. Look at us,
we’re the first of the year” (112).

Deliberate category errors upheap the indeterminacy: cramps are not flushable if we
understand the verb properly. But can we? If it is improper, what of the bone saw’s
inscrutable efficacy?

Over the bed, beside the crucifix, Kafka’s prostate sealed in a freezer bag. The last of
Brod’s salvage so the legend goes. It looks like the Eraserhead baby shrunk in an oven.
We love like mad from opposite corners of the room. K is that sweet gangrene in our
celibacy in glass. (Shipley 2017: 112)

The reference to Kafka’s unfaithful literary executor and the comparison with the mutant
offspring in David Lynch’s debut movie supplies a vivid sensory image, but it is offset by the
abstraction of the last sentence where the logic of inclusion falters.

If K is “sweet gangrene” what is it to be “in” celibacy? What is it for “sweet gangrene,” in
turn, to be in glass? Might K merit a prostate? Is inclusion, here, transitive? If K is in our
celibacy—and celibacy is in glass—is K too in glass?

One recalls Badiou’s claim that the notions of set and set inclusion cannot be explicitly
defined outside of set-theoretical axioms.* For example, those in Zermelo-Fraenkel set theory
excluding self-membership. There can be an implicit mastery of set without a concept of set.

But this is not possible here. Like Bellmer’s anagrammatic doll, Warewolff! has no axioms

or rules beyond the hazards of its dispersal. It is its own entirely misleading portrait.” It has
no people or worlds—only disjointed clones, plucky carcasses, and scripts we mistook as our
lives.

Yet despite this ontological poverty, we can read Warewolff! Something happens, even if
we do not understand what. Its dispersal is the horror of biomorphism: a condition somewhat
akin to life that, like Shipley’s alien, “discloses its arrangements” through our language
centers. And this is the condition of unbinding: we are spoken by something; we pass into
something without even the assurance that our hunger is our own.




his formulation avoids bio-chauvinism. We don’t know where posthumans could come from or how.

he stipulation that WHD’s of feral posthumans remain outside the Wide Human avoids us designating as “posthuman”
WHD'’s of feral posthumans that are subsequently re-domesticated or re-humanized into the Wide Human. I am grateful to
Seren Holm for bringing this to my attention.

s McNulty puts it in her commentary on Deleuze’s account of masochism—speculative philosophy is “an attempt to locate a
‘real’ that is not given empirically, and that therefore demands to be constructed” (McNulty 2013: 22). Like all speculative
philosophy, unbound posthumanism is in revolt against philosophy’s own prerogatives. It “thinks” the posthuman by
deconstructing its capacity to reflect what it thinks.

[t is of the very essence of set theory to only possess an implicit mastery of its ‘objects’ (multiplicities, sets): these
multiplicities are deployed in an axiom-system in which the property ‘to be a set’ does not figure” (Badiou 2006: 43).

1 the prologue, Shipley’s narrator writes that the alien force he is soliciting learned to talk by “shaping the stories of its
victims and, in so doing, created ‘a portrait of itself — of itself made up with other things” (2017: 9).
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Rising Negentropy, Evolutionary Reboots, and
Gaia as Attractor: Toward a Map of
Contemporaneous Posthumanist Positions

JACOB WAMBERG

If there is such a thing as the posthuman turn, how do we situate it in a broader time frame—
a grand narrative reaching deeper temporal strata of not only culture, but also nonhuman life,
and moreover incorporating the pre-biological, inorganic universe? So far, posthuman
theorizing and its extensions into broader posthumanist and anti-anthropocentric terrain has
been marked by certain methodological biases that keep us from assembling a more
comprehensive mosaic of the transformation from human into posthuman, and thereby also
understanding this transformation in a longer evolutionary narrative. Although all
posthumanist theories do agree on one basic premise—that we can no longer bracket off
humans from the rest of the universe, from technology to animals and plants, to the inorganic
world at large—each delivers highly diverse and apparently mutually exclusive
interpretations of this basic assumption. In particular, two questions pull us in extreme
directions: are we on the verge of a singularity in which technological progress exponentially
accelerates a deep-seated evolutionary tendency to rising complexity, or negentropy, as
transhumanists such as Ray Kurzweil (2005) claim? Or are we instead on the verge of
ecological disaster, in which technology involuntarily causes accelerated destruction, a
meltdown into entropic chaos, of that environment that evolution patiently built up over



millions of years, as most Anthropocene theoreticians would have it?

As 1 hope to demonstrate in this chapter, comparative historiographic considerations
pertaining to a number of disciplines—notably, continental philosophy, complexity theory,
biosemiotics, and my own discipline, the visual arts—may play a key role in unlocking a
more syncretic grand narrative, a theoretical Anthropocene that layers various posthumanist
positions in the same physio-theoretical space. If we first loosely map three main
posthumanist schools in relation to evolutionary temporality, that is, the way they relate to
the evolutionary genesis of complexity, negentropy, the resulting positions—transhumanism
(above), flattened ontologies (middle), and Anthropocene theorizing (below)—could be
further mapped onto a spatial diagram of the thickening materiality of Umwelten, one that is
structurally echoed in the biosphere, or Gaia, as I prefer to call it here, taking inspiration from
James Lovelock (1979) and Bruno Latour ([2015] 2017) (Figure 8.1). Since these
posthumanist attitudes seem to be entangled in the deeper dynamics of evolution, they get
resonance from two evolutionary sequences, in which Gaia has acted as an attractor: that of
nature (as mirrored in the layering of the early embryo) and that of culture (as mirrored in the
evolution of visual art and that of cosmological world pictures) (Figure 8.2).

In unfolding my syncretic approach, I should therefore correlate both this natural
evolutionary sequence and its cultural recapitulation with the first map, ultimately
coordinating space and time into a contemporaneous palimpsest. To make my map truly
syncretic, however, we have to overcome the map’s initial dualism that contrasts
Anthropocene regression, materiality, and entropy below with transhumanist progression,
immateriality, and negentropy above. This could be accomplished by mobilizing German art
historian Wilhelm Worringer’s observation of an oscillation in art history, between
abstraction (symptom of a deep embedding in inorganic nature) and empathy (symptom of
identification with autonomous organisms in larger spaces). Thus, although evolution, in both
its cultural and biological cycles, has moved vertically toward increasing negentropy, peaking
in the posthuman turn, throughout cultures the concentration of negentropy in individuals has
reached such critical levels that it has needed recurrent counter-movements, evolutionary
reboots, reflected in abstraction in art. Here, complexity-building is dispersed to messier
environments that link negentropic, cultured humans with their less differentiated, entropic
surroundings. As the latest of such reboots, the posthuman turn emerges as a reconciliation
between evolution’s progressionist drive toward negentropy, and a multilayered
recapitulation in which the messy blends of negentropy and entropy pertaining to earlier
historical cycles, both cultural and biological, are re-actualized in one contemporaneous
palimpsest of different modes of being enmeshed (Figure 8.3).

APPROACHING A MAP OF CONTEMPORANEOUS
POSTHUMANIST POSITIONS

To negotiate the diverse futures of posthumanism—and their corresponding shallow or
deeper pasts—we should establish what I suggest terming a “theoretical Anthropocene,” a
tightened syncretic space of posthumanist discourse. It is somewhat ironically consistent with
the usual humanist theorizing that the philosophical universes of posthumanism have tended



to be mutually hostile and balkanized, unfolding in seemingly infinite theoretical spaces in
which neighbors with conflicting views may be safely ignored or actively attacked. Yet a
truly posthumanist gesture would be to ultimately unite these spaces in the same theoretical
space, which they therefore must share. Such a syncretic reconciliation of theories would
echo the way the Earth’s citizens must now negotiate conflicts, in order to share the limited
space and resources of our common planet. Indeed, according to the Greek author Plutarch,
the very notion of “syncretism” is derived from the ancient Cretans, “who, though they often
quarreled with and warred against each other, made up their differences and united when
outside enemies attacked” (Plutarch 1927: 313 (19, 490b)).

The theoretical Anthropocene, with its required sharing of resources, will not be terrain
reserved exclusively for theory. Instead, its very complications and apparent contradictions
would be surface vibrations of what Timothy Morton (2013: 4) calls a hyperobject: an
overwhelmingly huge, all-pervasive and sticky object with which you engage, although
ultimately you cannot grasp it with your senses or imagination, and therefore can “only see
pieces [...] at any one moment.” However, somewhat in contrast to Morton, I do think we
could map some aspects of my suggested hyperobject, the syncretic posthumanist condition,
even by comparably simple means. Such syncretic mapping releases a whole cascade of
mutually strengthening structural equivalences between spatial and temporal coordinates, a
both illuminating and bewildering cabinet of mirrors between positions within the biosphere,
or Gaia, on the one hand, and on the other hand, large-scale evolutionary sequences in both
culture and biology, and their palimpsest-like recapitulations.

To downscale theoretical metaphors from the Anthropocene to nuclear physics, traditional
humanism with its compartmentalization could also be likened to nuclear fission, cleaving
open and spreading atomic cores to new spaces. On the other hand, my suggested syncretic
posthumanism would instead resemble nuclear fusion, a high pressure bringing-together of
atomic cores that under normal circumstances are used to having much more space around
them. The strange but quite logical thing is that it is this fusion of apparently different
resources on the same spot that, suddenly, in the act of sharing those resources, exposes a
cascade of earlier overlooked structural correspondences. Although overwhelmingly huge,
my posthumanist hyperobject is also disturbingly close, so it requires quite an effort to
squeeze in that small distance that allows you to map it and its cabinet of infinite structural
resonances from a position you may term “from above.”

Moving to empirical matters, I first approach my desired fusionist map of posthumanist
positions from a somewhat loose, fissionist perspective that I will later reform by tightening
(Figure 8.1)
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FIGURE 8.1 Preliminary (fissionist) map of posthumanist positions. Diagram by author; graphic design by Carl Zakrisson.

The positions are mapped vertically, according to their attitude to the concepts of cultural
and biological progress, the evolutionary rise of complexity, and how these attitudes relate to
the materiality of Umwelten, the German—Baltic biologist Jacob von Uexkiill’s designation
for the spaces, or interfaces, that mediate between organisms, including cultured organisms,
and those physical surroundings with which the organisms interact (Deely 2001). Applying a
term suggested by quantum physicist Erwin Schrodinger (1944: 72), evolutionary complexity
may be conceived of as “negative entropy,” or to use the physicist Léon Brillouin’s
portmanteau, “negentropy” (1956: 116-17), as, nurtured by the intake of solar energy, it
counters the universe’s general tendency to increasing entropy, the leveling of differentiation
and organization that comprise the building blocks of complexity. If we position a belief in
technology’s participation in negentropic rise, evolutionary progress, toward the top of the
map, and a belief in technology’s destruction of negentropic rise, evolutionary regression,
toward the bottom, we may distinguish roughly three posthumanist positions: (1)
transhumanism celebrating technology’s negentropic rise to the top; (2) flattened ontologies,
skeptical about evolutionary progress, including technology’s role in it, toward the middle
and below; and (3) Anthropocene theorizing that foregrounds technology’s provocation of
evolutionary regression, at the bottom.

The vertical distribution of posthumanist attitudes to evolutionary progress, the rise of
negentropy, corresponds more precisely to a distribution of the materiality of Umwelten:
toward the top of the map, we encounter an overall thinning of the materiality of Umwelten;
toward the bottom, an increase. To say that the materiality of Umwelten thins toward the
upper layers of the map is, at least inside the still-fissionist theoretical space, the same as
saying that subjects thriving in these layers become more introverted, and concentrate
qualities pertaining to virtuality—cognition, consciousness, subjectivity, qualia, semiosis,
opportunities for choice—in more autonomous entities. And to say that materiality thickens
toward the bottom amounts—also inside the still-fissionist space—to stating that subjects
become more heavily immersed in actants, and that therefore subjectivity is pressed by
material density. However, when I later qualify the diagram in evolutionist and fusionist



terms, we will see that this absolute dualism is only approximate, and that in practice,
realities are more mixed—that is, brought together in a syncretic density.

Although the downward slide through intensified layers of material embedding may be a
broad and generalized observation, zooming in on a more detailed level will reveal strong
geocentric echoes, a geo-topological immersion in the spheres of Gaia, thereby confirming
that we are indeed approaching a theoretical Anthropocene in which Gaia acts as an attractor
for generating physio-theoretical subject positions. Here, transhumanism finds echoes in the
materially thin outer spheres of Gaia, flattened ontologies in the middle spheres of Gaia, and
Anthropocene regression in the inner spheres of Gaia. In a vastly different, but nonetheless
structurally related, cosmic macro-scale of gravity—extending both nuclear fusion (micro-
scale) and Anthropocene (middle scale)—we meet structural correspondences with the three
major cosmological theories: transhumanism and the materially thin outer spheres of Gaia
echoing the expanding universe, the Big Rip; flattened ontologies and the middle spheres of
Gaia, echoing the eternal reproduction of matter from nothingness, Steady State;
Anthropocene regression and the inner spheres of Gaia echoing the imploding universe, the
Big Crunch.

Defining the Map’s Three Layers

If we now zoom in on the map’s three layers of posthumanist positions—each layer
coordinating structurally attitudes to evolutionary progress, with varying degrees of material
embedment and, ultimately, different spheres of Gaia—we initially observe the following
points.

(1) Transhumanism: Mind/On the fringes of matter

Without a doubt, transhumanism is both the most blatantly evolutionistic and most rampantly
spiritualistic of the posthumanist variants. Seeing new advances in technology as a direct
addition to the growth of the evolutionary tree, this facilitation of the upward striving of
negentropic complexity also signifies a convergence between mind and information
technology. Here, Darwin’s evolutionary tree quite concretely grows from terrestrial matter
toward the light of immaterial information. Thus, in transhumanism, the posthuman emerges
as such an advanced evolutionary stage that evolution’s drive to increase negentropy, what
the transhumanist philosopher Max More (2003) terms “extropy,” is brought to a directly
substrate-independent level, the phenomenon of the mind leaving any bondage to specific
corporeal or technological media.

The idea of the mind’s substrate-independence could be seen as a bottom-up, evolutionary
reiteration of the monotheistic and Cartesian concept of mind as separate from matter
(Herbrechter [2009] 2013: 96-7). It is already present in the work of Samuel Butler, the
British novelist and Darwin-follower who, in his satiric, utopian novel, Erewhon (1872)
(“nowhere,” spelled backward), imagines that machines will offer new media for advancing
consciousness, and for exactly that reason predicts a future ban on machines (Butler [1872]
1970: 198). In his attempt to fuse Christian eschatology with technological futurism, the
Jesuit paleontologist Pierre Teilhard de Chardin ([1959] 1964: 157) directly predicted “the



growth, outside and above the biosphere, of an added planetary layer, an envelope of thinking
substance.” If Teilhard and his Russian follower, Vladimir Vernadsky, were thinking mostly
in collective terms about this added cognitive layer, which, by the 1920s, they termed the
“Noosphere” (Samson 1999: 4-6), later transhumanist thinkers such as Hans Moravec,
Marvin Minsky, Max More, and Ray Kurzweil dream of hosting individual minds in various
strengthened media, ultimately making minds immortal. Potentially, this could even include
the still-fragile human mind, which could now be uploaded (Moravec 1988: 109-10;
Kurzweil 2005: 198-202; Koene 2013: 246-9).

An illuminating condensation of how the transhumanist escape from matter is ultimately
related to an escape from Gaia, the local structural equivalent of the Big Rip, appears in Jean-
Francois Lyotard’s “A Postmodern Fable” ([1993] 2001). Here, this otherwise arch-skeptic of
grand narratives unfolds the ultimate grand narrative, namely what will happen to life when
the sun turns into a “giant nova” (actually a red giant) and swallows the Earth, together with
the entire solar system (actually, only its inner parts). Lyotard’s idea is that humans are only
transient holsters for evolution’s main protagonist, rising negentropy, and that negentropy
will seek new and more enduring, technologically created media, when it escapes the burning
Earth to empty, infinite space:

The formation called Human or Brain will have been nothing more than an episode in
the conflict between differentiation and entropy. The pursuit of greater complexity asks
not for the perfecting of the Human, but its mutation or its defeat for the benefit of a
better performing system. Humans are very mistaken in their presuming to be the
motors of development and in confusing development with the progress of
consciousness and civilization. They are its products, vehicles and witnesses. (20)

Although the postmodernist Lyotard is predictably uncomfortable with the idea of
civilization’s progress, it is difficult to see how “development” as the “pursuit of greater
complexity” could indicate anything other than a slight transformation of this very progress.
Human civilization mutates into posthuman civilization through facilitating negentropy’s
evolutionary progress, which was already underway in human culture, the passing vehicle for
negentropy.

(2) Flattened ontologies: Body/Middle embedding in matter

In spite of the dizzying crowd of often contradictory posthumanist positions, it seems
possible to designate another trend of posthumanism in relation to what it is not, namely the
group of flattened ontologies that agree to be skeptical about ideas of evolutionary progress.
If they don’t explicitly attack the idea of evolutionary progress and humans’ part in it (as the
postmodernist Lyotard had already torturously tried to do), they at least downplay it through
vagueness, complication, or the hesitation to acknowledge that humans should occupy the
role of the most complex creature in evolution before the posthuman takeover. The attitude of
the most obviously posthumanist part of this group, critical posthumanism, is nicely summed
up by a prime representative, the literary theorist N. Katherine Hayles. After noting that the
posthuman view typically privileges “informational pattern over material instantiation” (2),



that is, the position of transhumanism, she declares:

my dream is a version of the posthuman that embraces the possibilities of information
technologies without being seduced by fantasies of unlimited power and disembodied
immortality, that recognizes and celebrates finitude as a condition of human being, and
that understands human life as embedded in a material world of great complexity, one
on which we depend for our continued survival. (5)

In Hayles’s view, although computation and human mind follow the same self-organizing
principles to a surprising degree, they arise in, and are bound to, bodies and matter, and so we
move down the material ladder in our diagram. Inspired by roboticist Rodney Brooks, Hayles
even believes that human consciousness is a relatively superficial epiphenomenon, an
illusion-generating interface that is not part of “the system’s essential architecture” (237). As
Hayles elaborates in her later work, nonconscious cognition pervades computers as well as
life’s sub-conscious bodies, from plants to humans (Hayles 2017).

Whereas Hayles departs from the upper part of our material diagram—mind and its
artificial equivalent, information—and then embeds this in matter, other representatives of
critical posthumanism instead proceed from the body as a broader phenomenon, including
the mind, and then embed this ensemble in diverse surroundings, including technology. This
is the case with the American science theorist Donna Haraway, whose early key figure, the
cyborg, arises in a whole series of hybridization of former dualisms. All these signal a
stepwise meltdown into matter, either mind into corporeal embedding, or body into
environmental meshwork: mind/body, God/man, self/other, appearance/reality, non-
physical/physical, agent/resource, maker/made, male/female, culture/nature,
civilized/primitive, organism/machine, human/animal, and so on ([1985] 1991: 151-3, 177).
Matter’s refusal to incorporate itself into closed bodies is also felt in the ideas of Australian
posthumanist philosopher Rosi Braidotti. Her key figure for posthuman life, the Greek zoe,
implies the self-organizing, dynamic, and unfinished life, in contrast to bios, life that has
been shaped into autonomy through the model of the independent citizen of the Greek city
state (Braidotti 2013: 60).

In its close intermingling with the critical descent into materiality, critical posthumanism
undermines the concept of evolutionary progress—often to such a degree that we are left
without any sense of a historical path, except perhaps the recent one leading to the allegedly
transhistorically valid undermining of humanist thought. To be sure, the posthuman may
imply a cyborgian coming together of flesh and machine that is occasioned by contemporary
biotechnological and computational developments (Haraway [1985] 1991), but once this is
acknowledged, the human body, or any biological organism, was seemingly never
autonomous, except in the mistaken view of its humanist oppressors (Wolfe 2010: xv—xvii).
According to the same flattened logic that makes Bruno Latour ([1991] 1993) declare we
have never been modern, so in this cyborgian Steady State we have always been posthuman
and radically woven together with technology and the rest of the world (Hayles 1999: 291).

If these positions of critical posthumanism descend into matter and halt evolutionary
progress by performing diverse sorts of cyborgian opening up of mind and body, other



flattened ontologies embed themselves in materiality even more, by departing from more
distributed assemblages of matter in which technology does not necessarily play a
determinate role. Hereby they typically shift the terminology from posthumanism to post-
anthropocentrism and new materialism. These strategies include both relational theories, such
as actor-network-theory (Latour 2007) and vitalist materialism (Bennett 2010), and the
resolutely anti-relational object-oriented ontology (OOO) (Harman 2018: 91-122).

(3) Anthropocene theorizing: Environment/Deep embedding in matter

With the exception of some parts of new materialism, most of the above-mentioned theories
are centripetal; that is, no matter how much they expose bodies and minds to their former
environments, the dispersed posthuman subjects still comprise certain closed entities or
clusters of entities. However, in this lowermost layer of my map, deep embedding in matter,
the orientation changes definitively from centripetal to centrifugal, from body to
environment. Reaching outward to immersive surroundings also signifies the absolute
descent into terrestrial matter (Latour ([2017] 2018), the local Big Crunch, and thereby the
antipole to the negentropic escape from matter that transhumanism celebrates. In the always
materially grounded Anthropocene theorizing, the point of departure is not technology’s
voluntary construction of transhuman bodies or materially based posthuman cyborgs, but
technology’s involuntary destruction of our human and nonhuman environments, which
threaten to engulf us in our simultaneously open subjectivity (Latour [2015] 2017). Although
no more engaged with evolutionary progress than all the above-mentioned flattened
ontologies—with which Anthropocene theorizing often overlaps—nevertheless there is a
mostly indirect acknowledgment that a certain significant increase in evolutionary
complexity must have occurred in terrestrial history. Otherwise, why care about overmining,
pollution, the mass extinction of species, the destruction of ecosystems, and the production of
gases that lead to irreversible global warming? We could even rephrase all these destructive
changes in complexity theory terms, and say that technology’s uncontrolled production of
waste and heat equals an overproduction of entropy that threatens life’s billion-year-long
evolution of negentropic complexity. So, whereas for transhumanism, immaterial negentropy
ultimately beats material entropy, for the Anthropocene the opposite is the case: material
entropy threatens to engulf those negentropic tendencies that in any case evolved through
close exchanges with matter.

Since technology’s role in Anthropocene theorizing is overwhelmingly that of an ensemble
of destructive agents run amok—one approaching Heidegger’s ([1954] 1977) all-consuming
apparatus of enframing (Ge-Stell)—in this context, even a reformed concept of technology
typically intensifies the flattened, anti-progressionist tendencies we note in the middle
position of my map. If negentropic complexity has increased in pre-human life forms, it
certainly cannot be the role of a reformed technology to participate in and intensify this
increase. Instead, the forces of technology should be downplayed and adapted to natural
ecosystems. It may well be that these systems have long been irreversibly combined with
technology, but still they should not be thoroughly repaired and transformed by it, since this
would amount to “a comic faith in,” indeed a “touching silliness about technofixes”



(Haraway 2016: 3). So, if the centripetal transhumanist upgrading of the human body and
mind seems out of sync with an Anthropocene sensibility, this is even more the case with
centrifugal geo-engineered transformations of the environment.

SYNCRETIZING SPACE AND TIME: GAIA AS
ATTRACTOR FOR CULTURAL AND BIOLOGICAL
EVOLUTION

How are we now to syncretically fuse the posthumanist positions, each of which, for an
immediate, that is, non-syncretic consideration, seems rather unnegotiable and bound to its
fissionist space? Ironically, transhumanism and Anthropocene theorizing appear to be not
only compatible, but actually two sides of the same coin. Transhumanism’s matterless
subject, with its condensation of substrate-independent negentropy, or extropy, and the
Anthropocene production of entropy seem thus to be exactly symmetrical. For does not the
centripetal building-up of negentropy demand a similar amount of segregated, centrifugal, if
completely forgotten, entropy? In this sense, Lyotard’s burning Earth is not so much the
cause of negentropy wanting to escape its terrestrial holster. It is rather its effect. What causes
the Earth to burn is not some futuristically distant, expanding sun, but the feverish, neo-
Cartesian mind that desires to shine from a lofty elevation over a materiality which, however,
keeps stubbornly embedding it, and whose absorption of negentropy-turned entropy will
ultimately suffocate it.

The absolute dualism of transhumanist subject and Anthropocene surroundings is a
humanist leftover that needs posthumanist reformation, lest we have to violently polarize
constructive negentropy and destructive entropy, progress and regress, utopia and apocalypse,
mind and matter. And it is not enough to simply flatten us out of the problems—i.e., remove
broader temporalities, and universally mingle mind and matter into one crudely indeterminate
hybrid—for although an obvious and necessary advantage of such an anachronic leveling, the
critical posthumanist Steady State, is a healthier coordination of mind and body, and body
and matter than simple dualism, this coordination remains too unnuanced, and lacks a sense
of temporal change, the obvious advantage of both the transhumanist and Anthropocene
scenarios.

What we need is a more thorough and articulate blending of virtuality and matter. I believe
we could approach such blending by shifting the analytic lens of my map from space to time,
or rather extending space with time, the spheres of Gaia underlying and creating resonance
for evolutionary stages. Here, we expose a many-layered, oscillatory, or rather, spiraling,
evolutionary model, a grand narrative of culture and its biological underpinnings that
translates earlier evolutionary courses and their recapitulation into some of those spatial
positions I approach in my map of posthumanist positions, although a more thorough
syncretism will, by its very nature, dissolve the absolute disparities between those positions.
Through this syncretic synchronization, the posthuman turn emerges as a contemporaneous
palimpsest, “a disjunctive unity of present times” (Osborne 2013: 17) that intermingles
variously immersed evolutionary subject positions, or, as Latour (2013) terms it, modes of



existence. More specifically, in its mapped version, the layered appearance of this
intermingling might resemble a re-actualized version of the Great Chain of Being (Lovejoy
1936). However, this re-actualization presupposes that the ancient geocentric coordination of
the hierarchies of organisms and cosmological layers—from earth and water, to the
atmosphere, to the heavens—has now turned from its recent Darwinist reformulation as
purely horizontal, evolutionary development into a re-frozen spatial contemporaneousness,
with the organizational forces no longer coming from above, as in Antiquity and the Middle
Ages, but from below.

Basically, we must assume that on the most general level, evolution actually seems guided
by its embeddedness in Gaia, whose fundamental material disposition—dense matter below,
thinner matter above—has acted as an attractor (Kauffman 1995: 78-9), a landscape of
spiraling, recurring possibilities for both biological organisms and culturally formed humans.
Although the striving for negentropic increase has actually resembled that physical upward-
striving that is implied in transhumanist ideas of mind escaping matter, in the posthuman
super-palimpsestic return to material immersion and its earlier forerunners, the earlier
autonomized entities—body and mind—seem to be reconciled with matter on several
material platforms. What constitutes the dark, mostly unseen underside of my still-fissionist,
posthumanist map is this basic striving for negentropy, which is only fully lit toward the
map’s transhumanist top. So, to approach, but also modify the more complex, flattened, and
Anthropocene positions, we must more fully expose this negentropic striving. What will be
most controversial with respect to critical posthumanism is that this exposure includes those
humanist positions of autonomized body and mind—bios rather than zoe—that most of
posthumanism, except transhumanism, refuses to acknowledge as real modes of existence.
However, if we do not acknowledge the humanist body and mind as formerly real products of
biocultural stages—projects that in their own times were meaningfully pursued on both
practical and theoretical levels, even if their present continuation seems out of touch with
reality’s demands—then we will never fully understand the present posthuman need for their
deconstruction. This acknowledgment should actually be extended far down into biological
evolution, in which the autonomization of bodies, bios, was for a long time the basis for an
increasing negentropy that rose over the collective ecologies of zoe.

If we first focus exclusively on the negentropic rise in cultural evolution, we will see that
humans have evolved by moving the points of gravity of their Umwelten upward in the Gaia
system, from earth to sky. Here, we could introduce the arts as a supreme guide for
pinpointing the temporalized grand narrative of posthumanism, for as I have shown in my
earlier research (Wamberg [2005] 2009), this upward-striving may be followed quite
precisely by structurally coordinating the evolution of cosmological world pictures with that
of human consciousness, as reflected in the visual arts. Thus, simultaneously with world
pictures expanding, while shifting their point of gravity toward steadily lighter material
embeddings—from prehistoric Earth (the Paleolithic), to geocentric heaven (Mesopotamia to
the Middle Ages), to Copernican un-hierarchical infinity (post-medieval modernity until
1900)—the depth of field, the radius of represented space in art, expands in tandem with the
sharpening of a represented point of view, the visual equivalent of the autonomization of
human consciousness. After first being directly embedded in real rock surfaces (Upper



Paleolithic: low depth of field), pictorial figures become enshrouded in represented
surroundings that serve as backgrounds (Classical Antiquity: medium depth of field), to
finally become absorbed by an infinite, represented web governed by a precise point of view
(modernity: 1420-1900, full depth of field). The project of humanism developed through the
last two stages, first by bracketing off the autonomized human body from its now nonhuman
surroundings (Classical Antiquity), then by bracketing off the autonomized human mind
from both body and surroundings (post-medieval modernity).

This autonomization of the human individual through the subject’s withdrawal from, and
being lifted from, terrestrial matter through cultural history is essentially consonant with
Hegel’s spirit—evolutionary thinking, and indeed, it gains syncretic depth from being
extended by Hegel’s ([1835] 1920, 1999) idea of the arts as shifting similarly medial point of
gravity from symbolic architecture (concerned with forming the material physical
surroundings), to classical sculpture (concerned with forming a virtual representation of a
corporeal lump of these surroundings, that is, the autonomous human body), to romantic
painting, and further, to music and lyrical poetry (each concerned with re-mirroring, a
distanced representation of the now subject-bound impression of these surroundings, that is,
of the autonomous human mind).

Hegel’s aesthetics even portend a transgression of the humanist thinking that generated it,
for if we look at his sketched future horizon for art, art as allegedly outdistanced by,
aufgeheben in, pure philosophy, this seems compatible with the transhumanist idea of
accelerated negentropy leading to substrate-independent minds. Even though philosophy and
its basis in cognition would turn out to be not so immaterially pure as Hegel and the
transhumanists suspect, by 1900 this idea already paved the way for a reading of art as
basically posthuman. For as systematically revealed by the American philosopher and art
critic Arthur C. Danto (1986; Wamberg 2012), this art transferred its point of gravity to
detached auras of self-reflective art philosophical concepts. In the case of conceptual art,
these auras completely constitute its significance, and thereby generate a certain substrate-
independence, an erasure of the centrality of the material art object they enshroud.

Even if critical posthumanists could be convinced that a certain negentropic rise has taken
place throughout human history, they would obviously object to two of negentropy’s
outcomes: the idea and practices associated with the autonomous human body (according to
the Hegelian scheme, emerging in classical antiquity, but also recirculated countless times
since then, from the Renaissance, to neo-classicism, to totalitarian movements, to the
contemporary visual cult of the healthy body), and the idea and practices of the autonomous
mind (emerging in late medieval nominalism and grounded by Descartes and Kant, but also a
primary idea in present-day individualist culture, including its democratic demands). In my
posthumanist map, only a mutation of the idea of the autonomous mind, that of its substrate-
independence, is allowed a presence near the transhumanist top. The critical posthumanist
middle and lower sections of the map, on the other hand, have to block out mental and
corporeal human autonomy (bios), and break them open for a more manifest material
embedding (zoe). Only in the lower Anthropocene section do we again meet the possibility of
a re-actualization of parts of Hegelian evolution, since its idea of prehistoric and early
historic material embedment is compatible with Anthropocene ideas of extreme immersion in



Gaia—even one which is more appealing than the one we presently experience: the
involuntary exposure to an overload of entropy. Otherwise, the only variant of Hegelianism
critical posthumanism that Anthropocene theorizing would immediately accept would be an
inverted one, rehabilitating that early phase that Hegel himself dismissed as immature.

In my understanding, the transhumanists are basically right in assuming that human
culture, with new means, continues and increases the build-up of negentropy, or extropy,
which has been underway throughout evolution. In the guise of an intensified ability to
transmit energy through mass units, proposed by astrophysicist Eric Chaisson (2001: 139),
such an evolutionary negentropic rise has been pursued in such diverse contexts as
transdisciplinary Big History (Spier 2010) and the theory of technology from a biological
perspective (Kelly 2010: 57-69, 274-82). Specifically, the rising negentropy of cultural
evolution, registered in visual art’s expanding depth of field, an expansion mirroring the
autonomized human consciousness, should be seen as a continuation of a negentropic
striving in nature, registered in those inner, virtual worlds that in the animal kingdom were
promoted through anatomical changes, rather than learning, as in human culture.
Nevertheless, this ongoing negentropic striving—which the Danish biosemiotician Jesper
Hoffmeyer ([2005] 2008) connects with semiotic freedom, the ability to choose—does not
proceed in a linear fashion from biological organisms to human culture. In the latter, it is only
reassumed on an individual level—bios encompassing first body, then mind—after what
must be seen as an evolutionary recapitulation, in which human culture, with new artificial
means, replays the whole course of biological evolution, departing from the collective bosom
of zoe.

As we have now seen that human negentropic upward-striving in the Gaia system through
cultural evolution comprises three main parts—material immersion, corporeal autonomy, and
mental autonomy—it is therefore astonishing to note that biological evolution has run a
roughly similar, three-part course (Figure 8.2).
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FIGURE 8.2 Map correlating negentropic tendencies of biological evolution and its cultural recapitulation. Diagram by
author; graphic design by Carl Zakrisson.



In the surprisingly clear way it is summed up in the ontogenetic recapitulation of evolution
that manifests in all more advanced organisms to this day, the embryo thus displays a
tripartite, spherical layering that echoes those Gaia spheres with which it is destined to
interface: endoderm (metabolism, with digestion and respiration), mesoderm (action
apparatus with skeleton, muscles, blood, and sexual organs), and ectoderm or exoderm
(sensory apparatus, with nerves, brain, and skin) (Gilbert 2010: 14-16). If we now generalize
these three layers as endo, meso, and exo, we may scale them up—structurally correlate them
—to the three main stages of both biological and cultural evolution, including their latest
recapitulation and freezing into a tripartite spatial contemporaneity. As we will soon see, this
latter recapitulation will, however, demand a slightly reformed, indeed fusionist and truly
syncretic posthumanist map. In general, in more complex organisms the deepest endo layer
concerns that direct indexical exchange of matter that was first developed in bacteria. Since
it, including its levels of recapitulation, has highly fluid boundaries between organism and
Umwelt, it is particularly relevant to Karen Barad’s concept of intra-action (2007: 33). The
physical movement and reproduction of the meso layer concern exchanges between the more
autonomous successors to bacteria, eukaryotic organisms, and their Umwelten, and could
accordingly be called interaction. The outermost exo layer of sensation and brain originally
developed to facilitate this interaction. Since it typically concerns thinner material
impressions from the Umwelt that, through a relay of processing and choices—what amounts
to Hoffmeyer’s semiotic freedom—establishes a certain distance from the actual and more
material sphere of interaction and, even more, to the highly material sphere of metabolism,
we could call this third sort of exchange remote action.

EVOLUTIONARY RECAPITULATION AS REBOOT

But why does cultural evolution recapitulate biological evolution—and the posthuman turn
recapitulate both sequences in a contemporaneous spatiality that now downplays corporeal
and mental autonomy? A crucial factor appears to be that evolutionary complexification,
negentropic rise, happens at a price, namely the initial protection of early ontogenetic stages
through what we could call inner worlds: eggs, wombs, nests, and warm spaces for suckling.
Such inner worlds could be conceived of as evolutionary recapitulations that amount to
reboots in which individuals replay the course of biological evolution, departing from, and
continually protected by a chrysalis, in which the individual slides together with its
environment, thereby blurring the distinction of negentropic self and entropic other.

Humans are located at a particularly intricate crossing point between rising autonomization
of the exoderm apparatus and the accompanying protection of embryos and infants in inner
worlds of wombs and suckling environments. Not only does the female pelvis reach its
maximum width with the birth of the human infant, occasioning an exceptionally immature
birth to ensure a brain that may grow to maximum size long after birth; this human
immaturity actually never finishes, but is extended by neoteny, continuous infantile
characteristics among adults, such as is witnessed by the infantile nakedness never being
overgrown by adult ape fur. In Desmond Morris’s (1967) famous words, the human being is
the naked ape. Or, in the words of the philosophical anthropologist Arnold Gehlen ([1940]



2016: 16), the human being is a Mdngelwesen, a deficient being. Because of this vulnerable
and principally unfinished natural state, this naked ape has to hyper-compensate with new
artificially protective Umwelten, the infinitely malleable worlds of culture, which depart
from what I term the macro-incubator—an upscaled version of the initial post-birth situation
that later develops into those more distant world pictures, which we noted above: sky-
governed geocentrism (antiquity) and un-hierarchical infinity (post-medieval modernity).
Although Peter Sloterdijk does not move into such systematic evolutionary considerations in
his highly evocative but somewhat labyrinthine Sphdren trilogy (1998-2004), his idea of
world pictures as basically being expansions of the primordial ontogenetic womb could be
seen as compatible with this line of thinking.

So even though humans take over the negentropic rise of biological evolution and move
toward stages of corporeal autonomy that, on a higher, more complex level, re-actualize that
of earlier mammals (meso), and even toward stages of mental autonomy that outdistance the
still body-bound sensation and consciousness of the animal world (exo), this has been
complicated from its Lower Paleolithic beginnings by an enmeshment (endo) in a culturally
generated macro-incubator that blows up the ontogenetic protective environment and blurs
the boundaries between self and other, negentropic ego and less complex, potentially entropic
surroundings. Assuming that this large-scale, cultural recapitulation of the earliest stage of
biological evolution, bacterial metabolism, is not simply a regression to lower stages of
evolutionary negentropy, but actually initiates a higher stage, located above that of humans’
immediate predecessors, the non-cultural primates, we then clearly need reformed thinking
about negentropic progress. This reformed thinking must allow for rising negentropy as not
simply located in individuals strictly separated from their environments, to which they
segregate entropy, but in messier collectives of blended negentropy and negentropy that
nevertheless give rise to higher levels of negentropy.

In fact, the rise of human negentropy is now such a fragile process that it does not even
expand continuously from a primordial enmeshment, generating, under the protection of
more discreetly protective world pictures, the reconstructed corporeal autonomy of mammals
(meso: the classical paradigm) and the humanist specialty of mental autonomy (exo:
modernity between 1420 and 1900). Instead, it is oscillating, or more precisely, spiraling,
between the steady autonomization of higher corporeal functions and such evolutionary
reboots that initially base such functions in closer material embeddings. In such higher-stage
evolutionary reboots, then, negentropic progression is transferred from autonomized subjects
to messier collectives that locally blend negentropy with entropy, although the resulting
direction is still negentropic.

If the evolution of visual art acted as a supreme guide to the overall rise of negentropy in
culture, the increasing depth of field signaling the autonomization of consciousness, this is no
less so for these evolutionary reboots in which the paradigms of negentropic concentration in
autonomized subjects—Upper Paleolithic animals, Classically ideal bodies, modern
observing subjects—are rhythmically displaced by messier collectives, networks of formerly
negentropic organisms and their formerly entropic surroundings. A key figure here is the
German art historian Wilhelm Worringer ([1907] 1953, 1997), who, in response to the rise of
early twentieth-century-abstraction, described art history as generally marked by an



oscillation between abstraction and empathy. He understood abstraction as imprints from the
nonhuman, inorganic world, par excellence crystals, whose dead patterns appeared animated,
however, thereby creating a sense of shared agency (77, 96; Papapetros 2012: 130). On the
other hand, empathy emerged as the characteristic of naturalist paradigms, in which viewers
identify with what they now conceive of as living subjects that stand correspondingly apart
from those expansive and less living spaces that surround them—spaces that therefore could
be seen as transformations of the former animated mixtures of entropy and negentropy, in
which subjects were more densely immersed.

We should extend Worringer’s inorganic nature to all those phenomena of nature that are
less complex, less differentiated, than the human body and mind—from nonhuman animals
and plants, to inorganic entities such as minerals, water, and gases, including those that
actively dedifferentiate higher complexity, negentropy, and convert it into entropy. Although
Worringer’s geometrically regular abstraction could be seen as distant from entropy, which is
often understood as simply chaos and disorder, this is so only if considered superficially. For
if we consult the transdisciplinary sciences of complexity, we will see that entropy concerns
phenomena that are so diverse that their details are too energy-consuming to isolate as
represented knowledge, and that may therefore be approached through dedifferentiated
surfaces that appear as the very opposite of irregular, namely as having geometric order
(Lloyd and Pagels 1988: 186—7). On the other hand, complexity is marked by a memory of
its own coming-into-being, what Seth Lloyd and Heinz Pagels term “thermodynamic depth,”
and Charles Bennett terms “logical depth” (Pagels 1988: 65). Thus, the subjects of
Worringer’s empathy, the living organisms thriving in expansive spaces, could be linked to
the differentiated wholes of negentropic complexity, the thermodynamically deep entities that
rise over an ocean of entropic disorganization. Correspondingly, this ocean, spanning the
extremes of chaos and order, could be considered the stuff of which Worringer’s abstraction
is made.

In earth artist Robert Smithson’s analysis ([1966] 1996), the geometrically regular surfaces
of minimalist sculpture emerge as prime examples of entropic art, superficial wrappings of a
dedifferentiated chaos. In general, this entropic dialectics of chaos and order in art could be
approached through the work of gestalt psychologist Rudolph Arnheim (1971: 44-5), who
similarly emphasizes that entropy encompasses both extremes of chaos and order (what he
terms “orderliness”). That these extremes are actually signs of evolutionary reboots could
gain support from the psychoanalytic art theorist Arnold Ehrenzweig (1967: 219 and 221),
who generally links entropic dedifferentiation (the process of change) or undifferentiation
(the state that has already happened) to preconscious states of mind, in contrast to formed
gestalts, autonomized differentiated wholes.

In cultural evolution, waves of entropic dedifferentiation in which negentropy emerges
only from messier collectives of entropy and negentropy are recurrently displaced by waves
in which negentropic organization contracts into a more individualized guise that could be
equated with both Worringer’s empathic subjects and Arnheim’s and Ehrenzweig’s gestalts.
This is already the case with the Upper Paleolithic animals onto which early humans
projected their first empathy, in order to overcome their awakened sense of a separation from
nature (Bataille [1930-59] 2009: 60-76). Otherwise, empathy peaks when humans direct



their empathy toward their emancipated humanist selves, in the form of either idealized
bodies (Classical paradigms) or the living points of view governing artworks (modernity
since 1420).

For Worringer (15), abstraction was a direct result of what he termed “spiritual dread of
space,” which we could translate into a fear of those more spacious Umwelten that
accompany the increasingly autonomized organisms of evolution. It makes sense that the first
Lower Paleolithic humans, recently transformed into naked and vulnerable apes, had to
encase themselves in a techno-semiotic macro-incubator, whose earliest artistic marks seem
to be abstract, namely indexical traces of physical actions that generated a metabolic
exchange between the open bodies and that densely animated world that comprised the
macro-incubator. Similarly, in Neolithic and early metal-age tribal art we meet under the
broken-up hybrid dualism of earth and sky an abstract cyborg body, whose now more
condensed matter is open to, and mingles with those artifacts that were soon to be suppressed
in antiquity, in order to create a more autonomous body. And in the art of the Middle Ages, a
third wave of abstraction dissolved or wholly displaced the formerly ideal body of antiquity,
instead directing our attention to the abstract materiality of perception, prolonged outward in
the visible arch of heaven, which cannot but indirectly mediate the new infinite divinity.

The messy collectives of negentropy and entropy that have been exposed in all these
reboots, as we move upward through cultural evolution and the expanding series of world
pictures alike, could be described as increasingly thinned levels of materiality and
increasingly dominant levels of the virtuality of Umwelten—of spatio-temporal matter
(Lower Paleolithic), hybrid body (Neolithic) and perception bound to the celestial vault
(medieval). The level of materiality specifically exposed by the posthuman turn, namely that
manifested in the outermost spheres of Gaia, will, in a certain accordance with
transhumanism, be further thinned. However, in contrast to the empty, direction-less space of
Copernican infinity that was hidden beyond the atmospheric veil through which it was
experienced in modernity—and that still haunts transhumanist immateriality—the posthuman
upper space is actually material and field-governed. It is the space of information being
transmitted at the speed of light in electromagnetic waves or electricity. Therefore,
information is “dirtier” than predicted in transhumanist immateriality. It is connected to
entropy even before it is linked to a specific material substrate. High-resolution messages
thrive in millions of bits whose rescue as negentropic rather than entropic is a question of
shaky semantic rules (cp. Wiener 1961: 64).

All the materialized information, the excesses of posthuman virtuality, must also be
conceived of as blended with the lower layers of my map, those earlier evolutionary states
that are also re-actualized and meet in a contemporaneous posthuman co-presence of subject
positions (Figure 8.3).
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FIGURE 8.3 Syncretic map correlating posthumanist positions (space) with cultural and posthuman evolution (time).
Diagram by author; graphic design by Carl Zakrisson.

Thus, what was misleading in my initial fissionist presentation of the map of posthumanist
positions (Figure 8.1)—although it haunts the self-understanding of the positions themselves
—was its leftover dualist tendency: the concentration in the bottom of pure materialism,
regression, and entropy (Anthropocene theorizing), and in the top, of pure immaterial
virtuality, progress, and negentropy (transhumanism). A more realistic, or rather, prescriptive,
fusionist map would be much more mixed, not only blending negentropic information into
the heavy entropic matter of the Anthropocene, and similarly, material entropy into the light
negentropic transhuman information, but unfolding a spiraling evolutionary contemporaneity
that includes neo-Neolithic cyborgian bodies and neo-medieval material perception (both
foregrounded by critical posthumanism without any temporal awareness). However, among
the continuously vital layers of the past, it follows from posthuman logic itself that the
positions of humanist bios, the autonomous human body and mind, have to be deconstructed
and blocked out. It is my hope that in this fusionist, higher-resolution map of posthumanist
positions, the flattened ontologies may be more properly unflattened and re-connected with
that conditioned evolutionary progression which they have been forced to deny because of its
earlier lack of layers of rebooting—Ilayers that in un-evolutionistic isolation may be seen as
the primary focus of critical posthumanism.

MODERNISM AND AVANT-GARDE ART AS
POSTHUMAN

If avant-garde and modernist art could already be exposed as including posthuman qualities
through Worringer’s idea of abstraction—the visual equivalent of entropic dedifferentiation
that dissolves any autonomous subject, particularly the humanist body and mind—this is no
less so for most other qualities of this art, which thereby becomes a prime symptom of the
posthuman turn in all its messy complexity. In art, this turn certainly does not begin only with
obviously posthumanist art forms such as bioart, robotic art, eco-art, and climate art, which
explicitly mingle technology and raw, natural matter in often quasi-scientific interrogations
of the fate of the human body and its embedding in terrestrial nature. Such a posthumanist



perspective was already attained in the 1960s by the American artist and art theorist Jack
Burnham ([1967] 1987), who by looking at sculptural trends of his own time—minimalism,
kinetic art, diverse forms of systems art—could conclude that we are actually on the verge of
becoming posthuman. Burnham appeared as an early transhumanist who believed that
intelligent machines were about to take over evolution, recreating life through technology
(370-6). And in accordance with my suggested broader historiography of the posthuman,
Burnham in fact expanded his observations of recent art to the whole of the twentieth
century, declaring modernist art in general to be a preparatory step toward “our destination as
a post-human species” (371).

A perspective that considers avant-garde art and modernism as infused with posthuman
qualities right from their beginnings in the late nineteenth century (Wamberg 2012) may be
traced among even earlier theoreticians. A notable example is the Spanish philosopher Ortega
Y. Gasset ([1925] 1948) and his idea of the dehumanization of art. For in complete
accordance with Worringer, modernism’s dehumanizing withdrawal from empathic
identification with human-centered stories is again connected to abstraction. Similarly, the
conservative Austrian art historian Hans Sedlmayr ([1948] 1985) suggested a loss of center
(Verlust der Mitte), a dissolving of the dignified human body, as a primary characteristic of
all modernist art forms. This “away from the human!” was labeled with various terms that at
that time had mostly misanthropic connotations: antihumanism, transhumanism, infra- and
suprahumanism. According to Sedlmayr, what drives out the autonomous human body (and
we could add: mind) from the empathic center stage of art is a series of imbalances that,
again, to a large extent, could be linked to dedifferentiation and entropy. Infused by a
profound presence of the inorganic, these imbalances could enter my reformed posthuman
map (Figure 8.3) both vertically (across densities of materiality and conflicting forces of
progress and regress) and horizontally (spanning along the different levels of material density
—spatio-temporal matter, body, perception and information—the entropic poles of extreme
order and extreme chaos): immateriality and materiality, superhuman and primitive,
rationality and irrationality, purity and contamination, hyper-conservation and destruction,
cold and heat, geometry and chaos.

If we turn to the layered quality of the map itself—the posthuman present as a
contemporaneous montage of re-actualized subject positions—it may be discerned in the
countless primitivisms of which avant-garde art and modernism are comprised (Debray et al.
2019). Although Burnham’s previously mentioned posthuman futurism was gained at the
expense of sensing the neo-archaisms of modernist art, he would soon declare that possibly,
“art in its last stages constitutes a structural reversion to the infantile stages of human
development” (1974: 139). If we move to the phylogenetic versions of such a reversion,
modernist tendencies are often seen as re-actualized Middle Ages (Nagel 2012). Since
medieval perceptual abstraction itself was a layering of, and fusion with, Neolithic and early
metal age tribal cyborgianism, this underlying layer and an even deeper exposure of Lower
Paleolithic indexicality are part of any modernist neo-medievalism. Similarly, at the same
time that the Futurists looked impatiently beyond their time and more broadly absorbed the
body into shiny cyborgian assemblages of flesh, machine, and heterogenous space, the
Cubists constructed very similar assemblages, only moving in the very opposite temporal



direction, to the tribal cultures of continued Neolithic and early metal ages, in which similar
assemblages of bodies, masks, and ornaments are found. In a parallel paleofuturistic loop,
which also finds resonance in the material level of exposed bodies, but now staged in real
surroundings instead of the semi-represented ones of Cubism and Futurism, the installations
of earth art and minimalism could be seen as both pointing toward science fiction (Smithson
[1966] 1996) and toward Neolithic megaliths (Lippard 1983). Moreover, these alliances
between the posthuman and broadly Neolithic abstraction could again, in accordance with
Burnham’s and Ehrenzweig’s ideas, be understood as phylogenetic versions of mid-
childhood (three to seven years of age) constructions of space and bodies (Marcussen [2002]
2008; Franke and Holert 2018).

To develop a truly comprehensive theory of avant-garde and modernist art as symptomatic
of the posthuman, we should finally broaden our understanding of what abstraction may
signify (Figure 8.3). Its most obvious manifestations in my map would be visual, and pertain
to the layer of perceptual materiality (the medieval/neo-medieval layer), with an easy
extension into corporeal materiality (as seen, for example in Cubism and minimalism). But
abstraction would also contain, in its nethermost layer, spatio-temporal materiality (i.e.,
gestures and their raw indexical imprints), and in the topmost layer, the informational
materiality pertaining to conceptual art. If abstraction in general pertains to the inorganic—
spanning entropic chaos and order—it also comprises indeterminacy, namely, indeterminacy
of object in relation to subject, since both are entangled with each other in the different layers
of enmeshment. What could pervasively encompass such indeterminacy—a primary
interpretative quality of any sort of avant-garde and modernist art (Eco [1962] 1989)—would
be the ancient Skeptic concept of epoché, suspension of judgment (Wamberg 2019). The
posthuman in art, then, also insists on epoché—keeping interpretation afloat, and not freezing
it into any determinate subject position.
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CHAPTER NINE

Environmentalisms and Posthumanisms

URSULA K. HEISE

Environmentalism fundamentally revolves around the question: “How do humans fit into the
web of life?” (Moore 2016: 2). By asking this question, environmentalist thought adopts one
of the fundamental premises of posthumanism—not taking the centrality and exceptionality
of human beings for granted. Instead, it considers humans in and with the ecological systems
in which they have evolved. Within this broad framework, however, very different types of
environmentalism have developed since the 1960s. Some of them explicitly reject the idea
that human beings are superior to other species, as the deep ecology movement did in the
1970s and ’80s. Others particularly emphasize humans’ responsibility for the degradation of
nature and its possible restoration, as discussions about the Anthropocene have done in recent
years. And yet others argue that the emphasis on humans as a species is misplaced and
foreground instead the differential access of different human populations to environmental
resources such as energy, clean air, and clean water, and their differential exposure to
environmental risks that range from pollution and deforestation to climate change, as the
environmental justice movement has done since the 1980s. From this last perspective, the
question of humans’ situatedness in and with nature cannot be dissociated from local and
global forms of organization that persistently generate structural inequalities, from capitalism
and neocolonialism to patriarchy and racial discrimination.

Depending on the type of environmentalism on which we focus, then, its relationship to
humanism and posthumanism varies significantly. Rather than outlining a chronology or
taxonomy of these different environmentalisms—a monumental task that would require far



more space than I have available here—I will focus on three prominent questions in
environmental thinking around which problems of human identity have been considered. The
first question concerns the kind of nature that environmental activism seeks to protect and
restore, and whether pristine nature is more valuable than ecosystems that have been altered
by humans. The second concerns human agency with its intended and unintended
consequences, which has been compared to a geological force in discussions about the
Anthropocene. And the third question revolves around human inequality and the difficulties
in postulating any generalized human subject when it comes to environmental impacts.

WILDERNESS | LICHEN

The question what kind of nature environmentalism should seek to conserve and restore has
led to particular controversy in the United States and in other nations that originated as
English settler colonies, such as Australia and Canada. Movements and associations for the
protection of nature arose in these countries in the latter half of the nineteenth century, as
they did in Europe. But whereas early environmentalists in Europe generally sought to
conserve landscapes that included historical monuments and that had been altered by human
intervention for at least two millennia, environmentalism in the United States took a different
turn. Protagonized by thinkers, writers, and activists such as Henry David Thoreau, Ralph
Waldo Emerson, and John Muir, the European admiration for pastoral landscapes
transformed into a veneration of wild landscapes untouched by human hand. Translating
Christian religious discourse into such landscapes, Muir wrote admiringly of “the Yosemite
temple ... [where] God himself is preaching his sublimest water and stone sermons” (1911:
41). This admiration, which eventually translated into the creation of National Parks, marked
a sharp reversal from the “howling wilderness” that Puritan migrants had perceived when
they first settled on the East Coast of the North American continent. Where the Puritans saw
a relentlessly hostile landscape, meant to test their faith in God’s providence and inhabited by
what appeared to them to be savage heathens, Thoreau, Emerson, and Muir re-envisioned
wild environments as beneficial for humans and divine in their impacts on the human soul.
From these origins, a persistent strain of American environmentalism has considered most
valuable those landscapes that are untouched by humans (Cronon 1996: 9).

Or at any rate, portrayed as untouched by humans: as the environmental historian William
Cronon pointed out in the 1990s, this idea of wilderness erased not only the history of
European settlers’ earlier fear and disdain of North American nature, but also the history of
Native American peoples who had lived on the continent for thousands of years before
Europeans’ arrival. Indeed, the creation of National Parks was in some cases preceded by the
displacement of Native Americans so that the area could then be claimed to be untouched by
humans (Cronon 1996: 15-16). In Australia, analogously, the idea that the—for British
settlers—new continent was terra nullius, no one’s land, ignored a presence of Aboriginal
peoples and an ecological stewardship that reaches back 65,000 years. No doubt, this
exclusion of indigenous histories from the idea of wilderness was in part due to European
settlers’ inability to recognize the human fingerprint on landscapes that differed vastly from
the ones they were acquainted with in their home countries, and in part to the legitimacy that



the idea of “empty land” conveniently bestowed on colonial ventures. In either case, it led to
a kind of environmentalism that sees most human interventions into the natural world as
destructive, and that as a consequence puts the highest value on pristine ecosystems.

In principle, one could argue that this valuation of nature as exempt from human influence
at the same time reinscribes human exceptionalism, in that it reserves for humans a status
outside of nature that is denied to any other species: “The place where we are is the place
where nature is not” (Cronon 1996: 17). In practice, it leads to tensions such as that between
the environmentalist aspiration to reconnect humans with nature, and to protect natural areas
from humans’ impact: many commentators have noted, for example, the irony of traffic jams
and air pollution in Yosemite National Park—caused by numerous visitors eager to imitate
Muir’s search for the authenticity of an encounter with nature free from human impact. The
same tension inheres in many projects of environmental restoration—including but not
limited to the creation of wilderness areas, nature reserves, or national parks—when humans
work with great dedication and expertise to recreate ecosystems as they existed before human
interference (European humans’ interference, at any rate). In other words, even as wilderness-
oriented environmentalism energetically questions humans’ right and ability to master nature,
it reaffirms the human control of nature through ideas that range from environmental
“stewardship” to “management” and “restoration.”

Wilderness-based environmentalism has been influential beyond the confines of the
anglophone world, especially through the export of the institution of the national park to
countries around the globe. In the process, it has often clashed with traditions of nature
conservation that value and protect landscapes created through historical human
interventions. As the Indian political scientist Ramachandra Guha has highlighted, the
emphasis on wilderness in developing nations has often led to clashes between
conservationists and local communities—sometimes, but not always, indigenous ones—
whose control of land and resources was wrested away in strategies that some community
activists describe as “green imperialism,” the perpetuation of colonial strategies under the
banner of environmentalism (Shiva 1993). By contrast, Indian traditions for the protection of
nature have not privileged spaces conceived of as wild but included humanly altered ones
(Guha and Martinez-Alier 1997: 17-21), like many European strains of environmentalism.
Only in the 1990s did international conservation organizations change their procedures so as
to include extensive consultation with local stakeholders before undertaking conservation
ventures. Influential though the wilderness idea may be, therefore, it remains somewhat
exceptional when considered on a global scale—a particularity of cultures whose European
founders were either unwilling or unable to see the traces of prior human intervention in the
lands they conquered during the centuries of colonial expansion.

The privileging of wilderness, which implies that most if not all human interventions into
nature are by default harmful, perpetuated itself in the United States in the deep ecology
movement during the 1970s and ’80s. A radical movement that arose in reaction to the rapid
institutionalization and political compromises of large environmental organizations in the
early 1970s, deep ecology relentlessly questions human superiority and exceptionality.
Relying—somewhat ironically, given the more human-inclusive tendency of much European
environmentalist thought—on the work of the Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess, the deep



ecology movement claims to value all kinds of life, including humans, and to value all of
them equally. As the deep ecologist Christopher Manes (1996: 22-23) puts it, Darwin’s
theory of evolution entails that “in the observation of nature there exists not one scrap of
evidence that humans are superior to or even more interesting than, say, lichen” (1996: 22-3).
And Dave Foreman, the co-founder of Earth First!, emphasizes that “the preservation of
wildness and native diversity is the most important issue. Issues directly affecting only
humans pale in comparison” (1991: 27). Nature, as a consequence, should be valued for
itself, not only or mainly because of its uses for humans in what deep ecologists called
“biocentrism” or “ecocentrism.” This mode of thought anticipates some strains of what
would later come to be called posthumanism.

Guha specifically targeted the deep ecology movement in his criticism of wilderness
thinking from the perspective of developing countries. The environmental justice movement,
which emerged in the United States in the 1980s, began to shift the attention of mainstream
environmentalism away from the veneration of wilderness and toward slowly increasing
engagement with the socially unequal distribution of environmental goods and risks. Yet the
importance of wilderness continues to be emphasized in some sectors of the North American
environmentalist movement, particularly where issues of biodiversity conservation are
concerned. In the first decade of the new millennium, biologists such as Peter Kareiva and
Joseph Mascaro, geographers such as Erle Ellis, and the science writer Emma Marris sought
to shift conservation efforts away from supposedly wild areas to agricultural, urban, and
other humanly altered landscapes. They were fiercely resisted by biologists such as Stuart
Pimm and E. O. Wilson, who perceived them as betraying the conservationist cause. Wilson
has called for setting 50 percent of the Earth’s terrestrial and marine ecosystems aside for
conservation in his book Half Earth, and a collection of essays published by the Foundation
for Deep Ecology in 2014, titled Keeping the Wild, argued for the continued centrality of the
wilderness ideal. In controversies such as these, the question what nature environmentalism
seeks to preserve and whether human-altered ecosystems should be included or not continues
to be at issue, even though the vocabulary of posthumanist theory is not usually invoked.

ANTHROPOCENE | METEOR

In the last two decades, environmentalist debates over the place of humans in our planetary
ecology have centrally revolved around the notion of the Anthropocene, and a good deal of
discussion has shifted from the kind of nature to be preserved to the kind of agent that is
causing global ecological change. The ecologist Eugene Stoermer and the atmospheric
chemist Paul Crutzen proposed in 2000 that geological history had entered a new epoch that
should be called the “Age of Man” or Anthropocene. Human interventions, they argued, have
fundamentally transformed the Earth’s soils, forests, biodiversity, nitrogen cycles, and
meteorological systems: “Considering these and many other major and still growing impacts
of human activities on earth and atmosphere, and at all, including global, scales, it seems to
us more than appropriate to emphasize the central role of mankind in geology and ecology by
proposing to use the term ‘anthropocene’ for the current geological epoch” (Crutzen and
Stoermer 2000: 17). Whether geologists will accept this new designation, whose beginnings



Stoermer and Crutzen dated to the invention of the steam engine in 1784, seems doubtful
almost two decades later. But in the meantime, the Anthropocene concept has exerted
considerable influence on environmental debates in the global North over the last ten years
by highlighting the scale and scope of humans’ ecological transformations. In the process, it
has often become a shorthand for climate change, even though Stoermer and Crutzen’s
formulation included a much wider range of phenomena.

Perhaps most influentially, the historian Dipesh Chakrabarty has interpreted the
Anthropocene as a moment when the geological history of large-scale events and the much
shorter-term history of human affairs converge. “With this collapsing of multiple
chronologies—of species history and geological times into our very own lifetimes, within
living memory—the human condition has changed,” he argues (2015: 180). This change
requires a reconceptualization of humans’ collective agency as a species—whether
intentional or unintentional—and a new kind of universalism.

To call human beings geological agents is to scale up our imagination of the human.
Humans are biological agents, both collectively and as individuals. They have always
been so .... But we can become geological agents only historically and collectively, that
is, when we have reached numbers and invented technologies that are on a scale large
enough to have an impact on the planet itself. (Chakrabarty 2009: 206-7)

Chakrabarty acknowledges the difficulties and dangers of such a scaled-up conception of
human agency, both in phenomenological terms, since individuals cannot experience such
species beings, and in political terms, since it might lead again to the misguided
universalisms of the past (Chakrabarty 2009: 222).

Chakrabarty’s vision of humans’ geological agency has been vigorously questioned by
Marxist scholars such as Jason Moore and Slavoj Zizek. The emphasis on species agency,
they argue, cloaks geopolitical and socioeconomic power differentials between those human
populations who have caused the bulk of climate change, and those who suffer most of the
consequences; in other words, it masks the operations of capitalism “as a way of organizing
nature” (Moore 2016: 6). By focusing on the consequences rather than the causes of
ecological degradation, arguments about the Anthropocene cannot ultimately explain the
reasons why the momentous changes they revolve around came about (Moore 2016: 5).

The Anthropocene concept also stands in tension with posthumanist varieties of
environmentalism that have questioned the centrality and exceptionality of humans and
emphasized instead their similarity to and entanglement with other species and the inanimate
environment. “The Anthropocene insults environmentalists and humanists alike by
reinscribing the human above ‘nature’ as an isolate agent and prime mover—but one whose
legacy is the unforeseen result of its species-being rather than a product of moral or rational
decisionmaking,” ecocritic Stephanie LeMenager has pointed out (2017: 473). Several
varieties of posthumanism that have influenced environmentalist thought over the last two
decades—human-animal studies, multispecies ethnography, and new materialisms—have on
the contrary foregrounded that agency and subjectivity do not reside solely in humans, and
that human subjects are themselves constituted by nonhuman agents and environments.



Human-animal studies or critical animal studies, as the field is sometimes called,
developed from the tradition of animal welfare and animal rights philosophy that traces back
to Peter Singer’s seminal book Animal Liberation (1975) and ultimately to Jeremy Bentham.
Its main target of critique is “speciesism,” a term coined in 1971 to describe a moral
preference for one’s own species regardless of other criteria. The reflection on what claims
nonhuman species have on humans’ moral consideration, as Cary Wolfe has lucidly pointed
out, has resulted in two forms of posthumanism. On one hand, the argument that certain types
of higher animals share crucial characteristics with humans—and that certain humans, such
as children, the elderly, and the disabled, lack some of these characteristics—has led some
philosophers and activists to extend human rights and prerogatives to nonhumans such as
primates and cetaceans. What these characteristics are has shifted over time from the ability
to suffer to intelligence, tool use, language, the ability to be the subject of a biography,
altruism, and complex forms of sociality and culture. This type of thinking qualifies as
posthumanist because it extends the prerogatives of humanness beyond the biological human;
but, Wolfe and others have highlighted, it perpetuates the moral and legal centrality of being
human or human-like (Wolfe 2010: xiv—vi).

On the other hand, a different type of posthumanism, inspired by the French historian
Michel Foucault’s thought and by poststructuralism more generally, also targets speciesism,
but does so by interrogating the integrity of the human subject itself. Posthumanists in this
vein question, as Foucault did, how “the human” as a discrete category of taxonomy and
analysis arose in the first place, and how current practices of scientific and scholarly inquiry
as well as legal and cultural practices perpetuate it. In this vein, Giorgio Agamben
investigates the mechanisms whereby biology and anthropology have created the category of
the human, and Jacques Derrida highlights that while every species, including Homo sapiens,
has particular characteristics that set it apart from every other, there are no grounds for the
binary distinction between humans and other animals that include species as diverse as ants,
silkworms, hedgehogs, eagles, and chimpanzees (2008: 34).

This consideration has led posthumanist theorists such as Wolfe to argue that structures of
discrimination against humans designated as “others” and against nonhumans are
ideologically related. So long as the category of the animal persists as a kind of being that
does not merit the same moral consideration as a human being—that can be held captive,
tortured, killed, or let die without any moral or legal consequences—the possibility of certain
human beings being relegated to this category also persists. For this reason, Wolfe has
argued,

the humanist concept of subjectivity is inseparable from the discourse and institution of
speciesism, which relies on the tacit acceptance ... that the full transcendence of the
“human” requires the sacrifice of the “animal” and the animalistic, which in turn makes
possible a symbolic economy in which we can engage in a “noncriminal putting to
death” ... not only of animals, but other humans as well by marking them as animal.
(2003: 43).

Postcolonial ecocritics Graham Huggan and Helen Tiffin, among others, have taken up this



argument for environmentalism by reasoning that

if the wrongs of colonialism—its legacies of continuing human inequalities, for instance
—are to be addressed, still less redressed, then the very category of the human, in
relation to animals and environment, must also be brought under scrutiny. After all,
traditional western constitutions of the human as the “not-animal” (and, by implication,
the “not-savage”) have had major, and often catastrophic, repercussions not just for
animals themselves but for all those the West now considers human but were formerly
designated, represented and treated as animal. (2010: 18-19)

While animal rights and environmental thinkers and activists have not always seen eye-to-
eye in their different emphases on individual animals and species, respectively (see Heise
2016: Ch. 4), both of these varieties of anti-speciesist posthumanism have resonated in
environmentalist thought, if not always without contradiction. While the Foucaultian
questioning of the human subject resonates in some variants of new materialism (see below),
environmental activism with its call on individuals and communities to manage ecosystems
more sustainably than they have to date often relies implicitly or explicitly on the assumption
of humans’ exceptional responsibility and ability to act.

A different type of posthumanism has emerged in anthropology over the last decade, as
anthropologists in Australia, Europe, and North America have developed “multispecies
ethnography,” “étho-ethnographie,” or “zooantropologia” as new ways of theorizing what we
normally consider to be simply human societies and cultures. The American anthropologist
Anna Tsing’s “human nature is an interspecies relationship” (quoted in Kirksey et al. 2014) is
foundational for this approach in that it highlights how humans depend on many animal,
plant, microbe, and bacteria species for their survival, even as human bodies function as
habitat for other species. Although multispecies ethnographers tend not to evoke the
vocabulary of posthumanist philosophy frequently, they, too, seek to redefine the human in
its species relationships: “Ethnographers are now exploring how ‘the human’ has been
formed and transformed amid encounters with multiple species of plants, animals, fungi, and
microbes. Rather than simply celebrate multispecies mingling, ethnographers have begun to
explore a central question: Who benefits, cui bono, when species meet?” (Kirksey et al.
2014).

This approach is not entirely new. It builds on interspecies ethics as elaborated by the work
of Australian philosopher Val Plumwood, Donna Haraway’s exploration of companion
species, and many prior anthropological studies of animals, animal husbandry, agriculture,
and symbolic functions of nonhuman species (cf. Kirksey and Helmreich 2010: 550—4).
Latour’s actor-network-theory (ANT) might also count among the precursors, though
multispecies ethnographers tend to criticize Latour for taking the category of the human itself
too much for granted, including humans’ ability and right to speak for other species.
Multispecies ethnographers take a particular interest in the politics of human-nonhuman
relations, as Deborah Bird Rose’s exploration of human-canine relationships in white and
Aboriginal Australian communities shows (Wild Dog Dreaming, 2011). Other theorists have
expanded the inquiry from animals to other species, as Matthew Hall does in Plants as



Persons: A Philosophical Botany (2011), Eduardo Kohn in How Forests Think: Toward an
Anthropology beyond the Human (2013), and Anna Tsing in The Mushroom at the End of the
World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist Ruins (2015). These strands of research clearly
resonate with the environmentalist idea of humans’ embeddedness in ecological networks,
but they also sometimes take a critical approach to the species assumptions and valuations in
environmentalist activism itself, as Thom van Dooren, for example, does in his analysis of
biodiversity conservation in Flightways: Life and Death at the Edge of Extinction (2014).

In a somewhat different vein, the new materialisms that have gained ascendancy over the
last quarter-century have particularly emphasized humans’ existential interconnections with
their natural environments as well as the agency of nonhuman entities. Jane Bennett’s
vitalism, Karen Barad’s theory of “intra-actions” that foregrounds how the agents in a
network are themselves constituted by the actions that relate them to others, and Stacy
Alaimo’s concept of “transcorporeality” that highlights the incessant flows of nutrients and
toxins in and out of human bodies all emphasize the material networks in which humans are
consciously or unconsciously embedded. Some material ecocritics go even further, attributing
capabilities of meaning-making and storytelling not just to nonhuman species but even
inanimate entities. “[S]tone, like any other matter, moves, desires, and creates,” Serpil
Oppermann claims, and she generalizes that “all material life experience is implicated in
creative expressions contriving a creative ontology. Storied matter, thus, is inseparable from
the storied human in existential ways, producing epistemic configurations of life, discourses,
texts, and narratives with ethico-political meanings” (2014).

This expansive understanding of agency and narrative and the consequent “flattening of
ontologies” that has also been held against Bruno Latour’s ANT might seem disabling for
environmentalism. As the philosopher Kate Soper already pointed out in the 1990s,
questioning humans’ exceptionality with regard to the ecologies within which they live raises
the question why humans should be held accountable for the consequences of their actions in

a way that other species are not.! Material ecocritics emphasize that attributing agencies to all
parts of ecosystems does not, in their view, excuse humans from their accountability (Barad
2007: 384; Oppermann 2014), but they do not explain why such moral accountability does
not in fact constitute a human exceptionalism.

Contemporary debates over human environmental agency in the context of the
Anthropocene therefore unfold in the tension between environmentalists’ desire to see Homo
sapiens as a “plain member and citizen of [the land-community]” rather than its conqueror, as
the American conservationist Aldo Leopold once put it ([1949] 2001: 203—-4), and their
emphasis on humans’ exceptional responsibility and destructiveness. The
palaeoanthropologist Richard Leakey and his co-author Roger Lewin offered perhaps the
most forceful metaphor of humans’ collective and unintended but lethal impact on the planet
when they claimed, in a book on global biodiversity loss, that human agency may lead to
another mass extinction of species—a rare mega-disaster in the history of the planet that in
the past was always caused by a major geological or meteorological force: “Homo sapiens is
poised to become the greatest catastrophic agent since a giant asteroid collided with the Earth
sixty-five million years ago, wiping out half the world’s species in a geological instant”
(1995: 241). Leakey and Lewin ground their appeal to prevent such a meteoric impact on



humans’ equality with other species:

Special though we are in many ways, we are merely an accident of history. We did not
arrive on Earth from outer space, set down amid a wondrous diversity of life ... It is our
duty [to protect nature], not because we are the one sentient creature on Earth, which
bestows some kind of benevolent superiority on us, but because in a fundamental sense
Homo sapiens is on an equal footing with each and every other species here on Earth.
(Leakey and Lewin 1995: 253)

Normal in our origins, but exceptional in our ecological impacts; natural in terms of our
evolution, but destructive of nature in our cultural development; called on to conserve and
restore ecosystems for the sake of our own survival, or perhaps for the sake of nature itself:
these are some of the humanist/posthumanist tensions that characterize environmentalist
thinking in the Human Age.

JUSTICE | TOXIN

In part because of these conceptual tensions, and in part because of deeper political
disagreements, posthumanism has not gone unchallenged among environmental scholars.
Posthumanism implicitly or explicitly relies on a narrative about the human species, and such
species thinking has often seemed suspicious to environmentally oriented academics and
activists who see concepts of nature as inextricably entangled with social structures that also
produce inequality. From environmental justice advocates to postcolonial scholars and
political ecologists, multiple strands of environmentalist thought since the 1980s have
emphasized the ways in which socio-economic systems produce inequality among humans
along with certain conceptions of nature, a perspective that makes generalizations about what
the human is or should be in an ecological context very difficult.

The environmental justice movement emerged in the United States in the 1980s with the
landmark publications of the Church of Christ Commission for Racial Justice’s report “Toxic
Wastes and Race in the United States” (1987) and the African American sociologist Robert
Bullard’s book Dumping in Dixie: Race, Class and Environmental Quality (1990). Both
publications documented the unequal distribution of environmental risks among the US
population by showing that landfills, toxic waste sites, and hazardous industries are
disproportionately sited near or upwind from poor communities and communities of color.
While a good deal of the ensuing analysis and discussion focused on environmental racism—
a term formally adopted by the Environmental Protection Agency in the early 1990s—the
debates about social justice in other regions of the world also included other forms of
environmental inequality.

Guha, whom I already mentioned as a critic of the wilderness idea and the deep ecology
movement, collaborated in the 1990s with the political scientist Joan Martinez-Alier on
Indian and Latin American environmental movements and coined the term
“environmentalism of the poor” to designate struggles for environmental justice in the global
South that sometimes revolve around race and at other times and places around gender, class,



or geopolitical power. Activists and researchers on environmental justice and the
environmentalism of the poor share an emphasis on the unequal distribution of environmental
benefits and risks, on the necessity for inclusive decision-making processes on environmental
issues, and the importance of recognizing systems of knowledge and management of nature
that diverge from Western models.? In the political, legal, and philosophical controversies
that these perspectives generate, posthumanist arguments about humans’ ontological status
take a backseat to the lived inequalities that particular groups of humans experience in their
daily material lives, and posthumanism is often seen as a distraction from the reality of these
inequalities. As Guha and Martinez-Alier put it, ““No Humanity without Nature!’, the
epitaph of the Northern environmentalist, is [in the global South] answered by the equally
compelling slogan, ‘No Nature without Social Justice!’” (1997: 21).

Some postcolonial scholars have embraced posthumanism as a way of understanding how
the category of the animal has enabled colonial and racist forms of oppression, as I
mentioned earlier, but others resist posthumanism on the grounds that it focuses on an
abstract and universalist conception of the human at the expense of critically engaging with
inequality. Elizabeth DeLoughrey, Jill Didur, and Anthony Carrigan, for example, argue:

Postcolonial approaches position the nature/human binary as political, and do not
necessarily see the dismantling of this divide as the foremost intellectual priority due to
the already historical imbrication of the human with nonhuman nature and place .... We
therefore raise questions as to the relevance of the shift to the ‘posthuman’ by subjects
that are not seen as determined by race, gender, sexuality, and empire ... a postcolonial
approach to the environmental humanities involves analyzing how empire has
constructed the human. (2015: 11)

This perspective shares with posthumanist thought the skepticism and critique of the liberal
humanist subject of the Enlightenment, but parts ways with posthumanism when it comes to
postulating any type of generalized species identity or its transcendence. Many non-Western
cultures, according to this argument, do not rely on any dichotomy between humans and
nonhumans in the first place, and postcolonial analysis has always critically engaged with the
reliance of imperialism on false human universalisms.

Political ecology, a theoretical paradigm that has developed in geography, political science,
and urban planning since the 1980s, has foregrounded similar entanglements of politics,
economy, and ecology as environmental justice and postcolonial scholarship, but has tended

to focus on the structural causes of inequality rather than their consequences.? In the view of
many political ecologists, capitalism co-produces certain types of nature and certain types of
social order that cannot be analyzed in separation from each other. Posthumanism has
challenged political ecologists to expand the boundaries of their thought beyond the human
into the realm of other species and inanimate forces, but some political ecologists are
legitimately fearful that this shift will entail a diminished focus on the power relations that
characterize human societies.* Like postcolonial scholars and environmental justice
advocates, therefore, political ecologists have tended to adopt the insights of ANT and new
materialisms only selectively.



The connections between environmentalisms and posthumanisms, as this brief overview
shows, are ambiguous. Many types of environmentalism share with certain strands of
posthumanism the philosophical DNA of skepticism toward conceptions of humans as
exceptional, singular, and ontologically separated from the rest of the biological web of life.
They have sometimes done so through a biocentric emphasis on nature as valuable in and of
itself, at other times through an emphasis on humans’ unintentional agency as a species, and
at yet other times through questioning the boundaries that separate humans from other
species or the inanimate environment. But since the 1980s, most brands of environmentalism
have become associated with movements for social justice that sometimes welcome
posthumanism in its critique of Enlightenment humanism and its false universalisms, and at
other times reject it as yet another kind of universalism that obfuscates the realities of social
inequality and the socio-economic systems that produce inequality and ecological
degradation concurrently. One of the great challenges for contemporary environmentalist
thought and activism, balancing the needs of nonhuman species with those of disempowered
communities in what I have called “multispecies justice” (2016: Ch. 5) may need to draw on
some of the resources of posthumanist as well as humanist thought so as to put the rights and
agency of nature in conversation with the rights and differential agencies of humans.

oper (1995), What Is Nature? ch.6. See also Bergthaller (2014), who questions material ecocriticism from a systems-
theoretical perspective.

or a more detailed discussion of these dimensions, see Schlosberg (2007).
am indebted to Eric Sheppard at the UCLA Department of Geography for clarifying this distinction.

or a detailed discussion, see Chagani (2014).
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CHAPTER TEN

Nonhuman Politics and Its Practices

IWONA JANICKA

What is the relationship between politics and nonhumans? What does it mean to consider
politics in the context of nonhumans? How are nonhumans to be considered politically? The
term “politics” itself points to Ancient Greece and that which nonhumans, by definition, do
not possess: an institutional structure (polis) and the power of speech (logos). In this context,
is it even possible to conceptualize politics non-anthropocentrically? What would political
practice mean exactly with reference to nonhumans? Should we question human
exceptionalism at all, given the potential for such interrogation to facilitate scientific and
commercial exploitation? These are some of the questions that hover in posthumanist
writings on politics. Various posthumanist thinkers pose significant challenges to traditional
understanding of politics, including governance of a country, management of institutions,
legislation, or struggle for power. They re-examine key political concepts, such as agency,
subjectivity, freedom, equality, democracy, parliament, constitutionality, political action, and
autonomy. The vast majority of this criticism does not, however, aim at merely including
nonhumans into existing political structures. Instead, it attempts to redefine the very concept
of politics, of which nonhumans could be an integral part.

Whilst there is no unified approach to politics in posthumanist studies, most scholars agree
that the received concept of politics is inadequate on at least two counts. First, it is lacking
with regard to the past as it is necessary to acknowledge that “human” has been a highly
regulatory category and has often referred exclusively to certain type of individuals: white,
Western, male, able-bodied. Hence, it has been instrumental to practices of discrimination



and exclusion. This is where posthumanism joins arms with some strands of feminism,
critical race studies, postcolonialism, environmental philosophy, and disability studies.
Second, the established political modes are insufficient with regard to the future as they do
not provide us with appropriate conceptual tools to face the challenges of the contemporary
world. This is because issues that concern us most—such as climate change or rapidly
developing artificial intelligence—do not respect national boundaries or the standard rules of
politics. What’s more, our lives have become increasingly dominated by questions of “life
support systems”: habitats, artificial environments, artificial surroundings in which we can
safely co-exist, as we are confronted with more and more limited space and resources on
Earth.! These shifts in new life support systems influence considerably our ways of living
together. Thinkers in the field of posthumanism, broadly considered, tackle selected aspects
of this situation in order to propose a new concept of politics that could constructively
respond to the current situation.

Politically engaged posthumanism is rich terrain, an area of thought that develops at a
dizzyingly rapid pace. As such, it is impossible to offer an exhaustive account of all its
intricacies here. Nevertheless, in this chapter, I discuss some of the most notable and
productive efforts at reconceptualizing politics that have been undertaken in the context of
nonhumans. I propose a focus that will allow us to interrogate different versions of politics
that can be found in posthumanist interventions, and to test their limits, from a very specific
perspective: political practice. So far, very little attention has been devoted to concrete
political practice in the context of nonhumans. This is mainly due to the fact that such
questions can turn normative and prescriptive very quickly. Critical posthumanist thinkers are
understandably hesitant about proposing readymade blueprints for action or quick fixes to
global problems by technological means. Nevertheless, we need to ask what “nonhuman
politics” would actually mean in practice. And, perhaps more provocatively, whether one
could potentially be a “posthumanist activist.” Such an approach allows us to remain “down
to Earth”—to use the English title of Bruno Latour’s latest book—in our reflections on
politics, while at the same time to experiment with different modalities of political action in
the context of nonhumans.

The working thesis for this paper that determines its, undeniably highly selective, choice
of thinkers is that the question of posthuman politics is, ultimately, a question of collective
transformation in a more-than-human world. Politics is about concrete practices of world-
building with a special attention to nonhumans, our “response-ability” (Haraway 2008, 2016)
to them and non-parasitic relationships (Serres [1980] 2007, [1990] 1995). Some of the key
questions are therefore: what are the entities that count in world-building? How do we orient
our practices considering that—for better or worse—we can never fully anticipate the results
of our actions? What is the role of experimentation and of habits in political practices?

POLITICS OF MATTER

When considering nonhumans in the context of politics, it is essential to engage with new
materialism. This field of inquiry radically modifies our understanding of matter and
proposes a different concept of politics. Various new materialist thinkers place politics at the



center of their interests. Their conceptual point of departure is that matter is a monist, vital
force that exhibits agency rather than passively receives human action. New materialists call
for the reconceptualization of the ontological bases of politics, which constitutes for them an
important form of politics. Their crucial assumption is that the realization of different politics
is possible only by thoroughly rethinking ontology. And so, new materialists reconsider key
concepts in philosophy and political theory, shifting them toward more matter-oriented
frameworks. Karen Barad, for example, proposes the concept of “intra-action” (2007) that
argues for the ontological inseparability of all interacting agencies, human and nonhuman
alike. Jane Bennett speaks of “thing-power” and encourages us to think of natural and
technical materialities as co-actors in politics (2010). Diana Cool and Samantha Frost
emphasize that body is “a visceral protagonist within political encounters” that dislocates
agency and is “indispensable to any adequate appreciation of democratic processes” (2010:
19). Rosi Braidotti refers to “zoe-politics” and “zoe-centred egalitarianism” based on the
“primacy of the relation, of interdependence, which values non-human or a-personal Life”
(2013: 95). She speaks of the politics of autopoiesis (2006, 2016), the importance of
“broadening the sense of community” (2010: 206), and an “affirmation of life as radical
immanence” (2018: 318). More recently, she turns to “placenta politics” as a new category of
“pregnant posthumanism” that re-considers the maternal body (2018: 318).2

Beyond such theoretical work, new materialists also interrogate specific forms of material
resistance and generativity that would further undermine the discourses on human being as
asocial and independent entities. They place the body in the foreground and consider how
self-transformative corporeality participates in power, for instance, in relation to sexual
difference (Colebrook 2000; Jagger 2015). They incorporate new technological and scientific
developments in their considerations of normative questions. Therefore, their efforts are
perhaps best understood as ways to propose a more inclusive concept of politics that is
equally open to invisible entities. For these scholars, politics is a new way of thinking that is
radically open to difference (see Dolphijn and van der Tuin 2012; Braidotti and Hlavajova
2018).

Yet, a political activist sympathetic to new materialist projects might ask—in a naive and
irritatingly committed way—how this politics of matter could translate into political practice.
If we look at current new materialist literature, there is little indication of what this politics
would mean on the level of collective, transformative action, even though new materialists
are explicitly politically committed (Bennett 2010; Coole and Frost 2010; Braidotti 2013).
Admittedly, some contributions to the feminist strand of new materialism show tendencies to
consider practice more. This is extremely valuable. For instance, Elizabeth Grosz (2010)
thinks productively about practices of freedom that could be translated into feminist political
action ranging from feminist co-operatives and clinics to intergenerational initiatives around

a specific women’s issue.? But even such important contributions only hint at concrete set of
practices. Thus far, there is little differentiation in forms of action that could orient activism.
Politics gets lost in ethics or epistemology (Washick et al. 2015). Meanwhile, the theoretical
tools to conceptualize political practice still need to be developed. If, indeed, new
materialism and engaged practice are brought together in scholarship, it is a move undertaken
almost exclusively by anarchists. The latter turn to Gilles Deleuze, a key reference for new



materialists, in order to provide “a foundation for anarchist ethics” and to “explore the
‘political’ and active aspects of immanent ethics” (Vasileva 2018: 2). Such combinations are
inspiring: linking anarchist practice to new materialist ontology could potentially be a
particularly productive way for new materialists to overcome an impasse around political
practice (see Newman 2001; Gordon 2008; Colson 2019; Gray Van Heerden and Eloff 2019).

Although new materialist contributions are undoubtedly insightful and rhetorically well-
crafted, it seems that, for the time being at least, the word “politics” is used here more as a
speech act, as a promise of a future materialization. Neomaterialist politics is thus perhaps
best described as “politics to come” (la politique a venir), playing on Jacques Derrida’s
notion of “democracy to come” (la démocratie a venir). It is a politics that is not here, not
now and, at least for the time being, cannot be translated into concrete political action.
Nevertheless, it opens up horizons of unknown possibilities, naming an unpredictable
opening and a dislocation from within that has a transformative potential. It is a promise of
change that is both now and in the future. This form of political philosophy, one which aims
at stretching our thinking about politics, is undoubtedly valuable, but without political
practice its transformative potentiality is significantly limited.

FROM POLITICS AS ONTOLOGY TO POLITICS AS
MODE

Given the evident limitations of new materialism, how can we conceptualize political
practice if a re-evaluation of matter is not sufficient? One thinker for whom the question of
practice is fundamental is Bruno Latour. Latour has considered practice in a wide variety of
spheres, including the sciences, the law, religion, and urbanism. Throughout his work,
politics has always been a central concern, although his thinking has mutated steadily: from

his early work on the horizontal ontological politics* of actor-network theory (ANT), through
“parliament of things” and Dingpolitik, to politics as a separate mode of existence (AIME:

An Inquiry into Modes of Existence®), arriving finally at Gaia and politics of the terrestrials

(the Earthbound).® In this section, I focus mainly on ANT and AIME, theories which are
most relevant to the present discussion. The former demonstrates significant, though limited,
political potential. The latter completes this work, extending and developing the earlier
framework, by focusing on specific operations that make practices political (cf. Latour
[2012] 2013: 353).

In Latour’s early work on ANT, he formulates a horizontal description of human and
nonhuman assemblages, demonstrating that neither humans nor their actions can be
understood without nonhumans. Strongly influenced at that time by Machiavelli, Latour
considers alliances and trials of strength crucial because, in his “flat ontology,”” all entities
are fundamentally equal. This means that they are only as real as they are strong (Latour
1987): “Whatever resists trials is real” (Latour [1984] 1988: 158). That means that entities’
existence depends on the effects that they produce rather than on their inherent essence. No
entity is inherently political pace Aristotle.® The more attachments an actor (actant) has, the
more it exists (cf. Latour 2005b: 217). “Forces cannot be divided into the ‘human’ and



‘nonhuman,’” argues Latour ([1984] 1988: 199), as both humans and nonhumans are capable
of producing effects and resisting trials of strength. Furthermore, politics is potentially
everywhere as “[it] is not one realm of action separated from others.” Instead, it is “what
allows many heterogenous resources to be woven together into a social link that becomes
increasingly harder and harder to break” (Strum and Latour 1987: 797; see also Harman
2014: 22-3). This, however, also means that politics is both everywhere and nowhere.
Importantly, that position will change in Latour’s later work. Nevertheless, a flat description
of human and nonhuman assemblages was crucial at this stage for Latour’s broader
contribution to posthumanist politics. The creation of new links between entities—an integral
constituent of the ANT framework—prevented Latour from following received wisdom in
terms of existing explanations for “social” phenomena (cf. Latour 2005b: 16).

The ontological equality between humans and nonhumans, posited initially in ANT, led
Latour to propose an idea of the “parliament of things,” in which scientists speak in the name
of things, that is, in traditional political terms, they represent them (Latour [1991] 1993).
Parliament of things posits, literally, an experimental form of politics where democracy is
extended to nonhumans (cf. Latour [1999] 2004: 223). A further shift in Latour’s politics is
his formulation of a controversy-based Dingpolitik (politics of things), in which politics is
created in response to an issue (“a matter of concern”). Dingpolitik reverses the logic of
Realpolitik (human politics), in which an issue needs to enter an already established sphere of
politics and be recognized as political in order to be taken into consideration (Latour 2005a).

As Latour himself admits, the problem of ANT is that, although the framework is well-
suited for showing movement between different networks and heterogenous elements, it is
ill-adapted at defining differences (see Tresch and Latour 2013: 304). It describes well a
given network setup and follows elements that circulate through it. However, because of its
inherent lack of differentiation, it does not allow us to think change or, for the matter, how we
would bring a change about in a system. This is a serious problem if we assume that politics,
considered in its broadest sense, is about practices of transformation. Still, it is important to
note that at this stage Latour already develops a position on questions of subjectivity,
freedom, emancipation, and the purpose of politics that span both ANT and AIME, and are
fundamental to his approach to politics. First, Latour maintains that “subjectivity is not the
property of human souls but of the gathering itself” (Latour 2005b: 218). Nonhumans can
therefore be “political subjects,” due to the fact that only a human-nonhuman collective can

be a political entity.” As Latour tellingly puts it: We are “folded into nonhumans” (Latour
[1999] 2004: 189). “Politics is made not with politics but with something else” (Latour
[1984] 1988: 56); that is, the fabric of politics is made up of heterogenous elements and
processes. Considering that our received concepts of politics do not acknowledge this
heterogeneity, they need to be revised to “catch up” with new linkages (Latour 2005a: 27). In
that sense, we are all “politically challenged” according to Latour (2005a: 20). Second,
freedom and emancipation are not concomitant with “an absence of bonds.” Rather, they are
about “getting out of a bad bondage” (Latour 2005b: 230) and becoming “well-attached”
instead (Latour 2005b: 218). What is key are our association and attachment to other entities,
both human and nonhuman. Finally, Latour proclaims that “the burning desire to have the
new entities detected, welcomed, and given shelter is not only legitimate, it’s probably the



only scientific and political cause worth living for” (Latour 2005b: 259). This sentiment, as
we will see, will be key for the concept of politics as circulation found in AIME.

AIME radically departs from ANT’s earlier all-pervading ontological politics and proposes
instead that politics is a separate mode of existence. He elaborates in detail this differentiated
version of politics in several books—chiefly in Politics of Nature ([1999] 2004) and
Pandora’s Hope (1999)—Ileading up to its final insertion into the broader project of AIME.
Of critical importance to the present discussion is one aspect of Latour’s framework: the
process of circulation as integral to politics. In AIME, Latour traces the “felicity conditions™
of political discourse, that is, what it means “to act or speak politically” (Latour [2012] 2013:
340, 2003). The adverb, signaling motion, is important here. The practice of politics is a
circle which is constituted every time a new human-nonhuman collective is gathered around
a single issue. When the organizing issue changes, the circle is re-drawn anew. Politics is a
constantly renewed process of collecting entities, which must always start all over again in
creating a new “we” in order to include those who have been excluded from its previous
reiteration. The inclusion of the entities who were previously invisible sets the terms with
which these new members of the collective will be dealt. It is a “performation” in that
“[n]either the public, nor the common, nor the ‘we’ exists; they must be brought into being”
(Latour [2012] 2013: 352). This is not a logic of a simple inclusion—the acceptance only of
entities that fit into pre-established categories—but instead a process in which the entities
themselves can redefine the very categories by which they were previously excluded.
Crucially, politics disappears if this renewal stops being performed, if formerly excluded
entities are not allowed to redefine the political parameters. However, if this criterion is met,
“[d]emocracy becomes a habit” (Latour [2012] 2013: 343).

In the context of AIME, institutions are important as they offer both the means to create
spaces for the renewal process and a guarantee that it will actually take place. This
commitment to institutions, however, raises several challenging questions for Latour to
address. What would these institutions exactly look like in practice? To what extent is an
invention of new, alternative political forms even possible? Latour’s tendency to recuperate
traditional political concepts—such as constitutionality, the republic, the parliament,
democracy, and diplomacy—could be interpreted as both radically subversive and not radical
enough. Is there space for activism? Is there space for non-representational politics?
Considering that Latour’s concept of the primacy of trials of strength fundamentally
undergirds AIME’s framework, to what extent is there space for minoritarian views, for the
less strong?

Latour’s theorization of politics as a “progressive composition of the common world to
share” (Latour [1999] 2004: 47) with nonhumans is a form of cosmopolitics, borrowed from
Isabelle Stengers ([1997] 2010, [1997] 2011). It is a radical expansion of the meaning of
politics that so far has been “restricted to the values, interests, opinions, and social forces of
isolated, naked humans” (Latour 1999: 290). It always concerns the composition of a human-
nonhuman collective and that is why it always poses questions, chiefly: “How many are we?”
and “Can we live together?” (Latour [1999] 2004). Politics for Latour is a performative
practice that is constantly busy recreating a more welcoming collective. However, precisely
how we identify political actors and political actions—what categories we use for “counting”



that make certain entities intelligible in politics to the exclusion of others—is not fleshed out
sufficiently in this framework. To what extent would the uncountable, the invisible, the

unheard be allowed to transform politics? What would be the constraints of this process?!°
The above questions require further elaboration in order to fully measure this framework’s
political potential.

DEVICE-ORIENTED POLITICS

As noted above, the principle drawback of ANT for thinking politics is that it lacks an
account of change. Having said that, some scholars in science and technology studies (STS)
use ANT productively to consider politics, for instance, through the concept of publics.
Notably, Noortje Marres’s work and her slogan “No Issue, No Politics” contributed
significantly to Latour’s concept of Dingpolitik and its further elaboration in AIME.
Following Marres, Latour’s “matters of concern” become “issues” that show reticence or
cause problems. Marres’s object-oriented politics concentrates on how nonhumans—
particularly technologies, settings, and devices—generate their own publics. She queries the
role of concrete objects in enacting political participation, which she calls “material
participation” (Marres 2012). Here, politics is experimental, performative, device-centered,
and very specific as it varies in different settings. Instead of asking whether nonhumans can
be recognized as political entities engaging in participation, Marres proposes to focus on the
ways in which these entities acquire and lose political powers in concrete circumstances
(106). For her, it is not about solving the question once and for all whether nonhumans are
“naturally” political beings, but instead to establish how nonhumans come to matter in
specific settings and under what conditions they become invested with specific normative
capacities (112). This leads her to turn to an empirical approach whereby experimenting with
“material politics” allows her to account for the role of nonhumans in politics (113). She calls
this “experimental politics,” where “normative variability of material objects” is considered
empirically “as an effect that is achieved in specific settings” (127).

In Material Participation, Marres focuses her attention on sustainable living experiments
such as “ecoshowhomes.” As she admits, this sort of politics does not provide us with a
model of participation nor does it ensure that it takes place. “It is of the order of event”—
something that just happens—rather than a given (131). As an experiment, it can also
succeed or fail. Considering the focus on the specificity of this zoomed-in concept of politics,
it is worth asking whether it is possible to make it scalable in a productive way. Could
Marres’s politics ever be translated into more than a very specific setting? Could serialization
be one way to overcome this problem? As with Latour’s early work on ANT, the question
that comes to the fore is whether this approach allows for a transformative doing rather than
only following a doing, that is, following how things are already being done. To what extent
could we orient the direction of change?

COMMUNAL ECOLOGY OF PRACTICES

One approach that implicitly responds to these issues is that of Maria Puig de la Bellacasa.



Puig de la Bellacasa takes up productively Latour’s “matters of concern” and combines them
with feminist theories of care in order to propose “matters of care.” The reason for this is that
“care” can be “more easily turned into a verb: to care. One can make oneself concerned, but
‘to care’ contains a notion of doing that concern lacks” (Puig de la Bellacasa 2017: 42). She
is interested in how we can get involved in orienting matters of care, that is, in their “possible
becoming,” and how we can intervene in “what things could be” (66). It is important to note
that care is not conceived here as an innocent, warm fuzzy feeling or a feel-good approach. It
is neither a social contract nor a moral idea but instead a condition of interdependency that is
essential for any existence. It is a concrete work of maintenance and repair that is at the same
time ambivalent. Puig de la Bellacasa strongly argues against a normative approach to care,
which assumes that we know in advance and once and for all how to care. Ethics in this
context is about “intensities and gradations of ‘ethicality’” (151). Instead of a normative
ethics, she proposes to think about care as a “transformative ethos”—a practical, everyday
engagement with the worlds we inhabit and the concrete ways to make them more habitable.
Specifically, Puig de la Bellacasa focuses on practices of the permaculture movement, and
the relationship between human and soil, to trace the ways in which this movement’s daily
ecological doing transforms our relations to the planet, its inhabitants, and its resources. This
activity, she admits, is always relationally specific and would not necessarily be transposable
somewhere else: “care responds to a situated relationship” (163). However, because she
focuses on the personal-collective, that is how we go about building alternative communities
for existing in more than human world—what she calls an “ethico-political” commitment or
“alterpolitics”—this experiment in alternative living is scoped more broadly than a device-
centered approach. Politics and ethics are very closely linked here: ethics is not an
individual’s care of the self (Foucault’s souci de soi) that in the next phase could become
expanded into the “outside” world but instead it is already a collective action embedded in a
concrete community of living.

MORE-THAN-SOCIAL MOVEMENTS

If we continue zooming-out in our approach to practice and consider how to think about
wider, collective movements of transformation in experimental politics, the next step on our
path is Dimitris Papadopoulos’s idea of insurgent posthumanism. In his work, Papadopoulos
proposes to speak about “more-than-social movements” as a way to both “politicize
posthumanism” and “posthumanize politics” (2018: 114). The real challenge that “posthuman
politics of movements” faces, according to Papadopoulos, is how to go beyond
anthropocentrism and humanism, whilst simultaneously addressing asymmetries in human-
nonhumans relations and maintaining a commitment to justice. Justice is defined in this
context as “crafting material worlds in which the very existence of the actants involved is
made possible” (2014: 76). Papadopoulos is critical of Latour’s idea of a parliament of
nonhumans “not only because this is one of the very limited forms of politics humans have
ever invented but also because it is the most humanist of all” (Papadopoulos 2018: 114). For
him, “the point is not to create the correct assembly but to act with the neglected and
invisibilised forms of existence in order to alter the very conditions of inclusion” (2014: 75).



As he puts it succinctly, “When ontological politics goes to the parliament, politics of matter
goes to the everyday” (2014: 77). Papadopoulos therefore focuses on concrete practices that
create alternative worlds and alternative ontologies, which are embedded in more-than-social
movements: AIDS activism, maker culture, hacker communities, migration activism. These
movements are “more than social” because their activism does not only target recognized
social and political institutions but actively engages with techno-scientific nonhumans to
create new, more durable and more generous “infrastructures.” These infrastructures change
“the conditions of knowledge production by engaging with the actual making of knowledge
in a specific subfield of technoscience” (2018: 205). Rather than simply opposing power,
they create “alternative conditions of existence that make just forms of life emerge:
alterontologies” (2018: 159). This is specifically achieved through craft understood here as
DIWY (do it without yourself) where craft is less about making things and more “about
leaving yourself aside for the sake of viably coexisting with other things and beings” (2018:
23). This is what he calls “compositional politics,” in which humans are co-constituted with
nonhumans through specific practices embedded in collective, more-than-social movements
and together create alternative environments for existing.

ATURN TO HABITS?

In this chapter, I have focused on selected approaches to politics, frameworks that attempt not
only to integrate nonhumans into political practice, but also to provide settings that would
eventually allow for a creation of embedded habits: habits of democracy, habits of care,
habits of collective co-crafting of alternative worlds. What becomes clear is that politics is
about daily practices of shifting perspectives and directing our attention to nonhumans. It is
about praxis of response and care that is always attuned to other entities. Elsewhere, I have
argued that anarchism is one way to think about political practice that is predicated on acts of
cooperation with and support for entities that remain unintelligible from within a given status
quo, those that do not “count” (Janicka 2017). I called these entities “singularity” and I
proposed a concept of “solidarity with singularity” that allows for the coming together of
diverse activist movements that undertake concrete practices of solidarity with animals,
plants, the environment, women, minorities, LGBTQ+, or refugees, that is, whoever is in the
position of oppression or unintelligibility. Central to my proposition is the concept of “habit,”
and how these practices of solidarity are being maintained and transmitted in anarchist
housing projects, co-operatives, and autonomous zones. Our interrogation then becomes less
about humans and nonhumans, and instead about nonhumans and habits. Could nonhumans
such as objects or plants ever possess habits (Sparrow and Hutchinson 2013: 2)? What would
be the relationship of these habits to world-building practices? How could we conceptualize
habits from a posthumanist perspective? This offers another way, one of many, to approach
the question of politics and its practices in the context of nonhumans, a rich territory of
inquiry yet to be fully mapped.




In this, see Sloterdijk ([1998] 2011, [1999] 2014, [2004] 2016); Latour (2014), Latour and Serres (Serres and Latour [1992]
1995).

or another gynaecological approach, see also Sloterdijk ([1998] 2011).

ee, for instance, Hinton and van der Tuin (2014); van der Tuin (2011); Alaimo and Hekman (2008).
or other important contributions to “ontological politics,” see Winner (1980) and Mol (1999).

ee AIME website: http://modesofexistence.org.

hat is, if we consider this development from the point of view of the chronology of his published work. Latour states that
ANT and AIME developed simultaneously (see Tresch and Latour 2013).

n “flat ontology,” see DeL.anda (2004); Harman (2014).
s Latour admits, “I do not believe that returning to Aristotle is helpful” (Latour 2007: 814). See also Vries (2016).

he inverted commas are called for as Latour would actually not use subject-object differentiation in order to speak about
what we would traditionally term a “political subject.”

n this, see Ranciére (Ranciere [1995] 1999, [2000] 2013); Butler (2004); Janicka (2017).
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Posthuman Feminist Ethics: Unveiling
Ontological Radical Healing

FRANCESCA FERRANDO

In this chapter, we! will contend that posthuman feminist ethics may offer the means to live
responsibly in the twenty-first century, and this is no easy task. Living an ethical life while
being part of a society that, although partaking in the geological rise of the Anthropocene, is

still enchanted with the philosophical promises of the European enlightenment,” is very
challenging. Philosophical posthumanism, new materialist feminism, as well as feminist
activism, and a feminist approach to mindfulness, will bring some precious insights on how
to pursue an ethical way of living which can bring radical changes and new visions to space-
time. This chapter is not about how we could change our society tomorrow; instead, it is a
realistic call to do it now, in this moment, starting from the self. As second wave feminism
has evocatively phrased it: “the personal is political.” The ways we live, we think, we act,
constitute part of the shifting material networks of our agency—which is comprehensive,
multi-layered, plural, and all-encompassing. More clearly, the way we live and interact in this

world is the most powerful manifestation of the political and ethical praxis that we,’ as
posthumanists, are promoting; such praxis dynamically comprehends each detail of the ways
we exist, in the world(s) we inhabit. In order to develop mindful ways to embrace this
existential attitude, we will delve on the integral meanings of three notions: “posthuman,”
“feminist,” and “ethics.” More specifically, the concept of the posthuman will be accessed
through the understanding of philosophical posthumanism (Ferrando 2019), and thus it will



be defined as a post-humanism (i.e., the realization that the human is a plural notion), as a
post-anthropocentrism (the perception of the human not as superior to other species, but in
relation to them), and as a post-dualism (the gained awareness that existence does not unfold
in dualistic modes).

This chapter will demonstrate how posthumanist, post-anthropocentric, and post-dualistic
ethics are genealogically indebted to feminism on a theoretical level, and are inextricably
embedded with gender awareness, on a practical level. To prove this point, we will bring
different examples of speciesism and bio-centrism; following, we will further deepen this
comprehension to an experiential level, through a game role and a thought experiment based
on a revisitation of the notion of the “veil of ignorance,” as disposed by philosopher John
Rawls (1971). At the end of this ethical reflection, readers may experience a posthuman
epiphany that will possibly spark actual explorations of post-anthropocentric and post-
dualistic ways of living. In fact, this chapter wishes not only to offer a clear academic source
to unravel, in deep and rigorous ways, the affect and effects of feminism to the field of
posthuman studies. More broadly, this is a call to all the people who consider themselves
posthumanists, to take a step further and materialize the posthuman praxis of existence that
we are envisioning, in the profound and substantial quest of self-discovery and evolution that
is our posthuman era.

SETTING INTENTIONS: POWER, LOVE, AND
TECHNOLOGY

In order to become ethical posthumanists, we need to understand who we are and where we
are. The posthuman paradigm shift advocates a post-dualistic approach to social politics,
based on the understanding of the micro-physics of power, as explained by philosopher
Michel Foucault: “Now, the study of this micro-physics presupposes that the power exercised
on the body is conceived not as a property, but as a strategy ...; that one should decipher in it
a network of relations, constantly in tension, in activity, rather than a privilege that one might
possess” ([1975] 1995: 26). From this standpoint, there is no absolute power separated from
the self: power is everywhere, in each act and relation that we engage upon, daily. Foucault
further unveils his understanding of power as dynamic and all-encompassing,* by stating: “In
short this power is exercised rather than possessed; it is not the ‘privilege,” acquired or
preserved, of the dominant class, but the overall effect of its strategic positions—an effect
that is manifested and sometimes extended by the position of those who are dominated” (26).
Following, there is no separation between the society we live in and the ways we live our
own lives. What does this realization entail, from a posthumanist ethical standpoint? First of
all, it helps us realize that paying lip service to politically correct posthuman politics, without
reclaiming our active role in this scenario, will not bring any actual change in the social, nor
to the individual, network(s) of existing.

In this sense, the goal of this chapter is not just historical, theoretical, nor genealogical;
these tasks have already been successfully accomplished, for instance, by feminist thinkers
such as Rosi Braidotti (2013, 2016), Katherine Hayles (1999), and Karen Barad (2007),



among others.> Now that the posthuman theoretical frame has been clearly set, it is time for
posthumanists to take an ethical stand based on praxis, which means, more specifically,
embodying the theories that we have publicly announced, with excitement and sincerity.
More generally, we now understand that micro-ethics are reflective of macro-ethics, and vice
versa. A social call for multi-species co-existence, for instance, can only infer an individual
call for a mindful and integral respect of alterity, embarked daily by us, posthumanists, in our
own spaces of social, familiar, and personal interactions and intra-connections. As an
example, let’s bring into the conversation ourselves and note that, according to this praxical®
perspective, we, posthumanists endorsing nonhuman personhood, animal dignity, and
multispecies co-existence, should also meet with a personal revisitation of our own daily
habits. For instance, we can start with our diets, and ask ourselves if eating meat is ethically
acceptable, for those posthumanists who have no specific dietary needs for animal proteins,
and thus can choose, instead, from other protein-based food sources. My personal answer to

this question has been: no, eating meat under these conditions is not ethical.” What does
feminism have to do with a post-anthropocentric take on diet? Since gender is part of every
power interaction, the answer is: everything. Here, for instance, we can note that many of the
animal products on the market come from female animals. Milk and all its derivates (such as
yogurt and cheese) are produced by cows; eggs are produced by hens, while, in industrial
livestock production, most males are killed at birth in inhumane ways.® More generally, as
posthumanists, we will be asking ourselves, routinely, if our personal ethical standards,

revealed in the daily choices we make in our material being-in-the-world,? meet (or not) with
the public ethical standards that we are being vocal about, on a social, scientific, and
theoretical level. In this chapter, I would like to invite the reader to pose these kinds of

questions in order to find individual answers, which are not going to be all the same,° but all
should be based on a sincere commitment to the posthumanist theories we are suggesting.
Another example of this type of attitude is a mindful meditation on our interactions, as a
species, with technology. This topic is of particular interest from a posthumanist perspective,
not only in its theoretical implications, but also in its socio-political ones. Here, I would like

to reflect more clearly, on the heated debate surrounding the much feared (and loved'!)
hypothesis commonly referred to as “Al takeover,” according to which artificial intelligence
may soon steal the ontological crown from the human (cf. Bostrom 2014, among others).
This view, which pretends to project its prophecies to the future, is actually based on an
outdated way of thinking, which is being radically deconstructed by posthumanism through
its feminist legacies. Let’s understand more clearly the terms of the debate, starting with
contextualizing it in our spatio-temporal frame. First of all, a sharp look at our society today
clearly reveals that, in many techno-advanced societies, technology has already taken over.
The attention given to the screen is much larger, on a daily average, to the one given to other
human faces. Taking a subway ride in New York City, for instance, speaks for itself: most
customers will be looking at their phones for the entire ride, unaware of other human
interactions on the train.

Another interesting example is the current technological twist to the history of love. Here,
we will reflect on the possible developments of the relationship between humans and their



virtual helpers, starting with Google Assistant. This artificial assistant—which, like most of
them, was originally launched with a traditionally female-sounding voice, in a gender-biased

trend that has been recently exposed!'>—was conceived to be “always ready to help whenever
you need it” (Google n.d.). In the field of the philosophy of love, more clearly outlined
through the ethical reflection of feminist giants such as Simone De Beauvoir ([1949] 1974),
Luce Irigaray (1996; 2002), and bell hooks (2001), this description can only refer to someone
who truly loves and cares about you. This does not sound particularly problematic from an
anthropocentric perspective: the human is still at the center of attention. But what if some
advanced artificial intelligence decided, in an act of pure agapism, to direct their loving
energies toward the good of the whole dimensional realm, instead of some selected
individuals? One of the consequences of this selfless act could be that, once enlightened,
instead of serving you, this archetype of artificial intelligence would serve greater goals,
which are unknown to you, but are of benefit to the planet: would you be ok with it? More
specifically, are humans truly in “love” with technology, or are they selfishly dependent on
it? The answer depends on the meaning of the term “love.” Let’s look into this through a
feminist perspective. Not too surprisingly, given the twisted meaning that this word has
developed in the history of humankind, phrases such as “I love you to death” have generated
more than metaphorical significations, as the history of gender violence, femicide and sex-
based hate crimes, clearly proves. As a result, this social human fascination toward
technology (i.e., this techno-fascination) most often translates into a fear of dethronization,
based on the historical patriarchal take on love as a positional good to be capitalized,
exemplified in the supposedly romantic declaration: “I love you, (as much as) you are mine.”
Looking into the terms of the debate on AI takeover through the history of patriarchal love,
openly reveals that many humans are clearly attracted and addicted to technology in their
personal daily habits. And still, within their formal ethical code of human-technological

interaction, they prefer to relegate technological objects'® to the existential status of
“artificial slaves,” in a long sexist, racist, and anthropocentric ethical tradition that can be
traced back to Aristotle (cf. LaGrandeur 2013), based on the cultural archetype Master/slave.

This speciesist and bio-centric uneasiness in accepting the robotic difference outside of the
hierarchical Subject-object paradigm—which implies a human “Subject” “using” a
technological “object”—resonates with centuries of discriminatory practices in human
history. An intersectional approach to the historical timeline of prejudice and intolerance
shows that they are based on absolute symbolic dichotomies, generating out of the
psychological blueprint “Self” versus “Other,” that has sustained the socio-cultural history of
patriarchal values. Examples of endemic discriminations based on dichotomies generated out
of this model, include: racism (“Black” versus “White”), sexism (“Woman” versus “Man”),

elitism (“Poor” versus “Rich”), speciesism (“Animal” versus “Man”'#), and so on. In this
history of social constructions, the repetition of the dichotomic structure proves, with
multiple example, that no Weltanschauung based on absolute dualism can be conducive to the
ethical global scheme of co-existence that we, as posthumanists, are proposing. Furthermore,
this dichotomic approach, when enacted, has long-lasting consequences that should be
unveiled. We need to update our social ethical system, instead of indulging in the toxic
resonance of the moral basis “Us” against “Them,” which is embedded in the emotional



history of fear and anger, and has manifested in the geo-political outcomes of wars and
conflicts. In this sense, we can learn from experience and understand that, if we pursue such
existential habits, the future developments of the relationships between humans and machines
will most likely repeat some socio-political outcomes, such as discrimination and inequity,

that have generated out of dichotomic epistemes,’® and that we, as posthumanists, are

actually engaged in deconstructing. In our current technological quest,'® is this the ethical
journey that we want to embrace, as individuals, as a society, and eventually, as a species?
Let’s reflect on this important question in explicit terms.

First of all, this approach is based on a foundational separation between humans and
technology. Cyborg feminism and theory has clearly demonstrated that the fluid ontology of
robots and artificial intelligence, who are constructed out of human knowledge but transcend

it ontically and symbolically,’” do not fit any dualistic approach. We can now see that the
consequences of this dualistic approach are not necessarily emanating out of the cyborg, but
are more clearly rooted in an ethical human genealogy, which has co-occurred with a material
history of bigotry and intolerance. This is why we should take seriously the issue of
acknowledging the integrity of multispecies co-existence as comprehensive of the inorganic,
including the machines. Here, I should clarify that this ethical choice implies no hierarchy. In
fact, machinic dignity is recognized together with human dignity, nonhuman-animal dignity,
and bio-dignity, among others. Let’s bring a concrete example to clarify this point. On one
side, for instance, the heated debate about robo-dignity that followed the act of granting
citizenship to Sophia the robot by Saudi Arabia in October 2017 can be seen as a step toward
multi-species co-existence. And still, as many have noted, human migrants and women in
Saudi Arabia were not granted the same privileges as Sophia (Wootson 2017). From a
posthumanist perspective, different types of dignity do not manifest as a hierarchy, but rather,

as a concrete context for the manifestation of radical ontological healing.'® In general, this is
an invitation to work within the frame of dynamically plural, and monistically multi-layered,
ethics of existence. Post-dualistic ethics, for instance, allows humans to partake in the
existential quest with different species and beings, including nonhuman animals and robots.
How can we achieve such a post-dualistic praxis?

Let’s reflect on how to enact post-dualistic practices by situating ourselves, and our
symbolic and material location(s), in the micro- and macro-physics of power. Currently, the

accepted mainstream episteme!® of the majority of industrial and post-industrial societies is

still faithful to the European Enlightenment, according to which “we,” “enlightened”?°
humans, will always find a solution, no matter the magnitude of the problem. But the
language of the age of the Enlightenment no longer works in the age of the Anthropocene.
We are facing the sixth mass extinction; the issues at stake are too high to be ignored. Can we
do something about it? Yes, but such a shift can only result by fully acknowledging the actual
state of things, as feminist theorist Donna Haraway points out (2016), including the extensive
power of our own agency (which comprehends the level of the individual, the social, and the
species, among many others). This section calls for an environmental and sustainable praxis,
by accessing posthuman mindfulness not only as a posthumanism, but also as a post-
anthropocentrism. This requires a shift of our worldview as a society, and also, as



individuals: in order to induce a paradigm shift in social imaginaries and ethics, changes
must be rooted in, and occur through, individual ethics. A landmark in this conductive ethical
scenario lays in posthuman feminism, and its socio-cultural perception of the self.

TOWARD POSTHUMAN FEMINIST ETHICS

We live in the posthuman era; the merging of humanity, ecology, and technology is ever more
evident. The human as the measure of all things no longer fits a constantly evolving world,
where thousands of nonhuman species become extinct every year; where women, differently
abled people, non-white persons, among other groups, have been denied full ontological
recognition. In other words, posthumanism, addressed as a post-humanism, underlines that

not every human has been considered as “human” as others.>! Here, we will focus on the
history of sexism as representative of a hierarchical symbolic system, which has located at
the top, a specific type of human (for instance, in the modern history of Europe, this has been
white, male, and heterosexual, among other characteristics). Before proceeding with our
analysis of sexism, we should note that any type of discrimination is an open door for any
other types of discrimination: sexism is not separated from anthropocentrism or biocentrism,
and thus it cannot be approached in isolation. For instance, Braidotti notes how the
trafficking of animals precedes the one of women: “Animals are also sold as exotic
commodities and constitute the largest illegal trade in the world today, after drugs and arms,
but ahead of women” (Braidotti 2013: 8). In this concrete case, speciesism and sexism are
working along similar lines. In other words, getting rid of some forms of discriminations, but
allowing other forms of discriminations to persist, such as the case of sexist post-

anthropocentrism,?? or anthropocentric feminism,?? does not solve the issue: discrimination
is a habit that can only be approached intersectionally, or it will repeat itself in different
forms and times, as we have previously explained.

How do posthuman feminist ethics help us deal with these challenges? More specifically,
why do we need both the feminist and the posthuman components, in this ethical endeavor?
It is because the specific tradition of feminist ethics, which is not based on universal nor

abstract categories, allows us to focus on relationality, situated knowledges,?* and embodied

experience.?> At the same time, posthuman ethics invites us to follow on three related layers.
First of all, as a post-humanism, it marks a shift: from universalism to perspectivism, from
multiculturalism to pluralism and diversity. As a post-anthropocentrism, it induces a change

of strategy: from human agency to agential networks, from technology to eco-technology.?®
As a post-dualism, it requires an evolution of our awareness: from individuality to
relationality, from theory to praxis. This section addresses these points from a critical and
generative approach, embracing feminist standpoint theory as a way of departure, and
intersectionality (Crenshaw 1989) as a methodological background. Our analysis will
persistently refer to three related fields—specifically: biology, technology, and ecology—to
underline the fact that posthuman ethics can only be thought in comprehensive ways, by
reflecting upon the fields of human ethics, bioethics, environmental ethics, and robo-ethics in
relation. Moreover, we will stress that a posthuman approach shall not only generate from



applied philosophy and normative ethics, but it shall ultimately manifest in our ways of
existing. Let’s understand why and how by asking: what is posthuman feminist ethics? In
order to answer this question, it is important to reflect upon each term, that is, “ethics,”
“feminist,” and “posthuman.”

ETHICS

The term “ethics” derives from ancient Greek Roc (ethos), originally meaning “habits” and

“customs”?’; in the Greco-Roman tradition, it can be approached as an equivalent to the

Latin term “mores.” This is quite revealing, given that the original meaning of “ethics”
exposes its full potential: “ethics” can be addressed, more broadly, as “habits” of existence,
from an individual, social, and species perspective. Ethics are pervasive in all the spaces we
morally inhabit, manifesting as repetitions of the habits we are comfortable with, in their
ethical significations and implications; they direct our daily routines and are embedded in all
of our actions, intentions, dreams, thoughts, words, and movements. Are we aware of the
kind of habits we pursue, and repeat, every day? Meditating on these aspects is key to
realizing where we actually stand (and not just what we claim to support); this applies to our
own ethical habits, as well as to the ones of our society, of the human species, and of planet
Earth. Furthermore, how can we manifest a posthumanist ethical praxis of existence that is
mindful of these intra-connected layers? Please note that here the use of “we” is strategically
employed in tune with the feminist policy of “situating.” In fact, in this chapter, I am
expressing a human body of thoughts to other human readers. Although this text may be read
by nonhuman beings and entities (such as autonomous algorithms, once it is published
online), its message is currently directed toward humans living at the rise of the
Anthropocene, so that “we,” posthuman humans, can integrate this merging wave of
posthumanistic, post-anthropocentric, and post-dualistic mindfulness with the human species.
This is very much needed at the moment, since many human societies on the planet Earth are
still caught in the psycho-social illusion of benefitting from worldviews based on ontological
dichotomies and hierarchies, such as, as we have previously noted, anthropocentrism (the
superiority of humans toward nonhumans), sexism (the superiority of males toward females),
racism (the superiority of whites toward blacks), ableism (the superiority of able people
toward differently able people), etc.

Posthuman feminist ethics urgently calls for a deconstruction of such worldviews. These
social constructions have been repeated through millennia, creating the ontological illusion
that they have always been there, but this is not accurate. In fact, there are unlimited other
ways to exist and manifest in this dimension, as everything is constantly changing,
transforming, evolving. For instance, while most monotheistic religions today refer to God in
male terms, the extensive amount of female figurines of the Paleolithic and Neolithic bears

witness of a different set of worldviews.?® Archeologist Marija Gimbutas, who excavated
numerous pre-historic sites in the geographical area so called “Old Europe,” stated: “There is
no trace of a father figure in any of the Paleolithic periods. The life-creating power seems to
have been of the Great Goddess alone” (1989: 316). More in general, no history of
hierarchical power remains intact forever. And still, any social and individual action marks



spacetime. For instance, the more humans exhibit sexist, racist, and speciesist habits, the
deeper these habits are remembered, taken for granted and repeated by other humans, on a
conscious, nonconscious, and subconscious level(s). Furthermore, the history of
discrimination is not neutral, but has a psychological impact on the people who have to face
it, and on the people who engage with it. Both will be traumatized, in different ways. Here,
we shall remember that the word “trauma” also comes from ancient Greek, meaning
“wound”: discrimination leaves deep scars in the social tissue of society, and these scars are
not easy to heal, since they often go unnoticed. These ontological and epistemological,
physical and psychological, social and individual traumas are deep and in need to be
addressed chorally, through expanded waves of trauma-sensitive mindfulness (Treleaven
2019) in human consciousness. How can we heal the socio-temporal wounds reflected in the
lacerations of the history of rape and sexual violence; in the public lynchings, marking the
history of North-American racial hate crimes; in the genocides characterizing the history of
war? We need specific tools to heal ontological wounds; feminism can be of help.

FEMINIST ETHICS

We live in the posthuman era. As a society, we need a change and we are ready for a change:
that change is coming. A good example, for instance, is the “Me Too” movement going viral
in 2017, and revealing the intrinsic sexist architecture of current societies, sustained on
gender-discriminatory cultural attitudes, such as patronizing women and woman-identified
people, and socially accepted forms of shaming them, such as street harassment. Although
decaying, this patriarchal asset is still foundational of many current views and values:
symbolic “male” as the norm, symbolic “female” as the exception. In the history of ideas, the
“Me Too” movement can be seen as the agential materialization of the need for a paradigm
shift aligned to the posthuman wave. Before proceeding in our reflection, we should first
clarify that the impact of the “Me Too” movement is more broadly ontological, and not just
strictly social. To understand this point further, we must look at its roots which, in this case,
lay in politics of direct action. The origins of the movement can be traced to African
American civil rights activist Tarana Burke (b. 1973). Her vision, based on the motto
“empowerment through empathy” (Hill 2017: n.p.), was to support survivors of sexual abuse.
Burke thus explains the meaning of the terms: “It was a catchphrase to be used from survivor
to survivor to let folks know that they were not alone and that a movement for radical healing
was happening and possible” (n.p.). Burke brings to our attention a key process in developing
an integral approach to posthuman ethics, that is, “radical healing.” In this chapter, we will
envision ways to manifest and unfold ontological radical healing. This is foundational in
understanding why posthuman ethics are deeply nourished by feminist and womanist
activism, and cannot be simply traced to traditional moral theories.

The “Me Too” movement has given humankind an invaluable historical gift: exposing all
the acts of (verbal, physical, and sexual) abuse that were pursued behind closed doors, in the
secret of silent nights, and in the daunting whispering of empty streets; in public, under the
uneasy witnessing of overcrowded trains; in the bullying and crimes against privacy
happening in, within and through, social medias; in the memories of young children and elder



survivors. These stories cannot be simply erased: they are part of the memory of spacetime,
and can be easily reaffirmed, if radical healing does not occur. Now we know what we have
always known, but we have never talked about socially, on such a large scale, within the
history of History (i.e., written history). Within this historical frame, the motto “Me Too”
eventually turned into the powerful social mantra that we now know. Such social mantra can
bring a choral and pluralistic voice to ontological areas of intra-actions that have been left in
the dark for too long, such as sexual abuse, gender harassment, and the vast field of identity-
based micro-aggressions. Now healing can occur: we are all part of this social structure and,
directly or indirectly, we are all affected. Radical healing also means “staying with the
trouble,” to go back to Donna Haraway (2016). We must be clear and mindful in this
endeavor, in order to fully comprehend our radical agency in the paradigm shift that is
occurring.”? As Burke more clearly remarked, at a 2017 Me Too Survivors’ March rally, held

in Hollywood, California®’: “We are the embodiment of the personal is political. We want
and demand radical changes .... We have kicked in the door, and now it is time to tear down

the house, brick by brick” (Burke 2017: n.p.).3! From a posthumanist perspective, the only
way “to tear down the house” is to embrace, repeat, and constantly re-enact deep social, and
existential, processes of deconstruction, in order to be fully aware of what kind of dynamics
are at play. Once aware of these dynamics, we will realize the reach of our agency in our
consensual repetitions of habits at the individual, social, and species-specific planes of
existence, and also in our choral intention to disassemble and hybridize some specific habits
to the core, so that they will no longer germinate in their previous dichotomic orientations.
What kind of tools can we use to deconstruct social habits, that is, social ethics? As
womanist and feminist poet Audre Lorde vividly said: “For the master’s tools will never
dismantle the master’s house” ([1981] 1983: 98). We need different ethics; more clearly, we
need a different genealogy to support the envisioning of posthuman onto-ethics (i.e., ethics
that are clearly aware of their ontological implications). In fact, a posthumanist methodology
is based on the understanding that the “what” is the “how” (Ferrando 2012), or, in other
words, that “the medium is the message” (McLuhan 1964). In a post-Machiavellian tone, we
can state that the end and the means are not separate terms; instead, they shall be accessed
relationally, as a fluid process: in the flow of existence, the end does not fully justify the
means, as they are integrated and reflective of each other. In this sense, formulating a
posthuman ethical frame around thinkers who were also notably misogynists (such as

Aristotle and Kant??) would be detrimental, since their worldviews are inevitably embedded
in their philosophies. This does not mean that we can just get rid of the history of philosophy,
given that many Western philosophers were sexist, racist, and anthropocentric, among other
discriminatory traits. For instance, Martin Heidegger, whose work has been quoted twice in
this chapter, was an unrepentant Nazi and an unethical teacher—for instance, he had sexual
relations with several female students of his (Badiou and Cassin 2016); and still, his
contribution to the development of Western thought is significant. Here, we will assume that,
since the values promoted by thinkers who eventually came to be considered philosophical
giants have been foundational of (at least) Western ethics, choosing a different genealogy will
not overshadow them, but will bring new light, insights, and understandings. The point is not



to revenge the voices of all the people who have been silenced, in the historical processes of

humanizing®?; in fact, this goal has already been successfully pursued in the rainbow of
developments of postmodern philosophy, ethics, and praxis, starting with the social and
theoretical awakening of May 1968. Today, more than fifty years later, the point is to access
history in critical, equanimous, and regenerative ways. This tactic enables posthuman
scholars to be open to new challenges, including the capability of perceiving and detecting
humanist, anthropocentric, and dualistic social tendencies, without getting lost in the
unproductive and repetitive cycle of anger, despair, and revenge. More in general, the focus
is not on society, or the individual, as a close system, but in relation(s) (Barad 2007); the
approach is not abstract, nor just theoretical, but experiential and experimental, situated and
embodied.

For instance, when societies embrace values and practices that are not acknowledging the
dignity of (some) human and nonhuman beings, the posthuman scholars speak out, write
about it, and help society see, more clearly, what is happening. This shift is radical and
cannot generate out of the Western hegemonic history of Ethics. Other genealogies can better
serve this strategic task. As feminist thinker Alison Jaggar has underlined, ethical traits based
on “interdependence, community, connection, sharing, emotion, body, trust, absence of
hierarchy” and also “process, joy, peace, and life” (1992: 364) have been connected to the
symbolic feminine and thus, in a system based on patriarchal values, mystified and relegated
to the irrelevant. In parallel, Jaggar underlines how ethical traits based on “independence,
autonomy, intellect, will, wariness, hierarchy, domination” (364), as well as “war, and death”
(364), have been historically associated to the symbolic masculine, and valued. In our
journey to outline a praxical approach to posthuman ethics, we have learned that values
based on strict dualism, hierarchy, and domination are no longer desirable, since they have
historically failed in the attempt to manifest global and glocal co-existence. Instead,
posthuman feminist ethics can rely, within the field of feminist theory, upon notions such as:
empathy, as emphasized by Edith Stein ([1917] 1989); compassion, as developed by Luce
Irigaray (1993); care, as underlined by Carol Gilligan (1982); symbiosis, as proposed by
Lynn Margulis (1991, 1998); and responsibility, as clarified by Hannah Arendt (1958). These
notions are not embraced in a purist way, but with all the critical debate that each of them has
sparked within the theoretical feminist arena. Following, we will build our proposal on
feminist ethics, because its emphasis on situatedness, relationality, and hybridity resonates
particularly well with the open intra-relational frame of posthuman ontology, thus inductive
of an ethical sensitivity that can successfully manifest into posthumanist, post-
anthropocentric, and post-dualistic praxes. Let’s delve into this aspect more thoroughly.

POSTHUMAN ETHICS

Philosophical posthumanism, which is still a philosophy in the making, can be defined as a
post-humanism, a post-anthropocentrism, and a post-dualism. As we have already explained
in the course of this chapter, the first signification—post-humanism—refers to the process of
acknowledging that, in the history of humanity, not every human being has been equally
considered human. Philosophical posthumanism underlines how this universalization and



homogenization of the notion of the human have only benefitted some humans, who were in
a privileged position to develop a cultural apparatus based on biases and prejudices, to
support the inferiority of others. But these intra-actions cannot be simplified and crystallized
in specific power struggles between two classes. In this sense, Posthumanism goes beyond a
dialectic approach. This is why the human, more than a notion (i.e., a noun: the human), is
approached as a process (i.e., a verb: humanizing). In order to explain this, we can draw upon
Donna Haraway’s statement: “Gender is a verb, not a noun” (2004: 328-9). There are
significant similarities between the ways gender and the human have been historically
constructed. The reason is that the same hegemonic categories of humans who had access to
normativizing symbolic roles and social functions of different genders were also the ones
who were defining the human in hierarchical ways. In this sense, existentialist philosopher
Simone de Beauvoir,>* in her influential book The Second Sex, famously noted: “One is not
born, but rather becomes a woman” ([1949] 1974: 301). What she meant is that the notion of
“woman” is a socio-cultural construction. In fact, the same applies to the human, which is
also a notion constantly changing and shifting. From a post-humanist perspective, we can
thus state: “One is not born, but rather becomes a human.” Here, it is important to note that
the human tout court has been posed in contrast to the nonhuman, in the hierarchical
dichotomy: human [animals] versus [non-human] animal, which has been conductive and
reflective of a widely accepted anthropocentric and speciesist Weltanschauung. Why is this
problematic?

Philosophical posthumanism, as a post-anthropocentrism, criticizes the fact that the
anthropos (meaning “human” in ancient Greek) has been historically asserted through a
hierarchical scale based on a human exceptionalist worldview, which estimated the
ontological value of any other form of existence on their functional relation to the human.
Philosophical posthumanism underlines the great danger of this “ignorance,” in the sense of
lack of knowledge outside of the social construction(s) of the human. This is why
philosophical posthumanism challenges any kind of ontological mystification. It goes beyond
any form of symbolic centralization; it cannot be reduced to any type of biocentrism,
sentiocentrism, nor vitalism. Within this frame, the human is perceived not as a single agent,
but as part of a semiotic, material, multi-species network. Rosi Braidotti, for instance, brings
to the discourse “the idea of subjectivity as an assemblage that includes non-human agents”
(2013: 82). In her words: “We need to visualize the subject as a transversal entity
encompassing the human, our genetic relatives the animals, and the earth as a whole” (82).
Posthuman agency builds up on the notion of agency in the Anthropocene, in terms proposed,
for instance, by Bruno Latour, as he states: “the concept of Anthropocene introduces us to a
third feature that has the potential to subvert the whole game: to claim that human agency has
become the main geological force shaping the face of the Earth, is to immediately raise the
question of ‘responsibility,” or as Donna Haraway is fond of saying, ‘response ability’”
(Haraway 2016: 38). Posthuman agency also relies on the approach to distributive agency, as
developed by Jane Bennett (2010, 2017), and nonconscious agency, as researched by
Katherine Hayles (2017). In this frame, the ethical understanding of multi-species justice
expands to include not only the environment, but also the techno-realm.

First, it is worth mentioning that posthumanism proceeds, in its post-dualistic reflection,



from the hybrid ontology of cyborg feminism and feminist postmodernism, destabilizing the
limits and symbolic borders posed by the notion of the human. Let’s explain this point more
clearly. The current deconstruction of the concept of “human” has been broadly nourished by
critical embodied theories, as well as by cybernetic, ecological, and biotechnological
developments. Are we still humans? Are we cyborgs? Transhumanism, for instance,
challenges the current understanding of the human through the possibilities inscribed within
its possible biological and technological evolutions. The main focus of transhumanism is
human enhancement in all of its plural possibilities, and still, this “human” is not fully plural.
As a simple example, we can point out that transhumanist philosophers rarely acknowledge
any critiques generated within the field of feminist bioethics, even if most of the
transhumanist goals have largely to do with female bodies and decisions. For instance, the
transhumanist project of enhancing the human species at the genetic level in the heated field
of the so-called “designer babies,” currently rely on ART (assisted reproductive
technologies), achieved through procedures such as IVF (in vitro fertilization), which is
invasive to the body of the prospective mother, and PGD (preimplantation genetic diagnosis),

which can be invasive to the growing embryo. Although there are some exceptions,> until
now, the main voices in the transhumanist debate on human enhancement have been Western
male philosophers locating themselves in the hegemonic heritage of Western ethics. In fact,
transhumanism is philosophically rooted within the tradition of the European Enlightenment
and so it does not embrace the postmodern need for the deconstruction of the human. This
partially explains the reason for this absence of plural voices in the mainstream bioethical
transhumanist arena. Posthumanism, on the other end, problematizes a single notion of the
human, because it does not comprehend the plurality of the phenomenological experiences of
being human. Different from transhumanism (according to which we are not posthuman yet,
given that, from a transhumanist standpoint, this passage is necessarily embarked in bio-
technological terms), posthumanism invokes the posthuman as a social, individual, and more
extensively, existential paradigm shift which is already happening. In this sense, we can be
posthuman now, in the ways we exist, by enacting posthumanist, post-anthropocentric, and
post-dualistic ethics.

THE POSTHUMAN VEIL OF IGNORANCE

In this chapter, we have asserted that posthumanist feminist ethics, currently, may offer a
valid way to live responsibly and mindfully in the twenty-first century. To clarify this point,
we will engage in a thought experiment, inspired by the one famously developed by
philosopher John Rawls in his book A Theory of Justice (1971). According to Rawls, the aim
of his experiment “is to use the notion of pure procedural justice as a basis of theory” (1971:
136). Before proceeding, we should clarify that this goal, per se, is not necessarily aligned
with feminist ethics. As Alison Jaggar notes: “Since feminist approaches to ethics are
transitional, they must also be nonutopian ... exercises in nonideal theory rather than in what
Rawls calls ideal theory” (1991: 98). Here, the utopian is proposed not as an ideal goal, but
as a personal reference, to inspire habits of existence. Another possible feminist objection to
bringing this moral method into the conversation is that Rawls’s notion of the veil of



ignorance finds its roots in Kant’s ethics, as Rawls clearly recalls (1971: 141), and in a linear
history of justice which does not effectively acknowledge the criticisms that have been
voiced by human “others”—that is, humans who did not have access to the historical
construction of the notion of “justice” itself, such as women, among others.

Rawls’s moral proposal can be exemplified in the golden rule of not doing to others what
we do not want done to ourselves. Expanding this principle to the social scenario, if we did
not know that we were going to find ourselves in a privileged, or under-privileged, position
in society, we would make sure that we lived in a society that is fair to everyone, to have the
safest bet in the vast range of unknown social positions we could eventually find ourselves
in. In order to do this, Rawls assumes that “the parties are situated behind a veil of
ignorance” (1971: 141). For instance, “no one knows his place in society, his class position or
social status .... It is taken for granted, however, that they know the general facts about
human society” (137). Here, we should stress the gender-specific and human-specific

premises of Rawls’s experiment, which implicitly refers to a human male subjectivity,>® who
is dealing explicitly with “human society.” We will re-configure these premises from a
gender-aware and species-transformative standpoint, proposing an updated version of the veil
of ignorance that is ready to embrace the challenges of the posthuman era by dealing with
radical bio-technological diversity and planetary equity, beyond patriarchal privilege and
human mastery. We will first present this revisitation as a role-playing game, to be engaged
upon with other people; we will then reflect about the possible ethical advantages of this
thought experiment at the individual level, as well.

ROLE-GAME AND THOUGHT-EXPERIMENT

Let’s first note that this is an actual game, which can be played in both academic and non-
academic contexts. Following, we will explain the specific rules of the game. First of all, this
game should be played by at least two people, although this setting can be freely adapted to
different circumstances, by adding or subtracting specific characters. It develops in three
steps. This is the first. In a random way, such as by choosing between sealed papers,
encrypted emails, or coded text messages, each player will be assigned a character to identify
with. At this stage of the game, players must not let the others know their character. It is
advisable to have a mix of human and nonhuman characters. These are samples of possible
characters:

“You are a transgender Asian-American woman working as a coder in

l(i}.laracter Silicon Valley. You identify as asexual and are not interested in romantic

' relations.”
Character “You are a sentient robot in the near future. You could suffer hallucinations
B- when your monitoring mechanisms break down; you may also experience

feelings and emotions.”

“You are a transgenic onco-mouse developed by Harvard University
Character  researchers to be susceptible to cancer; your DNA code was granted patent



C: protection in the United States in 1988.”

“You are an Amazon tree in the forests of Iquitos in Northern Peru.
Character Recently, scientists have estimated that Amazon trees can be up to 1000
D: years old, and older. One of your current existential risks are manmade
wildfires.”

“You are a cow in the dairy industry. Nearly all cows used for dairy in the
Character ~ U.S. are eventually slaughtered for human consumption at an average of
E: less than 5 years of age; in a natural setting, a cow can live more than 20
years.”

“You are a ‘designer baby’. Your DNA has been manipulated to eliminate a
Character gene called CCR5 in hopes of rendering you resistant to HIV, cholera and
F: smallpox. You have higher risk of contracting other viruses, with possible
fatal outcome in influenza, for instance.”

Players are now required to take some time to reflect, in order to embrace their role without
judgment, asking themselves questions such as: “How is my life?,” “What are my daily
activities?,” “How are my relations with others?,” “Is sexism, racism, speciesism or genetic
discrimination something I may encounter in my social interactions?” Each player should
keep in mind that this is just a game and there is nothing personal about the character they
have been randomly assigned; and still, as in any proper game, they should do their best to
identify with their character with honesty and respect, reaching a somewhat stable picture
and understanding of their own hypothetical location in the world. Now players will try to
guess who the other characters are by asking each other questions. Here, we shall specify that
their questions cannot require descriptive answers about the others’ characters (such as “what
do you like to eat?”), but only indirect ones that require “Yes/No” answers (such as “do you
drink water?”). After all characters have been identified, players can now move to the third,
and last, step of the game. At this stage, players are still identifying with their roles (which
have been disclosed to the others). Now, the challenge is that they have to successfully
outline together a core of ethical guidelines that can be fully embraced by all characters (and
not just by the majority),>” supporting multi-species justice and planetary co-existence. Once
they manage to accomplish this task,8 the game is over.

This is the meaning of the game: if we did not know that we were going to be male or
female, black or white, rich or poor, human animal or nonhuman animal, biological beings or
bio-technological ones, and the whole spectrum in between, would we be fine with the
current worldly asset? If we were open to the hypothesis that our life could have been the life
of an onco-mouse or of a sentient robot, among other possibilities, would we still support
anthropocentric habits? We can now play this game as a thought experiment, and decide if
we would still be embracing anthropocentrism, sexism, or racism, after realizing what kind of
consequences such premises would entail to the lives of our characters. An eschatological
twist to this thought experiment, which may be of interest to Christian and Muslim readers,
among others, is engaging with the hypothesis that, on Judgement Day, God will manifest in



all of God’s creations, and thus, that all souls will be judged for their time on Earth by the
entire universe, including humanity (in all of its genders, ethnicities, and so on), all biological
species, and technological beings, among others. Obviously, there is much more to add to the
picture, since the ultimate risk is an illusionary anthropomorphization3® of the entire
ontological, and ethical, realms. Aware of these risks, while we proceed to the next paradigm
shift, as individuals, as societies, and as a species, we need a variety of tools to deal with the
constant process of detecting and deconstructing dichotomic habits of existence. This thought
experiment can be seen as one of the various tools to be found in the workbench of the
engaged ethical posthumanist dealing with different audiences and issues, and in no way can
be taken as definitive, final, or decisive. In this sense, different from Rawls’s proposal, the
posthuman veil of ignorance is not conducive of any theory of fairness. Instead, it invites for
a personal revision on worldly dynamics of power in a nonjudgmental way; in this sense, a
mindfulness-based feminist approach, which intermingles self-compassion and social justice,
can be of help (Crowder 2016). We can now merge the understanding of the sayings posed at
the beginning of this chapter: personal micro-ethics are political macro-ethics.

CONCLUSIONS

Posthuman ethics are not for the future: the future is now, and we can embrace a posthuman
ethical frame in each moment of our lives, aware of our individual, social, and species-
specific habits of existence. As we have learned, any form of discrimination is an open door
to other forms of discriminations, so that to achieve planetary co-existence we need to take
into account all these assets of reformulation: the individual, the social, the environmental,
and the technological, among others. Ethics and politics, in the twenty-first century, must be
permeated by posthumanism, post-anthropocentrism, and post-dualism in order to fully
address the topic of multi-species justice in comprehensive and fulfilling ways. Global (and
glocal) co-existence can only be pursued from a planetary level, beyond any speciesist,
sexist, racist, or ableist biases, among other discriminatory reductions. To make sense of this,
it can be helpful to think of ethics by going back to its Greek etymology, that is “habits.” As
we have clearly demonstrated, the way we live is not neutral nor innocent. It has a direct
impact on ourselves, on our society, and on our planet. Such an impact is not only political,
but ontological. By addressing the human in posthuman terms as an open frame, we have
come to realize that the human is part of an ongoing, extensive network.

In this chapter, we have understood how the argumentative texture of the field of feminist
ethics offers, to our ethical discussion, a reliable background based on relationality, situated
knowledges, and embodied experience. This chapter also calls for feminists to stand against
human exceptionalism by emphasizing that, at its very core, feminism, in its recognition for
diversity and its advocacy for equity instead of equality, is intrinsically post-anthropocentric.
We need to understand the deep roots of the history of discrimination, in order to avoid
repeating the same individual, social, and planetary habits over and over. Posthuman ethics,
more clearly defined as posthuman feminist ethics, is the ultimate gift to our historically
traumatized society, in need of ontological healing. It can help individuals and social
agglomerates to manifest different modes of existence, based on alternative social practices



and objectives. Posthuman feminist ethics offer the means to embrace an ethical life that is
aware of its responsibilities in the era of the Anthropocene, that is mindful of the risks of
dichotomic habits, and that is no longer enchanted with the philosophical promises of the
European Enlightenment. The contribution of posthumanism to ethics is urgent and
necessary, leading toward a praxis of explicitly re-affirmed consensus (in its Latin
etymology: “to feel together”), instead of forced legitimizations of implicit mutual
agreements. In fact, this type of binding contracts has, most frequently, not been mutual at
all, but imposed by some subjectivities onto others, who were not given voice in the
symbolic settlement because of power imbalances. In this sense, we can learn from the
historical example of the “Me Too” movement and its exploration of unfolding collective
experiences beyond legal constrictions and impediments.

Visions are constantly manifesting, to address specific needs in spatio-temporal situations.
In order to enact a praxis that honors, on an individual and social level, the premises
generated out of posthuman feminist ethical awareness, we have offered different tools,
including an original thought-experiment and a role-playing game. Inspired by the one
proposed by John Rawls in 1971, this thought experiment has been referred to as the
posthuman veil of ignorance. It emerges from a full acknowledgment of, and a non-
attachment to, our historical location as a species. It thus allows us to develop a posthumanist
and post-anthropocentric take on the golden rule, illuminated by a species-aware and gender-
transformative sensitivity. In sum: don’t do to human and nonhuman others, what you do not
want done to yourself. This thought experiment (if played on our own), or this role-playing
game (if played with others), constitutes one of the tools that can be used periodically, as an
informal check for the posthumanist scholar engaged with seeing what others, caught in the
habits of sexism, racism, and anthropocentrism (among others -isms), cannot yet see. Now is
the time to understand, develop, and manifest posthuman feminist ethics, to go beyond the
veil of ignorance and be aware of who we are: individuals, societies, species, planets,
biospheres. Always in relations, affecting and effecting; constantly expressing our agency
with our material, social, and intellectual habits of existence. This chapter® is for you, for
me, for us, who are engaged in expanding our existential awareness in the posthuman era—
transformative, restorative, and radically healing journey: ethical, to the ontological core.

ere, the use of “we” refers to the dynamic assemblage of human and nonhuman reader(s), and the author.

he European enlightenment refers to a specific mindset developed, more clearly, in Western Europe in the eighteenth
century, which emphasized the symbolic relevance of reason and progress as pivotal in the cultural development of the
“human”—a notion that, within this tradition, has been approached as singular and universal. We will criticize this
neutralization, from a post-humanist standpoint, in section 3 of this chapter.

am including myself in this group as I define myself as a posthumanist. Posthumanism, in fact, has helped me reach deeper
layers of understanding of existence.

‘ere, we shall note that Foucault’s take on power is historically rooted in, and foundationally indebted to, Nietzsche’s
perception of the will to power (1901-1906).



ee, for instance, McCormack (2012), Asberg (2013).
s based on praxis.
his is the reason why, for instance, I have embraced a vegetarian diet since I was fifteen years of age.

s Gretchen Vogel explains, on the current practices of intensive animal farming: “Modern laying hens have been bred to
produce huge numbers of eggs, but their brothers are useless. They don’t put on weight fast enough to be raised for meat. So
hatchery workers—specialized ‘sexers’—sort day-old chicks by hand, squeezing open their anal vents for a sign of their sex.
Females are sold to farms. Males—roughly 7 billion per year worldwide, according to industry estimates—are fed into a
shredder or gassed.” (2019: n.p.)

am referring to the condition of being-in-the-world (in German: “Dasein”), as explained by Martin Heidegger in his
milestone work Being and Time (1927).

s feminist epistemology—and more specifically the standpoint theory—has pointed out, each of us shares a specific
standpoint, related to our embodiments, social and political interactions, personal experiences and so on. We are all different.
These differences can only enrich the debate and shall not be assimilated or homogenized under a one-size-fits-all response;
instead, they shall be discussed and acknowledged when addressing the human as a species.

his type of fear hides at its core a cultural fascination (and, ultimately, a fetishized expectation), for history, to repeat itself.
For instance, the large majority of Hollywood movies on human/machines interactions depict metallic violence and non-
organic greed as the only possible replacement, and evolutions, of current human greed and violence.

n the issue of sexism in relation to the female voices and gender-identity of most artificial assistants, from Alexa to Siri, see
Unesco report “I’d blush if I could: closing gender divides in digital skills through education” (2019).

am employing this notion outside of anthropocentric and vitalist premises, resonating with the open and regenerated
significance that is has acquired within the field of Object-Oriented Ontology (cf. Harman 2018, among others).

ere, I am using the term “Man” instead of “Human” because, in Western history, women and non-white people, among
others, have been repeatedly compared to nonhuman animals; only white-heterosexual-able men have been fully granted the
“human” status. For more on this point, see note 21.

am referring to the use of this notion by Michel Foucault in The Order of Things, as “the episteme in which knowledge ...
manifests a history which is ... that of its conditions of possibility” ([1966] 1970: xxii).

‘ere the notion of technology is understood, through Martin Heidegger, as a “way of revealing.” As he states in his famous
essay “The Question Concerning Technology”: “Technology is therefore no mere means. Technology is a way of revealing”
([1953] 1977: 12).

s Donna Haraway vividly stated: “In a sense, the cyborg has no origin story in the Western sense .... An origin story in the
“Western’, humanist sense depends on the myth of original unity” (Haraway 1989: 51).

/e will explain this notion in the section “Feminist Ethics” of this chapter.
ee note 15.

‘ere, the term does not refer to the “enlightenment” as a spiritual state of consciousness (contemplated, for instance, by Hindu
and Buddhist traditions), but to the cultural paradigm developed in Western Europe at the rise of the Industrial Revolution.

he patriarchal history that started more clearly with the beginning of the Neolithic (cf. Gimbutas Gimbutas 1989) and that is
still ongoing today, demonstrates the double-standard embedded in the historical construction of the notion of the human. In
a constantly evolving revisitation of the Great Chain of Being, some humans have been placed closer to the animal kingdom
than others—for instance, in the history of colonialism, racism, and sexism, among others.

or instance, techno-affirmative companies are invoking the robotic paradigm without deconstructing the sexist schemata
characterizing the history of humanity. In this sense, sex robots represent a vivid example, as they go beyond the
anthropocentric appeal, by shifting the sensual and sexual interest toward the non-biological; and still, they reaffirm some of
the most sexist stereotypes and habits, such as unagential passivity, implicit servility, and non-reciprocity in the pleasure
exchange. It is interesting to note that the sex robot “Samantha” was molested and brutalized by attendees, to the point of
breaking down, at the Austrian tech festival Ars Electronica (Moye 2017).

eminist thinkers who are against sexism but do not oppose the oppressive discriminatory system of speciesism.



f. Haraway 1996.

f. Grosz 1994, among others.

or an explanation of the meaning this notion, see Ferrando (2019: 118-19).

would like to thank Anna Markopoulou for her clarification on the Greek etymology of this word.

‘ote that such representations do not necessarily imply a matriarchal society (cf. Ruether 2005: Chapter 1, 22—44).

ome readers may ask how such a shift can be evoked when human rights are still violated on base of gender. For instance,
some anti-abortion laws that have been approved in Alabama, US, as June 2019, allow for state-law enforcement to deprived
women of the possibility to terminate their pregnancy, including in case of rape and incest. Denying women full reach of
choice on how to proceed in dealing with such traumatic physical and psychological circumstances demonstrates that, today,
women’s dignity and women’s rights are still not included in the generic paradigm of “human rights.”

his rally was held in November 2017, following the Harvey Weinstein sexual abuse allegations (October 2017).
his quote, taken from a video source documenting Burke’s speech, can be traced to minutes: 20:52-21:10.

s philosopher Alison Jaggar clearly phrases: “Frequently, women’s inferiority to men has been explained in terms of
women’s allegedly defective capacity to reason, a defect that was elaborated with imaginative virulence by canonical
philosophers such as Aristotle, Aquinas, Kant and Hegel” (1991: 79).

/e will clarify this notion in the section “Posthuman Ethics” of this chapter.
‘ere, we shall note that de Beauvoir did not consider herself a philosopher.
ee, for instance, DeBets (2013).

nderlined in the repetition of the pronoun “his.”

ere, I am not going to use the term “unanimously” since its etymological roots, and broader meaning, rely on the Latin terms
“unus,” meaning “one,” and “animus,” meaning “soul,” “spirit,” or “mind.” In fact, according to our posthuman ontological
understanding (Ferrando 2019: section 28), “one” can be in defect of overshadowing the appropriate pluralistic component
of existence; similarly, “mind” or “spirit” can imply a symbolic erasure of its material aspect, if located in the Western
dualistic history of the division body/mind, sublimized in the Cartesian cogito.

ince the discussion can be long and heated, further guidelines should be given to make sure that each character has their
voice heard and respected.

he problem of anthropomorphization occurs, for instance, in the proposal of some vitalist thinkers such as Jane Bennett, as I
have clarified, more specifically, in section 28 of my monograph Philosophical Posthumanism (2019).

would like to thank Ellen Delahunty Roby for her linguistic comments on this chapter.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Race, Technology, and Posthumanism

HOLLY FLINT JONES AND NICHOLAOS JONES

Examining the role of race in the field of posthumanism is a bit like examining race in the
genre of science fiction. Science fiction tends to reconstitute what we imagine as race into
other forms of exclusion and oppression. When reading or watching science fiction, one
often finds cyborgs, genetically altered people, and aliens of various sorts treated as sub-
humans and second-class citizens, feared for their unfamiliar and incompatible customs,
laws, and worldviews. It might be said, accordingly, that science fiction anticipates a future
beyond race, at least as we experience race today. But it might also be that science fiction
gives us another important insight into the role of race in relation to (post)humanism: race, in
the form of exclusion and oppression justified by perceptions of fixed bodily and cultural
difference, continues to play a fundamental role in the societies imagined within science
fiction because race is and has been one of the most influential technologies to emerge
worldwide since the 1500s. As with other paradigm-shifting technologies, race has, in a very
material sense, altered our ability to imagine and understand what it means to be—and not to
be—(post)human. While such imaginings are not of race, per se, the technologies of race
both contextualize and inform them. Likewise, when examining the field of posthumanism,
race as such is not often discussed, yet concerns regarding the technologies of race—their
function and effects—are often front and center when scholars imagine what humans are, are
not, and might become.

Our strategy, then, is to identify the role of race—as technology—in the field of
posthumanism, even when it might seem that posthumanism (like science fiction) anticipates



a future beyond race. Some scholars of posthumanism have suggested that new forms of
bodily and environmental Otherness will supersede, and perhaps even erase, the influence
and relevance of race for societies as we move forward into the Anthropocene. This may be.
But even so, it seems likely that race as technology will continue to shape the societies of the
future. As such, those who have been subjected to the most debilitating and exploitative
technologies of race have the most to teach us about what one must learn to do—and imagine
—in order to survive in an increasingly precarious world created, quite literally, by (if not
for) humanity.

EUGENICS, CYBORGS, AND THE POSTHUMAN

The figure of the posthuman first appears as part of an objection to eugenics as a feasible
means of preventing or alleviating poverty. For the eugenicist, science and technology are a
means to transform human beings into something that is “more completely human” (Titmuss
and Lafitte 1942: 106). Science and technology are a means, in particular, for either
preventing the birth of those who are intrinsically incapable of social success or else altering
intrinsic traits—relating, for example, to efficiency and thrift—in ways that enhance
suitability for productive labor.

There are strong (and persuasive) moral objections to the eugenic approach to poverty. But
there are technoscientific and economic objections as well. The posthuman makes its

appearance in this latter variety of objection.!

[I]t is inconceivable that human nature could be changed to the extent that is
contemplated by [the eugenicist’s] theory of perfectibility. Such changes would bring
into being an animal no longer human, or for that matter mammalian, in its character, for
it would involve the elimination of such fundamental human and mammalian instincts
and emotions as anger, jealousy, fear, etc. But even if such a post-human animal did
come into existence, it is difficult to believe that it could carry on the necessary
economic activities without using a certain amount of formal organization, compulsion,
etc. (Parmelee 1916: 319)

The posthuman, so conceived, is the human shorn of human instinct and emotion. Since,
according to the objection, these characteristics are necessary for motivating effortful work in
the absence of external coercion, the posthuman, so conceived, escapes poverty only at the

expense of individual liberty.?

As evidenced above, the eugenic conception of the posthuman stands opposed to the
Enlightenment ideal of the human. The complete human, on the Enlightenment ideal, is a
sovereign self. He—and, historically, the ideal human is male—exercises sovereignty
through individual liberty of choice; he realizes this liberty by subordinating instinct and
emotion to reason and rationality; and he uses this liberty to achieve material and social
progress, subjecting the chaos of nature, the constraints of biology, and the bonds of tradition
to scientific evidence, technological innovation, and rational critique. Insofar as a posthuman
society (so imagined) achieves progress at the expense of individual liberty, the eugenicist,



with his preference for the posthuman over the human, stands for domination and
subjugation.

Contrast this original conception of the posthuman with more recent conceptions of the
posthuman as cyborg (see Hayles 1999; Thweatt-Bates 2012; Braidotti 2013). The cyborg, in
these conceptions, is “a cybernetic organism, a hybrid of machine and organism, a creature of
social reality as well as a creature of fiction” (Haraway 1985: 65).

As social reality, the cyborg is a political construction, a product of social relations that
liberate some and oppress others. As creature of fiction, the construction is contingent and
therefore malleable, its nature illusory, its dispositions and capacities limited only by
imagination (and, perhaps, the power to transform the imagined into reality). The cyborg is,
in some sense, the enlightenment ideal of the complete human made real, “an ultimate self
untied at last from all dependency” (Haraway 1985: 67). So, too, is the posthuman conceived
as cyborg. For insofar as cybernetization makes the human more completely human, the
posthuman is likewise untied from all dependency, a sovereign self perfected through fiction-
making and social construction.

Eugenic and cyborg conceptions of the posthuman, so conceived, agree that the posthuman
is a “more complete” successor to the human. Both agree, as well, that some sort of
technology—be it biological/genetic or bionic/engineered—is the source of whatever
enhancement transforms humans into posthumans. The conceptions disagree, however, about
whether technology affords such enhancement by excising or integrating with human
characteristics. They thereby also disagree about whether human and mammalian nature is an
obstacle or a foundation for human enhancement, and about whether posthuman-inducing
enhancements position social progress and individual liberty as oppositional or
complementary.

RACE AS TECHNOLOGY

Set aside the contrasts among eugenic and cyborg conceptions of the posthuman. Focus,
instead, on a motivation common to both conceptions, namely, a concern with the place of
racialized persons in society. Eugenicists of the early twentieth century, especially in the
United States and Germany, endorsed—and often saw enacted—policies and programs to
control or decimate specific racial populations for the sake of alleviating social ills such as
poverty and criminality. Late twentieth- and early twenty-first-century cyborg theorists of the
posthuman, by contrast, typically advocate for the liberation of those same populations, for
the sake of alleviating race-based injustice and oppression. Despite their different aims and
attitudes, however, eugenicists and cyborg theorists connect—if only implicitly—the
posthuman to issues of race.

For the past decade, a growing number of scholars of race, working in fields such as
philosophy, gender studies, media studies, literary theory, and sociology, have been
developing a framework that deepens the connection between race and posthumanism. Sheth
(2009), Chen (2009), and Coleman (2009)—among other works—argue for the benefits of
theorizing race as a technology. This approach to race posits that certain social practices and
institutions function as technologies of race; that these technologies create and sustain



hierarchies of racial classification; and that individuals are racialized by virtue of how
technologies of race rank them within such hierarchies (see Jones and Jones 2017). Insofar as
posthumans arise through the technological transformation of humans, and given that
technologies of race are ubiquitous in modern societies, theorizing race as technology
promises that understanding how race works should illuminate what it is to be posthuman.
Sheth (2009) offers, to date, the most extensive and systematic approach to theorizing race as
technology. Sheth argues that those who wield sovereign power create and put into use
technologies of race. She argues, further, that these technologies have three basic functions:
first, to “channel an element that is perceived as threatening to the political order into a set of
[racial] classifications;” second, to “transfo[m the] ‘unruly’ into a set of ‘naturalized’ criteria
upon which race is grounded;” and third, to “concea[l] our relationship to law and sovereign
power as one of vulnerability and violence, such that racialized populations stand
precariously close to being cast outside the gates of the city” (Sheth 2009: 8).

We can better understand how race works as a technology—and, in particular, how
technologies of race assign the social ills of a society to a particular population and then
essentialize members of that population as constituting a race—by imagining a small town in
Alabama. Imagine that the town’s population generally opposes the use of local tax revenues
(in the form of vouchers) for private schools. While some families like the idea—there’s a
small private Catholic school they’d like to send their kids to if the tuition was substantially
lower—the majority oppose it.

Imagine, now, that several new families move to town when the local sock company opens
a third shift. These families have relocated from Florida. While these families are not all
related to one another, most of them are Catholic. These new families would like to send their
children to the local private Catholic school but can’t afford it. However, if they combine
their support of a proposed voucher system to the minority of families already in favor of it, a
new political landscape emerges. Suddenly there’s a majority—slim, perhaps—that favors
the creation of a new school voucher system that would enable these Catholic families to
send their kids to the local private school.

This is where the technologies of race can start to do their work. If those in charge of the
local school board can get the people of the town to view the school voucher system as un-
Alabamian, a social practice that threatens the identity of the town, they could sway public
opinion back to the way it was. It might benefit these leaders of the school board if, along the
way, those who posed the threat to the status quo (those families that moved in) were treated
as perpetual outsiders so that the locals would continue to shun whatever political agenda
these families might support or even propose. If successful, those leaders of the town who
wield sovereign power will encourage the local population to see these Floridian families as
possessing certain traits, as being irrational, dangerous, threatening—incapable of becoming
Alabamians—and these come to be associated with their “racial” identity. They are
Floridians and always will be. Once a racialized population is seen as possessing undesirable
and threatening traits—and these traits are determined to be the cause of other social ills—
those who wield the technologies of race can, if unchallenged, maintain their power
indefinitely. Like many other modern technologies, the technologies of race are fluid, always
changing, responding to whatever political threat the status quo (i.e., those with sovereign



power who serve as the technicians of race) might face. As new threats to the political status
quo emerge, race as technology adapts, not only preventing racialized populations from ever
joining the body politic, but also condemning these populations to the status of perpetual
precarity, possessing traits that condemn them to the status of outsider and Other.

In short, race is a technology designed to enable those who wield sovereign power to
maintain it. The effects of racialization on raced populations is quite simply devastating. But
what’s so maddening for those of us seeking points of intervention into the politics of
racialization is that race (as a technology) is so good, so smart, so adaptive, that it conceals
not only its techniques but also the cognitive contradictions that result as it works over time.
Race might essentialize a quality or trait to a certain population at one point and then it can
essentialize an oppositional quality within the same population at a later date and the
technology conceals itself in such a way that people who use it are conditioned not to notice.
For example, the technologies of race employed in the 1860s can essentialize slaves in the
American South as crafty, sneaky, always plotting their escape, dangerous to all white people
who may at any time face armed rebellion and/or attack. And then fifty years later, these
same technologies can essentialize the opposite: now black Southerners are racialized to be
categorically ignorant, incapable of self-reflection and awareness, and so must be prevented
(via Jim Crow laws) from participating in community governance. The whole premise of race
—and the essentialism it creates—is that these traits are supposed to be fixed, unchanging.
And yet fifty years can pass and black Southerners are still black but their essential traits
have changed while at the same time the very notion of blackness—of having a fixed,
biological essence—remains. Race as a technology is so very good at maintaining the status
quo that we, as the members of a society that heavily utilizes the technology, are trained not
to notice, not to see the techniques by which it functions. Unsurprisingly, the field of
posthumanism has tended likewise not to notice the role of race in its theorizations of the
posthuman.

ARE RACIALIZED INDIVIDUALS POSTHUMAN?

Technologies of race create and sustain hierarchies of racial classification, and they racialize
individuals by attaching to them a rank within some socially salient racial hierarchy. Those
who wield sovereign power are thereby transformed into members of a superior race. Those
who threaten sovereign power, or who are perceived or positioned as threatening that power,
by contrast, are transformed into members of a subordinate race. Insofar as posthumans are
humans transformed by technology, theorizing race as technology seems to entail that
racialized individuals are posthuman by default, always already transformed beyond the
(merely) human by virtue of living in a racialized society. But matters are not quite so
straightforward. Whether the entailment holds depends upon whether racialized individuals
qualify as antecedently human. Insofar as posthumans are understood as “more complete”
humans, whether the entailment holds also depends upon whether those who qualify as
human are capable of becoming more complete. If racialized individuals are not antecedently
human, they cannot have their humanity transformed and so cannot be posthuman. Even if
they are antecedently human, if their humanity cannot be transformed into the more



completely human, they cannot be posthuman either.

Societies influenced by modern European culture, whether through ancestry or
colonization, offer conceptual resources that support conflicting answers to the question of
whether racialized individuals are posthuman. Consider, first, that such societies tend to be
familiar with the European Enlightenment’s ideal of the human, according to which humans
are complete insofar as, and to the extent that, their choices and behaviors exercise or enact
sovereign power—power free from the tethers of history and the restrictions that attend
dependence upon others. This ideal, together with the posit that race is a technology, seems to
entail, on the one hand, that those racialized as superior are posthuman because technologies
of race enhance their sovereignty. But the enlightenment ideal, and the posit of race as
technology, also seems to entail, on the other hand, that those racialized as subordinate are
not posthuman because they lack sovereignty and thereby cannot become more completely
human. (It is, accordingly, perhaps unsurprising that periods in which the Enlightenment
ideal of the human holds sway are periods in which those racialized as subordinate are
considered to be less than human.)

In contrast to the Enlightenment-oriented approach to the posthuman, consider, second, the
approach prominent in the popular culture of societies influenced by modern European
culture. This approach tends to depict some—but certainly not all—posthumans as

subordinately racialized individuals.? Popular examples of cyborgs depicted as subordinately
racialized include Cyborg (Vic Stone) from DC Comics, Darth Maul in the Clone Wars era of
the Star Wars saga, Baxter Stockman from Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, and the
protagonists in Octavia Butler’s Xenogenesis (1989). Gonzalez (1995) notes, as further
evidence of this tendency, that the language used in popular culture to describe cyborgs often
resembles the language used to describe mixed-race persons. Nishime (2005) argues, as well,
that modern cinema, by displacing issues about race onto narratives about cyborgs, tends to
suppose that being racialized as subordinate is constitute of being a cyborg.

Enlightenment-oriented and popular culture-inspired approaches to the posthuman agree
that nothing prevents those who are racialized as superior from qualifying as posthuman.
They disagree, however, about whether an apparent lack of sovereignty disqualifies those
who are racialized as subordinate from being posthuman. There are, accordingly, and in the
context of theorizing race as technology, three options for resolving the issue of whether
those racialized as subordinate are posthuman. The first is to endorse the Enlightenment ideal
of the complete human and yet deny that being racialized as subordinate forestalls exercises
of sovereignty. The second is to endorse the Enlightenment ideal of the complete human and
concede that subordinately racialized individuals are not posthuman. The third, finally, is to
reject the Enlightenment ideal and work to construct an alternative whereby being racialized
as subordinate is no obstacle to being (or becoming) more completely human.

The first of these options has its origins in Haraway’s (1985) early work on cyborgs. The
strategy here is to acknowledge that the Enlightenment ideal of the human is racist while
simultaneously maintaining that all racialized individuals attain that ideal. This involves
theorizing that fiction-making and social construction work in ways that give sovereignty to
those racialized as subordinate. Endorsing the Enlightenment ideal of the complete human,
while denying that racialization as subordinate forestalls exercises of sovereignty, offers an



ironic approach to the posthuman. The approach endorses a racist ideal of the complete
human, condemns its racist fallout, and optimistically maintains that reconceptualizing
subordinately racialized individuals as cyborgs somehow liberates them from that fallout.
But, as Aguilar Garcia (2008) notes, this approach “does not specify in what way or why the
communion with the inorganic is a sort of upheaval for the oppressed” (translated and quoted
in Sued 2018: 97). Moreover, the imagining of ethno-cyborgs whose technological prostheses
rebel against their bodies and threaten violence to others demonstrates that being a
(subordinately racialized) mestiza/o cyborg does not, in and of itself, entail being a human
who is made more complete through integration with a technology, especially when the
technology at issue is race (see Pitman 2016: 224).

Critical race theory lends support to the second option for resolving the issue of whether
those racialized as subordinate are posthuman. Prior to the rise of posthuman theorizing,
structural asymmetries in power relations between those racialized as superior and those
racialized as subordinate fostered social and political divisions between those treated as
“human” and those treated as “other,” with “human” typically reserved for those who are
racialized as white, and “other” typically reserved for those who are not (see Wynter 2003:
281-2). Posthumanist theory, similarly, at least in the Enlightenment-oriented approach,
reproduces this same division—albeit reconceptualized as a division between those who are
“posthuman” (white) and not (see Ali 2017). Whence Forlano notes,

From the perspective of critical race studies, it is not productive to speak of the
posthuman when so many people—non-white, less privileged/powerful, female, older,
indigenous, people with disabilities, and so on—have not been historically included in
the category of the human in the first place. (Forlano 2017: 28)

Since the historical record shows that those racialized as subordinate also tend to be
classified and treated as less than human, the argument goes, and since the posthuman is
inextricably tied to this history, there is no conceptual space or practical use for positing
subordinately racialized posthumans. Better, perhaps, to focus, instead, on the shifting
boundaries between human and nonhuman—and for those concerned with issues of race to
ally themselves with theorists in animal studies rather than with posthumanists (see
Livingston and Puar 2011; Jackson 2013).

Those who pursue the third option for resolving the issue of whether those racialized as
subordinate are posthuman tend to abstain from positing a univocal ideal of the human. They
tend to prefer, instead, a more fragmental approach whereby the many ways of being human
—and so of being more completely human—need not point toward a notion of humanity that
is common to all. Braidotti, for example, maintains that

the posthuman—a figuration carried by a specific cartographic reading of present
discursive conditions—can be put to the collective task of constructing new subjects of
knowledge, through immanent assemblages or transversal alliances between multiple
actors. (Braidotti 2019: 36)

In place of a unitary ideal that unites differently racialized humans as humans, Braidotti



prefers assemblages and alliances that construct new meanings of what it is to be
(completely) human. Siddiqui (2016), similarly, proposes expanding conceptions of the
human in ways that include those who have historically been excluded while also equalizing
the legitimacy of different conceptions.

SURVIVING POSTHUMANISM

Despite her earlier preference for an ironic posthumanism, Haraway now prefers to focus on
animal studies and rejects the posthuman approach. According to Haraway’s more recent
thinking, the notion of posthumanism

is much too easily appropriated by the blissed-out, ‘Let’s all be posthumanists and find
our next teleological evolutionary stage in some kind of transhumanist
technoenhancement’. Posthumanism is too easily appropriated to those kinds of projects
for my taste. (as quoted in Gade 2006: 140)

Haraway concedes, however, that more critical approaches to the posthuman are possible,
citing Hayles (1999) as an example. There are, moreover, some efforts to put a critical
conceptual of the posthuman to work in ways that help to further theorizing about race and
racialization. By theorizing that people racialized as subordinate qualify as posthuman, these
efforts point toward fruitful associations between what we know about the lives of
subordinately racialized populations and what we might expect for the lives of those living as
posthumans more broadly. Consider, for example, an especially salient characteristic of
contemporary life, namely, its extreme precarity. Ours is the era of the Anthropocene, when
human impacts upon the natural environment mean that the conditions necessary for life as
we have known it are no longer givens. Posthumanists tend to treat anthropogenic impacts as
one (among several) fundamental motivations to theorize ourselves as posthuman (see
Eroukhmanoff and Harker 2017; Propen 2018). Whence Braidotti conceptualizes posthuman
theory as

a generative tool to help us re-think the basic unit of reference for the human in the bio-
genetic age known as ‘anthropocene’, the historical moment when the Human has
become a geological force capable of affecting all life on this planet. (2013: 5)

Ferrando (2016), similarly, ascribes responsibility for the negative impacts on the
environment to an anthropocentric worldview, arguing that addressing these impacts requires

decentering the “human” and, instead, centering the “posthuman.”*

Absent from many posthumanist approaches to the Anthropocene, however, is attention to
issues of race—such as how anthropogenic changes to the environment differentially impact
racialized populations, and what differently racialized populations of posthumans might
contribute to responding to those changes. This is, perhaps, part of a larger tendency to
neglect the racial dimensions of environmental change (see Verges 2017; Tuana 2019). But
the absence is surprising nonetheless. For, as Gergan, Smith, and Vasudevan (forthcoming)



argue, fictionalized narratives about apocalyptic futures for the Anthropocene tend to act as
proxies for fears of racialized “others” and the decline of racial supremacies.

Posthumanists concerned with the Anthropocene ought not neglect issues of race.
Subordinately racialized populations—American chattel slaves, Jewish persons from the
Holocaust, Muslims targeted as extremists, Latina/o migrants at the United States border, to
name some obvious examples—have much to teach about surviving times of despair, when
conditions for sustainable living are out of reach and forces abound that threaten to
overwhelm efforts to change course. Mary Annaise Heglar, for example, connects the
Anthropocene and race through the lens of existential threat. She argues that, far from being
a unique threat to human existence, the changing climate of the Anthropocene is akin to the
changing environment for black people through the history of the United States.

I’ll grant that we’ve never seen an existential threat to all of humankind before. It’s true
that the planet itself has never become hostile to our collective existence. But history is
littered with targeted—but no less deadly—existential threats for specific populations.

For 400 years and counting, the United States itself has been an existential threat for
Black people. Let’s be clear that slavery didn’t end with freedom; it just morphed into a
marginally more sophisticated, still deadly machine. (Heglar 2019: paragraph 4)

We should expect, therefore, that the strategies black people in the United States have been
using to survive in a hostile environment will prove to be relevant for devising strategies to

survive anthropogenic climate change.” If the posthuman is a vehicle for imagining how to
survive the Anthropocene, posthumanists would do well to imagine the paradigmatic
posthuman as a subordinately racialized individual. They would do well, also, to turn their
attention from fictionalized utopias and imagined alternative history, toward political realities
of the present and the histories of subordinately racialized populations.

/e thank Andres Pilsch for identifying this appearance.

liah attributes to Fukuyama (2002) a similar conception of the posthuman, according to which biotechnological
modifications capable of transforming humans into posthumans threaten to corrupt some essential factor of humanity (Miah
2008: 78).

/e note an irony here. If those racialized as subordinate are always already posthuman, the eugenic motivation for creating
posthumans—namely, fear of unruly races—is itself sufficient for creating posthumans.

huja 2017 notes, as well, that posthumanists are comparatively more concerned with the extinction of nonhuman species
than theorists of animal studies.

1sofar as surviving climate change involves adapting strategies from those who have been racialized as subordinate, it is,
perhaps, unsurprising to find that people more invested in maintaining a racially supremacist status quo tend also to resist
acknowledging or addressing the impacts of climate change (see Benegal 2018).
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The Unity of Humanity

STEVE FULLER

This chapter consists of three parts. The first part discusses the ambiguity in the concept of
the human, which can refer to a specific quality or a set of individuals, either of which may
or may not be indefinitely extendable. This ambiguity is most clearly on display in both the
West’s Greco-Roman and Judaeo-Christian heritage. The second part of the chapter shifts to
religion and race as the main grounds for contesting the scope of the human since the
Enlightenment, which open up into the horizons of contemporary trans- and posthumanism,
respectively. The third part brings the discussion up to date by highlighting the ways in which
contrasting trans- and posthumanist vectors have effectively destabilized the species unity
promised by the Enlightenment equation: “Human = Homo sapiens.” The result is competing
drives toward encompassing the human in a “higher” or “broader” sense of unity, both of
which can be captured by different senses of “superorganic.”

HUMANITY FOR OR AGAINST HUMANS? A WORLD-
HISTORIC STRUGGLE OVER SEMANTICS

To see the problem of human unity in stark relief, compare two spontaneous collective
responses to human catastrophe in living memory. First, consider the accidental burning of
Paris’ Notre Dame Cathedral on 15 April 2019, which left no one dead or seriously injured.
The building’s foundation was laid for the Roman Catholic archdiocese of Paris in the twelfth
century and has been subject to several restorations and extensions in later centuries. The



cathedral acquired its iconic status in French national and then world culture in the nineteenth
century, after the last serious damage was done during the French Revolution. Within twenty-
four hours of the 2019 fire, $900 million dollars had been committed to Notre Dame’s
rebuilding, a figure that was soon admitted to have been well in excess of the actual damage
(Cuddy and Boelpaep 2019). Now contrast that sort of response to the amount pledged to
Ethiopian famine relief as a result of the 1985 Live Aid concerts in London and Philadelphia
organized by Bob Geldof and Midge Ure, which brought together an unprecedented number
of leading pop, rock, and soul musicians. Adjusted for inflation to 2019 prices, $300 million
dollars was raised at the two events. In this case, the motivating catastrophe involved 1.2
million deaths, 400,000 refugees, 2.5 million people displaced, and 200,000 children
orphaned (Gill 2010).

My point in juxtaposing these two cases is not merely to draw attention to the grotesque
extent to which people seem to place greater value on a singular human artifact than on the
lives of many of their fellow humans. Without denying the validity of such a verdict, what
matters for our purposes are the contrasting understandings of “humanity” that the two cases
represent, which is epitomized in the question: Does “humanity” primarily refer to a
distinctive idea or a specific group? In the case of the Notre Dame fire, the spontaneous
worldwide “mourning” at the apparent loss of an iconic structure central to “our common
humanity” suggests that “humanity” mainly refers to an idea that the building exemplifies
especially well, perhaps even more than any number of actual human lives. This is in striking
contrast to the appeal and response surrounding Live Aid, which was based on one group of
recognized “humans” (mostly the wealthy West) explicitly reaching out to another such
group (starving Ethiopians) who might have otherwise remained neglected, in order to
reassert the sense of mutual affiliation that underlies “our common humanity.”

Once again, we should not underestimate the vast moral schism that has separated these
two conceptions of humanity, which has been especially pronounced in the Abrahamic
religions (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam), according to which humans are created “in the
image and likeness” of God. Problems start once this phrase is taken to imply that certain
human creations may enjoy the elevated status of their human creators because, in some
sense, those works also bear humanity’s divine inspiration. Since the European Renaissance,
this understanding has been usually reserved for creations designated “art.” The response to
the Notre Dame fire can be seen as operating in that spirit. But this attitude can also be
detected in more metaphysical discussions of artificial intelligence.

Indeed, cybernetics founder Norbert Wiener (1964) famously speculated that the transfer
of intelligence involved in the programming of a sophisticated computer, which renders the
machine an autonomous entity, is arguably a godlike act of creation—a point he intended
with the sort of ambivalence that was characteristic of the Cold War period. Nevertheless, the
Abrahamic traditions have also housed vehement hostility to the fetishization of artifacts at
the expense of both the transcendent deity and living human beings. The word “iconoclasm”
captures this general attitude, which has been especially pronounced in periods of
“purification” and “reformation” of the faith, when the art in churches—especially statues of
sacred figures—would be stripped and sometimes destroyed for their “idolatry.” A
contemporary version of this mentality is most clearly on display in the targeting of



UNESCO World Heritage sites by “Islamist extremists”—but perhaps it equally applies to
those behind the 9/11 destruction of New York City’s World Trade Center. But in a much less
violent, even sublimated vein, one might also include the learned refusal of, say, Hubert
Dreyfus (1972), to treat “artificial intelligence” as anything more than a loose metaphor. It is
clear from Dreyfus and his fellow existential phenomenologists that the personification of
machines—however sophisticated in performance—is ipso facto an act of dehumanization.

At stake here is the sense of boundary if not closure presupposed by the phrase “unity of
humanity.” Certain questions come to mind: What is the difference between exemplifying
and not exemplifying “humanity”? Who does and does not count as “human”? Contrary to
what Dreyfus and his followers seem to assume, intuitions about the “human” are far from
reliable or historically stable. Attempts ranging from Thomas Aquinas and the Scottish
Enlightenment to contemporary evolutionary psychology to ground these allegedly universal
intuitions in innate dispositions to sympathy and compassion falter because they explain too
much: they explain just as much our spontaneous benevolence to animals as to people,
without distinguishing the two. Indeed, Jeremy Bentham, who had no problem with this
conclusion, popularized the use of “humane” to cover the moral treatment of animals, and his
latter-day follower Peter Singer (1979) has gone the extra mile to argue that in times of
resource constraint, we might be morally obliged to favor the maintenance of “abled”
animals over “disabled” humans.

I shall return to this point in the next section, as this difficulty in securing the scope of the
“human” provides both normative and naturalistic ballast for “posthumanism,” which is alive
to the prospect that people might well prefer the company of animals to that of their fellow
and quite possibly burdensome humans. As Peter Sloterdijk ([1983] 1988) observed, this was
the original sense of “cynicism,” the ancient Greek attempt to expand the circle of moral
concern by requiring us to look at the world from a dog’s (kunikos) point of view, whereby
presumably many human preoccupations would appear parochial, self-serving, if not outright
callous and dangerous. There are echoes of Donna Haraway in this.

Historically speaking, “humanity” meant a general quality of being before it referred to a
specific set of individuals, let alone the world as constituted by them. Thus, in the classical
world, the prospect of “humanizing” animals—as in Aesop’s Fables—did not carry the
worries about “anthropomorphism” that bedeviled the nineteenth-century imagination.
However, the Greeks were interested in how to render a being “human,” which required a
style of education, or paideia, which involved the refinement of various native animal
capacities along the lines associated with the medieval “liberal arts” and the modern sense of
“humanities” (Jaeger 1945). Such an education is essentially a high-minded “finishing
school,” whereby one learns how to speak, listen, write, read, observe, count, measure, as
well as comport and care for one’s body. In the end, such beings would be able to stand up
for themselves in public life, thereby becoming, in Aristotle’s terms, a zoon politikon. It is
easy to see this characterization as the prototype for what Goethe and others of the German
Enlightenment called Bildung, which is nowadays associated with Wilhelm von Humboldt’s
vision of the modern university, in which the instructor is required to present himself or
herself as an inquirer—that is, someone who simultaneously knows what he or she knows
and is open to new experience.



For our purposes, the most interesting feature of this pedagogical regime is that the
ancients—unlike the moderns—did not expect everyone who we would now call “human” to
undergo it. On the contrary, what became the foundational moment in the history of rhetoric
was launched in fourth-century BC Athens over the question of whether anyone should be
allowed to acquire paideia, simply upon payment of tuition fees, or whether a prior
assessment should be made of the moral character of prospective students. The Sophists
adopted the former stance, which at the time was seen as “opportunistic” in the worst sense
of the term, whereas the latter was adopted by Isocrates and subsequently Plato and Aristotle,
which became the more “respectable” stance. The upshot of that original Greek discussion
was that precisely because paideia could be used for good or ill, it was important to ensure
that students were benevolently disposed at the outset. Indeed, Plato coined “rhetoric” to
refer to the Sophists’ promiscuous peddling of paideia, which he regarded with the sort of
disdain that is nowadays reserved for self-help books, TED talks, and internet courses. Yet
the Sophists came closest to assuming a “universalistic” conception of humanity, as they
appealed to the universalism of money as a neutral arbiter in determining one’s fitness for
undergoing paideia.

While we now easily regard this sense of “universalism” as far from ideal, “wealth”
remained the dominant standard used from the late medieval period to the rise of the modern
nation-state to establish non-natural (i.e., not by birth) citizenship, or “civil rights,” on which
much of the modern understanding of “human rights” has been built. The much-admired
“republican city-states” of late medieval and early modern Europe were formed on this basis.
Unlike the ancient Greek and Roman republics, where citizenship was predicated entirely on
property ownership, the “civic republicans” favored more mobile forms of capital as better
demonstrations of competence than sheer inheritance of a piece of land. This turn of mind
opened the door to the attractiveness of “equality of opportunity” as a specifically
“democratic” version of civic republicanism, whereby virtually anyone might contribute to
the “commonwealth,” provided that they receive an adequate level of health and education.
The most concrete realization of this idea was the twentieth-century welfare state. But in our
post-welfarist world, the earlier “classical” republican sensibility has returned in terms of
state-based immigration policies based on “work permits” or, more generally, the migrant’s
“expected economic contribution” to the host society.

In contrast, “humanity” as a universalistic ideal potentially inclusive of all members of
Homo sapiens—not simply the potential wealth producers—Ileads from Judaeo-Christian
rather than Greek thought. The phrase “Judaeo-Christian” is important here. Christianity is a
religion that not only attempts to supplement and enhance Judaism, which is the most natural
way to think of the relationship between what Christians call the “Old Testament” and “New
Testament,” but also to regard Judaism from a second-order perspective, that is, as less
history than metahistory. Thus, Christians do not treat the Old Testament prophecies as
addressed exclusively to a “chosen people,” the Jews, whose historic travails are recounted in
the Scriptures. Rather, Christians take the prophecies to be addressed potentially to anyone
willing to insert themselves in the unfolding world-historic drama.

This explains the composition of the New Testament, which is largely oriented to the
repositioning of the Hebrew prophecies in light of the figure of Jesus, whose message is



presented from multiple, sometimes even contradictory angles in the Gospels and the
Epistles. The resulting sense of “universalism” requires an existential conversion on the part
of the reader, a decision to reorient one’s life toward participation in the ongoing construction
of the Christian narrative, in which the Bible hints at the rules of the game of which it
presents only the opening moves. One’s sense of humanity is then delivered as a consequence
of this decision. This is largely the origins of “humanity” as a collective project in the
making, which by the Enlightenment had come to be secularized as “progress” (Lowith
1949).

The sense of “universalism” implied here would also be adopted by Islam, which in turn
may help explain the world-historic tensions between Christians and Muslims. The
proselytizing projects of these two great world religions were the main forces for unifying
humanity prior to the rise of what Kant called the “cosmopolitan” mentality in the second
half of the eighteenth century, whereby Enlightenment philosophers raised the prospect of a
religiously neutral “world government.” It is perhaps no accident that cosmopolitanism began
to be seen as an actionable political proposition only after the 1683 Battle of Vienna, when it
seemed that “Islam,” as represented by the Ottoman Empire, might overtake “Christianity,”
as represented by the Holy Roman Empire. The soul-searching that took place by advocates
of both faiths in the wake of this traumatic episode generated the haunted mentality that
Edward Said (1978) famously called “Orientalism.”

But also during this period, Gotthold Ephraim Lessing’s 1779 play Nathan the Wise set a
precedent for a more pragmatic, future-forward approach to universalism, whereby the
Abrahamic religions were urged to be concerned less with the legitimacy of their origins—
which would be increasingly subject to empirical dispute—than with their practical benefits
for fellow humans. This would be pleasing to whichever deity turns out to be the real one.
But how far can this sense of universalism be extended? If humanity is completely detached
from questions of origins, then in principle a being of any material constitution could be
deemed “human”? In their different ways, posthumanism and transhumanism are open to this
possibility, which will be explored in the rest of this chapter. However, we have so far seen
that any completely origins-blind test for humanity—the object of some future version of the
Turing Test—faces potential challenges from various forms of hereditary entitlement
surrounding the “human,” ranging from family upbringing and endowment to sheer material
substratum. In all these cases, one must somehow be born human, which in turn helps to
emphasize the historic significance in Christianity of “baptism,” as an opportunity to be
explicitly “born again” in the image and likeness of God.

THE CONTINUING ROLE OF RELIGION AND RACE IN
DEFINING AND DESTABILIZING THE HUMAN

Humanity 2.0 starts with the claim that the meaning of humanity straddles two historically
taboo topics in the modern era, religion and race (Fuller 2011: chap. 1). The former opens up
into transhumanism and the latter into posthumanism. Underwriting this tension is a
metaphysical dissatisfaction with the restriction of the “human” to the species Homo sapiens.

On the one hand, as we have seen, the strongest arguments for the “unity of humanity”



have been religiously based, specifically Abrahamic ones that privilege humanity above the
rest of God’s creatures. Indeed, the principal author of the United Nations Universal
Declaration of Human Rights was a Catholic modernist philosopher, Jacques Maritain (Moyn
2011). To be sure, humanity’s privilege pertains not to our animal bodies but to our divine
souls, the “divinity” of which in the modern era came to be cast in more “politically correct”
secular terms as “consciousness,” “reason,” and “mind.” When Noam Chomsky continues to
insist that humans possess a “language organ” that renders us distinct from the rest of the
animal kingdom, even though his claim lacks any clear biological basis, he draws on this
tradition. Finally there is the entire “development crisis” mentality that preoccupied global
political economy in the second half of the twentieth century, again championed by the UN.
In practice, this led to prioritizing the alleviation of human poverty above all other issues, on
the grounds that doing otherwise would deprive the planet of its greatest source of value,
human productivity. There are echoes here not only of Marx and Locke but also of Aquinas.

On the other hand, the strongest arguments against the “unity of humanity” come from
Darwinian evolutionists, who stress that “species” is a mere convention to describe a
spectrum of creatures whose genetic makeup in fact vastly overlaps with that of members of
other so-called “species.” What matters are the terms on which populations are segregated
from each other for long periods, as a result of which interbreeding fails to yield offspring
capable of reproduction. For Darwin himself, the duration of segregation provided a sliding
scale between “race” and “species” identity. Moreover, most of Darwin’s followers—for
good or ill—have regarded “speciation” as inevitable and irreversible. In other words,
whatever notional “unity” is currently attached to humanity is bound to fail as humans pursue
a variety of life trajectories that over time amount to “branching off” from Homo sapiens. In
that respect, “humanity” is just a passing moment in natural history, as Michel Foucault
([1966] 1970) originally suggested in the context of explaining the emergence of the “human
sciences.” All of that follows—but only as long as parentage remains the convention for
assigning species identity. But if species identity is indeed conventional, then why should it
be tied so closely to parentage?

To be sure, Darwin himself encouraged “hereditarian” thinking by presenting his theory as
being based on the “common descent” of all organisms from some non-organic “primordial
soup.” This fed into discussions of how life arises from non-life, but more to the point: if a
human is whatever turns out to be the biological offspring of humans, then even before
multiple lineal paths produce a highly diverse humanity, how did nonhumans manage to
produce the first humans? Difficulties in answering this “origins” question explain why many
so-called “scientific racists” seemed to keep a door open to “special creation.” However,
developments in molecular biology in the second half of the twentieth century have made
that line of argument untenable due to the massive genetic overlap that has been discovered
among the species, even if that overlap does not map neatly onto the “evolutionary tree”
based taxonomies with which Darwin flirted and became standard after his leading German
scientific defender, Ernst Haeckel (cf. Fuller 2006: chap. 13; 2008: chap. 4). If we add our
increasing capacity to alter default reproductive patterns through targeted antenatal genetic
interventions, the result is an even more “conventional,” in the sense of “malleable,”
conception of species than Darwin ever imagined. In that case, it would seem that the



distinction between “human” and “non-human” is in the eye of the beholder, which in
practice means a political decision, not something that can be wishfully left to some “missing
link” that scientists might find in the fossil record.

Given the degree of genetic overlap among the species, there is no clear division between
“human” and “non-human.” Indeed, depending the conventions used to identify the “human,”
some members of Homo sapiens might be classed as nonhuman. This was the context in
which invidious forms of “scientific racism” was practiced in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. However, the conventions involved in demarcating “human” from “non-human”
have changed over this period, resulting in a rather different political configuration—evident
in much posthumanist thought—that effectively turns scientific racism on its head.

Early in the nineteenth century, “humans” were distinguished from “non-humans” largely
on “morphological” grounds, namely, based on surface appearances—and it was applied
negatively to humans whose physical features resembled those of animals, especially apes
(Gould 1981). Indeed, the textbook under scrutiny in the landmark 1925 US court case of
Tennessee v. Scopes, the so-called “Monkey Trial,” was George Hunter’s Civic Biology,
which portrayed a transparently morphological progression from monkeys to humans under
the guise of “evolution.” Much of the moral fervor aroused by that case—not least by the star
prosecution counsel and defense witness, the left-populist politician William Jennings Bryan
—turned on the anti-Christian racism that would result from teaching that particular version
of “evolution” in schools, only two generations after the black slaves had been freed.

But it would be a mistake to think that evolution as such necessitated that sort of racism.
Nearly a half-century earlier, George Romanes’s (1883) early comparative animal behavior
studies had already challenged this facile interpretation of evolution by suggesting that the
relationship between human and animal performance—especially on tasks associated with
“intelligence”—was much more complicated. As a result, he popularized the term
“anthropomorphism” to honor the fables and natural histories in which humans have
attributed their own quite nuanced traits to animals, which often have turned out to be both
well observed by the humans and functionally adaptive to the animals concerned.

Whereas many in Romanes’s day believed that he had romantically overestimated animal
intelligence, it is fair to say that as animals have been more intensely studied, they have
demonstrated forms of intelligence that are not simply unlike our own in ways we cannot
fathom but superior in ways sufficiently comprehensible that we might learn from them.
Insights from this basic point have been mined in that interdisciplinary hybrid of biology and
engineering known as “biomimetics” (Benyus 1997). In this respect, Romanes’s
anthropomorphism did not go far enough. He underestimated both the distinctiveness of
animal ingenuity and our own ability to make sense of it. Moreover, this more expansive
“second order” sense of a shared cognitive horizon may well be crucial to our collective
survival in a volatile world where it is by no means clear what form of intelligence will prove
adaptive. No surprise, then, that research has been revived on finding a “measure of all
minds” (Hernandez-Orallo 2017).

Some animal rights activists, deep ecologists, and posthumanists have gone further,
arguing that whatever affinities, sympathies, and dependencies that members of Homo
sapiens might have with other animals should be counted as a mark for—not against—them.



Such people are said to enjoy a heightened level of self-consciousness of their embeddedness
in nature vis-a-vis those who continue to identify exclusively with fellow Homo sapiens
abstracted from the rest of nature. Here one thinks of Donna Haraway’s (2007) provocatively
titled Companion Species Manifesto, which echoes the Communist Manifesto in suggesting
that the leveling of species differences is akin to leveling class differences. Indeed, the fact
that nowadays some people easily accord animals the same sort of recognition and respect as
they do to fellow humans is often presented as the vanguard of a world whose value system
no longer centers on the human.

However, the implicit attitude to humans in this posthumanist worldview is itself rooted in
the history of Western politics. To be clear, posthumanists grant that Homo sapiens possesses
capacities that enable our species to exercise what might be called “planetary stewardship”—
but without concluding that those capacities make humans intrinsically superior to animals.
This marks a key difference from transhumanists, whose sense of “stewardship” is closer to
the biblically inspired one, which is designed to be a test of humanity’s faith and ingenuity as
creatures worthy of its divine heritage, presuming our “fallen” starting point (Huxley 1957;
cf. Harrison 2007). Nevertheless, both posthumanists and transhumanists agree that we live
in a time of some sort of global crisis, where humans are the source of both the problem and
the solution—what is nowadays called the “Anthropocene.”

Against this shared backdrop, posthumanists regard humanity as no more than what in
republican Rome was called primus inter pares (“first among equals”). The Roman idea was
that in a state of emergency, the leader is the citizen whose natural capacities best equip them
to do what needs to be done, and hence can “dictate” to them. But once the emergency has
passed, that person should revert to their default existence. This was the spirit in which
George Washington served two terms as the first president of the United States, after which
he retired to his Virginia plantation. Similarly, once the emergency represented by, say,
adverse global climate change has passed, humans would not be expected to exercise such a
strong steer over the allocation and regulation of the Earth’s resources.

One clear conclusion that emerges from attempts to define the “human” in terms of the
twin taboos of race and religion is that whatever sense of “unity” the human might be thought
to have as a being coextensive with Homo sapiens, it has been continually under threat from,
so to speak, “broader” or “higher” unities: “broader,” in the sense of the human coming to be
absorbed as simply one moment—albeit a distinctive one—in the history of animals;
“higher,” in the sense of the human marking a threshold for the realization of a potential that
will enable it to break decisively with its natural history. The one aims to turn “humanity”
into a chapter in the history of the Earth that is about to conclude, the other into the pretext
for a journey of cosmic import that has barely begun: in terms of metahistorical style, Infra-
Foucault vs Ultra-Hegel. 1 have spoken about an emerging ideological difference between
downwingers and upwingers in this vein (Fuller and Lipinska 2014: chap. 1). The former
approximate the horizons of contemporary posthumanism, the latter that of transhumanism.
We shall explore the implications of these alternative visions for the unity of humanity in the
final section.



IS THE UNITY OF HUMANITY AUTONOMOUS OR PART
OF SOME LARGER UNITY?

My answer to this question may be best understood in contrast with that of Foucault ([1966]
1970), who also argued that the “human” is an unstable hybrid of the animal and the divine,
an “empirical-transcendental doublet” which only came into focus as an object of study in the
eighteenth century. However, whereas Foucault believed that the human had already begun to
disappear from the ontological horizon by the end of the nineteenth century, due to the
combined assault of Marx, Darwin, and Freud on humanity’s allegedly unique capacity for
reason, I believe that captures only half of the story—and the other half makes the entire
story look different. At the same time as Marx, Darwin, and Freud were sowing the seeds of
twentieth-century skepticism about the prospects for humanity’s secular redemption (aka
“progress”), a broad range of thinkers from the Russian Cosmists to Non-Euclidean
geometers, probability theorists, symbolic logicians, and “transfinite” mathematicians were
in their different ways approaching the human as a platform for an exploration of a more
general sense of being that could acquire universal, even god-like proportions (Fuller 2019a).
The great twentieth-century revolutions in physics and biology, conspicuously absent from
Foucault’s “archaeology of knowledge,” were the downstream empirical products of these
often metaphysically inspired developments.

It is worth noting, as a meta-level observation, that the spirit of Foucault’s analysis was
quite close to Darwin’s—and I might add, the historian and philosopher of science Thomas
Kuhn’s. For all three, the object under historical study is presumed to be dead on arrival, be it
an organic species, a scientific paradigm, or, in Foucault’s case, the very idea of the human.
Foucault’s sense of the “unity” of humanity was that of closure, insofar as for him the species
Homo sapiens was reaching the end of its period of world-historic salience. Unlike Hegel,
who saw himself as drafting the backstory of an inherently future-oriented humanity,
Foucault regarded himself as a coroner performing an autopsy on a corpse called “human.”
My general sympathies here lie with Hegel, although Hegel hardly anticipated the
transhumanist doctrine of “morphological freedom,” according to which membership in
Homo sapiens is neither necessary nor sufficient for ascribing “humanity” to a being (Fuller
and Lipinska 2014). The significance of this point will become clear in the following
retelling of the history of the human condition since the European Enlightenment.

By the mid-eighteenth century, Western colonial contact with various primates around the
world had led philosophers such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau to see the human as a kind of
divinely inspired ape—on sheer morphological and behavioral grounds—even before
evolution had become a recognized concept. The image of the “noble savage” remains a
legacy of this mode of thought. It is reasonably considered a triumph of empiricism over
rationalism. Westerners began to let their sheer physical resemblance to other creatures in the
natural world override the unique character of the human soul that the Bible had taught them.
Moreover, it altered the meaning of “Humanism,” which in the Renaissance had veered
between aestheticizing the human body as the embodiment of mathematical perfection (e.g.,
Leonardo da Vinci’s “Vitruvian Man”) and instrumentalizing the human body as a platform
for the playing out of cosmic forces (e.g., Pico della Mirandola’s Neoplatonic defense of



“human dignity”). In the Enlightenment, the meaning of “human” consolidated around a
specific animal with surplus capacities, an “ape with apps” (Fuller 2019b). It would be easy
to underestimate the long-term significance of this juxtaposition of humans and apes, which
survives even in the avowedly anti-anthropomorphic animal rights movement.

In this context, the “human sciences” or “social sciences” were dedicated to figuring out
the “surplus” that made Homo sapiens (also a term of that era) distinct from the rest of the
animal kingdom. The main strategy involved providing “naturalistic” accounts of human
uniqueness as defined in Abrahamic theology. Chomsky’s postulation of a “language organ”
is a good contemporary case in point. Such postulations are little more than secular versions
of what theologians have regarded as our species capacity to understand and even participate
in the logos (i.e., the conversion of words to deeds, the execution of a computer program) by
which God creates. Appeals to the supposed uniqueness of human “consciousness” and
“meaning-making” could be added to the list of such allegedly species-defining capacities,
which somehow evolutionary biology would explain as “emergent properties,” to recall a
phrase that Thomas Henry Huxley’s student, C. Lloyd Morgan, started to popularize in the
1920s.

Kant’s coinage of “anthropology” in 1798 to name his invidiously empirical evaluation of
the world’s race-cultures should be understood in the light of this modern ape-centered
history of humanity. While Kant was certainly trying to rank order human populations in
terms of their spiritual capacity, he had inherited the Rousseauian “noble savage” conception
of apes, as well as the anti-essentialism common to a range of great naturalists from Buffon
and Lamarck to Darwin himself. They upheld a deep material continuity among life forms,
which meant that non-material properties or functions could be ascribed to organisms only
based on their performance in their habitats. And for this very reason, they believed that a
radical change in habitat could result in a radical change in behavior. Thus, habitat—what we
now call “culture”—could either facilitate or inhibit human development. (“Identity politics”
was clearly never on any of these people’s radar.) Interestingly, Carolus Linnaeus, the
Swedish taxonomist who had coined Homo sapiens in 1759, was an outlier to this
modernizing tendency by remaining wedded to divine special creation as the best explanation
for the origin of species—notwithstanding his clear acknowledgment of humanity’s kinship
to apes. The Linnaean idea that God simply intervened to make humans different from apes
was ultimately incorporated into the evolutionary narrative, thanks largely to Darwin’s rival,
Alfred Russel Wallace.

Nevertheless, Kant retained a theological residue that is absent from Darwin. Kant still
believed in a spiritual dimension along which quite differently constituted and disposed
organisms might be rank ordered. The quest for a potentially species-blind conception of
“general intelligence” is the clearest secular descendant of Kant’s line of thought (e.g.,
Hernandez-Orallo 2017). In contrast, Darwin clearly believed that, in an important sense, an
organism could be “too intelligent” for its own good because, in the end, what matters is the
organism’s fit with its environment. Darwin had in his sights the highly developed frontal
lobe of the Homo sapiens brain, which rendered our species susceptible to wild ideas capable
of competing with direct experience for cognitive salience. The fact that our brains are so big
relative to the size of our bodies means that we are provided with more opportunities to let



what is happening inside of ourselves override what is happening outside. Historically this
has led to large amounts of organized violence toward both fellow humans and nature more
generally.

Thus, Darwin would have no trouble recognizing the double-edged character of the
Anthropocene. While this era has led humanity to reshape the Earth in its own image, it has
equally increased the precariousness of those aspects of the Earth that escape humanity’s
focal concerns. Our disposition to judge successful risky interventions as indicative of genius
rather than luck means that we routinely elide “fact” and “fiction,” “rational” and
“irrational,” “conscious” and “unconscious.” This helps to explain humanity’s collective
willingness to absorb enormous cost—even harm—in the short-to-medium term, in return for
imagined long-term benefit, which may be paid out in quite small installments over a very
long period. This tolerance of high costs typically reflects a strong commitment to an idea—
such as “humanity” itself, understood as some improved future version of the current run of
humans. On this point—for better or worse—the great religious, political, and scientific
revolutions of the modern period are in agreement. And transhumanists, however much they
might wish to deny it, are generally going down this path, which in the early modern period
was paved by “theodicy,” the theological justification of evil in an ultimately good world
(Fuller 2011: chap. 5).

Nearly a century before Darwin, Kant had intuitively grasped the human propensity to
“think outside of oneself,” or “self-transcend.” What eventually became Kant’s signature
“critique of pure reason” gestated in a textual encounter with the great Swedish polymath,
Emanuel Swedenborg, who effortlessly glided between bold physics-driven engineering
projects and radical, dream-based interpretations of the New Testament. Kant’s 1766 work,
Dreams of a Spirit-Seer, repays reading today (Johnson [1766] 2003). Swedenborg was
arguably the first major modern celebrant of the brain as the interface organ between
ourselves and the cosmos as a whole. He had clearly recognized the cognitive significance of
the cerebral frontal lobe, which led him to suppose that the sort of visions that people
experience in sleep or semi-conscious states are anticipations of the future or even other
dimensions of physical reality (Gross 1997). For Swedenborg the problem was simply one of
interpreting and acting on them properly. In this respect, he suggested a materialist
substratum to the tradition extending from Plato and the mystics of the Abrahamic religions,
resurrected in Renaissance ideas of humanity as “microcosm,” and later picked up by the
Russian Cosmists and contemporary transhumanists. It sees the brain as not simply the
governor of the body but as the privileged portal for accessing and even projecting all of
reality (Fuller 2014).

While Kant may have succeeded in marginalizing Swedenborg and the “spiritual” from
critical philosophy, it was equally clear that he himself did not identify the human exclusively
with Homo sapiens. Indeed, Kant’s association of our “humanity” with practical reasoning
and ethics suggests a conception closer to the Greek one of paideia, in which the upright ape
is treated as an artifact in the making, which becomes “human” upon completion. This
returns us to the opening observation of this section, namely, that both post- and
transhumanists point toward a larger existential context, be it the Earth or the cosmos, in
which the human comes into—and perhaps also out of—being.



Common to posthumanism and transhumanism is a sense of the embedded nature of the
human that effectively renders it a part of a greater whole. The philosophical anthropology
literature sometimes calls this embeddedness the Umwelt, after the usage of Heidegger and
the later Husserl. However, a term better suited to such futuristic philosophies as
posthumanism and transhumanism is the superorganic, which over the past century has
developed two distinct meanings (Fuller 2016).

On the one hand, the “superorganic” may refer to such species as ants and bees, whose
individual members are best understood as distributed parts of a single whole, such as a
colony or a hive. The ultimate expression of this sensibility is the Gaia hypothesis, which
attracts many posthumanists, according to which the functionality of the human “part” of the
planetary whole is a source of grave concern. On the other hand, the “superorganic” may
refer to the artificial environment—or “extended phenotype,” as Richard Dawkins would say
—in which a species, most notably Homo sapiens, remakes the world not simply to enhance
its chances of survival but to expand its reach perhaps to the point of domination. Evidence
for this sensibility in action is that each new generation takes less time than its predecessor to
do the same things, which in turn permits more time to do new things. Learning becomes
more efficient because the environment has been rendered “smarter.” This fits the
transhumanist utopia of a fully “humanized” world, what Pierre Teilhard de Chardin had
called the nodsphere. Of course, this option leaves unresolved the exact form that the future
“human” will take to reflect such open horizons (Fuller 2019a, 2019b). The only thing that is
clear is that the image of the cyborg looms large.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Toward Posthuman Human Rights?

UPENDRA BAXI

Relating the discourse of the “posthuman” to human rights is indeed an intimidating task for
several reasons. First, there is the problem of ideology betokened by the suffix “ism”: thus
one hears of “humanism,” “posthumanism,” “transhumanism.” Ideologies justify good as
well as evil things, the latter are most manifest when “humanism” reeks of many evils (such
as anthropomorphism, sexism, racism, colonialism, and imperious disregard of the other),
and ways have to be found for “critical humanism” (Braidotti 2013) and nuanced
anthropomorphism (Grear 2018). Second, it is this sense that posthumanism does not
privilege the inhuman, but still struggles to make sense of the difficult distinction between
the ethical idea of human rights and the law and jurisprudence of human rights (Baxi 2016;

Schippers 2018).! Third, even this—the distinction between deontology and
consequentialism—does not help us make sense of the “human” in human rights in the days
of Anthropocene personhood, and great deal of ambivalence reigns in extending the

discourse of human rights to posthuman entities.” Fourth, what is now called “legal
posthumanism” deals with civilian and military mass usages of law and technology inviting
us to examine the states of human rightlessness thus caused. The relationship between
international humanitarian law and human rights law becomes both closer, and at the same
time somewhat alienated, by what Julius Stone called in the wake of detonation of nuclear
weapons in Hiroshima and Nagasaki “the depersonalization of the means of violence” (Stone
1954). With the advent of drones as war weapons, this process of depenalization has
deepened. The extent of destructive depth stands measured by an irony (perhaps even
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posthuman) when the American defense department abbreviates them as LAWS (lethal
autonomous weapons systems)! A more precise posthuman anti-law targeted killing system
than “unmanned” space vehicles has yet to be found—perhaps, the only rival may be found

in nanobots invisible to the naked eye that disrupt and destroy human organisms.>

The prefix “post” haunts many flourishing discourses. But it obviously signifies more than
any linear description of the existing before, the prevalent present, and the future to come.
Rather, the multifarious discourses of the postmodern and the postcolonial show that the
“postist” discourse offers new and unsettling forms of understanding; what we once-upon-a-
time understood past to have been appears as equally contingent as our ways of being in the
present and our notions about the future times of the species—all being thus far named pre-
eminently as “human.” The “post” thus emerges dialectically or not at all. In the very same
way in which the “postcolonial” and “postsocialist” do not quite fully suggest any
irreversible performance of the vanishing past and mark termination of some world historic
transformative projects, the posthuman does not convey the end of the human but rather
critically engages with some ways of enhancing that “human.”

The genealogy of the idea of posthuman has been traced variously: the construction of the
“posthuman” occurs at intersecting sites of literary and cultural theory, feminisms,
anthropology, historiographies, development theory, philosophy, and juristic sciences with

different shades of meaning.* But what is perhaps not much stressed in academic literature
are the organic links between law, justice, and revenge; the Programschrift of sociobiology;
and the problematic of legal regulation.

Catherine Malabou recently addresses the first: “If there is something like a specificity of
the human, for Nietzsche, it is precisely revenge. The human is the only being that seeks
revenge after an offense” and the “end of man would be the end of revenge” (2015: 67-8).
But it is not the end of man “directed toward a return which no longer will have the form of
the metaphysical repetition of humanism” (67-8). Law very often serves society as a
generalized program of revenge. Thus, revenge or resentment remains integral to the idea of
law and human rights; the posthuman indicates this intimacy among law, justice, and revenge
rather pointedly well.

The current literature on the posthuman engages new technologies and philosophies but
passes by its antecedents such as ethology, zoosemiotics, and sociobiology which inaugurated
a co-evolutionary approach to the study of the “human”—studies of life other than human
and studies of “man” as one of the many species.

The programschrift of sociobiology which emerged and developed during the early and
middle phases of the Cold War was named as such by E. O. Wilson who basically maintained
that the principles of evolutionary theory such as natural selection extended as much to social
as physiological behavior. However, this approach which seemed to carry with it odious
justifications of many social inequalities and discrimination was a subject of an intense

political debate in the United States in the seventies.® But in its co-evolutionary approach
(genes plus culture) species as a class rather than species as individual prefigured some
dimensions of the posthuman. So do studies in zoosemiotics: the posthuman already arrived
with studies of “animal language” (honey bee’s waggle dance, song learning in birds, alarm
calls like the canary calling from with the mine, and human language learning by nonhuman



animal persons [NHAP]) (Hailman 1985: 697-9). Much the same may be said about ethology
which has gone beyond to institute highly methodology oriented studies. Earlier, Konrad
Lorenz wrote and talked about aggression (Lorenz [1963] 2000, 1965) and Robert Ardrey
(1997) about the “territorial imperative.” But today, the language of “instinct” is abandoned

and is replaced by that of complex learning.® The purpose of saying all this, and so briefly, is
this neo-evolutionary approach to “animal” learning as a heredity/environment complex
should also find a place in the reflections on the posthuman condition; this assumes added
significance when we emphasize in the Anthropocene the need for interspecies thinking and
solidarity.

THE MATERIALITY OF GLOBALIZATION

The materiality of contemporary economic globalization has profoundly affected the idea of
being and remaining human, and the infinite diversity that is called the posthuman. The well-
nigh irreversible technologies (artificial intelligence [AI], biotechnologies, neurosciences and
neuro philosophy, nanotechnologies, and the combined forms of aggressive military
war/defense) all over-problematize and reconstitute the notion of the “human.” In particular,
the impacts of these technoscience developments on social consciousness and social
organization have in turn resulted in a paradigm shift from the universal human rights of all
human beings to a trade-related market-friendly human rights paradigm (Baxi 2023: 308-21).

In this shift, the already very powerful aggregations of technoscientific capital secure more
human rights unto themselves than individual human beings: the corporate persons today
marshal not merely the rights to security of property and economic transactions (contracts)
but command collective rights of corporate free speech and expression that extends to
election financing, privacy and dignity, free movement, association and residence, reputation
and honor. These were human rights guaranteed to individual human persons, not aggregates
of technoscience capital.

At the same time, corporate voluntarism applies to corporations who are under no
obligation to adopt international or national human rights responsibility on the specious
ground that no human rights regime extends to entities other than states. Indeed, corporate
technoscientific capital is bound by no standards of international law and claims immunity,
even impunity, from any accountability/responsibility at international law.

If this is a destructive impact of the posthuman new era (to deploy the figure of Catherine
Malabou) of “plasticity” of contemporary posthuman human rights, the simultaneously
creative aspect is that multinational technoscientific aggregations also create materiality
which translates normative enunciations into material social reality (Baxi 2023: 298-301;
Vogel 2015).

Compared with the previous reconstructions entailed in the “modern,” “contemporary”
human rights languages, logics, and paralogics, technoscience enterprises expound some
wholly novel ways of reconstituting the “human” and have articulated, on several registers,
the promise and perils of the materiality of globalization. Accelerating globalization enacts
the economy of speed (Virno 2012), and the sharing of the new culture of desires (through
new infotainment embedding of a universal consumer self). All over again, we are
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condemned to reiterate William Ogburn’s hypothesis of a cultural lag between the common
law as an adaptive culture confronted by rapid changes in industrial technologies (Ogburn

1922),” or more generally put the law as social technology as always under stress by the
movement of the new technoscientific capital.

The empowering as well as disempowering impact of these technologies on human rights
and social movement solidarities and forms of collective social action is well known. But it is
no simple task to overview the complex and contradictory ways in which “new” social
movements and religious authority episodically articulate resistance to the posthuman in the
name of human rights, although the difference of auspices is indeed quite remarkable. See for
example, Thweatt-Bates (2016); Sung Jung Mo (2018).

INFORMATION

Perhaps, crucial remains the notion of information in which all life forms stand presented as
assemblages of coded information, which may be decoded as several texts as with the human
genome projects. This decoding emerges sharply with advances in computational
technologies; reading the genetic code remains insensible outside forms of Al signified by
the digitalization, of the modes of production scientific theory and practice.

If a single cell in the human body is said to encode more information than all the volumes
of Encyclopaedia Britannica (Rifkin 1983: 153), inescapable is the idea that humans are no
more than “information-processing machines essentially similar to intelligent machines”
(Hayles 1999a: 7). This carries at least the implication that “information is not a presence but
a pattern” and further it loses its privileged status in human embodiment because information
may be moved to other nonbiological platforms of memory such as the robotic forms of Al,
which themselves constitute new machinist life forms developing capabilities of thinking
beyond the programmed inputs.

We have moved from the “human” into “posthuman” forms of intelligent lifeforms; what
emerges is a “disembodied posthuman,” a cyborg (as noted early by Donna Haraway—a half
machine, half human form in which information “loses its body” [Hayles 1999a: 7, 18]). Add
to all this the “reluctant fascination” with “a near-future prospect of uploading human
consciousness into a computer” or with the “postbiological future for (post) humanity in

which embodiment will have gone beyond even computer” (Kurzweil 2006).8 And thinking
about “plastic materiality” which now describes the mansions of the posthuman. The end of
the “human” as any decisive marker of the boundaries between “human” and “machine,” the
human and animal, the animate and inanimate of life, and the tiresome and well-worn
distinctions between “human” and “nature,” “male/female,” and “men” and “machine” has
already happened (Hayles 1999a: 7). If so, one has truly to talk not about “human rights” but
“posthuman rights” of new life forms extending some rights to objects in/of “nature” (in a
“postnatural” world including organisms modified by the humans—the sphere of cloning).

Even when we take utmost care in handling the notion of technocultures,” the problem of the
conflict, and irreconcilably, with what we know as human rights with posthuman rights
remains.

Stated most generally, if the human rights discourse may be understood as avoidance of



surplus (in the sense of needless and unjustifiable) human and social suffering, or non nocere
(do not harm) principle, how may we extend this notion to posthuman personhood
(distribution of agency) and suffering to sentient NHAP, and other sentient species? How
about objects in/of nature that supposedly feel no pain and cannot express it at all in language
(such as stone, coal, oil and petroleum products, rivers, glaciers, waterways, mountains and
hills, trees and forests)? The tendency toward statutory and constitutional recognition of
posthuman legal personhood!® to some objects in/of nature is of course most welcome. But
how about those still excluded? Are all posthumans to have equal rights as the humans or to

be totally excluded, and are others subject to infinite gradation?!!
Extant literature on law and human rights relating to posthuman subjects is divided across
conventional lines of the sentient and the non-sentient. These delineations of subjectivities at

times includes NHAP,'? and AI, whether “strong” AI or artificial general intelligence
(AGI).13

NONHUMAN ANIMAL PERSONS

We tend to think of humans as “rational animals” but the emphasis remains on the word
“rational.” It sounds odd, certainly to the anthropomorphic ears, to listen to the idea that
“animals” may have human rights. Partly surely to what Giorgio Agamben calls the
“anthropological machine” (Agamben 2003), the distinction however can no longer be
maintained when one accentuates the “species being” of the human (see Chitty 2009;
Christensen 2016). However, it is clear that some NHAP have certain “rights,” or that HAP
(human animal persons) have certain duties toward them; one may choose to describe the
latter situation as “duties without rights” which make perfect social and justice sense. Among
these, the obligation to prevent cruelty has been recognized by almost all legal systems. But
not all NHAP have human rights extended unto them. The fundamental differences, as
concerns between NHAP and HAP are: (a) they may be owned as private property in ways
that HAP can no longer be (the prohibition of human chattel slavery or the discourse of
modern slavery does not apply to NHAP); (b) certain NHAP known as predator species may
be culled, contained, or eliminated because they are diseased and the disease is
communicable to humans or they present threats to human beings or resources; (c) used as,
and for, human food and nutrition; (d) provide means for transportation of humans or goods;
(e) used for clinical experimentation for drugs and cosmetics; (f) deployed as “companion
species” and pets; (g) used for public entertainment; and (h) conserved as “endangered
species.” One would think that beyond the overarching prohibition of needless cruelty and
surplus suffering and pain, most NHAP are among the posthuman rightless.

Of course, there is some discussion in the literature concerning what human rights may
extend to most human entities. We discuss some aspects of this below. But it must be said
that here some sort of functionalism prevails.

TOWARD A SOCIAL HUMAN ENHANCEMENT?



The “benign” discourse proceeds to envisage the posthuman in the improvement of the
human condition made possible by some astonishing actual developments in technoscientific
knowledges. I explored two aspects of this approach earlier—the individual (now also called
“biomedical”) and transhumanist (movement that affirms technologies to eliminate aging and
to greatly enhance human intellectual, physical, and psychological condition) and the “study
of ramifications, promises, and dangers of technologies that will enable us to overcome
fundamental human limitations” (Baxi 2017: 124-5).

Second, it summons a new ethics of enhancement foregrounding the study of the ethical
matters involved in developing and using such technologies. There is no doubt that the
transhumanist discourse exploits the age-old idea of human immortality in many different

ways (Tobey 2004).1° Is this a universal history of human species-desire (a specieist program
of God-like pursuit of “immortality”) or is this story a peculiar artifact of Judaeo-Christian

tradition?'® Furthermore, how may we identify “fundamental human limitations” of
posthuman attributes, outside cultures, and histories?

Undoubtedly, the prospects of individual human enhancement are immense, even awe-
inspiring, for both enhancement for traits (such as beauty, sporting abilities, and intellectual
competence) and enhancement for therapy (overcoming dread genetic or other diseases and
therapeutic cloning). But it is rightly suggested that genetic enhancement may turn out to be
vastly inegalitarian; at least in the short and median run, it will be available only to the
“genetically lucky” (Tobey 2004: 58). Such inequality may thrive with an increase in
“efficiency and productivity ... as a function of enhanced human capital” (Bostrom 2003).
Eventually, “abilities that are currently reserved to other species or even to the imagination”
may become available to all and augment “the possibilities of human life and the freedoms
we have for self-expression and determination” (Baxi 2017: 206). Put more starkly,
transhumanists merely celebrate the slow-moving scope for the “distributional access
asymmetry” by invoking the proverbial trickle-down effect, without at all considering the
ever-expanding regimes of global protection of intellectual property rights and neoliberal
trade wars. Furthermore, transhumanists show some respect for “people ... [who] choose to
forego the opportunity to use technology to improve themselves” and thus “choose to remain
unenhanced” (Baxi 2017: 217). Transhumanist agendum in those realms of enhancement as

embellishment makes good sense!” but not in areas of therapy.'® In the related contexts of
human disability and rights of sentient animals, Martha Nussbaum describes these
obligations in terms of aspects of “basic justice” which aims at the prevention of “the
blighting of valuable natural powers” (Nussbaum 2006: 351). As far as I can see, the
transhumanist agendum does not as fully address these obligations.

No doubt, transhumanists are surely right when it is urged that there is a need to develop a
new ethical discourse. However, the ethics they overall suggest neglects the politics of
production of the enhancement technology and industry. They ignore a radical critique of the
forms of the “human geneomania” (Ho 1998: 35, 37), characterizing life sciences that reduce
to a “monolithic intellectual wasteland of genetic determinism ... the enclosure of intellectual
commons, and a ‘de-intellectualization’ of civil society, so that the mind becomes
[subjugated to] a corporate monopoly” (Ho 1998: 35, 37). The conjugation of “bad science
and big business” promotes new ways of totalitarian control which eliminates at the threshold



“all effective ideological opposition” under the “guise of ‘freedom’ and ‘democracy’ within
‘free economies’ in the global ‘free-trade’ regime of the WTO,” “all the more difficult to
grasp hold of and to resist” (Ho 1998: 37n38). The new global reality thus constituted by
technoscientific discourse is best captured by the phrase “colonisation without colonizers”
because as “distinct from the openly totalitarian regimes ..., there is no dictator in charge,
there is no one making decisions, rational or otherwise”; “instead, there are merely
automatons driven by a sense of anxiety, the isolated individual driven by a need to amass
wealth today, the government, to remain in power, against the insecurities of the morrow”
(Ho 1998: 37). One is not any more secure, on this critique, about the benign potential of the
emergent new “frontiers of justice,” nor is it clear how far the capabilities approach may also
respond to this radical critique.

The “dangers” of new technologies in the transhumanist agendum are presented via the
dichotomy between “endurable or limited hazards” and “existential risks” defined as tending
toward the “long-term” destruction of “prospects of humanity as a whole” (Bostrom 2003).
They have in view here, for example, destructive uses of nanotechnology, biological warfare,
“impudently and maliciously constituted superintelligence,” and “nuclear war” (Bostrom
2003).1°

This is important indeed; however, all that follows is a rather inchoate prescription, rather
than a new ethics: transhumanists have “to recognize a moral duty to promote efforts to
reduce existential threats” (Bostrom 2003). Clearly more anxious ethical attention work is
needed to unravel the classification of “endurable and limited hazards” and the “existential”
ones. Does not “humanity as a whole” stand depleted when entire human populations
systematically become extinct as is the case with the growing rate of disappearance of
nomadic and pastoral groups? In what ways does the multinational corporation genetic gold
rush to preserve germplasm of the vanishing peoples make the loss of human genetic
diversity “recoverable” after all? Similar questions arise concerning the permanent erosion of
biodiversity, the systematic extinction of animal, plant, forest, and marine/aquatic forms of
life, entailed ever since the enunciation of the ideal of mastery over nature inculcated by the
European Enlightenment and now fiercely reinforced by the materiality of contemporary
economic globalization. What new militant solidarities are summoned here? Is the emergence
of new genetic underclasses, including cloned human beings willed into existence as genetic
warehouses of body tissues and parts to be a matter of moral concern much the same way as
animals produced merely as ingredients of human food chains? And how may this moral duty
extend to the states, considered even as community of states (conceived in the phrase-regime
of Deleuze and Guattari) as a “nomadic war machine” (Deleuze and Guattari 1986).

A third model is now suggested by Laura Y. Cabrera (2015): human social enhancement.
She forcefully maintains that “the use of emergent technologies under a liberal individual
view—where our functioning is reduced to the working of a type of biological machinery
isolated from environmental and social factors, where bodies and individuals are seen as
abstract and isolated agents—cannot ensure the achievement of any meaningful
improvements for the human condition” (160). Both the biomedical and transhumanist
models are based on freedom of individual choice and the market supply; this individualism
leads to a “skewed distribution of human enhancement interventions.” This is likely “not



only to exacerbate feelings of discrimination between the enhanced and the unenhanced,” but
also to “promote depression, anxiety and feelings of disempowerment.” Furthermore, it “has
the potential to instantiate far greater and meaningful divides than previous ones, such as an
ability divide or a communication divide” (Cabrera 2015: 150). Persuasively arguing a social
enhancement model, she warns that reasons and circumstances of justice require “fair
distribution” and a “shift of the motivations and values from the current dominant ones lest
‘enhancement’ interventions might turn out to be worse for us than no enhancement at all”

(150).%9

FROM ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE TO ARTIFICIAL
LIFE FORMS

In the early decades of the twenty-first century, it is as “natural” to think of artificial life as it
was in the last few decades of the twentieth century to think of “Al.” Writing in 1988, Phil
McNally and Sohail Inayatullah said:

In the coming decades, and perhaps even years, sophisticated thinking devices will be
developed and installed in self-propelled casings which will be called robots. Presently,
robots are typically viewed as machines-as inanimate objects and, therefore, devoid of
rights. Since robots have restricted mobility, they must be artificially programmed for
“thought,” lack senses as well as the emotions associated with them, and most
importantly cannot experience suffering or fear, it is argued that they lack the essential
attributes to be considered alive. (McNally and Inayatullah 1987)

But prophetically, they added: “The robot of tomorrow, however, will undoubtedly have
many of these characteristics and may perhaps become an intimate companion to its human
counterpart” (McNally and Inayatullah 1987). And they further said, “We believe that robots
one day would have rights” (120).

There is of course a difference between having rights and having human rights. The latter
entails “juridical humanism” which “implies a belief in an objectively ascertainable essential
gap between humans and the rest of the world”. Humans are believed to be “so different from
any other kinds of creatures that the law is morally justified to regard the human good as the
principal concern and supreme objective of the legal system”; it “seems to be based on a

rather strong version of human exceptionalism” (Pietrzykowski 2014: 3).2!

However, it is being gradually, nationally, and globally recognized that computational
intelligence or life forms do exist and make decisions as principals in trade, investment,
finance, and business. Questions do arise concerning capacity to make legally binding
contracts, administering trusts, civil liability (torts, consumer welfare, shareholder or investor
protection, product liability, environmental care and justice) and criminal liability (Chopra
and White 2011).22 There is no question that how strictly legal issues are decided by
legislature and courts will also eventually shape the human rights selves of artificial life and
intelligent machines, which now also somewhat stand invested with a life of emotions (see



Kurzweil 1999, 2006).

Tomasz Pietrzykowski suggests that we evolve a juridical and philosophical distinction
between fully human persons and “nonpersonal subjects of law”; allowance for nonhuman
personhood does not detract from the “species dependent” conceptions of legal persons.
Arguing that the “concept of a person should be ... conspicuously decoupled from the
concept of ‘subject-hood’ ...” holding further that “someone having humanlike properties”
does not mean any “automatic relegation to the category of things” (Pietrzykowski 2014: 8-
9).

POST-WOMAN AS POSTHUMAN?

The posthuman machines are, as we all know, created by mostly the male of human spices;
accordingly it is but “natural” that they will carry a sexist bias toward the other half. But the
wider question is whether gender (ethnicity and all other identities) will be irrelevant to the
cyber futures. Kevin Warwick, famous for his neural-cyber experimentation with his own
self, and considered the first cyborg, also founded in 2006 FIDIS (“Future of Identity in the
Information Society”). His work on ethicbots—i.e., the ethical aspects of cyborgs and robots
and the future of identity—is little known but he was “posing into question a fixed notion of
the human, emphasizing instead its dynamic and constantly evolving side” and in this context
made his notorious statement that “human beings are destined to be a subspecies” (Ferrando
2014: 2).

This, of course, is music for the critics of posthumanism and transhumanism (Ferrando
2013; see also Grosz 1994). And, in many senses, the posthumanist materialities are
postbiological. In fact, the cameo empirical study here undertaken shows that “none of them
[the student respondents to the questionnaire] thought of robots in feminine terms” (Ferrando
2014, 15). Yet, the study proceeds to conclude that while the robots “can communicate in a
human code without being human; ... can hold a mechanical body and a biological brain
(think of biological Al); they have been constructed from human knowledge and categories,”
they “still ... transcend them both.” Cultural beliefs “play a key role in the human reception
of advanced AI, while political, social and economic interests are crucial to its
developments.” But, it is not clear, why in the “futures, the integral onto-epistemological
approach of the posthuman may allow humans and robots to fully develop their
interconnected potentials, eventually facilitating an original interspecies venture into the
existential quest” (Ferrando 2014, 43). The quest of—and for—the posthuman lies in the
positing that just as we cannot predict the past, we may not entirely foresee the future.

chippers valuably, while distinguishing “posthumanism” from “humanism,” reinforces the line of thinking that emphasizes
the continuity rather than breaks with “humanism” suggesting of course a reconfiguration of the latter.

invented this word in 2002 out of my feminist discontent with the term—*“human rights” (the term human had the suffix
“man” in it, so had “son” as suffix to “person”; I therefore took the first two letters of human and first three letters of
“person”; to coin the word “huper.” But I did not use it). Yielding to the conventional usage of human rights in my The



Future of Human Rights. Even though I use the conventional term in this paper, the term “huper” appears more apt in the
posthuman context.

/hile much has been written on the futures of civilian nanorobotics in the areas of food, nutrition, health, and environment,
the discourse on its war-like or military uses is somewhat sparse, though some attention is devoted to organized but
relatively invisible criminal networks of combined state and non-state actors called “nanomafia”: see Flores (2018).
Miniaturization of microelectronics systems and further development of nanocensors hold many “promises” for the new
military technology in near future. See, for example, Kharat et al. (2006) and Nasu and McLaughlin (2014).

he corpus of Donna Haraway and N. Katherine Hayles is here especially pertinent. See Donna Haraway (1989, 1991, 1992,
2003) and Donna Haraway and Thyrza Goodeve (2018). See also N. Katharine Hayles (1999a, 1999b, 2005, 2006). Mads
Rosendahl Thomsen makes a very important contribution in The New Human in Literature: Posthuman Visions of Changes
in Body, Mind and Society after 1900 (2013).

ee, for example, Laland and Brown (2011) and Lumsden and Wilson (1981).

or example, it is said of homing pigeons that they “compass but they learn landmarks, can see ultraviolet rays invisible to the
human eye, possess an uncanny magnetic sense, can see polarization patterns in the blue sky, can hear infrasound (such as
the wind blowing through the Rocky Mountains from thousands of miles away), and may even be able to orient by odours in
their environment. Put simply, birds have ‘backup’ guidance systems in abundance, making use of sensory abilities that few
workers even imagined a couple of decades ago” (Hailman 1985: 696-7).

ee also Brinkman and Brinkman (2005) and Honigmann (1947).
urzweil considers this process as exemplifying a “law” of accelerating returns. But see Nicholas Agar (2010).

ayles remarks at the outset that nanotechnology is “not so much a theoretical breakthrough as a concentration of previously
known theories, new instrumentation, discoveries of new at the nano-level, and overlaps disciplines that appear to be
converging into a new interdisciplinary research front” (Hayles 2004: 11). Simply put, it is old wine in a new bottle but also
some new wine in a new bottle! It is not easy at one level to decide the “new” element in a technoscience field, yet it creates
many new social and cultural realities.

ee, for example, Wennemann (2013), Grear (2006), and Kapica (2014).

have deployed the term “sentient” though it is questionable. For example, David R. Lawrence and Margaret Brazier
differentiate between sentience as “simply the capacity to experience sensation, which would of course apply to creatures
incapable of reasoned thought such as a mouse” while “sapience carries with it an implication of wisdom, reason, and
insight” akin to human beings (Lawrence and Brazier 2018: 312).

he human rights discourse concerning the rights of “animals” is normally limited to a couple of groups within the ensemble
of “animals” Elementary zoology teaches us that birds are normally included as among six groups of animals; the others are
amphibians (characterized by their semi-aquatic lifestyles, who have to stay in the vicinity of water and form most of the
most endangered species), fish, reptiles (crocodiles and alligators, turtles and tortoises, snake, and lizards), vertebrates (97
percent of all species, without backbone and internal skeleton, a widely varied group that includes insects, worms,
arthropods, sponges, mollusks, octopuses, etc.), mammals (the humans forming a crowning achievement).

ee Daugherty and Wilson (2018). See also Newell and Simon (1976) and Baldwin (2019).

xceptions, important but meager, to this observation are provided, for example by The Convention on International Trade in
Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora, often referred to as CITES (SIGH-teez), which entered into force in 1975
aiming at ensuring that international trade does not threaten the survival of wild plants and animals. Three appendices
regulate trade in endangered species. To put the matter briefly, Appendix 1 deals with species that are in danger of
extinction. Appendix 2 allows export if the plant, animal, or related product was obtained legally, and if harvesting it is
shown not to hurt the species survival. And Appendix 3 may allow a country that protect at least one species to ask others
for help in regulating the trade. One may read several duties of care which are owed to many species. According to some
sources, the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Red List is the second most severe conservation status
for wild populations in the [UCN’s schema after Critically Endangered (CR). In 1998, the IUCN listed 1.102 and 1.197
spices respectively. The Convention does not confer personality on concerned species and there is a considerable movement
from one appendix to others. How effective the protection is, is an area of great divergence between activists, states, and
international civil servants.

obey here presents the “best case scenario” for enhancement.



ee, for example, S. Settar, Pursuing Death (1990).

or example, whether or not to use anti-wrinkle facial treatment, pursue skin grafts, related modes of reconstructing body
parts, cryonics, prolongation of life in the face of aging, neural implants, etc.

‘athan A. Adams IV writes: “If therapy loosely conveys treatment aimed at bringing an unhealthy person to health, whereas
enhancement conveys extending some characteristic, capacity, or activity, it is tempting to think that we can adopt a bright
line rule permitting the former, but never the latter. In truth, this would still require us to define ‘normality,” because
therapies always constitute enhancements, but not vice-versa” (Adams 2003: n.p. in the download).

ee also the reflections by Paul Virilio (2001).

ee also Bostrom (2005), Bostrom and Roache (2007), Racine and Forlini (2010), and Rose (2007). See further, the analysis
that would identify “humanism” as a series of ways of silencing: ‘During the Agricultural Revolution humankind silenced
animals and plants, and turned the animist grand opera into a dialogue between man and gods. During the scientific
Revolution humankind silenced the gods too. The world was now a one-man show. Humankind stood alone on an empty
stage, talking to itself, negotiating with no one and acquiring enormous powers without any obligations’ is this apostrophe
suggesting the end of a quote? (Harari 2017: 96).

ietrzykowski maintains that “one of the key philosophical foundations of the contemporary legal order is the belief that the
law ultimately serves to promote human good and that the community of law is actually composed of all but only human
beings” (2014: 2-3). See also Allen Supiot (2017).

ee also for a germinal conceptual discussion of legal personality, Ngaire Naffine (2003, 2009), Anna Grear (2015, 2018). See
also the analysis in Lawrence B. Solum’s (1992) “Legal Personhood for Artificial Intelligences” which raises the difficult
question of whether AZ entities possess “consciousness, intentionality, emotion, and free will to rule out the possibility that
it can be produced artificially by a computer” (1283).
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Disability, Neo-Materialism, and the
Biopolitics of the Project of Western Man:
Toward a Posthumanist Disability Theory

DAVID T. MITCHELL AND SHARON L. SNYDER

Over the past two decades, theorizations of posthumanism and neomaterialist philosophy
have begun to radically reshape our understanding of what counts as materiality. Matter itself
begins to take on a complex, interactive role in the configuration of knowledge and the
world, and is in turn shaped by that universe of interactions. According to the posthumanist
philosopher of agential realism Karen Barad, “Matter is a dynamic intra-active becoming that
is implicated and enfolded in its iterative becoming ... In other words, materiality is
discursive ... just as discursive practices are always already material” (2007: 151-2). For this
reason, it is “matter(ing)” rather than matter that most effectively defines the scenes of
posthumanist philosophical intervention. And it is this “matter(ing),” too, that occupies our
attention in this essay, as we seek to elucidate the key role of disability’s ongoing potentiality
in the reshaping of the world.

For many readers, the notion of matter will still tend to conjure examples with more
clearly delimited boundaries, from the primacy of the atom, to the fleshiness of human and
nonhuman bodies, to broader configurations of environment and world. Within this more
familiar terrain, matter appears either to promise greater solidity to its discursive counterpart
or to serve as a purely overdetermined product of discourse, as in the tradition of social



constructivism.

The urgency of posthumanist attention to materiality thus lies in its challenge to the
boundaries that have traditionally posited matter either as given and separate from historical,
cultural, and discursive processes, or as the constructed end-product of such processes. This
bounded and linear reading of matter that is integral to social constructivism continues to
permeate disability studies, thanks in large part to the significance and longevity of the social
model. The result is that disability is construed primarily through a discursive fate as
synonymous with consignment to biological classifications of undesirable embodiment.
Therefore, disability studies now must encounter something amiss in social constructivism
itself. Here we contend that such a critique opens up space for an alternative, neomaterialist,
posthumanist basis to encounter disability more viscerally.

Posthumanist disability theory offers an opportunity to provide a substantive theoretical
reworking of the repetitive employment of impaired—read: socially marked and biologically
determined as undesirable—bodies as diagnostic tools of things gone awry in their social and
environmental contexts. It is within the terrain of diagnosis that the medical and social
models share a common objective in fixing things gone awry. For example, in the instance of
the medical model, disability is diagnosed as dysfunction and the impaired individual as
incapacitated, thus, in need of fixing through supplementation, surgical intervention, therapy,
and training. Alternatively, the social model of disability engages the social difficulties
encountered by nonnormative bodies as opportunities to diagnose barriers in the environment
forged around narrow norms of aesthetics, capacity, and functionality. While these two
diagnostic approaches have profound differences when it comes to their findings (one
diagnoses deviant embodiment, the other diagnoses exclusionary social and built
environments), they both tend to empty disability materiality of its active participation in
fashioning alternative biologies, alternative subjectivities, and viable nonnormative modes of
life (human, animal, organic, inorganic). Social model thought also tends to keep in place the
barrier between human and nonhuman animals, as the latter continues to resonate as a slander
on the former. A posthumanist disability approach provides an opportunity to encounter
disability more viscerally as an active participant in the transhistorical, intraspecies, and
cross-cultural interactions of materiality, sociality, structures, and environments.

If, as posthumanist neomaterialism proposes, there is an interrelationship between matter
and discursive meaning, we need to more tangibly recognize the materiality of disability’s

active participation in the processes of meaning-making itself.! This is not simply because
disability must be resignified in more positive, affirming ways; but rather that disability
provides the evidence of embodiment’s shifting, kaleidoscopic, dynamically unfolding
agency. If materiality’s excess agency beyond the discursive proves incredibly difficult to
capture, disability, with its uncharacteristic morphing rearrangements of matter, makes that
task a bit more tangible than it might prove otherwise. Bodies matter, but more than in the
influential “citationally iterative” sense that Judith Butler theorizes in her second book titled,
Bodies That Matter (2011: 6). For Butler both sex and gender are culturally constructed
(there is no material essence to their meaning), and this production of the discursive realm
opens their meanings up for reinscription. The ability of sex/gender norms to pass as
“natural” serves as the product of cultural repetitions that deeply ingrain social meaning in



materialities. Gender performativity (i.e., the “gender trouble” created by the defining
instability of sexual identity), then, helps destabilize the cultural status of these “ostensibl[e]
categories of ontology” (Butler 2006: xxvii). Their discursive overdetermination offers up
opportunities for the destabilizing play of resignification: the citationality of sameness can be
used against itself to make the sex/gender terrain of meaning more elastic. However, such
formulas of citationality (even in their most radical subversive applications) rely upon a
passive substrate subject rather than a more fully agentive corporeality. Such a practice
essentially subordinates materiality’s agency to the whims of cultural iterations that function
as law. In contrast, posthumanist approaches are bound up in the material, discursive
interplay that continually reconfigures the world. One does not precede or eclipse the other.

The posthumanist we advocate recognizes that matter itself exerts influence and agency
that ultimately outstrips any human ability to deterministically channel its substantiality into
false discursive singularities. It makes the diagnostic imperative that reduces disability to a
mere barometer of cultural insufficiencies less determinative. It returns disability to its proper
place as an ongoing historical process of materiality’s dynamic interactionism. It situates
disability not as deviant, but rather as evidence for the “excess” that marks materiality’s
agency and reaches beyond the realm of the cultural while shaping its formulations. In other
words, we do not pursue representational, rehabilitative meanings for disability, but rather we
take as a starting point the fact that disability is already a part of the process of materiality’s
active, unfolding participation in the world. It is “world-making” in the cultural sense that
queer theory intends (Berlant and Warner 1998: 558), but it is also the world-making of
difference for which we argue through disability materiality as informed by theorizations of
neomaterialist posthumanism. Elizabeth Grosz puts this process in Darwinistic terms as “life
as the ever more complex elaboration of difference” (2004: 66-7).

A COMPLEX ELABORATION OF DIFFERENCE

<

Disability participates in this “complex elaboration of difference” rather than solidifies
something gone awry in an otherwise stable process. Embodiment’s defining precarity and
surprising unfoldings turn disabilities into productive, proactive expressive capacities within
matter itself. This alternative approach to materiality intends to “give materiality its due” by
avoiding the purely inscription-based models at work in most social constructivist theory
(Coole and Frost 2010: 7). Bodies are not “dumb material” upon which sociality simply
writes; rather, they actively participate in their own shapings and the shaping of the world of
which they are a part (Massumi 2002: 1). Yet, at the same time, posthumanist disability
theory is not to be confused with transhumanism. Transhumanism effectively extends the
most dangerous inclinations within humanism in that proponents invest in the capacity of a
human-directed escape from disability and other late eugenical dreams of an exceptionally

capacitated humanity beyond our current one.? Posthumanism is an opposition to this belief,
perhaps, even, as Cary Wolfe argues it, the “opposite of transhumanism” (2010: xv).

This foundational distinction exists at the heart of what posthumanist neo-materialists are
theorizing variously beneath the banners of neomaterialism, nonnormative positivism, and/or
posthumanist disability theory. The attempt is to think more deeply about materiality’s



agential capacities without continuing to consign disability to a reductively pathologized and
thus wholly human discursive fate. In part our attempt is to dislodge the human-centric
foundation upon which humanist, liberal philosophy rests; in the next section of this chapter,
we expand on the destabilization of the foundations of this figure of hypercapacitated,
homogenizing Western man. At this juncture, the roles of materiality in general, and
disability materiality in particular, have reached their limit within liberal humanist
philosophical formulas of material differences. Disability therefore must be rescued as the
more active, dynamic, and substantive materialization that it is. Or, rather, posthumanist
disability theory assists the social model in surrendering its inability to give an ever-mutating
materiality its due.

While social constructivism has largely consigned materiality to a minimalist-made
product of discourse, posthumanism seeks to decenter this human-centric understanding by
recognizing matter “not as iterative citationality [Butler] but as iterative intra-activity”
(Barad 2007: 184). Matter makes new worlds of possibility surface even as it often seems
statistically deterministic in its evident-ness. Disability, which the social model of disability
has tasked as social disadvantage “constructed on top of impairment” (Corker 2002: 8),
provides one of the best examples of an overdetermined, constructed, and socially
sequestered materiality upon which normative social orders inscribe pathology,
undesirability, even nonviability. Whereas difference has now been significantly refashioned
as the potentiality of alternative modes of being, social constructivism continues to resist
including disability as an alternate becoming. The majority of our extant critical theories
have continued to ignore disability in their theories of queer, gender, racialized, classed,
sexualized, environmentalist, and intersectionalist approaches to questions of embodiment.
This tendency has continued despite active attempts to reverse this telling omission from
social justice approaches, such as those of Robert McRuer (crip/queer theory), Carol Thomas
(feminist theory), Nirmala Erevelles (critical race theory), Jim Charlton (neo-Marxist theory),
and Alison Kafer (sexuality studies), among many others.

We think that we know disability when we see it and that seeing, itself a privileging of an
ableist capacity of a singular form of interactionism, involves encountering a limit with
which most disciplines about materialist embodiment would rather not associate. Even the
social model’s culturally constructivist emphasis puts aside the question of direct encounters
with the substantiality of nonnormative embodiment. As the authors of the Union of the
Physically Impaired Against Segregation (UPIAS) put it in their 1972 white paper on
disability: “It is only the actual impairment which we must accept, the additional and totally
unnecessary problems caused by the way we are treated are essentially to be overcome and
not accepted” (UPIAS). While it may at first appear that UPIAS anticipates a material
encounter with disability (“It is only the impairment we must accept”), the admission
dispenses with the need and moves immediately to an analysis of the sources of cultural
oppression: “the additional and totally unnecessary boundaries” of socially constructed
exclusions. The application of disability as the product of oppression situates nonnormative
materiality as somehow inappropriate for, even threatening to, and certainly beside the point

of, political discourse.? It must be accepted and immediately set aside as a private matter in
order to deal with the exposé of the public forces of oppression. Within this formulation and



its many offspring, disability, then, could be argued to serve as a holdover from antiquity.
Impaired bodies continue to provide the illusion of ways to reliably anticipate less viable
forms of embodiment and thus determine in the language of contemporary cost/risk analyses
those bodies in which society should not invest. The payoff appears too meager, and, thus,
the investors likely unrequited.

Yet, as studies in the sociology of medicine recently show, what appears to be a body’s
discordant sidestepping of a more stable program—one organism only possesses as an
illusory investment in their own non-morphing capacitation into the future—is actually the
historical unfolding of a mutating, adaptive materiality responding to alterations in
environmental conditions, internal stresses, inorganic/organic entanglements, fluctuating
stimuli, and historical conditions of cultural practice. While mutations recognized as
impairments might appear undesirable and “incapacitating,” the conditions to which they
respond are often far more deleterious. Examples of this insufficiency of predictive capacities
abound: from the iron overloads of hemochromatosis to counteract bubonic plague (Moalem
& Prince 2008: 18), to red blood cell mutations that render malarial infestations less effective
(Neese and Williams 2012: 6), to esophageal atresia in order to protect the fetus from
ingestion of high iron or mercury content (Mitchell and Snyder 2016: 488), to name just
three. Thus, many contemporary societies continue to treat the alternative responses of
nonnormative materiality as discordant, while, in fact, our understanding of these alternative
routings remains inexact at best, and deleteriously dehumanizing at worst. We tend to avoid
reading disability in this sense as specifically contextualized forms of (in)capacitated
organismic expressions particular to their own agential histories of adaptation, disruption,
and inventive misfirings foundational to replication itself. As Christopher Boone explains in
Mark Haddon’s The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time:

And there is life on Earth because of an accident. But it is a very special kind of accident. And for this accident to
happen in this special way, there have to be 3 conditions. And these are

1. Things have to make copies of themselves (this is called Replication)
2. They have to make small mistakes when they do this (this is called Mutation) ?
3. These mistakes have to be the same in their copies (this is called Heritability)

And these conditions are very rare, but they are possible, and they cause life. And it just happens. But it doesn’t have to

end up with rhinoceroses and human beings and whales. It could end up with anything. (Haddon 2004: 165)

While the narrator who may be placed on the autistic spectrum helps to summarize a fully
Darwinian theory of evolution in this simple text formula, the novel seeks to point out that
such “mistakes” are in fact the source of species diversity. Thus, the question is less about
deleterious differences than about organismic agential materiality that is fully prediscursive.
Christopher’s elaboration on genetic replication allows for no anticipation of undesirable
organismic expressions, but rather a blueprint for anticipating material diversity as inevitable
(and, we might add, even desirable).

The practice of using disability as predictive of life-forms in which we should not invest
allows a certain confidence in the slippery concept of difference as undesirable to creep back
into our social justice investments. Within this scenario of deviant matter, disability has little
to offer beyond functioning as a vehicle for exposing certain arrays of disadvantageous
material expressions, or at most, an embodiment through which to know the world’s



exclusions, intolerances, and inhumane discriminations. This is disability’s dual diagnostic
function in the medical and social models that a disability studies-based neo-materialism
helps to expose, reconnoiter, and rewrite. Disability, within these limited formulas, has
nothing to tell us about the alternative agencies of becoming. It offers no ethical map to
productive divergences of being-in-the-world from which we may learn, adopt, and adapt. It
refuses crossings of the species barrier, where, for instance, Dawn Prince-Hughes argues
gorillas helped her become more human (2010: 4), or where Temple Grandin argues that her
participation on the autistic spectrum enables her to go when imagining the perspective of
cattle (Grandin and Johnson 2005: 20).* For Christopher Boone, Prince-Hughes, and
Grandin, this “freedom” to cross species boundaries provides an opportunity in posthumanist
disability studies to pursue alternative applications of ethical behaviors that may have
nothing to do with a more typical normative exchange quotient where everything is
undertaken in order to receive some form of reciprocity. These are human-nonhuman
relations that do not depend on an exchange of the nonhuman animal’s return of feeling for
the experience of connectedness.

Consequently, through a variety of animal crossings and intra-agential encounters with
organic and even inorganic life, the neomaterialist or non normative positivistic approach
participates in what Cary Wolfe describes as a view of matter that is not “posthuman” in the
sense of being “after embodiment,” but rather is critical of the “fantasies of disembodiment
and autonomy, inherited from humanism itself” (Wolfe 2013). In the first instance,
impairment surfaces as a serious question that feminist disability studies originally
introduced to disability studies’ own fantasies of disembodiment through the concept of
“impairment-effects” (Thomas 1999: 42). According to Carol Thomas, impairment-effects
are those aspects of disability embodiments that cause disabled people to struggle with
incapacity and often prohibit them from pursuing lives of robust political citizenry as the
result of being what Asma Abbas refers to as “agency-impaired” (2010: 133). To be “agency-
impaired” is to fall short of a leftist political investment in bodies actively pursuing their
rights as a display of the agency-fetishizing signs of fully capacitated, even while
marginalized, citizens. As Spike Lee memorably puts it in his film of racial unrest, Do the
Right Thing: “Fight the powers that be.” Yet what Abbas points out is that such an
idealization of citizenry neglects the lives of those who must labor to scrape out their basic
needs on a daily basis, those bodies who, by definition, do not promise transcendence to a
transhumanist overcoming, but rather are fully posthumanist in their composition, behaviors,
and tactical alternatives of living. Many disabled lives can be found beneath this category
and, in ignoring it by idealizing the rights-slinging alternative, we miss what these lives that
matter have to teach us. Disability artist Micah Bizant creates portraits of those killed by
police violence in the Black Lives Matter movement by emphasizing their deaths as an
outcome of the compounding intersections of race, gender, and disability.

Consequently, the posthuman turn participates in the decentering of liberal classical man
from the equation of the demands of materiality as in the above examples of Abbas’s “low-
level agency” participants and Bizant’s intersecting identity portraits. Posthumanist
approaches provide alternative pathways for investigating nonnormative and nonhuman
embodiments as a source of insight and the alternative agential participation of materiality in



knowledge production. It is no longer possible in this formulation to see disability as a
deviance from able-bodiedness. Instead, posthumanist disability theory actively avoids
thinking about disability as some preexisting, external force that throws instability into an
otherwise stable pattern or code. Rather, mutation (particularly when characterized as
disability) names “the randomness which is always already immanent in the processes by
which both material bodies and cultural patterns replicate themselves” (Rutsky 2007: 111).

Disability, then, is matter in motion and the exposure of the lie through which we think
materiality as a stable baseline of limited plenitude. Borrowing from these recent traditions
that feed into posthumanist neomaterialisms, we seek to explore how the matter of disability
matters beyond its diagnostic positioning since at least the fifteenth century as a depreciated
socially inscribed deviant surface alluding to the inferior depths within. As Foucault points
out, the concept of man is rather recent (1994: 386). As opposed to continuing to accept the
assumption of disability studies that disability primarily organizes our exposés of oppression,
we argue that bodily variations discursively mapped as “impairments” do not merely mirror
prejudicial interpretations of contra-aesthetic, dysfunctional, unexamined lessons of those
living in under-capacitated bodies. Instead posthumanist disability theory takes as a starting
point the idea that matter is neither inert nor simply inscribed by cultural forces against its
interests. In order to derive this alternative approach, we pursue disability as the space of
possibilities opened up by the “indeterminacies entailed by exclusions” (Barad 2007: 230). In
other words, the alternative modes of becoming that even the most severe impairments offer
involve the promise of an alternative agency that reshapes the world and opens it up to other
modes of (nonnormative) being.

Thus, we begin to return full circle from our starting point in contesting the notion that
disability is only capable of being resignified, as this would be the constructivist end point.
Even more significantly, we insist on the ways in which the materiality of impairment opens
up new worlds of potentiality. Materiality’s mattering is an active participant in the
resignification process, as knowledge has to keep shifting in order to keep up with mutating
matter and vice versa. As Lynn Huffer argues for as the creativity of queer lives, disability
alternatives make available “an ethical frame that can actually be used as a map for living”
(2009: 48). Able-bodiedness is a boundary-making process that relies on pejorative concepts
of disability to see itself as privileged and desirably capacitated (Diedrich 2001: 219). In this
sense, able-bodiedness needs disability to embody devalued states of existence in which to
showcase its own capacitated desirability. Robert McRuer refers to this centrality of disability
to ability as the latter’s provision of a “mutually constitutive” inside for heteronormative
able-bodiedness (2006: 4). Within able-bodiedness’s parasitism exists a disability host. One
cannot exist without the other, but to yield only to exposés of this interdependency of binaries
further erodes disability’s material promise. This is a primary degenerative relationship
promoted by social constructivist thought that posthumanist disability theory as imagined
here intends to throw into question.

What might a posthumanist disability theory tangibly offer to our understanding of
materiality’s agential participation in the world? To open up this question, allow us to explore
how disability has played a key role in the critique of Newtonianism by Quantum Physics
based on a sequence of disability insights. Karen Barad points out that Newtonian physics



argues one cannot both gauge the materiality of the measuring instrument and, at the same
time, use the instrument to gauge the properties of the object/field to be measured. This
separation helps Newtonian physicists in arguing that a “cut” (a distinct separation exists)
between measurer and measurement device that makes neutral observation of the properties
of another possible. In order to critique this reigning distinction of faith in scientific
neutrality, Barad takes up the formulations of Quantum Theory (particularly the thought of
Niels Bohr), who critiqued Newtonianism through an elaboration of the inextricability of
matter and measurement. One of Bohr’s nodal points of entry for articulating a critique of
Newtonianism is a man holding a cane and standing in a dark room—first sensing its
“weightiness” and then employing the cane to sense the immediate environment around him.
In this arrangement, as Newtonian physics premises, a cut between observer and observed
erupts as the experimenter is consigned to either paying attention to the materiality of the
instrument of measurement or engaging in the act of measuring an external materiality. This
either/or partition creates the Newtonian foundation for claims that the observer can be
separated out from that which is observed. This subtraction of the observer from the observed

produces the prized product of neutrality.”

Many disability studies scholars will recognize (as did the philosopher of phenomenology
Maurice Merleau-Ponty) Bohr’s description above as one akin to the use of a blind cane by
those with visual impairments (2014: 144). “Travel caning” involves the arc-like swings of a
white cane with a ball on the end of it to “feel” out the terrain before one. It also involves
holding the rubberized handle in one’s hand with an artful, slackened grip to produce the
most sensitive read of the topography ahead. In fact, the feel of the materiality of the cane
and its interaction with the environment are simultaneously pivotal to a successful blind
navigation of the world. In contrast, Newton’s formulation erects a separateness in that one is
either sensing the weight of the stick, the stickiness of the handgrip, the bounce of the ball,
the flexing weight of the cane, or taking a reading of the surface of a sidewalk, for instance,
in order to pick the least barrier-ridden route. The latter activity involves the displacement of
the former and vice versa.

Through an alignment with Bohr’s alternative argumentative pathway that explains
materiality as an active participate in measurement, posthumanist disability theory allows us
to recognize that impairment is not separable from interaction with the environment in the
ways Newtonianism tends to posit; this contentious nebulous zone of materiality’s
interactionism exists at the heart of agential realism. Attention shifts back and forth between
materiality and measurement, and neither can be held in a distinct partition as definitively
separable from the other. To extend this disability insight at the heart of her book, Barad
draws from the disability studies analysis of Lisa Diedrich to argue that late disability
memoirist Nancy Mairs’s intra-agential relationship to her Quickie P100 power wheelchair
shows that the machine cannot be separated from the person (Barad 2007: 158). When the
machine goes down, so does Mairs’s body, and thus one is not simply the conveyance vehicle
of the other (fleshy) occupant. This is no mere prosthetic relation.

In addition, we would argue that the assertion made by Donna Haraway in her eponymous
“Cyborg Manifesto” helps critique Newton’s either/or argument in this regard: when one uses
prosthetic equipment, one has to both sense its materiality and navigate an environment, as



the lack of ease of detachable parts makes the difficult merger of materiality and machine
chronically enmeshed. When a wheelchair user, for example, sits on a cushion placed on top
of a metal platform, one will, at first, sense the cushion, the feel of its surface—hard, soft,
narrow, ripped, ribbed, and then, not long in the future, increasingly come to sense the
unforgiving materiality of the metal platform mattering beneath the foam. Over the course of
use, through the daily positioning in a power wheelchair, one realizes that the wheelchair’s
navigation of surfaces—its measuring function—certainly coexists with some sense of the
materiality of the metal platform on top of which one sits; the joystick that one manipulates
to navigate the environment; the whir of the wheels and motors as they canvas various
surfaces; screen readouts on the control pad that interact with the visual and audio inputs of
cognition; the pressing of the plastic arm rests into the fleshy arms that creates an indent in
the foam cushion beneath and wears a groove in the bone above; the movement of one’s body
based on a pace set by the machine to which one is connected and other machines to which
one is not, and so on. Awarenesses of the device, one’s body, and the surface traversed all
occur simultaneously and do not exist in a Newtonian “cut” as separable from each other.
This is one of the alternative ways that disability materiality holds a heightened sense of
materiality’s intra-agency with various forms of what is often euphemistically called “human
enhancement.”

Furthermore, at the core of the neomaterialist argument is the interrogation of an
assumption about the “vital, self-organizing, and non-naturalistic structure of living matter
itself” (Braidotti 2013: 2). Posthumanism’s alternative enjambment of “naturalcultural” is
gradually replacing the stricter binary partitioning model of a nature-culture divide that has

so dominated our conversations about materiality in general (King 2003: 2).5 Stacy Alaimo’s
influential concept of transcorporeality, with its emphasis on the intermeshed qualities of
human and “more-than-human nature,” also resonates here (2010: 2). A critique of the
assumed “cut” between the binary terms of disability and ability enables a further movement
into encounters with multiplicity as the “diffraction pattern” they represent. An opposition to
normative ability no longer proves tenable as a simple dualism. Those results that fall outside
of the norm and, therefore, cannot be explained (or normed) and thus, discounted as
mistakes, now provide an opportunity to focus on variance as a way to read the
noncompliance of matter with measurement’s standardization within disciplines of alternative
embodiment, including quantum physics, posthumanism, black feminist materialisms,
disability studies, and queer theory.

Nonnormative ability can no longer reliably operate as an expression of mere deviance
from baseline normativity. As Jane Bennett puts it in her analysis of Lucretius’s imaginings
of bodies falling in a void: “Bodies ... are not lifeless stuff but matter on the go, entering and
leaving assemblages, swerving into each other” (2010: 18). Deviations in all measuring
systems exist, yet posthumanist disability theory recognizes these waverings from a fictional
normative baseline as, in fact, the activity of materiality’s continuous reconfiguration, or
materialization, of the world itself. The rearrangement of these concepts becomes one of the
critical means by which we tailor more suitable schemes for scrutinizing the present and its
historical relations with, for instance, the now crumbling project of Western man.



DESTABILIZING THE PROJECT OF WESTERN MAN

The colonized subject cannot experience her or his nonbeing outside the particular
ideology of western Man as synonymous with human. (Weheliye 26)

To fashion the collective alternative methodological approaches we imagine here,
posthumanist disability theory draws upon the insights of neo-materialism as a way to
imagine materiality as enacting its own demands upon the social and discursively
overdetermined world of poststructuralism. This is not to dispense with the semiotic slippage
so central to post-Derridean analytical techniques, but rather to further pressure the
overdetermined role of discursivity in relation to material agencies. As explained in the
previous section, posthumanist methodologies foreground disability’s “strange agencies of
natural-cultural processes” as offering multiple pathways for reimagining the alternative
flows of dynamic embodiment (Alaimo 2016: 107). This approach allows us to analyze what
we refer to as the fundamental instability of the post-Enlightenment project of classical man.

First, posthumanist disability theory positions the Western humanist project, classically
represented in Leonardo da Vinci’s model “Vitruvian Man” (1487-90), as incommensurate
with contemporary approaches to materiality and embodiment. In our last book, The
Biopolitics of Disability, we refigure classical man by offering an alternative disability vision
of “Vitruvian Man with CP” on the book’s cover. This figuration further exposes the
privileged contours of Leonardo da Vinci’s classical ideal as one that is thoroughly racialized
(white), gendered (male), sexualized (heteronormative), aesthetic (symmetrically
proportioned), and capacitated (hyper-able). The classical “Vitruvian Man” features standards
of capacitation that distance him from other embodiments as they are hypermarked by
difference and denigrated based on the absence of the unmarked qualities attributed to any
historical period’s specific universalized concepts of normativity (Mitchell with Snyder 2015:
iii). Posthumanist disability theory, then, exposes the historically and socially particular
constellation of embodied properties that have gone into the making of Western man as a
culturally centric, time-bound, and now failing product of the post-Enlightenment. Its
quantitative and qualitative proportions have accompanied the ongoing upsurge of territorial
and cultural expansions informing the realization of a European world system of global
imperialism over other(ed) bodies since the eruption of the “Age of Discovery.”

For instance, in Magarita Zamora’s translation of Christopher Columbus’s “Letter to the
Sovereigns” of March 4, 1493, he describes his New World anthropological encounters
through a series of embodied displacements of racialized, gendered fantasies onto the
indigenous islanders of what is now mapped as the Caribbean Islands but to which Columbus
referred to as “The West Indies” (Zamora 1993: 3). One island (Matenino) has a population
of all women “without a single man” who “use military weapons and other masculine
practices” (8); another island (Caribo) is populated by “those who eat human flesh” and grow
their “hair very full, like women” and are willing to copulate with Matenino women, while
other men fear bodily mutilation from such encounters; there is an island (Jamaica) with all
bald inhabitants; and an island (Cuba) of people “who are born with tails” (8). The
description arrives despite the fact that Columbus explains he has had almost no commerce



with the indigenous peoples because they run away when his Spanish caravels approach. In
Carnal Inscriptions, Susan Antebi argues that Columbus’s lack of actual contact with
indigenous people bearing the traits he describes allows for a European notion of monstrosity
to function as a metaphor for indigenous alterity that is always projected and displaced.
Corporeal otherness thus becomes a justification for exploitation and conquest, but also a site
of absence—a flight from a more intra-agential encounter with the materiality of those
encountered—that will continue to impact the network of material and discursive relations

between imperial and colonial locales (Antebi 2009: 26-8).”

In the same letter containing these demographic fantasies of nonnormatively embodied
islanders, Columbus argues that the discovery holds particular promise for the Spanish king
and queen who financed the endeavor because a militarized f