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HYPO-HYPER-HAPTO-NEURO-MYSTICISM
Claire Colebrook

Hypo-hyper-hapto-neuro-mysticism: this awful portmanteau word, in all its ungainly confusion, captures
something crucial about the present.! In the essay that follows I want to use this fractured single word to
indicate an event. Perhaps the word event is not quite right, but I want to avoid words such as “mindset” or
ideology, simply because what I am referring to is a way of speaking, imagining, or figuring that does not occur
completely at the level of thinking. In fact, one of the features of “hypo-hyper-hapto-neuro-mysticism” is that
it is (to refer to Deleuze’s terminology) an “image of thought”: the assumption of a certain orthography that
delimits the questions and problems posed, and allows for a certain potential for disturbance to be lulled in
advance.” Indeed, hypo-hapto-neuro-mysticism is an alluring inertia that operates by situating itself, resentfully,
against what might count as thinking. In a recent special issue of differences focused on new directions in
science studies, Karen Barad reiterated what has now become an almost unquestioned attack on the detached
and disembodied nature of “theory,” in favor of theorizing that would take the form of touch:

Theorizing, a form of experimenting, is about being in touch. What keeps theories alive and lively is
being responsible and responsive to the world’s patternings and murmurings. Doing theory requires
being open to the world’s aliveness, allowing oneself to be lured by curiosity, surprise, and wonder.
Theories are not mere metaphysical pronouncements on the world from some presumed position of
exteriority. Theories are living and breathing reconfigurings of the world. The world theorizes as well
as experiments with itself.?

My claim, in opposition to the careful work of Barad and the far less careful work of others, is that theory is
not theory (and philosophy is not philosophy) if it is grounded in the tactility of the body. The idea of theory
opens a necessarily critical distance of philosophy, even if that distance is contaminated, impossible and never
as inhuman as it might strive to be.* If (following a certain Heideggerian tradition) thinking is taken to be
a comportment to the world that is without home, solace, identity or body —or at least where embodiment
and dwelling offer almost nothing—then hypo-hyper-hapto-neuro-mysticism—by contrast—indulges in the
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easy comfort that all so-called thinking is always connected, in touch, and oriented towards a world that is
necessarily one’s own. What [ am going to try to describe as hypo-hyper-hapto-neuro-mysticism, is not a mode
of thinking precisely because it operates less by way of statements, assumptions and values, and instead comes
to a halt before a complex of mesmerizing images and barely thought-out figures. This orientation of pseudo-
“thinking” is one in which a certain notion of the intellect as detached calculation is resented or accused in the
name of a supposedly more primordial and proximate living ownness. We might refer to this lure of the counter-
intellect as an inversion of the cave allegory: rather than turn away from the things that are directly before us
to consider the source of light that makes our world possible, we turn away from the problems of visibility
and the disenchanting, disconnected and distanced force of theoria, and immerse ourselves in a world that is
deemed to be irreducibly proximate. Indeed, rather than call this neuro-mysticism or faith in connectedness a
way of thinking, we might argue that there has come to be a type of “thinking 2.0” that recognizes the damage
thinking can do to itself, and decides not to think, or at least to think in such a way that thinking proclaims its
irredeemable weakness in favor of more profound, living and human powers.

If we define thinking more broadly to include images and figures that are not fully thought through, then
hyper-hapto-neuro-mysticism might help us to confront a problem of thought, or a complex—a tension that
is in part a symptom (suggesting something that needs to be worked through), and a reaction formation: a
tendency to consider thought’s weakness and timidity (its containment within itself) as a proper state of affairs.
Far from confronting and working through a problem, thought declares the problem to be more than solved.
It screams ever more shrilly that the very features that might appear to be wounds, breaks or paralyses are
in fact expressive of joyous life itself. The fact that we are increasingly abandoning thought (as intellection)
is proclaimed as a redemption from Cartesianism, logic, disembodied abstraction and the delusion of mind.
Just as thinking ought to confront its destructive and dichotomous relation to the earth, theories of embodied,
embedded and affective mindfulness proliferate.

In order to anticipate and give some sense to what follows I will cite James Cameron’s 2009 film Avatar,
recently consecrated by Bruno Latour’s compositionist manifesto.> In Avatar the land of Pandora is the bearer
of a substance desired by the rapacious, war-mongering and instrumental American forces; the Pandoran
natives are literally connected to their ecosystem by touch; they travel —not by harnessing horse power
through central command—but by attaching their pony-tails to the animal’s tail. Unlike the technologically
domineering invaders who use tanks and surveillance to command the scene from without, the Pandoran natives
are connected to a land that is one grand, thinking, complex, proximate, and auto-poetic whole. Knowing does
not take the form of abstract thinking, but feeling and doing in a manner that is collective. Here, we approach
a first definition of the complex I want to explore today: theory today is tending towards a form of mysticism
insofar as it appeals to direct intuition or immediate contact and literal proximity; there is a privilege accorded
to the felt rather than stated (to affect and touch over concept and system).

But the paradigm is primarily neural, for what “the brain” has come to figure, after the “decade of the brain,”
is not a command centre or ghost in the machine but a plastic, evolving network that comes into being not by
imposing code but by being ever more responsive, more connected and more dynamic. This neuro-mania is
a form of hyper-haptocentrism precisely because it is touch—body to body and from the body to itself— that
overcomes the distance and difficulty of thinking. At the same time this complex is also a hypo-haptocentrism
precisely because touch is best thought of (as in the neural network) not as one part to another part, or one thing
to another thing, but as a mutually proliferating and multiply connected whole, in which there are not so much
parts that touch, but a web of touch from which one might discern relatively stable tendencies. Even though
the single term, “hyper-hapto-neuro-mysticism,” identifies a complex, I will begin by breaking down the inter-
related forces that make up this field.
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HAPTOCENTRISM

This term, coined by Jacques Derrida, might at first seem counter-intuitive. How could touch be a privileged
motif when Western thought has been dominated by disembodied calculation, individual autonomy, reason
and universal truths that are not mired in the physical and contingent particulars of the body? Indeed, much
of the work today on touch and affect (inspired, in part, by Deleuze and Guattari’s theorization of affect)
makes a claim for a directly revolutionary force of affect precisely because the connectivity of affect bypasses
the universalizing and formal demands of reason. For Derrida, however, touch, proximity and affect have
been mobilized as figures that enable a tradition of the metaphysics of presence. Indeed, the very reason or
logocentrism that would supposedly be circumvented by embodiment and haptics, establishes itself as a form
of self-contact without distance or mediation:

What remains, as I suggested earlier—against Heidegger, in a way —is that one might have to go
in for a structure of experience in which this “privilege” or “priority” (Vorrang) of sight or touch
(whether “exorbitant” or not) no longer means much, if the said “tradition” (“since the beginnings
of Greek ontology”!) never shows any privilege for the gaze (no optical theoretism) without an
invincible intuitionism that is accomplished, fulfilled, fully effectuated, starting from a haptical origin
or telos; if there is no optical intuitionism without haptocentrism; and if furthermore (in regard to this
intuitionism, which is finally homogeneous, undifferentiating, absolute, stubborn, absurd, and in the
final account insensible or “smooth” —i.e., deaf, blind, and impassive) the fate of this intersensibility
(henceforth irreducibly tropological, figural, and metonymic) allows one to see and hear and feel and
taste a bit of touching everywhere: indeed, who would deny that we can touch with our voice—close
or far away, naturally or technically, if we could still rely on this distinction, in the open air or on the
phone—and thus, even to touch the heart.®

One can use the term “metaphysics of presence” to indicate that across a series of competing claims and
traditions a certain ideal of knowing and truth promises to overcome the risks and contingencies of irreducible
gaps by some means of a self in touch with itself. Knowledge and experience more generally are properly
and normatively defined in terms of the value of proximity (a value that is not one value among others, but
the axiom through which all value can be thought). If there is such a thing as reason it is because the thinking
subject can intuit directly, without distance or disturbance that which would remain the same through time, and
also be true for any subject whatever. That which is true and good is that which remains present, proximate,
intuitable, without distance. It follows that the self is considered primarily and properly as auto-affective: for
the self experiences itself without distance, delay or difference. The subject is that which precedes and grounds
all further experience, and becomes the Cartesian subject when grounding is no longer that of a substance that
requires nothing else in order to be but becomes the self-present cogito.” Ideally, as in the ethics of Levinas,
one might also experience the other—not at a distance as an object to be grasped, but as pure singularity and
alterity, without the mediation of concepts or general rules.® And we might even say that today the immediate
appeal of some tendencies of object-oriented ontology lies in a claim to immediacy: we are not separated from
the world by subjective conditions of givenness but can and should make direct contact with a world of things
of which we are part, not ground; if there is a gap between ourselves and the world it is no different in principle
from the gaps that separate (and tie) all things to each other.” When phenomenology revolutionizes philosophy,
and criticizes the supposition of a pure disembodied and given reason, it returns explicitly to touch—no longer
the light of reason affecting itself, but a literal, embodied and actual touch. On phenomenology’s own reading,
this is a fulfillment of philosophy’s telos—for the thesis of the lived body that constitutes itself and its world
through living praxis accounts for the genesis of reason. Reason can be truly justified and grounded upon the
lived; at the same time, touch will increasingly radicalize philosophy. For touch is not the self-presence of
reason, but—as in Merleau Ponty’s flesh, or Jean-Luc Nancy’s sense, or Deleuze’s affect—what is posited
as the generative givenness from which all logics emerge and which cannot be fully known, mastered or
rendered present to thought. It seems as though thought abandons its claim to be able to coincide with itself in
a presence of self-touch. And yet, for Derrida, this is when haptocentrism becomes hyper-haptocentrism. For
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the seeming circumvention of the calculating distance of reason is overcome in what—referring to Nancy —
Derrida describes as an absolute realism."” All of Derrida’s work can be considered as a deconstruction of
proximity: the condition for something being near to itself and touching itself is that there be distance."

HYPER-HAPTOCENTRISM

Derrida uses this phrase specifically in his book concerned with touch and Jean-Luc Nancy, but it flows from
the logic of deconstruction. That is, phenomenology regarded itself as revolutionary in not relying on any
transcendence—any already assumed term such as cogito, being or substance—that would account for the
appearing of the world. In so doing it would be a radical thought of genesis: returning to things themselves
and the givenness of the given, phenomenology would purify the question of appearing from any presupposed
ground. It would eventually be the lived body or flesh that ultimately came to function as the site of fecund
generation, in which there would be no intrusion of the distanced commands of reason or cognition. Here,
Derrida situates phenomenology’s supposed radicalism, and Nancy’s seeming departure from a metaphysics
of self-commanding reason, within haptocentrism. It is now not reason that bypasses the body in order to be
self-affecting, for the body possesses its own self-sensing awareness. This self-touching also—attractively —
never reifies into a formalized system but becomes nothing more than ongoing self-revelation. Philosophy’s
autonomy and self-coinciding principle of logocentrism is at once displaced by modes of affection that occur
beyond consciousness in the narrow sense, and yet it is this self-sensing, affective, touching power of flesh,
life and world that yields a hyper-haptocentrism. The world now senses itself: this is at once a displacement
of the human privilege of auto-affection, but it is also a continued valorization of proximity. Nothing is left
untouched. The world touches itself, senses itself, and is brought to its own presence, in a phrase that is summed
up by Derrida as not only hypo-haptocentrism but “absolute realism”: “Touch remains for Nancy the motif of
a kind of absolute realism, irredentist and postdeconstructive.”'? Philosophy that had always elevated its own
reason through an axiology of proximity, has now been subjected to critique for having been too distanced
from the life, flesh and world that is its origin and unthought condition; the turn to affect, flesh, life and sense
is a turn away from the self-constitution of reason (where one aspect of life commands the whole) towards a
total self-sensing, in which self and other, mind and world, touch and touched are mutually constitutive. I want
to leave Derrida and his argument with philosophy and metaphysics (and Nancy’s supposed absolute realism)
aside for now, and ask whether the notion of hyper-haptocentrism has any purchase for the present, beyond
philosophy strictly speaking.

I want to begin by going back to haptocentrism as one of the ways in which a normative conception of touch
goes beyond logocentrism and ontotheology. It is the concept of touch that provides a norm for philosophical
reason and life; reason, it is assumed, may always return to itself and touch itself, just as life always remains
proximate to its proper origin. I would suggest that the motif of proper touch or proximity has a more general
ethical value, evidenced in the privilege of face to face encounters, of genuine feeling, and of sympathy,
empathy and affect more generally over various forms of non-life (whether that be modern disenchantment,
technology, isolation, rigid rule following or disengaged intellection). Touch has this genuinely ethical value
not when it is one body or thing making contact with another body or thing, but when contact is communal,
mutual, and disclosive of a certain pre-given ground of life, love, spirit or feeling from which our individual
bodies are only temporarily (if at all) detached. Consider the following quotation from disgraced Penn State
football coach Jerry Sandusky’s auto-hagiography:

When we dare to care; when we reach out and touch someone’s hand, trying to make the world a
better place, we get back so much more than we give. To see the gleam in a child’s eye when he or
she succeeds. To see happiness come across the face of a lonely person sets off a very warm feeling.
I have walked with some of society’s so-called best, but I’ve also been hugged by some of society’s
least. I know I cherish the latter a lot more. In this plan we are but one little candle, but when you dare
to care it does make for a better world.
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We are given many talents, and God creates hope for us all. He lifts us to great heights. We have
conquered parts of outer space, yet He is always there to humble us by exposing us to great suffering
and hurt. God reveals himself in the outstretched hands of a loved one; in the outstretched hands of
a child in need. He reveals himself through those who are handicapped; those who have the least. He
brings love, hope and happiness to those of us who already appear to have so much more. He touches
us after a tough loss, but no matter how bad we’ve done that day, friends and family will still be there.
... Nobody has touched more lives than God.... ?

For all its clichéd banality Sandusky’s ongoing self-justification nevertheless draws upon and articulates a
certain ethos and mythos of touch. To touch another is not the taking of a pleasure, although it might initially
seem to require a sacrificial abandonment of one’s safe self-enclosure (“when we dare to care”). To offer touch
is to give oneself more than one had, by giving away. Touch might appear, at least metaphorically, as the ethical
concept par excellence: the power of touch signals both the capacity to reach towards what is not oneself, and
to be open to what is not oneself (to be touched).

And yet there is a problem with this ethos of touch, which (with the benefit of hindsight) lies in its knowing and
self-aggrandizing paternalism. If there has been a move away from haptocentrism towards hypo-haptocentrism,
both in philosophy and beyond, it might be for the same reasons. Both philosophy and popular culture more
generally have become wary of the ethical problem of expertise and paternalism. The Sandusky quotation is a
“top down” or centred model of touch. There is a toucher who bestows life and spirit upon a body that requires
the touch of life. (Think of spirit animating matter, God breathing life into Adam, or the general promise that
lies in being anointed.) God is the locus of the good, and when I reach out and touch another (when I “dare to
care”) it is ultimately the hand of God that acts through us all. Touch is an unquestioned good precisely because
the isolated, damaged, lost individual is so abandoned that they do not have the wherewithal or sense to redeem
themselves; they require the caring and intervening touch of a higher power. This centred model, where touch
is properly and primarily located in a higher benevolent power (and which might be read as the locus classicus
of colonial and other enlightening paternalisms) has been displaced by a dispersed touch, where there is no
distinction between toucher and touched, and there is no God’s eye view or elevated good reason that might
validate or sanctify touch.

Deconstruction, as already noted, rejected the privilege of reason as a mode of self-presence that might ground
and legitimate ethical claims: the valorization of proximity was displaced by deconstruction’s attention to the
ways in which reason would always need to take place through the deferrals and distance of time and space.
The figure of a thought that feels itself, is present to itself, and coincides with itself represses the diffuse
and never presentable geneses through which it comes into being. But if there are philosophical grounds for
rejecting the supreme self-governance of reason, there are also everyday ethical reasons: post-Kantian ethical
theory begins from the idea that there is no privileged self-knowing, self-grasping foundation, and so in the
absence of foundations one can never speak or act with supreme authority.'* Centred and transcendent models
of the good enabled paternalistic justifications: I could reach out and touch you, act for you, because I am closer
to a divinity or reason that is really your proper being. On such a paternalistic or “specialist” understanding,
there is a good that can be approached, approximated and that can act as the ground for decisions. From
Kant to Derrida the emphasis on a necessary gap or distance between the self-presence of the ground and the
discursive differences of reason has precluded any notion of moral experts or foundations. We begin, in media
res, at a necessary distance from any supposed origin. But in addition to philosophical reasons for questioning
haptocentrism or the notion of some proximate good that might provide a foundation for ethics and morality if
only it could be grasped, there are—as I have already suggested — practical and cultural reasons.

Without positing some causality between cultural conditions and structures of feeling, or ideologies and
cultural production, it might nevertheless be worth asking why we are making the much-proclaimed affective
turn now? Why, today, are we insisting that it is not only reason that has the power to come close to the
sense of the world, but that life as such—beyond humans—senses itself. The skin, the body, things, plants,
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animals: these are not isolated inert objects that are simply there for the sake of a self-present reason, but have
their own sense. Further, and more importantly, everything touches. We must (so the story goes) go beyond
valorising the hand of man that has been figured and privileged as not simply a body part or an organ oriented to
survival, but as a capacity for touching and rendering a life-world (what Derrida refers to as “humanualism”);
for all life from insects to things is part of this grand self-touching world. We might say that “man” (the figure
of self-affecting, self-constituting and self-present reason) is no longer the privileged figure of presence that
calls out to be displaced: for it is now life, the world, cosmos or Gaia that is always already in touch with
itself. I would suggest that it is no longer resistant or counter-normative to privilege process, dynamism, inter-
connectedness, embodiment, affect and de-centered auto-poetic systems over distinct and logically oriented
individuals. We have shifted from human or rational haptocentrism, in which knowledge and the good are
grounded on a privileged locus of auto-affection—a reason that touches itself, or a subject that presents to
itself —to hyperhaptocentrism, in which everything is in touch with everything else. There is one grand network
of proximity and mutual, dynamic inter-affective touch.

Hyper-haptocentrism is at once a theoretical motif and a pop culture fetish. Hyper-haptocentrism’s manifest
refusal of man might also be read as an ultrahumanism. That is, if man has been valorised and regarded as “the
subject” it is because it was man who was not a being among beings, but the locus of reason and self-presence
that enabled any world or thought of being emerge. Rather than reject the value of proximity and affective self-
presence through which man appears to himself, this power to be affective is now attributed to all life, and all
non-life beyond man. We can see this, as I have already suggested, both in popular culture (especially when it
targets the logical subject of modernity) and in theory (also focused on the same target as “man.”) Consider,
again, the highly dichotomous film Avatar, which sets itself against the managerialism of modern man. The
military forces that are the villains of the narrative are oriented towards a single object—unobtainium —and
use instrumental reason and technology to achieve their desired end, regardless of the means, and regardless
of the more complex and distributed forces that they will need to encounter to secure unobtainium. Pandora’s
Navi’l, by contast, inhabit a world that is—in the words of the sympathetic character portrayed by Sigourney
Weaver—structured like a “neural network.” The Navi’l communicate with the animals they ride and their
surrounding fauna not by command, but by touch. The film is at once a post-humanist manifesto—targeting the
man of technology and reason in favor of an affective, interconnected and communal whole —at the same time
as it is an ultra-humanist reaction formation: the Navi’l are indeed avatars, images of a new ideal of humanity.
What renders the Navi’l ultrahuman rather than inhuman is that they exemplify the values of responsive self-
presence that have always defined man against the mere inertia of things. This is not a haptocentric world, in
which a privileged being is elevated due to its capacity for self-presence, while all else is left out of touch.
Rather, everything is proximate to everything else, in one grand self-communicating whole.

When Bruno Latour opened his compositionist manifesto by referring to Avatar, and linked the film to the
Gaia hypothesis, he reinforced a widespread thesis of mindfulness: the world is not inert matter blessed with
the capacity to be represented and known by subjects. The world itself possesses living and self-organising
properties. More importantly, the world as it is known follows from its capacity to affect, just as our being—
our identity —emerges from the various ways in which we are affected.”® The world of Pandora in Avatar is
a post-human (ultra-human) eco-utopia, not simply because it is composed of affective relations, in which
bodies relate not by way of externally imposed systems (logic, language) but by affective communication
and proximity, but also because it is like a neural network. There has been a reaction against the isolated and
distanced man of reason, who affects himself in order to be present to himself, along with a turn towards the
neural paradigm. The brain, formerly and mistakenly perceived as a computer, is now—we are constantly
reminded—not a central command centre, but a responsive, adaptive, distributed, dynamic, affective and
embodied system.'® This new neural paradigm was articulated in the works of Maturana and Varela, who
tellingly also referred to Buddhism’s model of an ego-less consciousness that is nothing other than its relation
to the world."” The legitimated and science-based theories of the brain as less like a computer and more like a
coupled and responsive system intersect with a wide range of fictional and non-fictional genres, such as Avatar
but also popular science, mysticism and contemporary cultural production. The brain is no longer the Cartesian
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ghost in the machine, nor does talk of the brain threaten to reduce the rich complexity of life to biological
determinism. On the contrary, the brain as an adaptive, responsive network that changes itself offers at once a
way out of the horrors of the self-enclosed subject, and solves the ethical problem of touch.

HYPER-HAPTO-NEURO-MYSTICISM

Mysticism does not approach what is other than itself discursively but passes to direct contact, but this contact
is not one in which the self has mastery. The self does not impose its logic on what is other for the sake of
knowledge, but is transformed by the encounter. Latour’s account of the affective and embodied nature of
knowledge avoids mysticism by stressing the notion of articulation: the body becomes what it is by being
affected, just as the world that affects the body takes on its layers of difference through the complex encounters
it enables: the world is different, and differentiated, according to the multiple approaches it offers. But, as
Cameron’s Avatar indicates, the neural paradigm is not always so cautiously and multiply articulated. Latour
(following James) refers to the multiverse, where the power to affect and be affected, cannot be exhausted
in one mode or level of actualization. Latour’s compositionist manifesto is however posed directly against
a tradition of critique that would somehow establish a point outside the assumptions and practices through
which the world is given; it is not surprising, then, that he would appeal to Cameron’s Avarar, where the land
of Pandora is likened to a neural network, in order to overcome the modern divorce between knowing and
deciding mind, and a nature that would provide some stable ground for knowledge. Beyond Latour’s work the
notion of the neural network or global brain serves to unify in a manner that overcomes the ethical tension of
touch. If bodies are always already connected, and always already attuned to a world of others then touch is at
once life’s proper mode, at the same time as one could determine clearly and in advance that certain styles of
touch—those that were neither mutual nor attuned—could be distinguished as improper.

On the one hand there can be no ethics without touch: the isolated body that is sufficient unto itself, without
relation, and without the tendency or capacity to be affected could not be said to be a living being. (This much
is already explicit in Latour’s work on the body and his insistence on the power to be affected.) But ethics is
also, necessarily, a question of distance, and “letting be.” Touch and relations in general are required precisely
because the other person or other living being is different, and one cannot assume in advance any right or
imperative to touch. The other to whom we reach out, or about whom we “dare to care,” is also other only in
a certain incapacity to be touched. We are presented with an ethical imperative to reach out and touch (and be
touched), but we must also recognize a certain distance and alterity that cannot be reduced. This is the motif of
Levinas’s work on the necessary alterity of the other, an alterity that (according to Derrida) must at once resist
the violence of any all-subsuming relation but that must, also necessarily, suffer the form of a lesser violence:
“A Being without violence would be a Being which would occur outside the existent: nothing; nonhistory;
nonoccurrence; nonphenomenality.”'® There is always some subsumption and reduction of the other, and just
as Derrida insists that there is no such thing as a non-violent relation—for all relations must to some extent
reduce the pure distance of ethics—we can begin to conclude that there is also no such thing as proper touch.
Recognizing the other as other reduces the other’s absolute separation. And yet for all this supreme difficulty
of touch, touch has come to be regarded not so much as cure but as the sign that there has never had been any
problem at all. The idea that the world, others, knowledge, feeling and even one’s own self might be different
and untouchable has been diagnosed as a modern ill—a problem of the wrong way of thinking—that simply
needs to be recognized as a false problem.

For some time a computational model of the brain has been criticized for continuing a tradition of Cartesian
separation from the world. It is not the case that the brain, housed within the body, processes information
and then directs the body to act. The brain is not a “ghost in the machine,” nor is it some distinct organ
located within a body that it commands. Rather, the brain is an embodied, adaptive, plastic, dynamic and —
most importantly —distributed network. In the case of cognitive science two distinct claims are made. First,
relations precede subjects: in the beginning is a connection to the world, from which something like a distinct
and thinking subject is formed. It makes no sense to ask how selves come to know and represent the world,
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for in the beginning is the world—a “coupled” system of embodied brain and affecting world. There are not
selves who touch, but a general realm of affect and interconnectedness from which distinct individuals are
effected (effects of affect). Second, the brain does not stop at the borders of the skull, or the mind or the self,
but is extended.”” The extended mind includes all those supplements, prostheses and technologies through
which we think: the notes on our ipad, the smartphone’s auto-correct function that has adapted to our personal
lexicon, and the shopping suggestions on one’s amazon homepage.?’ These devices don’t read your mind,
as though your mind were some sort of container; the mind just is a series of inter-connected and adaptive
tendencies. The mind is not a thing, and is not contained within any single body; it is itself a network and a
node in broader networks. The mind is always already in touch with everything else in one grand “mindful”
cosmos.?! This notion has not only taken hold of critical theory, cognitive science and crossover studies that
shuttle between the two; it also has popular culture purchase and it is here that the neural paradigm becomes a
form of mysticism, or positing of direct and unmediated contact.

Indeed, it might be worthwhile to connect three works concerned with touch precisely because they articulate
different economies of touch (and yet indicate —sometimes by avoiding it—a common problem). The first, that
I have already quoted, is Jerry Sandusky’s Touched—a rather unremarkable reiteration of the ways in which
paternalistic touch is sanctified by way of a prior assumption of haptocentric value: the touch from father to child
is an extension of a divine touch that is grander than us all and that operates beyond our ken. The second text is
Jacques Derrida’s On Touching, which accuses various strands of supposedly post-Cartesian phenomenology
of a hyper-haptocentrism. The third “text” is the recent Fox television series Touched in which a young autistic
boy is cared for by his father, his mother having died in the twin towers attacks of 9/11. The young autistic
child, Jake, cannot be touched, and yet it is his physical untouchability and linguistic silence that renders him
ultimately into a pure force of touch and communication. Each episode poses some problem (often political)
of a gap or distance—siblings separated across nations, children given away into adoption, lovers who have
missed encounters and lost touch, and a whole series of intertwining connections that are maintained mystically
by way of the coupling of the young autistic boy Jake and technology. Jake collects mobile phones, numbers,
sequences, patterns and all forms of digitalized data but uses these seemingly inhuman and formalized systems
to discern and disseminate links among humans. He will continually write a number, only for that number to
appear on an airline schedule, apartment door or birthdate, and this in turn will allow the father—the mystified
but submissive conduit—to execute plans that will reunite lost souls. In one episode two musician siblings, one
of whom has undergone gender reassignment, are reunited; the episode concludes with a montage of musicians
and singers across the globe contributing to one unifying cross-cultural anthem. At the level of politics the
Fox series offers a classic example of Fredric Jameson’s notion of ideology,”> where symbolic resolution is
provided for political problems: the scars of 9/11 —of an unbridgeable, unreadable and violent cultural war—
are overcome in a cosy “love makes the world go around” anthem. Even 9/11 discloses a greater benevolence:
the father, played by Kiefer Sutherland, has abandoned his job as a journalist to become a networker, executing,
while not questioning, his son’s enigmatic “messages.”

But I would suggest that this political working-through is possible because of a deeper problem of touch, and a
notion of hypo-haptocentrism. The young child, in his inability to touch, is liberated from the messy, concrete
and sexually fraught networks of physical proximity. He then functions as (and articulates) a utopian figure
for a touch that is everywhere and nowhere —freed from the determining systems of language and the located
finitudes of the body. Like Cameron’s Avatar, the series opposes a “top-down” bureaucratic and manipulative
corporate power (the bio-tech company that is harnessing the intuitive and empathetic neural networks of
specially gifted individuals) to the silent communication of Jake, whose “voice” is heard only in each episode’s
opening:

490000 babies will be born today... each of them unique... and each one of them a link in the greater
human chain. And the moment their umbilical cord is severed they’ll become an individual, their own
hopes, dreams and desires. And in fact each one of us is made up of a dozen systems which in turn
comprise 60 trillion cells and those cells house countless proteins, DNA organelles; what appears to
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be an individual is actually a network; each one of us is in fact a living breathing community but it
doesn’t stop there; why would it? Every individual hope you harbor; every dream you attain, every
desire you fulfill has an impact far greater than you can imagine. At least that is how it looks from
where I am sitting.®

This paradisiacal condition of the untouchable yet always fully attuned child is heightened by the ongoing
plotline of the series in which the father and son are at constant war with state child services, who appear to be
in collusion with capitalist corporations to exploit the extraordinary evolved skills of the young Jake and his
kind. Twenty-first century figurations of ethics at once fetishize touch and proximity —ranging from theories
of affect to a whole series of pop culture appropriations of the neural paradigm (such as the television series
Perception in which a professor of neurology is unable to achieve personal proximity and touch but nevertheless
solves a series of crimes through his capacity to “read” the brain’s complex networks and messages). It is as
though the individual, with his specific body and violability might be magically transported from the entire
problem of the necessary violence of touch and given over to a virtual touch that is achieved by refusing and
resenting cognition. Not only does this lure of hyper-hypo-hapto-neurocentrism intensify (while providing an
alibi for) what Abigail Bray has referred to as “corporate paedophilia,” where the child is fetishized and yet
also presented as the innocent potentiality that will save us from technocracy, it precludes a consideration of
the ethics of touch at a cosmic level >

We should not, perhaps, be surprised that the deconstructive insistence on a certain necessary violence could
not be heard. Touch, I would suggest, is—and should remain —an ethical problem. There can be no proper
touch because all living is a form of contamination, where the condition of being a living being must be at
once a relation of unthought touch and proximity, alongside a no less necessary refusal of unconditional touch.
Both the hysteria that surrounds excessively violent touch, and the euphoria that surrounds the fantasy of pure
touch mitigate rather than confront what ought to be the compelling problem of touch. We live by touch and
yet can never—as living beings—either achieve or avoid the contamination of touch. Touch is required for
any achievement of the proper, and yet there is no proper touch. It is symptomatic that precisely when the
impossible question of touch ought to be posed—when we are dealing increasingly with the violence and
intrusion of touch (both human to human, and human to non-human)—that we present touch as salvation and
cure, rather than the impossible predicament that can never be silenced.

CLAIRE COLEBROOK is Edwin Erle Sparks Professor of English at Pennsylvania State University.
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HUMANISM AND SOLIDARITY
Todd May

Anti-humanism isn’t what it used to be. When I was younger, anti-humanism was associated with names like
Heidegger, Althusser, and Foucault, especially the Foucault of The Order of Things. It was a reaction against
the privileging of the human perspective, a privileging that placed the human at the center of experience, or
gave the human a particular and elevated role to play in shaping the world, or ascribed to the human subject
a transparency that allowed it to know itself and determine its future and world according to that knowledge.
We might see this, a bit overly simply, as a reaction against the existentialist privileging of subjectivity and the
subjective formation of experience. For Heidegger, humanism was the privileging of the human over Being,
and the task of thought was to return the human from the lord of Being to its shepherd. For Althusser, as for
other structuralists, centering analysis on the human mistakenly ascribed a central role to human or perhaps
conscious human control. What was required was an analysis that saw the human as product rather than author
of the world’s processes. For Foucault, the human was simply a passing historical category, one that, as he
announced, “would be erased, like a face drawn at the edge of the sea.”

More recently, anti-humanism seems less a reaction against humanism and more an attempt to place the human
in a wider field. I am tempted to say that this new arena of thought is less an anti-humanism than an a-humanism.
Since anti-humanism has been around for a generation or so—that is to say, from when I was younger—it is
a less urgent task to push back against the human. What has taken the place of anti-humanism are forms
of thought that instead see the human as a something that occurs alongside or within more encompassing
perspectives. We might say, again in an overly simple way, that the task of current a-humanist thought is not to
displace the centrality of the human but to diminish its theoretical size, or that the new a-humanism does not so
much displace the human or its significance as dissolve it.

Two currents of thought exemplify this. One, with which you will all be familiar, is the fashionable theoretical
prominence of evolutionary thought. Evolutionary thought sees the human as the product of a long and
contingent history, one that did not aim to produce us, and will undoubtedly produce something else eventually
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as the result of changing ecological conditions or even perhaps of our own environmental ineptitude. Moreover,
in effacing the animal-human distinction—by showing, among other things, that other animals are much
smarter than we once thought and that we are much dumber than we once thought—the human is placed back
into nature as one biological category alongside others.

At first glance the a-humanism of evolutionary thought might seem similar to Foucault’s anti-humanism in 7he
Order of Things. After all, don’t both see the human, or in Foucault’s case “man,” as a passing phenomenon,
one that emerges out of a pre-human history and will dissolve into a post-human one? This superficial similarity
dissolves, however, when we recognize that Foucault is talking here about the category of “man” as a conceptual
element of an epistemic formation, while evolutionary thought is talking about actual human beings. Otherwise
put, Foucault displaces the significance of human subjectivity through historicizing the category of “man,”
while evolutionary thought sees human beings themselves as historical phenomena that emerge and dissolve
through a particular history. The concept of “man” will not be dissolved; it will be displaced by other concepts
in the next epistemic formation.

The other current of thought, not entirely divorced from the first, we might call loosely a kind of systems thought.
It places the human within a larger material system that sometimes operates at the sub-human, sometimes at
the human, and sometimes at the supra-human or group level. We can find the roots of this perspective in the
thought of Gilles Deleuze on the one hand and Donna Haraway’s seminal “Cyborg Manifesto” on the other;
two interesting contemporary versions of it are to be found in John Protevi’s Political Affect and Jane Bennett’s
Vital Matter.

Protevi’s interest is in how affect works in politics. It is a challenge to theories of politics that are too
intellectualist. But his claim is not simply that affect plays an important part in our political behavior. He doesn’t
want only to say, for instance, that the affect mobilized into white anger played a huge role in my home state of
South Carolina’s embarrassing itself by voting for Newt Gingrich in the recent primary. His has bigger fish to
fry than that. Protevi places the entire concept of affect in a systems view that recognizes affect to operate both
beneath and beyond the conscious subject, and in the relations between beneath and beyond. Borrowing not
only from Deleuze, but also from biologists like Francisco Varela and cognitive theorists like Antonio Damasio,
he develops the concept of bodies politic, a concept that can refer to individual bodies, pre-individual parts of
bodies, and groups of bodies, whether small-scale or civic. “The concept of bodies politic is meant to capture
the emergent—that is, the embodied and embedded —character of subjectivity: the production, bypassing, and
surpassing of subjectivity in the imbrications of somatic and social systems.”

The structure of Protevi’s system is a rich one, and I can only gesture at it here. Roughly, it asks us to stop
thinking of our world as a set of discrete elements in interaction, but rather as a dynamic system of processes
in which what appear to be discrete elements are in fact emergent properties arising from the unfolding of
the system itself. This dynamic system is not an utter chaos of interaction. There are certain virtual points
of the system, called attractors, that draw the process toward them. However, this drawing-toward does not
guarantee that the system will arrive there. And even when it does, that arrival does not result in a state at
rest. As Deleuze reminds us, the actual is always inhabited by a virtual that can de-stabilize—or in Deleuze’s
term “deterritorialize” —the system.’ Moreover, systems do not exist in isolation. They are connected to other
systems in a variety of ways. This means that any particular system, for example an embodied human being, is
subject both to systems exterior to it, for example other human beings, as well as systems in which it is itself
an element, for example various bodies politic.

In this approach, it is not difficult to see the role affect might play. At the simplest level, a political leader can
appeal to the affective level as well as the cognitive one. But Protevi’s systems approach allows for much
more sophisticated operations of political affect, such as the contagion of affect across various bodies politic,
a contagion that can spread more easily if there are attractors in the system (or systems within the system,
system here being a relative term) that are receptive to it. In his book, Protevi offers the example of the case
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of Terri Schiavo, whose apparent responsiveness to external stimuli, a responsiveness that in fact was only the
random expressions associated with her persistent vegetative state, can induce an affect of concern across a
body politic, one that in her case had nothing to do with her actual biological condition.

The a-humanism of Protevi’s approach can be seen in his placement of the human inside the dynamic system,
and in his claim that the human is subtended and, if [ may be allowed the term, supertended by forces that not
only make it what it is but that operate across it, at times effacing its ontological integrity. The same can be said
of Jane Bennett’s recent Vibrant Matter, a book that, like Protevi’s, embeds the human in a system that not only
questions the primacy of human action over matter but more importantly seeks to lend the concept of action to
matter that is usually considered inert.

Borrowing Bruno Latour’s term actant, Bennett sees matter as possessing an efficacy that has often been
missed in discussion of the relation of human to environment. The model she criticizes characterizes this
relation as one in which the human acts, most animals simply behave (although some act more or less), and the
rest of the environment is acted upon. Bennett finds this model to be inadequate on two levels. First, it does not
adequately characterize what happens in an environment: that is, it falls short descriptively. There is much more
activity that takes place than just that ascribed to the human. Second, it is politically inadequate in that it does
not point the way forward toward a proper environmental ethic. That is to say, it is also normatively insufficient.
She writes, “to begin to experience the relationship between persons and other materialities more horizontally,
is to take a step toward a more ecological sensibility.”*

With regard to description, Bennett borrows Deleuze’s concept of assemblage in order to show that environments
are processes of interaction among disparate acting elements. “Assemblages are ad hoc groupings of diverse
elements, of vibrant matter of all sorts. Assemblages are living, throbbing confederations that are able to
function despite the persistent presence of energies that confound them from within.”” She offers as an example
of such assemblages the 2003 blackout, which was the product not only of human error or a freak weather
event—a thunderstorm that struck the electric grid—but an intersection of these with many other elements,
including the character of electricity as involving both active and reactive power.

Another example, on which she spends a chapter, is eating. We think of obesity as the product of human
decision. In fact, she argues, things are more complex. Fatty foods are of different types. As they enter our
bodies they do different things. Omega-3 fatty acids work differently on the body from saturated fats. They
may produce improved human moods, which in turn affect how humans act. Saturated fats, since they aren’t
nutritional, may not sate human hunger, provoking more eating behavior. In short, food is “an actant in an
agentic assemblage that includes among its members my metabolism, cognition, and moral sensibility. Human
intentionality is surely an important element of the public that is emerging around the idea of diet, obesity, and
food security, but it is not the only actor or necessarily the key operator in it. Food, as a self-altering, dissipative
materiality, is also a player.”®

This view leads to a wider conception of politics than one centered in human activity. Invoking and modifying
Dewey’s view of a public, Bennett writes, “A public is a cluster of bodies harmed by the actions of others or
even by actions born from their own actions as these trans-act: harmed bodies draw near each other and seek to
engage in new acts that will restore their power, protect against future harm, or compensate for damage done.”’
A public, then, is a community of actants modifying one another in transversal and often unpredictable ways.

Both Protevi’s and Bennett’s a-humanisms are politically sensitive. In fact, they take politics as a goal of
their analysis. They seek to offer an understanding of politics that opens possibilities that a more humanist
politics would not have recognized. The question I want to raise here, which will take the form of a dilemma,
is that of what kind of politics can be enacted with an a-humanist understanding. Ultimately, I will claim that
a-humanism has its limits, and that much of what we would like to promote under the banner of politics will
require an inescapably humanist approach. It is not that we can or must ignore the lessons of contemporary
a-humanism. Far from it. Rather, the claim will be that the kind of politics many of us would want to endorse
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cannot emerge as directly from contemporary a-humanism as we might like, but must instead take it on board
in a more indirect fashion.

In order to approach the question of the relation of a-humanism to political activity, let’s leave anti-humanism
and a-humanism to the side for a moment, and turn toward politics. Most traditional political thought can be
classified as falling under the liberal tradition. This tradition, as Iris Marion Young helpfully reminded us,
cleaves to the distributive paradigm, which, in her words, “defines social justice as the proper distribution
of social benefits and burdens among society’s members.”® The question for such a politics is, What is owed
to whom and why? This owing, of course, does not need to be material. It can be, for instance, the owing of
protection for certain rights. So someone like Robert Nozick, for whom any redistribution would be anathema,
is still a card-carrying member of the liberal tradition and the distributive paradigm that characterizes it.

One might ask here not only what is owed, but to whom it is owed and, in addition, who does the owing? The
first question has different answers. For Nozick, for instance, it is everyone who is equally owed liberty. For
John Rawls, by contrast, while everyone is owed basic liberties, those who are the least advantaged are also
owed whatever resources might assist them in such a way that societies must be arranged to their greatest
benefit. The question of who is owed is, of course, inseparable from that of what is owed. If one owes resources
to those who need them, then one does not owe anything to those who don’t. However, when it comes to who
does the owing, everyone in the liberal tradition is agreed. It is the state or one of its aligned institutions that
does the owing. The state owes the protection of liberty, the resources or opportunities that are required, the
goods that are to be shared or distributed. This should not be surprising. After all, in a society of any size, there
will a whole lot of owing going on. And if there is, this places a burden on whatever entity it is that is doing the
owing. And in most societies, the natural entity that fills the bill here is the state. Therefore, the liberal tradition,
the distributive paradigm, and the focus on the state are of a piece.

The distributive paradigm need not, however, be tied to the state and the liberal tradition. For instance,
inasmuch as one takes on board in a political fashion Levinas’ ethics of unpayable debt to the other, one would
have the makings of a theory of something like distribution. This distribution would not be of anything that
could actually be given. That is the point of Levinas’ ethics; one is never quits with the other. Instead, it would
be a theory of infinite owing, of the kind one sees in moments of Derrida’s political thought, for example in his
discussions of hospitality or democracy-to-come.

The distributive paradigm as a theory of owing is in one sense of a piece with a-humanism, and in another
in tension with it. The way it is of a piece with a-humanism is that it can meet some of the specific demands
posited by a-humanist theories. For instance, it appears in evolutionary theory in the question of what is owed
to non-human animals. In an intriguing and hopeful development, Spain is considering offering basic rights of
protection of life, liberty, and against torture, in keeping with Paola Cavalieri’s and Peter Singer’s Great Ape
Project. This is a classic liberal political strategy, continuous with the history of liberal enfranchisement of
previously marginalized groups.

Bennett’s a-humanism asks of us that we conceive our relation to ourselves and our environment differently,
and act toward the environment out of that conception. Rather than seeing ourselves as stewards of the
environment, we should see ourselves as entire environments —of microbes, worms, and organs —nested within
other environments. “If [traditional] environmentalism leads to the call for the protection and wise management
of an ecosystem that surrounds us, a vital materialism suggests that the task is to engage more strategically with
a trenchant materiality that is us as it vies with us in agentic assemblages.” This creates a set of duties for us,
but from within the complex we inhabit.

Protevi’s case is more complex, since he does not posit particular demands to be met. However, at least one
of the elements of his analysis would be amenable to the distributive paradigm, and even state action. The
conception of attractors posits certain areas that attract forces to particular structural arrangements. Inasmuch
as one can detect those attractors, there could be a duty to shuttle things toward certain attractors and away from
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others. For instance, in his discussion of Hurricane Katrina, Protevi traces a convergence of environmental
conditions, historical immigration, and racialized fear. One can imagine here a duty to intervene against the
racialized fear that, in the case of the hurricane, motivated so many of the false stories about violence and
reinforced the efforts of national authorities to obstruct the practices of mutual aid that were rife among those
stranded during the days after Katrina struck.

While the liberal conception of owing or of duties may be consonant with contemporary a-humanism, the
structure of distribution is not. The distributor is an entity that is in a relation of hierarchy to the distributed.
The state gives, the people receive. One might object here that the people also give, in the form of taxation.
However, the point of taxation is to allow the state to give. Taxation helps states pay what they owe, whether
it be to those in need, the military, or, in contemporary practice, for protection for well-heeled corporations.
By contrast, a-humanism conceives a much more nearly egalitarian structure, one that does not privilege
any particular entity but instead sees all entities as emergent properties of a system, a system conceived not
hierarchically but, in Bennett’s term, “horizontally.”

This horizontality is in keeping with the goal of a-humanism, which is to undermine the privileges associated
with humanist thought. By placing the human, or elements of what is usually associated with the human, into
a system, a larger process, hierarchies are flattened out. It is the dynamic system, rather than any particular
element in it, that is the object of analysis. This flattening out runs counter to the structure of a distributive
approach toward politics, and to that extent counter to the traditional liberal view.

Recently, however, and alongside —although not in tandem with—contemporary a-humanism is an approach
to politics that is more horizontal. I should note in passing that this approach is not entirely new. Anarchist
thought as it existed in the nineteenth century and has been recently revived as a non-hierarchical approach
to politics. However, traditional anarchism is not our concern at the moment. What I am interested in here is
the emergence of what might be called a politics of solidarity, one that stresses more egalitarian moments in
politics rather than distributive ones. This approach can be seen, although a bit ambivalently, in the work of
Alain Badiou. It appears much more clearly in the political thought of Jacques Ranciere. It is to him, then, that
we turn in order to seek a more horizontal view of politics, one whose structure converges more closely with
the structure of contemporary a-humanism. It is also in his thought that we will see mostly clearly the limits of
this convergence.

For Ranciere, the central element of politics is collective action out of the presupposition of equality, a
presupposition that inheres in the action if not in the conscious reflection of those engaged in it. “Equality is
not a given that politics then presses into service, an essence embodied in the law or a goal politics sets itself
the task of attaining. It is a mere assumption that needs to be discerned within the practices implementing it.”'°
‘We must ask then what it is to act out of equality. But preliminary to that, we must ask what kind of equality is
to be presupposed. If people are to act out of the presupposition of equality, what exactly is the equality out of
which they act? Here Ranciere’s answer may seem surprising. The equality out of which they act is the equality
of intelligence.

The idea of the equality of intelligence may sound strange to many of us. It certainly did for me the first time I
read Ranciere. But when he writes of the equality of intelligence, he does not mean that we are equally capable
of scoring the same on SAT exams or getting the same scholastic grades (although he does argue that we are all
much more capable of that than current social arrangements might lead us to believe). He does not mean that
we can all understand advanced quantum theory, thank goodness. What he is after is more pedestrian. We can
all talk to one another, reason with one another, and construct meaningful lives on the basis of this reasoning
and our own reflections. While our specific intellectual skills may differ from one another, we are all equally
capable of using those skills to communicate, to discuss, to make decisions, to take account of the world around
us, and to act on the basis of all this. The presupposition of the equality of intelligence is the starting point for
all politics. “[O]ur problem,” he writes, “isn’t proving that all intelligence is equal. It’s seeing what can be done
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under that supposition. And for this, it’s enough for us that the opinion be possible—that is, that no opposing
truth be proved.”"!

The obstacle, of course, is that societies are not arranged on the presupposition of equality. In fact, they are
arranged on the contrary presupposition. Social arrangements fall into various hierarchies of inequality. There
are those who make decisions governing the lives of others and those who are governed. There are those who
do intellectual work and those who do manual work. There are those who contribute to the public space and
those who are relegated to the private sphere. And, in the end, there are those who have a part to play in forming
and deciding the character of a given society —those who count and whose views are counted —and those who
do not. Ranciere calls this social ordering the “police.” “Politics is generally seen as the set of procedures
whereby the aggregation and consent of collectivities is achieved, the organization of powers, the distribution
of place and roles, and the systems for legitimizing this distribution. I propose to give this system of distribution
another name. I propose to call it the police.”'? The idea here is that social space is partitioned into specific
roles that reflect a variety of presupposed inequalities, and that partitioning is policed (and often self-policed)
in order to sustain the partitions.

Given this picture of social arrangements, much of what is called “politics” in everyday language is, for
Ranciére, not really politics but merely more humane or more efficient policing. For instance, to subsidize the
poor with welfare payments is still policing, since it retains the partitioning of social space as it is. There is no
challenge to the partitioning itself, merely a blunting of some of its more deleterious effects. This is not to say
subsidizing the poor is no better than not subsidizing them. It is instead to keep alive the distinction between
policing and real politics.

Politics begins with the challenge to the police order in the name of equality. Here is where the radical nature
of Ranciere’s thought begins to emerge. Equality, in challenging hierarchies, does not seek to offer another,
better social partitioning than the one that is the object of challenge. To engage in politics is not to commend
one police order as better than another. It is to challenge the concept of partitioning itself. The presupposition of
equality does not work by offering a stabilizing set of equal roles for everyone to play; it works by undermining
the hierarchies inherent in the very idea of a stabilizing set of roles. “I...propose to reserve the term politics
for an extremely determined activity antagonistic to policing: whatever breaks with the tangible configuration
whereby parties and parts or lack of them are defined by a presupposition that, by definition, has no place in that
configuration—that of the part that has no part....political activity is always a mode of expression that undoes
the perceptible divisions of the police order by implementing a basically heterogeneous assumption, that of
the part who have no part, an assumption that, at the end of the day, itself demonstrates the contingency of the
order, the equality of any speaking being with any other speaking being.”'?

This quick, and undoubtedly inadequate sketch of Ranciére’s view allows us to see the horizontal character
of his view. Rather than a hierarchical division into distributor and recipient, Ranciére’s thought lays the
groundwork for an egalitarian political solidarity. This would seem in keeping with the a-humanism we have
been discussing, and in one sense it is. In another sense, though, it is in tension with it. We can see the tension
in the previous quote, which concludes that the presupposition of equality is an equality of “any speaking
being with any other speaking being.” This character of the presupposition seems to place it squarely within a
humanism of the kind that would be anathema to a politics rooted in a-humanism. We must ask, then, what role
the idea of the equality of speaking beings plays in Ranciere’s thought, and whether there is a way to conceive
or re-conceive this role in terms that would be more open to a-humanism.

For Ranciere, politics is the creation of a collective subject, a subjectification as he calls it. This collective
subject neither arises from nor produces collective action under the presupposition of equality. It is co-extensive
with it. We might say that the action produces the collective subject just as the collective subject produces the
action. What is a collective subject? It is a collection of individuals who presuppose the equality of one another
in their common action. But in order for that to happen, there has to be the ability for such recognition. Ranciere
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uses the term “speaking being” to refer to such an ability. I'm not entirely convinced that the connection
between speaking and the ability to presuppose another as an equal is as close as his writings indicate that he
thinks it is. That is, it does not seem to me to be a necessary condition of the ability to presuppose another to
be equal that one is a speaking being. However, at least some higher level cognitive capacities must be in play
in order for that ability to be displayed.

Moreover, a collective subject requires more than simply that ability. It requires co-ordinated actions with
others on the basis of the expression of that ability. In order to be a member of a collective subject in political
action in Ranciere’s sense, I must be able to presuppose the equality of another and act alongside that other
out of that presupposition. This does not require that I reflectively recognize myself as having that ability or
as expressing it in my contribution to collective action. Recall that for Ranciere the presupposition of equality
in a political action is often “discerned,” not consciously claimed. Nevertheless, beings capable of political
action through solidarity must be able to act in a mutual fashion out of that presupposition in order to form the
collective subject that solidarity requires.

Sally Scholz, in her book Political Solidarity, defines political solidarity, as opposed to what she calls social
solidarity or civic solidarity as, “a unity of individuals each responding to a particular situation of injustice,
oppression, social vulnerability, or tyranny.”'* This definition is kin to Ranciére’s concept of subjectification,
and it captures the bottom-up view of politics that we are articulating here in contrast to the distributive view
we saw above. It is also a structural kin to the a-humanism we described at the outset. Political solidarity is the
coming together of disparate elements in a horizontal way, an assemblage in the term Deleuze uses and Bennett
borrows, that gives rise to an emergent state of the system—a collective political movement. (Bennett further
notes that in Ranciere’s thought, both its fluid and disruptive character parallel her a-humanist vision, although
this is a bit wide of the current point.)"

However, if we turn away from the structural similarities between solidarity and a-humanism, we see an
aspect of solidarity that seems to push it into the humanist camp, namely the requirement that participants in a
solidarity movement be able to presuppose the equality of others and act in a co-ordinated fashion out of that
presupposition. Beings that can do that must share a good bit with humans, or at least be human-like in some
important ways. Not only must they have those particular abilities, but if we are to be able to form movements
of solidarity with them, they must be able to presuppose and act in a co-ordinated fashion with human beings.
This will limit the population of beings capable of solidarity; it recalls to us the restriction Ranciere places upon
politics as involving the equality of speaking beings.

And so here we have a dilemma. In order to accommodate contemporary a-humanism, we can revert to a more
traditional politics that might allow for a distributive approach to the issues a-humanism raises. However, this
carries with it all the problems of distributive approaches and in addition the problem that it is structurally
divergent from the recognition to which a-humanism seeks to call our attention. On the other hand, we can
embrace a more horizontal politics of equality, a politics of solidarity, but at the cost of limiting the participants
in that solidarity to those who display particular human or human-like characteristics.

For the remainder of this paper, I would like to press on the second half of this dilemma. I believe there is much
merit in solidarity approaches to politics, and I would like to investigate how far this solidarity might extend. In
order to do so, I will take up the possibility of solidarity with non-human animals as a test case. This will allow
us to see both the possibilities and limitations inherent in seeking to combine solidarity with a-humanism. And
in order to perform this test case, I will turn briefly to Donna Haraway’s When Species Meet and Vicki Hearne’s
seminal article “A Walk with Washoe: How Far Can We Go?” The literature of human/non-human interaction
is vast, and far beyond my own expertise. My hope is that a glance at these two pieces will at least give us entry
into the discussion of the relationship between humanism and solidarity.
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When Species Meet is an extended meditation on the kinds of relationships humans have with non-human
animals, from experimental testing to placing videocams on animals to human/animal sport. Its aim is not to
prescribe a specific form of engagement between human and non-human animals, but instead to display the
various ways in which we are intertwined with our living kin. Along the way, however, Haraway makes particular
suggestions, as when she asks us to think of laboratory animals not so much as objects of intervention, even if
rights-bearing ones, but as workers. She writes, “My suspicion is that we might nurture responsibility with and
for other animals better by plumbing the category of labor more than the category of rights, with its inevitable
preoccupation with similarity, analogy, calculation, and honorary membership in the expanded abstraction of
the Human.”'® This suggestion is in line with her broader effort to press us to expand our thought to reach out
and capture our relationships with other animals, rather than conceptually narrowing those relationships to the
current confines of our thought.

This project comes out clearly in her long discussion of the relationship she has with her dog Cayenne Pepper
during the human/canine sport called “agility.” Here the recognition of her dog’s advanced skills meshing with
the trust required between her and Cayenne Pepper yields a complex sporting relationship that is necessary
in order to prevail in the game. This complex relationship must be developed between the particular beings
in the game. It cannot be mapped out in advance. What it requires first and foremost, however, is abandoning
preconceived notions of an abyss that separates the human from the non-human. “If we appreciate the
foolishness of human exceptionalism, then we know that becoming is always becoming with—in a contact
zone where the outcome, where who is in the world, is at stake.”"”

Vicki Hearne is also concerned with undermining preconceived notions of human/non-human relationships,
but from another angle. She points out that we often presuppose the ability to form relationships with other
animals to lie along an evolutionary continuum. This would mean that we are capable of having the deepest
relationships with our closes evolutionary relatives, the great apes. This view is reinforced by the idea that
chimpanzees seem to be able to communicate in language. The example she appeals to is that of the chimp
Washoe, who was the first chimpanzee to be taught American Sign Language. However, mutual linguistic
communication is not the only way in which relationships can develop. After all, while chimpanzees can
communicate, it is difficult with most chimps to develop the kind of trust we associate with the best forms of
domestication.

With dogs, however, the situation is different. In a gesture similar to that of Haraway’s, Hearne shows us how
training can integrate dogs into a group that includes humans and canines more readily than can be had with
most great apes. This integration need not be one that is entirely that of canine subservience, although it does
require integration of the dog into human culture more than the other way around. She insists, however, that
beings capable of such integration display a moral capacity that cannot be reduced to the intellectual capacity
associated with the ability to speak a language. “Command of language is a clue we use with one another, but
command of language turns out to be useless without respect for language. If I respect your words that means
that I give myself to responding meaningfully to what you say.”'® The ability to speak may be more accurately
ascribed to chimpanzees, but the ability to form a moral community with humans may lie more deeply with
dogs.

Both Hearne and Haraway are concerned to show the complexity of human/non-human interaction. They
pointedly display that the kinds of relationships we can have with other animals are deeper and more variegated
than we have thought. This is in keeping not only with their experiences but with recent biological and
evolutionary research that has shown the previously unrevealed genius of variou