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Panel I: Technology and the Human 

 

Thomas Giddens 

When is a Human not a Machine? Configuring the Restless Self in the Manga 
of Masamune Shirow 

In our current context of global transition towards a lived environment that is 
increasingly integrated with technology, this paper explores the question of self-
/person-hood in a technologically saturated world. It does this speculatively, via 
Masamune Shirow’s science fiction manga The Ghost in the Shell. It engages with 
both the substantive and formal dimensions of this work and the relationships 
between the two, navigating in particular the visual-verbal blending that is 
arguably distinctive in the medium of comics and manga. Through this analysis, 
and in the context of aesthetic and metaphysical discourses on selfhood 
(inspired in particular by Christine Battersby’s ‘metaphysics of becoming’), a 
‘fluid’ self becomes apparent: a self which is not classically separate from the 
world it inhabits, from otherness, but is shifting, relational, and constantly 
‘becoming’—a restless self. A self that is able to be reconfigured in its developing 
relationship with technology. But this reveals a critical dark side: the mechanical 
nature of the human. This further blurs the boundary between human and 
machine, and raises the terrifying question: perhaps we are machines after all? 

 

Ben Turner 

(In)humanism? Bernard Stiegler and the problem of the human in the 
Ontology of Tekhnē 

 oes thin ing te hne  outside of instrumentality enable us to thin  it non-
anthropocentrically? In distinguishing te hnē, technics and technology Bernard 
Stiegler gives them a distinct ontological dynamic, marking the inhuman as the 
condition of the constitution of the human. I will present Stiegler’s wor  as a 
response to Heidegger and  errida’s wor  on te hnē, in order to show how he 
moves beyond them, but encounters a stumbling block regarding 
anthropocentrism. First, despite the former pairs use of te hnē to de(con)struct 
metaphysics, both subordinate it to a higher principle. Second, in his re-thinking 
of te hnē, Stiegler will be shown to grant it a particular ontological dynamic in 
the constitution, or invention, of the human. Third, Stiegler ties technics to the 
human in particular, leading to a peculiar form of inhumanism. I will argue that 
this is compatible with de-centring humanist metaphysics, however, as technics 
is re-formulated as a form of memory, within a system of memory not restricted 
to the human.  hrough Stiegler’s use of the wor  of  ilbert Simondon, the 
human-te hne  coupling will be seen to become an ontological and local problem, 
not an anthropocentric human/animal distinction on a metaphysical register 



 

Veronica Ranner 

Silken Selves  

Sericulture represents an intricate interplay of environmental conditions (such 
as light, air, water and plant quality) with people (as equal and mutually 
constitutive actants), tying them to a systemic alliance. It forms a uniquely 
resilient, 5000 year old (anthropocentric) human-animal-collaboration, with 
now far-fetching reach into digitality. 

Silk has recently been recognised as material for biomedical applications, such as 
biodegradable and absorbable sensors to be implanted into the human body, e.g. 
to monitor diseases and communicating them to the outside, before dissolving 
gradually and traceless. The material affordances reach beyond its previous 
known capabilities: the furthered anthropomorphic take on material alteration 
bridges the organic and inorganic, also conceptually, by compounding it in 
techno- digital artefacts, forming a consequential gateway into the human body. 

Latour would claim this to be an actantial- relational epistemology that rejects a 
positivist view of such objects being non-relational  “in-themselves”. Sil en 
implants, as semiotic techno- artefacts, would demonstrate their action as 
boundary objects, mediating non-local topology and scale-breaking 
interconnections – more quasi-objects than neatly joint hybrids of pristine 
origin. Post- modern principles are in this line of thinking not only reversed – 
man-made nature vs. societal impact of nature (organic electronics) – but 
diminished into a planetary-scale of computing with networked matter.  

This paper seeks to discuss Latour’s notion of technology “acting from a 
distance” in dynamic systems by mapping it in relation to sil ’s new trajectory. 
Silken electronics promise to mend the consequences of anthropocentrism with 
an even more radical and opaque approach to it: Technological inscriptions in 
materials shift previously comfortable, doxic self-hood into a transient, efficient 
and alien state of phenomenal space and self-perception – might hyper-
anthropocentrism be in fact anthropodecentrism in disguise? 

 

 

Panel II: Locating the Human 

 

Paul Rekret 

Material Entanglements and the Question of Separation 

This paper seeks to examine the political connotations of the increasingly 
prevalent invocations for a ‘new materialism’ in contemporary social theorising. 
New materialist theories are premised upon transcending or overcoming the 
limits which social constructivism is said to place upon thought; the reifications 
involved in the division of subject and object, mind and body, human and animal 
or even organic and inorganic. These divisions are said to amount to a hubristic 
anthropocentrism which places human being at the centre of social existence. 
Through examination of the work of Karen Barad, Rosi Braidotti, Jane Bennett 



and William Connolly among others, this paper argues that while new materialist 
theories insinuate an ontology of contingent and dynamic material 
entanglements that acts as a signifier for a progressive posthumanist politics, 
they tend to locate the conditions of the separation of mind and world they seek 
to overcome upon the terrain of epistemic error or ethical hubris. These thinkers 
thus fall short of their own pretensions insofar as they do not interrogate the 
material conditions of the separation of the mental and material and the failure 
to do so has profound repercussions for their theorisations of political agency. 
Drawing on recent developments in genomics and assisted reproductive 
technologies this paper seeks to re-frame the question of the separation of the 
mental and material beyond the terms of ontological affirmation characteristic of 
new materialism to a terrain of collective political contestation. 

 

Patience Moll 

Transspecies Affect and Human Rights Discourse in Michael Kohlhaas 

In Philosophical World History Hegel introduces his notion of the great man of 
history in terms of an incendiary whose story sounds like a plot summary of 
Kleist’s Michael Kohlhaas: on account of a perceived injury committed “perhaps” 
by his neighbor, this man sets fire to the latter’s house and thereby 
unintentionally lays waste to the entire countryside. As in Kleist’s novella, the act 
of revenge finally boomerangs, and the individual is destroyed in the name of the 
same right (e.g., private property) he sought to defend. He is destroyed not only 
physically but also formally: such a man, according to Hegel, belongs to the “next 
species (naechste Gattung).” 

I propose that Hegel’s account of the transspecies tendency of his Kohlhaasian 
incendiary provo es a transspecies reading of Kleist’s historical novella. On the 
level of overt discourse, Kohlhaas seems to stand for human rights and to have 
no concern for his abused horses as suffering, living creatures. In fact, he stands 
more narrowly for the right of free trade, and this mercantilism implicitly 
reduces the human to the monetary, as his wife and others sense.  Such a 
reduction is mirrored by Kohlhaas’s reductive understanding of his suffering, 
abused horses in terms of a mere loss of capital. Ironically, the redoubling of this 
reduction of both human and animal life to the monetary indicates a transpecies 
sympathy motivating Kohlhaas. 

Indeed, Kohlhaas’s overt rhetoric of equality among humans is motivated by an 
intensely affective experience that emerges in such pathetic rhetoric as his 
exclamation, upon initially seeing the abused state of his prized horses, that such 
treatment is not “humane (menschlich).” In this statement, as in his sacrificing of 
his own life so that the horses can be restored to health, Kohlhaas brings the 
horses “next to” or close to the human.  he paradoxical statement that the 
horses were unjustly not treated as humans indicates Kohlhaas’s difficulty in 
translating his affective relation to the horses into words. Unlike the logical 
rhetoric of equality between human forms, the intensity of this affective 
experience renders it non-quantifiable, ineluctable, mysterious, and requiring 
metaphorical expression. The affective intensity of his transspecies experience 
thus haunts Kohlhaas’s legal rhetoric, while Michael Kohlhaas demonstrates how 



legal discourse remains unable to grasp the affective experience that is its 
ground and motivation.   

 

Niall Sreenan 

Reading the Darwinian Mythos 

Darwinian evolutionary theory is perhaps the most robust scientific iteration of 
post-human or non-anthropocentric thought, effecting a Copernican revolution 
in the place of the human in the natural world. And yet its status as “science” is 
uniquely ambivalent: as a conceptual edifice and a cultural phenomenon, it is 
both a mythology and a science.  arwin’s argument for natural selection in 'On 
the Origin of Species' proved, with the aid of Mendelian genetics and the modern 
synthesis to be scientifically correct, and yet “evolution” in its most vague sense 
became a mythos and spawned innumerable misreadings, interpretations, and 
distortions in social theory, literary works, and cultural ephemera.  

Despite the challenge Darwin mounts to providing an adequate definition of the 
human, and its particular dual character as scientific theory and myth, critical 
thought has largely neglected Darwin's work and focused instead on two other 
giants of the 19th Century, Freud and Marx.  

This talk will take the form of a brief introduction to some of the most striking 
encounters between critical theory, philosophy, and the Darwinian conceptual 
edifice. In particular, I will focus on the work of Gilles Deleuze and his reading of 
Darwin's work as inaugurating the concept of individual difference in the natural 
world. This has particular significance in terms of the current efflorescence of 
post-human and anti-humanist theory and, I will argue, locates within Darwin's 
work the potential for resistance to biological essentialism and reductive 
evolutionary thought.  

Throughout this paper examples of alternative readings of Darwin in literature, 
social theory, and literary theory that make up the popular Darwinian mythos, 
will be provided, which contextualises and clarifies the potentially radical nature 
of Darwin's evolutionary thought.  

 

Panel III: The limits of bodies 
 
 
Maria Christou 

Bataille’s Humanimals 

 he alimentary lies at the core of  eorges Bataille’s conception of being; what 
constitutes the human being, in relation to the animal being, is inextricably 
linked with the question of consommation. In Theory of Religion, when Bataille 
distinguishes human existence from animal existence, he picks an alimentary 
simile; the animal, he says, is ‘li e water in water’. Humans are distinguished 
from other animals on the basis of their respective modes of food consumption 
here; however, what Eugene Thacker extrapolates from this is a Bataillean 



general ontology, which he posits as an anonymous general culinarism that is 
indifferent to the human-animal distinction. This non-anthropocentric 
ontological cooking process may be said to find expression in the culinary 
practice that John Cochran dubs ‘Object-Oriented Coo ery’.  his paper will 
examine the conceptions of being that are revealed through the alimentary in 
Bataille’s  heory of Religion (as well as their implications, via Thacker and 
Cochran), before testing them against one of Bataille’s fictions – namely, Story of 
the Eye. In this novella, animal eggs find their way into human anuses, as if to be 
ingested through this orifice; animal testicles enter human mouths; and, human 
vaginas are dipped into an animal’s food. Here, acts of eating otherwise lead to 
being otherwise, giving rise to the mode of being of the humanimal, as I shall call 
it. Could we read these instances of a coming together of human and animal, I 
will ask, as a sort of mutual communion that is not anthropocentric?  

 

Johanna Willenfelt  
 
Forcing A Mouth Open with Gentleness: 
Object-oriented Relations of Pain in Post-human Encounters 
 
Thinking through the research-based art project Forcing A Mouth Open with 
Gentleness (2014), this paper seeks to explore the deployment of pain as a 
micro-political object, centering on self-starvation as a strategy of resistance. The 
paper takes as a point of departure a remix of the suffragette Rosa May 
Billinghurst’s archives held at  he Women´s Library @ LSE. Moreover, the paper 
considers an exchange between process philosophy and an object-oriented 
perspective on inter-embodied relationships, simultaneously employing Gilles 
Deleuze´s notion of virtual capacities and Graham Harman´s theory of causal 
relations: allure.  
          Initially, Graham Harman´s object-oriented theory seems incompatible with 
any post-humanist approach that adheres to an ontology of becoming (e.g. Rosi 
Braidotti, Jane Bennett). Within contemporary art, Harman has been both 
embraced and rejected, accused for a reversion to modernistic and romantic 
ideals by bringing individual substances back. His attempt to radicalize 
Heidegger´s metaphysics results in a “weird” realism, leaving no room for what 
Harman calls undermining theories (e.g. Deleuze). Nevertheless, when human 
embodied emotion is grasped as an alluring object, in a world replete with other 
equally real objects, something metaphysically queering happens that somewhat 
reconciles the discordance.  
          By providing specific and relational conditions, the artwork Forcing A 
Mouth… aims at provo ing questions regarding the process of becoming-other as 
a micro-political act of pain. Concurrently, it promotes a non-anthropocentric, 
aesthetic attitude towards the body in pain. Drawing on Harman´s idea that 
connections are always realised vicariously, the paper suggests that such 
attitude necessitates an ethico-fantastical approach and vulnerability to 
embodied human-/non-human capacities.   
 

 



Andrea Nunez Casal 
A Cartography of the Immune System: Montagu and the Microbiome 

In an attempt to map cross-roads for traffic to and from biology, geopolitics and 
philosophy, this paper focuses on the passage from the inception of the immune 
system in the early eighteenth century – Lady Mary Wortley Montagu's 
importation of variolation technique from Turkey to the UK in 1718 – to current 
research in the Human Microbiome Project (HMP) – an NIH large-scale 
biomedical project aiming at mapping and identifying 'the microbiome', which is 
defined as "the ecological community of commensal, symbiotic, and pathogenic 
microorganisms that literally share our body space” (Lederberg, 2001). 

This paper develops a critical cartography of the immune system, to which I refer 
to as 'excursus on the immune system', by bringing together the two main 
elements that conform my present research project: 

• Empirical insights from Lady Montagu's travel diaries and my ethnographic 
fieldwork of microbiome experimental research based upon a community of 
scientists' recent expedition in the Amazon 

• Contemporary debates in cultural theory around the anthropocence, 
spherology and transnationalism 

The spatiotemporal, ecological and geopolitical landscapes that emerge from this 
cartography, I will argue, suggest that 'the microbiome' is, in fact, reconfiguring 
older views of the immune system as the guarantor of a molecular identity and 
biological individuality. This, in turn, opens up debates about alternative onto- 
epistemological figurations of the nature of the organism and the human body: 
what counts as an organism?, how and where to draw its boundaries?, can be 
still considered the 'unit of natural selection' in the light of an increasing number 
of scientific research pointing to its plurality and indissolubility from the 
particular ecosystem in which it is embedded? 

Crucially, as I will demonstrate, my preliminary findings do not only indicate a 
theoretical reframing of the immune system and the concept of the organism. 
Rather, they also evidence the formation of heterogeneous alliances among a 
disparity of social actors, the creation of novel sociotechnical assemblages, the 
implementation of new categories and regulations of life forms, and the 
production of 'bioinequalities'. 

 


