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Queer theory attemp ted this address – in 

its post- USA  incarn a tions via Continental 

philo sophy queer went further than sexual 

alter ity to become a refusal of hetero norm-

at ive gender ing and sexu al ity and subject-

ive categor ies entirely. However, the issue 

remains a conten tious one and the activ ist 

ques tion facing posthu man sexu al ity now 

is ‘if we have rid ourselves of all sex, gender 

and sexu al ity, how do we continue to fi ght 

against the oppres sion of what are still 

considered minor it ari ans based on their 

rela tion ship with sex and gender?’ Th is is a 

ques tion which contin ues to be addressed 

within posthu man sexu al ity. 

  See also  Feminicity; Trans*; Feminist 

Posthumanities; Posthuman Ethics. 

 Patricia MacCormack  

   POSTHUMANISM  

 My work on this topic begins with an insist-

ence on distin guish ing between ‘the posthu-

man’ and ‘posthu man ism ’. Many of those 

who aspire to, or imagine the inev it ab il ity 

of, what is oft en called a ‘posthu man’ condi-

tion – I am think ing in partic u lar of fi gures 

such as ‘transhuman ist’ Ray Kurzweil (of 

 Th e Singularity is Near  fame) and philo-

sopher Nick Bostrom – are, philo soph ic ally 

speak ing, rather tradi tional human ists. 

Bostrom’s version of the posthu man derives, 

as he freely admits, from ideals of rational 

agency and human perfect ib il ity drawn 

directly from Renaissance Humanism and 

the Enlightenment, and its guiding lights 

are (among other pillars of philo soph ical 

human ism) Isaac Newton, John Locke, 

Th omas Hobbes and Immanuel Kant. 

 Th is ‘human ist posthu man ism’ (as I 

label it in  What Is Posthumanism? ) ( Wolfe 

2010 ) is prob lem atic for at least a couple of 

reasons. First, it encour ages us to think 

so- called castrated female has been releg-

ated in psycho ana lysis. Posthuman sexu al-

ity also values the space between the two as 

an ethical site of desire, what Irigaray calls 

the ‘mucosal’, whereby the model of the 

vulva as two sets of two lips shows self- 

touch ing, desire without binar ies of 

mastery and submis sion, and prolif er at ive 

parts indic ate both the limit less nature of 

sexu al ity and, as lips, the discurs ive regu la-

tion the speak ing of sexu al ity oper ates. 

Th is is why Foucault and Lotringer both 

claim we speak too much about sexu al ity. 

Our society is satur ated with sexu al ity but 

actual bodies, pleas ures, intens it ies and 

what consti tutes the sexual have been 

largely anni hil ated due to the over em phasis 

on descrip tion and the commodi fi c a tion 

and market ab il ity of sexu al ity as a concept 

abstrac ted from bodies and pleas ure in 

the train ing of docile consumers. Both 

theor ists advoc ate silence as a response 

to the ques tion of sexu al ity, while femin ists 

oft en utilize play with language (via 

poetry and art) to refl ect the playful 

exper i ment a tion posthu man sexu al ity 

advoc ates. 

 Posthuman sexu al ity raises an ethical 

conun drum, however. Subjectivity has 

mistakenly collapsed gender and sexu al ity 

(whether due to dimorph ism creat ing 

gender divi sion or both as corpor eal regu-

lated sexual systems). Th is means there is a 

history and present need for activ ism 

involving minor it arian subjects, partic u-

larly women but also those addressed 

under the acronym  LGBTQIA  (lesbian, 

gay, bisexual, trans-, queer, inter sex, 

asexual), itself an acronym which indis-

crim in ately collapses sexu al ity with 

gendered iden tity. Similarly the contem-

por ary debate between some trans persons 

and so- called ‘terfs’ (trans exclu sion ary 

radical femin ists) is in one sense more 

about the debate between whether we 

should have gendered categor ies at all. 
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the onto lo gical hier archy just outlined. It is 

posthu man ist, that is to say, in its oppos i-

tion to anthro po centrism and to the 

assump tion that the subject worthy of 

ethical recog ni tion, in any way coin cides, 

 prima facie , with the taxo nomic desig na-

tion ‘human’. But it is human ist, and in a 

debil it at ing way, in  how  it mounts this 

argu ment philo soph ic ally. Whether in 

Regan’s neo-Kantian version or Singer’s 

util it arian version, what secures ethical 

stand ing for the animal is a set of char ac-

ter ist ics, qual it ies and poten ti al it ies that 

ends up looking an awful lot like  us.  And 

so animals are accor ded stand ing because 

they embody, in dimin ished form, some 

norm at ive concept of the ‘human’. And that 

would seem to be at odds with the ethical 

commit ment that got the whole enter prise 

of animal rights philo sophy up and 

running in the fi rst place – namely, the 

desire to recog nize the ethical value of 

diff er ent, non- human ways of being in the 

world. 

 What all of this means is that the nature 

of thought itself, and not just the  object  of 

thought, must change if it is to be posthu-

man ist. More precisely, the ‘human’ can no 

longer be considered either the origin or the 

end of thought, and in at least two senses. 

First, the ‘human’ is not an  explanans  but an 

 explanan dum , not an explan a tion but that 

which needs to be explained. To put it 

another way, the most philo soph ic ally 

complex and prag mat ic ally robust accounts 

of what consti tutes the specifi city of this 

thing we call ‘human’ are accounts in which 

the idea of the ‘human’ as we’ve inher ited it 

from the Western philo soph ical tradi tion 

actu ally does no heavy lift ing. For example, 

many people would argue that part of what 

makes humans ‘human’ is a unique rela tion-

ship between language and cogni tion. But 

to really under stand what is going on in that 

rela tion ship – to really explore the rela tion-

ship between the neuro physiolo gical 

that the full achieve ment of that thing we 

call ‘human’ must be predic ated upon over-

com ing and fi nally tran scend ing not just 

our ‘animal’ origins (in the name of a 

rational manip u la tion and optim iz a tion of 

the human condi tion) but also the fetters 

of mater i al ity and embod i ment alto-

gether. Th e clearest symptom of this very 

old human ist philo soph ical desire is 

transhuman ism’s predic tion that we will, 

someday soon, be able to over come all 

diseases and infi rm it ies, even tu ally achiev-

ing radic ally exten ded lifespans, and even 

immor tal ity. Leaving aside the prac tical 

and prag matic ques tions that accom pany 

this claim, I merely wish to point out that 

the achieve ment of the fully ‘human’ condi-

tion by the killing off , tran scend ence, 

repres sion or over com ing of the ‘animal’ 

body is a very old and very famil iar hall-

mark of human ism – and, histor ic ally 

speak ing, a very danger ous one, as recent 

work in biopol it ical thought by Michel 

Foucault, Judith Butler, Jacques Derrida, 

Donna Haraway, Giorgio Agamben and 

others has made clear. Th e intro duc tion of 

such an onto lo gical hier archy between the 

‘human’ and the ‘animal’ (and the anim al ity 

 of  the human) has been, as these thinkers 

remind us, one of the key discurs ive tech-

no lo gies for render ing not just animal 

popu la tions, but various  human  popu la-

tions, ‘killable but not murder able’. 

 A second reason that this ‘human ist 

posthu man ism’ is prob lem atic is that even 

when it does not indulge in such famil iar 

strategies – indeed, even when it opposes 

them – the human ist mode of thought in 

which such oppos i tion is mounted under-

cuts what may be quite admir able ethical, 

polit ical or other impulses that we share 

with human ism. For example, animal 

rights philo sophy as artic u lated by its two 

most import ant found ing philo soph ers – 

Tom Regan and Peter Singer – is certainly 

posthu man ist in the sense that it opposes 
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human beings are  pros thetic  beings. What 

we call ‘we’ is in fact a multi pli city of rela-

tions between ‘us’ and ‘not us’, ‘inside’ and 

‘outside’, organic and non- organic, things 

‘present’ and things ‘absent’. 

 What all this means is that posthu   -

 man ism distances itself from the trans-

human ism discussed above most decis ively 

by recon ceiv ing the rela tion ship between 

what we call ‘the human’ and the ques tion 

of  fi nitude  – not just the fi nitude that 

obtains in our being bound to other forms 

of embod ied life that live and die as we do, 

that are shaped by the same processes that 

shape us, but also the fi nitude of our rela-

tion ship to the tools, languages, codes, 

maps and semi otic systems that make the 

world cognit ively avail able to us in the 

fi rst place. If ‘the map is not the territ ory’ 

(as Gregory Bateson ( 1988 ) once put it, 

borrow ing a phrase from Alfred 

Korzybski), then this means that the very 

maps that make the world avail able to us 

also make the world, at the same time, 

 unavail able  to us. While this may sound 

para dox ical, it is in fact common- sensical. 

For example, were we to seek the most 

empir ic ally, scien tifi c ally exhaust ive 

descrip tion of a partic u lar piece of land, 

we would fi nd ourselves, very quickly, 

consult ing a host of experts in various 

fi elds: geolo gists, hydro lo gists, botan ists, 

zoolo gists and so on. And what we would 

fi nd is that the more we empir ic ally scru-

tin ize the object of analysis, deploy ing all 

the forms of expert ise and types of know-

ledge that we can possibly muster, the 

more complex and multi- dimen sional that 

object becomes. From this vantage, the 

‘territ ory’ being studied becomes a ‘virtual’ 

space, but for this new mode of thought 

called ‘posthu man ism’, ‘virtual’ here doesn’t 

mean ‘less real’, it means  more  real. 

 Now all of this might seem merely a 

matter of taste, but if we believe soci olo gist 

Niklas Luhmann ( 1995 ), this new form of 

wetware of the brain, the symbolic processes 

that shape that wetware, and the evol u tion-

ary processes in and through which both 

have co- evolved – we have at our disposal 

all sorts of concep tual tools not avail able to 

Descartes or Kant or Aristotle, tools that 

allow us to explain how the ‘human’ is the 

 product  of processes that are, strictly speak-

ing, inhuman and ahuman. How do we 

know? Because we now know that the very 

same processes produce similar products in 

non- human beings as well, as well- known 

exper i ments with great apes (such as those 

conduc ted by scient ist Sue Savage-

Rumbaugh with the bonobo, Kanzi) have 

shown (see  Savage-Rumbaugh and Lewin 

1996 ). 

 Moreover – and more radic ally – not 

only is the line between human and non- 

human impossible to defi n it ively draw 

with regard to the binding together of 

neuro physiology, cognit ive states and 

symbolic beha viours, the line between 

‘inside’ and ‘outside’, ‘brain’ and ‘mind’, is 

also impossible to draw defi n it ively. For 

the ‘human’, what makes us ‘us’ – whether 

we are talking about cultural and anthro-

po lo gical inher it ances, tool use and tech-

no lo gies, archives and pros thetic devices, 

or semi otic systems of all kinds – is always 

already on the scene before we arrive, 

provid ing the very ante cedent condi tions 

of possib il ity for our  becom ing  ‘human’. In a 

funda mental sense, then, what makes us 

‘us’ is precisely  not  us; it is not even ‘human’ 

– a fact that is partic u larly clear in the 

various pros thetic tech no lo gies that 

human beings use to offl  oad and exter i or-

ize memory and commu nic a tion, which in 

turn reshape the anatomy and physiology 

of the brain. And what is true of those 

tech no lo gies is true of all semi otic systems 

and codes, of even the most rudi ment ary 

type. In short, dating back thou sands 

of years to the advent of tool use and, later, 

symbolic systems of commu nic a tion, 
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ated only by scientifi c know ledge in its 

multiple repres ent a tional forms. Th is 

model is so entrenched within Western 

culture that it has taken on a common- 

sense appeal. And with it, the inert ness of 

nature as a time less and ahis tor ical entity 

await ing/invit ing repres ent a tion goes now 

mostly undebated ( Barad 2003 ). 

 Th e taken- for-granted onto lo gical gap 

between words and things upon which 

modern Western science rests has gener-

ated ques tions around the accur acy of 

repres ent a tions, espe cially among femin ist, 

post struc tur al ist, post co lo nial critics and 

queer theor ists ( Butler 1993 ;  Foucault 

1973 ,  1972 ,  1977 ,  1980 ;  Haraway 1991 , 

 1992a ,  1997 ;  Latour 1991 ). Th eir search 

for altern at ives to the static rela tion al ity 

model proposed by repres ent a tion al ism 

has brought forward perform at ive under-

stand ings of the nature of scientifi c prac-

tices that shift  the focus from linguistic 

repres ent a tions to discurs ive prac tices, i.e. 

from ques tions of corres pond ence between 

descrip tions and reality to matters of 

prac tice/doings/actions. 

 Michel Foucault was the fi rst to theor ize 

discurs ive prac tices as the local sociohis tor-

ical mater ial condi tions that enable and 

constrain discip lin ary know ledge prac tices, 

and produce – rather than merely describe 

– the ‘subjects’ and ‘objects’ of know ledge 

prac tices. More recently, queer theor ist 

Judith Butler ( 1993 ) drew on Foucault’s 

sugges tion that the repe ti tion of regu lat ory 

bodily prac tices produces a specifi ed mater-

i al iz a tion of the body to link her notion of 

gender perform ativ ity to the mater i al iz a-

tion of sexed bodies. As a result of these and 

other eff orts towards a perform at ive under-

stand ing of iden tity, matter loses its tradi-

tional connota tion as passive blank slate of 

culture to emerge as ‘a process of mater i al iz-

a tion that stabil izes over time to produce 

the eff ect of bound ary, fi xity, and surface we 

call matter’ ( Butler 1993 : 9). 

thought, this constitutively para dox ical 

form of reason, is in fact a hall mark of 

modern iz a tion and of modern ity itself, 

under stood as a process of ‘func tional 

diff er en ti ation’ of society into discrete 

autopoi etic social systems, each with its 

own govern ing codes of know ledge and 

commu nic a tion (what is some times called, 

more moral ist ic ally, ‘frag ment a tion’ or 

‘special iz a tion’), each strug gling to manage 

and reduce the increas ing complex ity of a 

larger envir on ment that they them selves 

help to produce, in fact, in deploy ing their 

own special ized discourses. From this 

vantage, the contin gency of the various 

codes and ‘maps’ that we use to make sense 

of the world around us is in fact a reser voir 

of the very complex ity those codes and 

maps attempt to reduce. Posthumanist 

thought, in this sense, is both an index and 

an agent of complex ity. 

  See also  Anthropism/Immanent Humanism; 

Posthuman Critical Th eory; Critical 

Posthumanism; Insurgent Posthumanism; 

Ontological Turn. 

 Cary Wolfe  

   POSTHUMANIST 
PERFORMATIVITY  

 Th eories of scientifi c know ledge and liberal 

social theor ies owe much to the repres ent-

a tion al ist belief that there is perfect corres-

pond ence and, consequently, onto lo gical 

distinc tion between linguistic descrip tions 

and reality. Representationalism, in par  -

tic u lar, postu lates that that which is 

repre  s en ted is held to be inde pend ent of 

all prac tices of repres ent ing. Th is system 

of repres ent a tion is oft en theor ized as a 

tripart ite arrange ment that places the 

(human) knower in a rela tion of abso lute 

extern al ity to nature and the world, medi-


