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Summary, reading excerpts and additions  
Reading group session 16.3. 
 
“Oh boy, …Cary Wolfe!” 
 
“Sapere aude!” 
 
I felt the urge to provide some explanations and further commentary, and also the need for 
collecting some field-specific terminology, and putting together sort of a Posthumanism 
glossary (mainly gathering philosophical, biological and linguistic termini)  
This necessity became evident in our reading group - which sank to the ground as we, all 
together, were not able to sufficiently unpack the difficult passages of Carey Wolf’s 
introduction. Kalle and Saska came with more questions than any answers.  
So please feel free to send me terms and I’ll add. 
 
We  began with analyzing the difference between trans-humanism and post-humanism by 
tracing back the history of humanism and the fact that it has accumulated certain 
constants that Foucault refers to as “anthropological universals” which according to him 
need to be –in light of a renewed validated position – eliminated. Furthermore, we then 
discussed the incisive impasse that 18th century Enlightenment left on the history of 
humanism, yet how Post-Enlightenment philosophy is by far from establishing a suitable 
base for examinations of post-humanist theory through ethical, socio-political and 
ontological registers: It dramatically requires adaption in language and thought. 
  
I guess I am able to speak for all by saying that we were overwhelmed by Wolfe’s 
bombardment of field-specific terminologies, namely from biology and systems theory (at 
times too conflated in my opinion) and a careful criticsm was uttered that his adventurous 
analogies to Derrida-infused linguistic structures remained way too abstract and too 
unprecise in argumentation. 
Ironically, all relevant questions, i.e. the meaning of the almost tautological term  “self-
reflective auto-poiesis” as well as “what’s the ‘second-order’ in systems theory?”  turned 
out to be very related (look for explanation below). With other words, we were immensely 
close from connecting the dots. 
 
What follows here are passages we read with a few comments:  
 

 
We first discussed relationship Cybernetics as forerunner to Posthumanist concepts, in 
regards to the first uttered critic on anthropocentrism (p.12) 
 

 
 
 



 
 
On the difference between Post- and Trans- Humanism, relation to the perfectibility of 
Renaissance humanism and Enlightenment, and finally Cyborg-ism. (p.13) 
We noticed a surprising remark at the end of this passage Wolfe somewhat discrediting 
Haraway (Venla was rightfully asking -I am paraphrasing- How can an introduction to 
Posthumanism fully omit (not even the mentioning) of queer theory?!? 
 

 
 

 
 
And more on the historically troublesome century-old evolution of Humanism and its 
contested relationship to Enlightenment. (p.14)  
 



 
 
 

 
 



 
 

We also briefly touched upon (Social) Darwinism. 
Wolfe mentioned it (along with Eugenics) in connection to the “anthropological universals”  
that certainly include a number of already abandoned area of Evolutionary Biology that 
ethically derailed. To the defence of Darwin we have to be reminded that he was at many 
times falsy interpreted and instrumentalized, mainly exploited for political analogies, hence 
a rediscovery (fusion) dubbed Neo-Darwinism. 
Wolfe’s Conclusion: We need a new paradigm: 
“the nature of thought itself must change if it is to be posthuman.”  
 
…and adding the next paragraph here: the ethical paradox on the 
humanitarian traits of humanism when extended to non-human animals. (p.16) 
 

Indeed, there are many values and aspiration to admire in humanism – but 
rather to show how those aspirations are undercut by the philosophical and 
ethical frameworks used to conceptualize them. To take only two examples 
that I discuss later in this book, most of us would probably agree that 
cruelty toward animals is a bad thing, or people with disabilities 
deserve to be treats with respect and equality. But as we will see, the 
philosophical and theoretical frameworks used by humanism to try to 
make good on those commitments reproduce the very kind of normative 
subjectivity – a specific concept of the human – that grounds 
discrimination against nonhuman animals and the disabled in the first 
place. 

 
“Openness from Closure” (p.21) self-referential-autopoietic closure 
and complexity translated from biology to sociology 
 

 
 



“I am adding here Wolfe’s remarks of footnote 30 (8th line of the paragraph above): 
For a useful account for the emergence of postmodern science that helps to contextualize 
this fact against the background of the shift from thermodynamics to the life sciences as 
models of thinking about organized complexity (which will eventuate, among other things, 
in the paradigm of auto-poiesis that Luhmann will eventually adapt from Maturana and 
Varela)” 
 
 
So, the self-referentiality of Autopoiesis has to be understood as a system which self-
maintance , self-progress and conducts recursive actions (i.e. the multiple divisions of an 
embryonic cell) … forget about the solipsistic Neo-Kantian idelialism, 
(it is only referencing the troublesome philosophical battle of Idealism vs Materialism.) 
However the analogy with Derrida’s openness of the present (the “retentional trace”) is 
questionable and not further elaborated on. 
 
 
The in the following passage Wolfe returns to Autopoiesis (we skipped this one in class) 
basically broken down into three levels (p.22): How do the constituent parts of an organism 
adapt and progress? (“engage in structural couplings”)  
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



As physical biological processes are –forcefully-compared with virtual counterparts in 
linguistics (formal dynamics of meaning”) Wolfe has inevitably restricted himself from the 
possibility to introduce concrete examples (that then would exemplify either one or the 
other field) As a result, his assertions remain on a vague abstract, meta-level. 
 
However, one can became more consolatory in Wolfe’s conclusion of his long, challenging 
introduction (before the chapter summarizes) (p.25) 
“Bringing forth the world!” 
	
	
 

 

 

 
 
 
For those who want to read further:  
Amy Ratelle’s review of Wolfe’s book very insightfully (and comprehensively) addressed in 
part the issues from his introduction as well. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 


