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Preface: The Posthuman as Exuberant Excess

Rosi Braidotti

Ferrando’s brand of posthuman thought is as far removed from a sense of terminal crisis of the human, as posthumanism gets. What Ferrando enacts instead is a generous overflowing of ideas, affects, desires, and aspirations, which she operationalizes across a broad span of discourses within the humanities. They include strict disciplines, such as philosophy, and more interdisciplinary areas, such as media, gender, and postcolonial studies, but they are never limited to any one of them. Ferrando is both a classicist and a futurist thinker: erudite and upbeat, committed but critical, conceptual and poetic, at once; she combines and holds in balance potentially contradictory ideas and affects. In so doing, she forges an original argumentative style and produces texts that inform, stimulate, and provoke. What allows Francesca Ferrando to reconcile these tensions and lift them to a higher qualitative level of discourse is her appreciation of the paradoxical structure of the posthuman condition itself. I have defined the posthuman as a convergence phenomenon between post-humanism and post-anthropocentrism, that is to say, the critique of the universal ideal of the Man of reason on the one hand and the reject of species supremacy on the other. Ferrando’s work is situated within this turbulent field and the force that inspires her to deterritorialize both humanism and anthropocentrism is exuberant excess.

Ferrando understands excess as a form of over-compilation and saturation of concepts that results in pushing them to their outmost boundaries and ends up exploding them. It is almost a methodological application of the concept of desire as overflowing, as opposed to desire as lack; that is to say, it resonates with Deleuze’s position, not Lacan, with Spinoza, rather than Hegel. This exuberant mode, however, is not an end in itself, nor is it primarily or exclusively critical: it both expresses and sustains productive doses of creativity. What Ferrando aspires to—that is to say, the conceptual desire that animates her work—is to open up new horizons of thinking to express speculative insights that are still in the realm of the “not yet,” and yet are urgently needed. This strategic use of excess therefore allows Francesca Ferrando to overflow the established structures of philosophical thinking in order to design the contour of a new image of thought and of the thinking subject. Thinking for Ferrando is not the exclusive prerogative of Man/Anthropos, but is rather distributed across a wide spectrum of human and nonhuman entities. This produces also a new understanding of the human, not as an autonomous agent endowed with transcendental consciousness, but rather an immanent—embodied and embedded relational—entity that thinks with and through multiple connections to others, both human and nonhuman, organic and inorganic others. This vision of the subject, and the generous embrace of otherness that defines it, makes for heady reading at times, but the theoretical complexity exposed is compensated by the visionary force of Ferrando’s text.

In Excess of Humanism

Over the last decades, while the academic humanities circles lived through the fallout of philosophical post-structuralism and deconstruction, and their respective brands of critical anti-humanism, many new developments also took place. A radical wave of theory that included feminist, postcolonial and anti-racist critical theory, environmental activists, disability rights advocates, queer and LGBT theorists questioned the scope, the founding principles, and the achievements of European humanism and its role in the project of Western modernity. These movements questioned more specifically the idea of the human that is implicit in the humanist ideal of “Man,” as the alleged “measure of all things.” This ideal combines individual physical perfection with intellectual and moral perfectibility. Over the centuries, it also has turned into an exceptionalist civilizational standard that claims privileged access to self-reflexive reason for the human species as a whole and for European culture more specifically. Faith in reason ties in with the teleological prospect of the rational progress of a Eurocentric vision of humanity through the deployment of science and technology. According to Foucault’s sharp analysis of the Death of Man written in 1966, even Marxism, through the method of historical materialism, continued to assign to the subject of European thought a royal place as the motor of human social and cultural evolution. Moreover, rational self-assurance has also played a major historical role in both justifying and paving the ground for a civilizational model which equated Europe with the universal powers of reason and progress, a claim that became central to the colonial ideology of European expansion.

Ferrando’s work is nurtured and inspired by these fundamental philosophical critiques of humanism, but not confined by them. Whereas the poststructuralist and the postmodern generations embraced anti-humanism as both a theoretical and political project, de-linking subjectivity from universalistic postures in order to produce more precise analyses of the power relations that structure it, other movements handled humanism with greater care. Feminist politics of location, for instance, valued both the lived experience and the specificity of female embodiment and took the “standpoint theory” approach as foundational. Although it paid great attention to the diversity among women, the subject of feminism was not relinquished, but rather re-cast as a nomadic non-unitary singularity. This subject produces embodied and embedded, affective and relational situated knowledges as both the method and the political tactic for grounding micro-political analyses of power and for positing workable alternatives.

This immanent and materialist approach, favored by feminist, anti-racist, and other social movements, developed its own variations of radical neo-humanism in a manner that shows up distinctly in different moments of Ferrando’s work. The radical criticism of classical humanism had targeted two interrelated ideas: the self-other dialectics, on the one hand, and the notion of difference as pejoration, on the other. Otherness defined as the negative opposite of the dominant subject position and inscribed in a hierarchical scale that spells inferiority is challenged by a situated or an immanent method, inspired by Spinozist neo-materialism. The dialectics of difference in fact has dire consequences for real-life people who happen to coincide with categories of negative difference: women, indigenous, and earth “others,” whose social and symbolic existence is precarious and exposed to all kinds of risk. Their own bodies raise crucial issues of power, domination, and exclusion that look to humanism as a possible solution.

A variety of forms of revised humanism is present also in postcolonial theory, inspired by the anticolonial phenomenology of Frantz Fanon and of his teacher, Aimé Césaire. They took humanism as an unfulfilled project in Europe, betrayed by imperialist violence and structural racism, but argued that there exist many other brands of humanism in other cultures. This position is echoed by environmental and transnational environmental justice activists, who combine the critique of the epistemic and physical violence of modernity with that of European colonialism. Ferrando’s take on humanism, grounded in the classics of the Italian Renaissance and fuelled by contemporary post- and trans-humanist literature, is struct
ured by all these critical concerns and yet is in excess of them. She spins her own web across multiple discursive communities, honoring them all, but pledging allegiance to none.

In Excess of Anthropocentrism

The debate on displacing anthropocentrism is of a different order and pertains to a different genealogical line from the critique of humanism, though it often intersects with it. The critique of species supremacy—the violent rule of Anthropos over this planet—opens another line of criticism of the parameters that define the human itself. “Man” is called to task as the representative of a hierarchical and violent species whose greed and rapacity are enhanced by a combination of scientific advances and global economic domination. As Ferrando’s work clearly explains, neither “Man” as the universal humanistic measure of all things nor Anthropos as dominant species can claim the central position in the task of thinking. In the posthuman convergence that frames the contemporary world, the power of thinking is distributed across many species and often executed by technologically mediated knowledge production systems, run by networks and computational processes. Biogenetic and computational advances have challenged the separation of bios, as exclusively human life, from zoē, the life of animals and nonhuman entities. What comes to the fore instead is a human/nonhuman continuum, which is consolidated by pervasive technological mediation.

The political implications of this shift are significant. If the revisions of Humanism advanced by feminist, queer, anti-racist, ecological, and postcolonial critiques empowered the sexualized and racialized—but still human—“others,” the crisis of Anthropos enlists the naturalized others. Animals, insects, plants, cells, bacteria, and in fact the planet and the cosmos are turned into a political arena. These nonhuman entities and agents play a significant role in Ferrando’s work, where they are reviewed and reconceptualized like “conceptual personae.” Their primary function is to challenge the nature-culture distinction and, with it, to claim the anthropocentric exceptionalism. What is striking about Ferrando’s work is also her capacity to rejoice especially in the radical otherness of nonhuman species—their diversity becoming a source of wonder and admiration, rather than fear and control.

Another remarkable aspect of Francesca Ferrando’s work is the gift of multiple literacies. The readers will be struck by the ease with which she transits from the culture of the humanities to that of science and technology, avoiding any dichotomy between the two. It is as if Ferrando demanded that history, literature, philosophy, and the study of religion should develop planetary perspectives in a geo-centered, mediated, and non-anthropocentric frame of reference. This demands a lot of the traditional humanities disciplines, because they are so deeply structured by anthropocentric habits that cannot easily contemplate the de-centering of anthropocentrism, let alone the specter of human extinction.

But Ferrando’s scholarship has another level of complexity, in so far as it relies on radical interdisciplinary fields of enquiry like gender, feminist, queer, race, and postcolonial studies, as well as cultural studies, film, television, and media studies. These “studies” areas have exposed Eurocentrism, sexism, racism, and methodological nationalism as the major flaws at the core of the humanities. They expand and to some degree explode the boundaries of the humanities disciplines. It bears repeating, however, that acknowledging the compatibility of scientific reason and violence does not inevitably result in a refusal of humanism. What emerges instead is a set of alternative visions of the human and of the relational webs it is caught in, including innovative reformulations of a humanism for the twenty-first century.

Being profoundly technophilic, and at home in the mediated word of contemporary science and technology, Ferrando has perfected both the critique of humanism and the rejection of anthropocentrism. In keeping with the feminist tradition of integrating feminist body politics into science and technology studies, however, Ferrando aims to change the rules of the scientific game altogether. Following Haraway and Braidotti, she wants to replace anthropocentrism with a set of relational links to human and nonhuman others, including indigenous peoples, LGBT people, other species, technological artifacts, and cosmic others. The collective feminist exit from Anthropos does not mark a crisis, but the explosion of multiple new beginnings.

Although Ferrando is very aware of the inhuman(e) aspects of our technologically advanced historical condition, namely mass migration, wars, terrorism, evictions, xenophobia, and expulsions, or rather because of it, she stresses the importance of solidarity, empathy, and ultimately love.

There is a deep affective vein running through this book: it includes disloyalty to one’s species, but is enriched by compassion and by the awareness that critical distance does not come easy, but requires collaborative effort. Even the most technophilic among us must admit that the liberating and even transgressive potential of the new technologies, more often than not, clashes with the entrenched conservatism of the financial and other social institutions that support them. The posthuman turn is charged with affective forces, even with passion, which, as we all know, includes pathologies and even suffering.

Furthermore, Ferrando’s multispecies discursive universe invites us to rethink sexuality without and beyond genders, starting from a vitalist return to the polymorphous and perverse structure of human and nonhuman sexuality. Ever mindful of the Italian school of sexual difference, she also reappraises the generative powers of female embodiment, including its reproductive capacities—maternal materialism at work. Ferrando’s approach reminds us that sexuality may be caught in the socialized sex-gender binary, but is not reducible to it. The binary mechanism of capture of the gender system moreover does not alter the fact that sexuality carries transversal, structural, and vital connotations. As life-force, sexuality provides a non-essentialist and trans-species ontological structure for the organization of human and nonhuman affectivity and desire. In Ferrando’s intellectual universe, it involves a phantasmagoria of possible sexes and relations that include hybrid cross-fertilizations and generative encounters with multiple human and nonhuman others.

The affect that most struck me upon reading this text is the profound trust Ferrando expresses in critical thinking as a creative practice. She practices a joyful de-familiarization that can help us take distance from old habits of thought, such as anthropocentrism, and rejoice in them. She seduces us into unfamiliar territories, going with the flow of non-unitary reason, and is elated rather than frightened by the new horizons of thought and practice that she discovers. Ferrando’s culture of methodological excess supports the process of re-composing what I call, citing Deleuze, a “missing” people. She longs for an intercultural, intraspecies, and mediated community that could be brought into being by a generous gesture of collective self-styling, or mutual specification. For her, the posthuman is never post-political, but ever transversal and relational.

This 
book demonstrates convincingly that dis-identification from familiar values—or de-territorializations—can not only be emotionally demanding but also enables creative nomadic shifts. They act like conceptual and affective stepping stones toward the new, the “not yet.” For Francesca, this move is not a tragic break, but rather a rapturous departure—the line of flight of a queen bee.


Bibliographic Note

This work is a revised and updated translation of Dr. Francesca Ferrando’s book Il Postumanesimo filosofico e le sue alterità published by ETS in 2016 and based on her PhD dissertation, which was the recipient of the “Sainati” Philosophical Prize awarded by the president of Italy, Giorgio Napolitano, in 2014.


Introduction: From Human to Posthuman

Posthumanism is the philosophy of our time. This shows in the great interest that is developing around the theme, in the multiplication of conferences, studies, and reflections around the world. “Posthuman” has become a key concept in the contemporary academic debate, to cope with the urgency for an integral redefinition of the notion of the human, following the onto-epistemological, as well as scientific and bio-technological developments, of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. The philosophical landscape which has since developed includes several movements and schools of thought. The label “posthuman” is often evoked in a generic and all-inclusive way to indicate any of these different perspectives, creating methodological and theoretical confusion between experts and non-experts alike.1
 Specifically, “posthuman” has become an umbrella term to include Posthumanism (Philosophical, Cultural, and Critical); Transhumanism (in its variants as Extropianism, Liberal Transhumanism, and Democratic Transhumanism, among other currents); New Materialisms (a specific feminist development within the posthumanist frame); the heterogeneous landscape of Anti-humanism; the field of Object-Oriented Ontology; Posthumanities and Metahumanities. This book attempts, on one side, to highlight the similarities and differences between the various terms and schools of thought, tracing their genealogies, analogies, and overlaps. On the other, it offers an original contribution to Philosophical Posthumanism, developing its theoretical endeavors on ontological, epistemological, and ethical grounds. The book is divided into three parts developed around three thematic nodes, identified in the following questions:

1. What Is Philosophical Posthumanism?

2. Of Which “Human” Is the Posthuman a “Post”?

3. Have Humans Always








OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml



		Cover


		Half-Title


		Series


		Dedication


		Title


		Contents


		Acknowledgments


		Preface: The Posthuman as Exuberant Excess


		 Bibliographic Note


		Introduction: From Human to Posthuman


		 Navigational Tool: A Glossary of Questions


		Part One  What Is Philosophical Posthumanism?

		1  Premises


		2  From Postmodern to Posthuman


		3  Posthumanism and Its Others


		4  The Birth of Transhumanism


		5  Contemporary Transhumanism(s)


		6  The Roots of Transhumanism


		7  Transhumanism and Techno-Enchantment


		8  Posthumanist Technologies as Ways of Revealing


		9  Antihumanism and the Übermensch


		10  Philosophical Posthumanism


		  Interlude 1








		Part Two  Of Which “Human” Is the Posthuman a “Post”?

		11  The Power of the Hyphen


		12  Humanizing


		13  The Anthropological Machine


		14  Almost, Human


		15  Technologies of the Self as Posthumanist (Re)Sources


		16  The Epiphany of Becoming Human


		17  Where Does the Word “Human” Come From? 


		18  Mammals or Homo sapiens?


		  Interlude 2








		Part Three  Have Humans Always Been Posthuman?

		19  Post-Anthropocentrism in the Anthropocene


		20  Posthuman Life

		a. Bios and Zoē


		b. Animate/Inanimate







		21  Artificial Life


		22  Evolving Species


		23  Posthumanities


		24  Posthuman Bioethics


		25  Human Enhancement


		26  Cognitive Autopoiesis


		27  Posthumanist Perspectivism


		28  From New Materialisms to Object-Oriented Ontology


		29  Philosophical Posthumanist Ontology


		30  The Multiverse

		a. The Multiverse in Science


		b. The Multiverse in Philosophy


		c.  A Thought Experiment: The Posthuman Multiverse







		Interlude 3







		Concluding Celebration


		Notes


		Bibliography


		Index


		Copyright








OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
FRANCESCA FERRANDO

PHILOSOPHICAL

POSTHUMANISM






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
BLOOMSBURY ACADEMIC





