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glob al iz a tion, tech nos cience, late capit al-

ism and climate change (oft en, very prob-

lem at ic ally, by delib er ately blur ring the 

distinc tions between science fi ction and 

science fact; cf. ‘science faction’ in 

 Herbrechter 2013 : 107–34). 

 Th e prefi x ‘post-’ (in analogy with the 

discus sion of the post mod ern and post-

mod ern ism follow ing  Lyotard 1992b ) also 

has a double meaning: on the one hand, 

it signi fi es a desire or indeed a need to 

somehow go  beyond  human ism (or the 

human), while on the other hand, since 

the  post-  also neces sar ily repeats what it 

prefi xes, it displays an aware ness that 

neither human ism nor the human can in 

fact be over come in any straight for ward 

 dialect ical  or histor ical fashion (for 

example, in the sense: aft er the human, 

the posthu man). Th e  crit ical  in the phrase 

‘crit ical posthu man ism’ gestures towards 

the more complic ated and non- dialect ical 

rela tion ships between human and post  -

hu man (as well as their respect ive depend-

ence on the  nonhu man ). Posthumanism in 

this crit ical sense func tions more like an 

anamnesis and a  rewrit ing  of the human 

and human ism (i.e. ‘rewrit ing human ity’, in 

analogy with Lyotard’s notion of ‘rewrit ing 

modern ity’:  Lyotard 1991 ).  Critical  post-

hu man ism asks a number of ques tions that 

address these complic a tions: how did we 

come to think of ourselves as human? Or, 

what exactly does it mean to be human 

(espe cially at a time when  some  humans 

have appar ently decided that they are 

becom ing or have  already  become 

 post human)? What are the motiv a tions for 

this  posthu man iz ing  process and when did 

it start? What are its implic a tions for 

nonhu man others (e.g. the ‘envir on ment’, 

‘animals’, ‘machines’, ‘God’, etc.)? 

 Th e adject ive  crit ical  in the phrase 

‘crit ical posthu man ism’ thus signi fi es at 

least two things. It refers to the diff er ence 

between a more or less uncrit ical or 

Peter Sloterdijk’s call for a ‘new consti tu-

tional debate’ involving a ‘network of 

processes’ to ‘recon sti t ute the collect ive 

of Earth Citizens as a collect ive subject ive 

in various arrange ments’. Such a process, 

respond ing to the revival in the 

Anthropocene of a neo-Hobbesian State- 

of-Nature, would as he argues neces sar ily 

have to take into account ‘the cohab it a tion 

of the citizens of the Earth in human and 

non- human forms’ ( Sloterdijk 2015 : 337–

9). Cosmopolitics shows the way beyond 

the busi ness- as-usual consensus around 

the subject and bound ar ies of the domain 

of global polit ics to tack ling the deep- 

rooted confl ict of interest between glob al-

ized elites and the plan et ary poor, who are 

least well equipped to delay the impacts of 

climate change. It also refl ects recog ni tion 

of collect ive, polit ical respons ib il ity on the 

level of human kind for the trans form a tion 

of the cosmos from a species- neutral back-

drop to an unwit ting exten sion of the 

human realm. 

  See also  Anthropocene; Planetary; 

Ecosophy; Earth; Geopolitics; Non-

Human Agency; Posthuman Rights. 

 Maja and Reuben Fowkes  

   CRITICAL POSTHUMANISM  

  Critical posthu man ism  is a theor et ical 

approach which maps and engages with 

the ‘ongoing decon struc tion of human ism’ 

(cf.  Badmington 2000 ). It diff er en ti ates 

between the  fi gure  of the ‘posthu man’ (and 

its present, past and projec ted avatars, like 

cyborgs, monsters, zombies, ghosts, angels, 

etc.) and ‘posthu man ism’ as the contem-

por ary social  discourse  (in the Foucauldian 

sense), which nego ti ates the press ing 

contem por ary ques tion of what it means 

to be human under the condi tions of 
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contem por ary desire to leave the human ist 

appar atus of liter acy and its central insti tu-

tion of liter at ure, with all its social, 

economic and cultural- polit ical implic a-

tions, its regimes of power and its aesthet-

ics behind. 

 To counter the trend of seeing posthu-

man ism merely as the ‘next theory fashion’, 

my  Posthumanism: A Critical Analysis  

( Herbrechter 2013 ) takes as its start ing 

point the ques tion as to what extent post-

struc tur al ism and decon struc tion have 

anti cip ated current posthu man ist formu-

la tions and critiques of subjectiv ity. Th is 

aspect is partic u larly import ant with 

regard to the current discus sion about the 

import ance and future role of the human-

it ies. Th e fi rst academic public a tions that 

system at ic ally engage with the idea of the 

posthu man and posthu man ism appeared 

in the late 1990s and early 2000s (in books 

and articles by Neil Badmington, Rosi 

Braidotti, Elaine L. Graham, N. Katherine 

Hayles, Cary Wolfe and others), all of 

which approach posthu man ism through a 

more or less post struc tur al ist or decon-

struct ive lens. Th ey do so, however, by 

embra cing two new aspects: a return to 

or of the ques tion of tech no logy (as it 

had been provoc at ively formu lated by 

Heidegger ( 1977 )) and the ques tion of the 

future of the human it ies. 

 An increas ing part of the academy and 

the (theor et ical) human it ies in partic u lar 

have been embra cing this new context to 

form new, inter dis cip lin ary alli ances with 

the sciences and crit ical science studies 

(e.g. with Bruno Latour’s actor–network 

theory, spec u lat ive realism or new femin ist 

mater i al ism). One major aspect concerns 

the redefi n i tion of the rela tion ship between 

humans and tech no logy – or the role of the 

history of ‘tech nics’ for human (and non- 

human) evol u tion. Donna Haraway’s early 

work on the cyborg (in the 1980s) received 

the wide spread discus sion it deserved. 

 popular  (e.g. in many science fi ction 

movies or popular science magazines) 

and a  philo soph ical  and refl ect ive approach 

that invest ig ates the current  post an thro po-

centric desire . Th is desire artic u lates itself, 

on the one hand, in the form of an anti ci -

p ated  tran scend ence  of the human condi-

tion (usually through various scen arios of 

disem bod i ment – an approach (and an 

entire move ment that is best desig nated by 

the term ‘transhuman ism’) and, on the 

other hand, through a (rather suspi cious) 

attempt by humans to ‘argue them selves 

out of the picture’ precisely at a time when 

climate change caused by the impact of 

human civil iz a tion (cf.  Anthropocene ) calls 

for urgent and respons ible,  human  action. 

 Th e other meaning of ‘crit ical’ is a 

defence and possibly a re- inven tion of 

some human ist  values  and  meth od o lo gies  

which, in the face of a funda mental trans-

form a tion provoked by digit al iz a tion and 

the advent of ubiquit ous comput ing and 

social media, appear to have become 

obsol ete, or to be in urgent need of revi-

sion (espe cially crit ical meth od o lo gies 

which are related to tradi tional forms of 

‘liter acy’, ‘reading’ and ‘think ing’). Th e 

ques tion here is how to remain ‘crit ical’ in 

the sense of devel op ing reading tech-

niques, forms of concep tu al iz a tions and 

subjectiv it ies that are both self- refl ex ive 

and aware of their own gene a lo gies (i.e. 

able to stay ‘crit ic ally’ connec ted with 

human ist, and pre- human ist, tradi tions 

and espe cially ‘literal’, ‘liter ary’ and ‘textual’ 

approaches).  1   

 Studies of liter at ure’s twenty- fi rst-

century exten sions  2   have ques tioned the 

broader reson ances of the idea that the 

liter ary is currently being ‘over taken’ by 

processes of digit al iz a tion, glob al iz a tion 

and tech nos cientifi c change. In this current 

supposedly ‘post- liter ary’ moment, a crit-

ical posthu man ist (and ‘coun ter tex tual’) 

approach is both aware and wary of the 
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what is at stake is a rethink ing of the 

rela tion ship between human agency, the 

role of tech nology and envir on mental 

and cultural factors from a post- or non- 

anthro po centric perspect ive ( Braidotti 

2013 ). Postanthropocentric posthu man it ies 

are still about humans and human it ies but 

only in so far as these are placed within a 

larger, ecolo gical, picture (cf. for example the 

insti tu tion al iz a tion of ‘medical human it ies’, 

‘envir on mental human it ies’ and ‘digital 

human it ies’).Th e latter, in partic u lar, will have 

to address the role of new and conver ging 

media and their social and cultural implic a-

tions, as well as the prolif er a tion of digital 

and virtual real it ies and their biopol it ical 

dimen sions (e.g. new forms of surveil lance 

and commodi fi c a tion, new subjectiv it ies and 

‘biomedia’; cf.  Th acker 2004 ). 

 Critical posthu man ism thus draws 

together a number of aspects that consti-

tute ‘our’ early twenty- fi rst-century reality 

and cosmo logy and links these back 

gene a lo gic ally to their begin nings and pre-

fi g ur a tions within human ism itself (cf. 

 Herbrechter and Callus 2005 ,  2012 ). 

  See also  Anthropism/Immanent Humanism; 

Posthumanism; Decolonial Critique; 

Posthuman (Critical Th eory; Speculative 

Posthumanism).  

   Note  

    1. Th is is one of the main concerns of the 

Critical Posthumanism Network, which I 

co- direct with Ivan Callus and Manuela 

Rossini; (see  http://crit ic al posthu man 

 ism.net) .   

   2. See for instance the journal  CounterText  

( http://www.euppub lish ing.com/loi/

count ).    

 Stefan Herbrechter   

Attempts to rethink the onto lo gical aspect 

of tech no logy and the polit ical role of 

tech no lo gical determ in ism, however, also 

look at previ ous philo sophies of tech no-

logy (espe cially in Heidegger, Ellul and 

Simondon), most prom in ently in Bernard 

Stiegler’s work. In the aft er math of the so- 

called ‘science wars’, which high lighted at 

once the neces sity of cultural recu per a-

tions of scientifi c prac tice and the call for a 

new dialogue between the sciences and the 

human it ies, the new or ‘posthu man it ies’ 

(cf. the title of Cary Wolfe’s infl u en tial 

series with University of Minnesota Press) 

are set to over come the tradi tional ‘two 

cultures’ divide at last. Th is is, however, 

happen ing under extremely adverse condi-

tions, namely the mater ial base of an 

increas ingly glob al ized advanced and 

neolib eral capit al ism, and the trans ition 

from ‘analogue’ (human ist, ‘lettered’, book 

or text- based) to ‘digital’ (posthu man ist, 

‘code’, data or inform a tion- based) soci et ies, 

cultures and econom ies. 

 Th e currently emer ging ‘posthu man it ies’ 

there fore have to engage with the posit ive 

but also the prob lem atic aspects of the trans-

form at ive poten tial that a new dialogue or 

alli ance between the human it ies and the 

sciences contains. Th e focus on the post-

human as a discurs ive object, on post hu-

man ism as a social discourse and on 

post hu man iz a tion as an ongoing histor ical 

and onto lo gical process allows both com-

munit ies – the human it ies and sciences – to 

create new encoun ters and test new hypo-

theses that may lead to greater polit ical and 

ethical aware ness of the place of the human, 

the nonhu man and their envir on ments 

(espe cially in connec tion with press ing 

issues like climate change, deple tion of 

natural resources, the destruc tion of bio-

diversity, global migra tion fl ows, terror ism 

and insec ur ity, biopol it ics etc.). Basically, 

http://www.euppublishing.com/loi/count
http://www.euppublishing.com/loi/count
http://criticalposthumanism.net
http://criticalposthumanism.net

