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Abstract
There is widespread consensus in the humanities scholarly community 
that it is inappropriate to speak of a “crisis” of our field, yet we do spend a 
disproportionate amount of time actually justifying or defending our exist-
ence to the public. i want to argue that this is a constitutive contradiction of 
the humanities today and that it reflects not only public concern about our 
relevance, but also significant internal fractures within the humanities. in 
this paper, i want to look more closely at some of these inner fractures. i will 
argue that the humanities can and will survive their present predicament and 
contradictions to the extent that they will show the ability and willingness to 
undergo a major process of transformation in response to both technological 
advances and geo-political developments.

Keywords: postanthropocentrism, posthuman critical theory, anti-humanism, 
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There is widespread consensus in the Humanities scholarly community that 
it is inappropriate to speak of a “crisis” of our f ield. But nobody is denying 
that we do spend a disproportionate amount of time actually justifying or 
defending our existence to the public. I want to argue that this is a constitu-
tive contradiction of the Humanities today and that it reflects not only 
public concern about our relevance, but also signif icant internal fractures 
within the Humanities, that cannot be mended just by good will, healthy 
self-conf idence or downright denial. In this paper, I want to look more 
closely at some of these inner fractures.
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It is almost inevitable that the debate about the status and function of 
the Humanities today will raise broader issues, notably the constructions 
of the human within contemporary Humanities scholarship and an array 
of anti-humanist and posthumanist positions.1 The starting point for me 
is the anti-humanist death of Wo/Man which marks the decline of some of 
the fundamental premises of the Enlightenment and modernity, namely: 
the dualistic schemes of thought that position Man/reason/culture on the 
one side and Woman/matter/nature on the other; the progress of mankind 
through a self-regulatory and teleological ordained use of reason; secular 
scientif ic rationality allegedly aimed at the perfectibility of “Man”; and a 
unitary subject position. My general hypothesis is simple: the Humanities 
can and will survive their present predicament and contradictions to the 
extent that they will show the ability and willingness to undergo a major 
process of transformation in response to both technological advances and 
geo-political developments. We need schemes of thought and f igurations 
that enable us to account in empowering terms for the changes and transfor-
mations currently on the way. We already live in permanent states of transi-
tion, hybridisation and nomadic mobility, in emancipated (postfeminist), 
multiethnic societies with high degrees of technological mediation. These 
are neither simple, nor linear events, but rather multilayered and internally 
contradictory phenomena. They combine elements of ultra-modernity with 
splinters of neo-archaism: high tech advances and neo-primitivism, which 
defy the logic of excluded middle. The Humanities therefore need great 
creativity to cope with these challenges.

The debate is framed at the outset by the legacy of one of the great 
controversies of the 1980’s, namely the issue of humanism and posthuman-
ism. For scholars in Continental French philosophy, gender, cultural and 
postcolonial studies, as well as the interdisciplinary f ield of environmental, 
science and technology studies, the question of what notion of the “Human” 
is implied in the practice of the Humanities emerged as a central concern.

The idea of the “Human” implied in the Humanities, that is to say the 
implicit assumptions about what constitutes the basic unit of reference for 
the knowing subject, is the image of Man as a rational animal endowed with 
language. This is the humanist core of the classical vision of “Man”, which 
includes both an ideal of bodily perfection and a set of mental, discursive 
and spiritual values. This vision combines belief in human uniqueness 
with faith in a teleologically ordained view of rational progress through 
scientif ic development. 

On the critical front, anti-humanists over the last thirty years ques-
tioned both the self-representation and the image of thought implied in the 
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Humanist def inition of the Human, especially the ideas of transcendental 
reason and the notion that the subject coincides with rational conscious-
ness.2 This f lattering self-image of “Man” is as problematic as it is partial in 
that it promotes a self-centered attitude. 

This model does not only set standards for individuals, but also for their 
cultures. Humanism historically developed into a civilisational model, 
which shaped a certain idea of Europe as coinciding with the universalising 
powers of self-reflexive reason. This self-aggrandising vision assumes that 
Europe is not just a geo-political location, but rather a universal attribute 
of the human mind that can lend its quality to any suitable object. Equal 
only to itself, Europe as universal consciousness transcends its specif icity, 
or rather, posits the power of transcendence as its distinctive characteristic 
and humanistic universalism as its particularity. This makes Eurocentrism 
into more than just a contingent matter of attitude: it is a structural ele-
ment of our cultural practice, which is also embedded in both theory and 
institutional and pedagogical practices. 

This paradigm implies the dialectics of self and other, and the binary 
logic of identity and otherness as the motor for universal Humanism. Cen-
tral to this universalistic posture and its binary logic is the notion of “dif-
ference” as pejoration. By organising differences on a hierarchical scale 
of decreasing worth, this humanist subject def ined himself as much by 
what he excluded from as by what he included in his self-representation. 
Subjectivity is equated with consciousness, universal rationality, and self-
regulating ethical behavior, whereas Otherness is def ined as its negative 
and specular counterpart. In so far as difference spells inferiority, it acquires 
both essentialist and lethal connotations for people who get branded as 
“others”. These are the sexualised, racialised, and naturalised others, who 
are reduced to the less than human status of disposable bodies. We are all 
humans, but some of us are just more mortal than others. Because their 
history in Europe and elsewhere has been one of lethal exclusions and fatal 
disqualif ications, these “others” raise issues of power and exclusion. 

On the creative side, over the last thirty years, new critical epistemolo-
gies have offered alternative definitions of the “human” by inventing inter-
disciplinary areas which call themselves: “studies”, like: gender, feminism, 
ethnicity, cultural studies, postcolonial, media and new media and Human 
rights studies.3 Claims to universalism were critiqued as being exclusive, 
androcentric and Euro-centric. They support masculinist, racist or racial 
supremacist ideologies that turn cultural specif icity into a fake universal 
and normality into a normative injunction. This image of thought perverts 
the practice of the Humanities and in particular theory into an exercise 
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of hierarchical exclusion and cultural hegemony. The alternative views 
about the human and the new formations of subjectivity that have emerged 
from the radical epistemologies of Continental philosophy in the last thirty 
years do not merely oppose Humanism but create other visions of the self. 
Sexualised, racialised and naturalised differences, far from being the cat-
egorical boundary-keepers of the subject of Humanism, have evolved into 
fully-fledged alternative models of the human subject. They bring about 
the displacement of the human to an enormous extent. 

What has emerged as a potentially fatal f law at the core of the Humani-
ties is their structural anthropomorphism and perennial methodological 
nationalism.4 Let me discuss this briefly before focusing on the postan-
thropocentric turn.

Structural anthropomorphism translates into sustained hostility 
towards, or genuine incompatibility with, the culture, practice and insti-
tutional existence of science and technology. Methodological nationalism 
challenges the Humanities’ ability to cope with two of the distinctive 
features of our times: f irstly the scientif ic rise of “Life” sciences and tech-
nologically mediated communication and knowledge transfer. Secondly, 
the need to take into account cultural diversity, notably between different 
geo-political areas but also within each one of them. 

The issue of methodological nationalism is crucial in that it is in-built 
into the European Humanities’ self-representation. Edward Said reminded 
us that Humanism must shed its smug Euro-centrism and become an 
adventure in difference and alternative cultural traditions. This shift of 
perspectives requires a prior consciousness-raising on the part of Humani-
ties scholars: “Humanists must recognise with some alarm that the politics 
of identity and the nationalistically grounded system of education remain 
at the core of what most of us actually do, despite changed boundaries 
and objects of research”.5 We shall see later how the changed institutional 
structure of the contemporary university both rests upon the decline of 
the nation state as the horizon for research and also has the potential to 
contribute to a postnational perspective. 

Contemporary European subjects of knowledge must meet the ethical 
obligation to be accountable for their past history and the long shadow 
it casts on their present-day politics.6 The new mission that Europe has 
to embrace entails the criticism of narrow-minded self-interests, intoler-
ance, and xenophobic rejection of otherness. Symbolic of the closure of the 
European mind is the fate of migrants, refugees, and asylum-seekers, which 
bear the brunt of racism in contemporary Europe. 
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Postanthropocentrism 

The posthuman dimension of postanthropocentrism can consequently be 
seen as a deconstructive move. What it deconstructs is species supremacy, 
but it also inflicts a blow to any lingering notion of human nature, anthropos 
and bios, as categorically distinct from the life of animals and non-humans, 
or zoe. What comes to the fore instead is a nature-culture continuum in 
the very embodied structure of the extended self. This shift can be seen 
as a sort of “anthropological exodus” from the dominant configurations of 
the human as the king of creation7 – a colossal hybridisation of the species. 

Once the centrality of anthropos is challenged, a number of boundaries 
between “Man” and his others go tumbling down, in a cascade effect 
that opens up unexpected perspectives. Thus, if the crisis of Humanism 
inaugurates the posthuman by empowering the sexualised and racialised 
human “others” to emancipate themselves from the dialectics of master-
slave relations, the crisis of anthropos relinquishes the demonic forces of the 
naturalised others. Animals, insects, plants and the environment, in fact the 
planet and the cosmos as a whole are called into play. This places a different 
burden of responsibility on our species, which is the primary cause for the 
mess. The fact that our geological era is known as the “anthropocene” 8 
stresses both the technologically mediated power acquired by anthropos 
and its potentially lethal consequences for everyone else. 

Many of the assumptions and premises of the postanthropocentric 
universe are somewhat counter intuitive, although the term has acquired 
widespread currency nowadays. In mainstream public debates, for instance, 
the posthuman is usually coated in anxiety about the excesses of technologi-
cal intervention and the threat of climate change, or by elation about the 
potential for human enhancement. In academic culture, on the other hand, 
the critique of anthropocentrism has even more shattering implications 
than the transformative agenda of posthumanism. The postanthropocentric 
turn, linked to the compounded impacts of globalisation and of technology-
driven forms of mediation, strikes the human at his/her heart and shift the 
parameters that used to def ine anthropos. 

Dipesh Chakrabarty addresses some of these concerns by investigating 
the consequences of the climate change debate for the practice of history.9 
He argues that the scholarship on climate change causes both spatial and 
temporal diff iculties. It brings about a change of scale in our thinking, 
which now needs to encompass a planetary or geo-centered dimension, 
acknowledging that humans are larger than a biological entity and now 
wield a geological force. It also shifts the temporal parameters away from 
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the expectation of continuity which sustains the discipline of history, to 
contemplate the idea of extinction, that is to say, a future without “us”. 
Furthermore, these shifts in the basic parameters also affect the content of 
historical research, by “destroying the artif icial but time honoured distinc-
tion between natural and human histories”.10 Although Chakrabarty does 
not take the postanthropocentric path, he comes to the same conclusion 
as I do: the issue of geo-centred perspectives and the change of location of 
humans from mere biological to geological agents, calls for recompositions 
of both subjectivity and community. 

The geo-centred turn has also other serious political implications. The 
f irst concerns the limitations of classical Humanism in the Enlightenment 
model. Relying on postcolonial theory, Chakrabarty points out that the 
“philosophers of freedom were mainly, and understandably, concerned with 
how humans would escape the injustice, oppression, inequality or even 
uniformity foisted on them by other humans or human-made systems”.11 
Their anthropocentrism, coupled with a culture specif ic notion of Human-
ism, limits their relevance today. The climate change issue and the spectre of 
human extinction also affect “the analytic strategies that postcolonial and 
postimperial historians have deployed in the last two decades in response 
to the postwar scenario of decolonization and globalization”.12 I would add 
that the social constructivist approach of Marxist, feminist and postcolonial 
analyses does not completely equip them to deal with the change of spatial 
and temporal scale engendered by the postanthropocentric or geo-centered 
shift. This insight is the core of the radical postanthropocentric position 
I want to defend, which I see as a way of updating critical theory for the 
third millennium. 

Many scholars are coming to the same conclusion, through different 
routes. For instance, postanthropocentric neo-humanist traditions of 
socialist or of standpoint feminist theories13 and of postcolonial theory14 
have approached the issues of environmentalism in a postanthropocentric, 
or at least non-androcentric, or non-male dominated, manner.

How are the Humanities to Cope with This?

The question of the future of the Humanities, the issue of their renewal 
and the recurrent threat of death of the disciplines is aggravated by one 
central factor: the new “human-non-human linkages, among them complex 
interfaces involving machinic assemblages of biological ‘wetware’ and non-
biological ‘hardware’”.15 
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What is the place of the Humanities as a scientif ic enterprise in this 
globalised network culture16 that no longer upholds the unity of space and 
time as its governing principle? In the era of citizens’ science17 and citizens’ 
journalism, what can be the role of academic research institutions? 

The dualistic distinction nature-culture has collapsed and is replaced by 
complex systems of data-feedback, interaction and communication transfer. 
This places the issue of the relationship between the two cultures at the 
centre of the agenda again. The anthropocentric core of the Humanities 
is displaced by this complex conf iguration of knowledge dominated by 
science studies and technological information. Far from being a terminal 
crisis, however, this challenge opens up new global, ecosophical dimensions. 

Against the prophets of doom, I want to argue that technologically medi-
ated postanthropocentrism can enlist the resources of bio-genetic codes, 
as well as telecommunication, new media and Information Technologies to 
the task of renewing the Humanities. Posthuman subjectivity reshapes the 
identity of humanistic practices, by stressing heteronomy and multifaceted 
relationality, instead of autonomy and self-referential disciplinary purity. 

Today, environmental, evolutionary, cognitive, biogenetic and digital 
trans-disciplinary discursive fronts are emerging around the edges of the 
classical Humanities and across the disciplines. They rest on postanthro-
pocentric premises and technologically mediated emphasis on Life and 
foster species egalitarianism,18 which are very promising for new research 
in the f ield. Probably the most signif icant example of the excellent health 
enjoyed by the postanthropocentric Humanities is the recent explosion of 
scholarship in the f ields of “Animal Studies” and of “Eco-criticism”. Both 
areas are so rich and fast-growing that it is impossible to even attempt to 
summarise them.19 Where do these developments leave the scholarship in 
the Humanities? Or rather: what’s the human got to do with this shifting 
horizon? And what are the implications for the future of the Humanities 
today? 

The vitality is high, as shown by the ongoing proliferation of new dis-
cursive f ields; after the end of the Cold War, when we get the emergence of 
Centers for Conflict Studies and Peace research; Humanitarian manage-
ment; Human Rights-oriented medicine; trauma and reconciliation studies; 
Death Studies and the list is still growing. These are institutional structures 
that combine pastoral care with a therapeutic function to deal with the 
inhumane and painful aspects of historical horrors. They perpetuate and 
update the transformative impact of the Humanities in an inhumane con-
text, but they do so by exploding the boundaries of classical Humanities 
disciplines. 
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Therefore, instead of turning backwards to a nostalgic vision of the 
Humanities as the repository and the executors of universal transcendental 
reason and inherent moral goodness, such as Martha Nussbaum proposes,20 
I suggest that we move forward into multiple posthuman futures. We 
need an active effort to reinvent the academic f ield of the Humanities in 
a new global context and to develop an ethical framework worthy of our 
posthuman times. Aff irmation, not nostalgia, is the road to pursue: not the 
idealisation of philosophical meta-discourse, but the more pragmatic task 
of self-transformation through humble experimentation. 

This is not as abstract as it may sound at f irst. Let me give you some 
concrete examples. The f irst is the fast-growing f ield of environmental 
Humanities, inspired by the awareness that human activity has a geological 
influence. Also known as sustainable Humanities21 and as “anthropocene 
Humanities”,22 this interdisciplinary f ield of study introduces major 
methodological as well as theoretical innovations. For one thing, it spells 
the end of the idea of a denaturalised social order disconnected from its 
environmental and organic foundations and calls for more complex schemes 
of understanding the multilayered form of interdependence we all live in. 
Secondly, it stresses the specif ic contribution of the Humanities to the 
public debate on climate change, through the analysis of the social and 
cultural factors that underscore the public representation of these issues. 
Both the scale and the consequences of climate change are so momentous as 
to defy representation. Humanities and more specif ically cultural research 
are best suited to f ill in this deficit of the social imaginary and help us think 
the unthinkable.

The impact of the environmental Humanities is even further reaching. In 
his analysis of the implications of climate change research for the discipline 
of history, Dipesh Chakrabarty argues for a more conceptual shift towards 
“Deep History”. This is an interdisciplinary combination of geological and 
socio-economic history, which focusses both on the planetary or earth 
factors and on the cultural changes that have jointly created humanity 
over hundreds of thousands of years. It combines theories of historical 
subjectivity with “species thinking”. This is, in my eyes, a postanthropo-
centric configuration of knowledge, which grants the earth the same role 
and agency as the human subjects that inhabit it. 

The scale of these mental shifts is such as to almost defy representation, 
as I suggested above. Chakrabarty suggests further critical reflection on 
“the difference between the present historiography of globalization and the 
historiography demanded by anthropogenic theories of climate change”.23 
This forces us to bring together categories of thought which were till now 
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kept apart not only by disciplinary boundaries – between the earth sciences 
and literature and history, for instance – but also by the anthropocentric 
bias that has sustained the Humanities. Far from being a crisis, this new 
development has enormous inspirational force for the f ield. It also calls 
into question some of the current ideas about the negative formation of 
a new sense of “the human” as bound together by shared vulnerability in 
relation to the possibility of extinction. Chakrabarty’s insights about a 
critical climate change-driven Deep History also challenges some of the 
given assumptions about postcolonial critiques of the Western universal. 
Quite a programme. 

Another illuminating example of the advantages of a posthuman sci-
entif ic position is the “One Health Initiative”.24 The movement is inspired 
by Rudolf Virchow (1821-1902), who coined the term zoonosis, arguing that 
there should be no dividing lines between animal and human medicine. 
This position has been gathering momentum in the last f ifteen years. The 
One Health initiative is a rather daring interdisciplinary alliance that 
unites physicians, osteopaths, veterinarians, dentists, nurses and other 
scientif ic-health and environmentally related disciplines, on the basis of a 
simple hypothesis, which is the isomorphism of structures between humans 
and animals in immunology, bacteriology and vaccine developments. This 
means that humans are both exposed and vulnerable to new diseases, like 
bird flu and other epidemics, which they share with animal species. 

Obviously a response to the new pandemics that have emerged in the 
global era, like Bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE), better known as 
“mad cow disease”, the One Health Initiative stresses the variety of shared 
diseases that tie humans and animals. For instance, animals suffer from 
many of the same chronic diseases such as heart disease, cancer, diabetes, 
asthma, and arthritis as humans. It follows therefore that we should develop 
comparative medicine as the study of disease processes across species and 
that therefore we should also connect doctors and veterinarians in their 
daily practices, both therapeutic and research-based. Environmentally 
embedded, The One Health Movement pursues both ecological and social 
sustainability and has large social repercussions.

One Health is the perfect postanthropocentric concept that brings 
together human health care practitioners, veterinarians, and public-health 
professionals for the sake of environmental social and individual sustain-
ability. 

Another signif icant example is the fast growing-f ield of the Digital Hu-
manities – pioneered by Katherine Hayles, which deals with a rich agenda 
of thematic and methodological issues. One of them is the continuing 
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relevance of the science of texts and the role of the press – from Gutenberg 
to 3D printing – in shaping human knowledge. Just as the Humanities led 
these discussions in the sixteenth century, when the printing press was in-
troduced in the Western world, so are they at the forefront of contemporary 
frontiers of thought. And they are not alone. 

This is a new and innovative agenda, which builds on but is not confined 
to either humanism or anthropocentrism – a genuinely new programme 
for the Humanities in the twenty-f irst century.

Conclusion

I have argued throughout this paper that posthuman theory rests on a 
process ontology that challenges the traditional equation of subjectivity 
with rational consciousness, resisting the reduction of both to objectivity 
and linearity.25 A collectively distributed consciousness emerges from this, 
a transversal form of non-synthetic understanding of the relational bond 
that connects us. This places the relation and the notion of complexity at 
the centre of both the ethics and the epistemic structures and strategies 
of the posthuman subject.26

This view has important implications for the production of scientif ic 
knowledge. The dominant vision of the scientif ic enterprise is based on 
the institutional implementation of a number of Laws that discipline the 
practice of scientif ic research and police the thematic and methodological 
borders of what counts as respectable, acceptable, and fundable science. 
In so doing, the laws of scientif ic practice regulate what a mind is allowed 
to do, and thus they control the structures of our thinking. Posthuman 
thought proposes an alternative vision of both the thinking subject, of his 
or her evolution on the planetary stage and the actual structure of thinking.

As a consequence, one can venture the preliminary conclusion that the 
main implication of posthuman critical theory for the practice of science 
is that the scientif ic Laws need to be retuned according to a view of the 
subject of knowledge as a complex singularity, an affective assemblage, and 
a relational vitalist entity. 

It follows from all this that the Humanities in the posthuman era of 
anthropocene should not stick to the Human – let alone “Man” – as its proper 
object of study. On the contrary, the f ield would benefit by being free from 
the empire of humanist Man, so as to be able to access in a postanthropo-
centric manner issues of external and even planetary importance, such as 
scientif ic and technological advances, ecological and social sustainability 
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and the multiple challenges of globalisation. Such a change of focus requires 
assistance from other social and scientific actors as well. This does not mean 
that “human” should become an obsolete category – rather, what we need 
is to update our understanding of what counts as “human” and what new 
forms the Humanities research is able to acquire. 

The question is whether the Humanities are allowed to set their own 
agenda in relation to contemporary science and technology, or whether they 
are confined to places they did not choose to be in the f irst place. There is 
in fact a distinct tendency, for instance in the public debates about climate 
change, or biotechnologies, to assign to the institutionally under-funded 
f ield of the Humanities all subjects related to the human component of 
these complex debates. This tendency has made the institutional fortunes 
of ethics, which is expected – and often claims itself the prerogative – to 
issue new meta-discourses and normative injunctions suited to the dilem-
mas of our age. This meta-discursive claim, however, is unsubstantiated. 
It moreover perpetuates the institutionalised habit of thought – reactive 
and sedentary – of erecting philosophy to the role of a master theory. The 
image of the philosopher as the legislator of knowledge and the judge of 
truth – a model rooted in the Kantian school – is the exact opposite of what 
posthuman critical theory is arguing for: postidentitarian, non-unitary and 
transversal subjectivity based on relations with human and non-human 
others.

My point is that the Humanities need to embrace the multiple opportuni-
ties offered by the posthuman condition. The Humanities can set their own 
objects of enquiry, free from the traditional or institutional assignment to 
the human and its humanistic derivatives. We know by now that the f ield of 
the Humanities is richly endowed with an archive of multiple possibilities 
which equip it with the methodological and theoretical resources to set 
up original and necessary debates with the sciences and technologies and 
other grand challenges of today. The question is what the Humanities can 
become, in the posthuman era and after the decline of the primacy of “Man” 
and of anthropos.

In conclusion, I think the Humanities can and will survive and prosper to 
the extent that they will show the ability and willingness to undergo a major 
process of transformation in the direction of the posthuman. To be worthy 
of our times, we need to be pragmatic: we need schemes of thought and 
f igurations that enable us to account in empowering terms for the changes 
and transformations currently on the way. We already live in permanent 
states of transition, hybridisation and nomadic mobility, in emancipated 
(postfeminist), multiethnic societies with high degrees of technological 
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intervention. These are neither simple, nor linear events, but rather multi-
layered and internally contradictory phenomena. They combine elements 
of ultra-modernity with splinters of neo-archaism: high tech advances and 
neo-primitivism, which defy the logic of excluded middle. 

We do need to embrace non-prof it as a key value in contemporary 
knowledge production, but this gratuitousness is linked to the construc-
tion of social horizons of hope and therefore it is a vote of confidence in 
the sheer sustainability of the future.27 The future is nothing more or less 
than intergenerational solidarity, responsibility for posterity, but it is also 
our shared dream, or a consensual hallucination.28 Collini puts it beauti-
fully: “we are merely custodians for the present generation of a complex 
intellectual inheritance which we did not create, and which is not ours to 
destroy”.29 
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