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Approaching the relation between posthumanism and international relations (IR) from some disciplinary distance,
there seem, at first pass, fewer more awkward intellectual travelling companions. The very idea of a nation is to a
large extent tied up historically and epistemologically with the idea of the human being, and more precisely the
human subject of the human sciences. More specifically, nations are social institutions that are constituted by
conscious, active, and supposedly autonomous human subjects who identify with the nation in a reciprocal process
of institutional reinforcement creating in the process both the nation and national-subjects. Whether one adheres to a
primordialist positon that modern nation-states are founded upon proto-national communities or a modernist one that
the socio-economic conditions of the industrial age created a need for a new political form, the nation-state, and a
new political subject, the national citizen, it is the case that modern nations are institutions that require speaking,
remembering, interacting subjects, in other words, subjects that navigate the world like us. That’s not to say that
other forms of political life are not possible for human-subjects, they obviously are, but rather that there seems to be a
special relation and perhaps one of dependency between nations and certain types of subjects. And in gratitude for
their existence the nation-state provides these newly instituted subjects a pole around which to situate an identity and
orient relations with other (human) subjects, as well promising a degree of material security and stability to
accompany the spiritual.

The nationalities of non-human subjects are, pet passports notwithstanding, irrelevant to the perseverance of the
nation. If in a radical form the project of post-humanism proposes radically altering the human-subject, this will likely
mean altering the viability or even possibility of the nation-state as a political form. This may of course be a desirable
outcome, but then our questions about posthuman security will no longer involve nations and their subjects as the
central actors of this drama and so a posthuman post-IR will have to undertake rethinking both sides of this dyad.
Harrington (this volume) notes that ‘To speak of security absent the human subject has been considered irrational or
worse, uninteresting.’ I might provocatively go one step further, speech, absent the human subject, does not seem to
me to be something that we can speak about (cf. David Roden 2015 on speculative post-humanism and the
‘disconnection thesis’).

Moreover, concrete and historical international relations have to some extent developed in the modern period
alongside the sciences of and variations on the theme of the subject. Metternich’s Concert of Europe was designed
to suppress or at least control the growing power of national subjectivity: the idea being that truly great, autonomous,
sovereign men would meet one another in order to settle disputes and retain not only their balance of territorial
power, but also their power over and against the mass of newly formed national subjects whose national desires and
ambitions, though in some cases stoked by these same great men for various purposes, threatened to grow out of
control, overturning established orders.[1] Metternich’s geo-political dream of an orderly European theatre of
interstate relations came unravelled, at least in part, precisely due to the growing power of the mass political
mobilization and mass parties which began to exert influence on domestic and international relations. This new form
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of suddenly politically relevant and active human being, the mass subject, was technologically mediated in its
appearance through the proliferation of communication technologies and growing literacy among the labouring
classes, which made representation by mass parties, with their correlative mechanisms of internal and external
governance, possible.

The rise in influence of mass parties in (European) international relations is correlated to the emergence of a new
form of political subjectivity and power, the mass-subject of disciplinary power that Michel Foucault investigates in
such works as The Birth of the Clinic (1963) and Discipline and Punish: the birth of the prison (1975). The
development of the human, social, and life sciences in whose frame the human subject gained its sense as an at
least potentially rational and autonomous agent facilitated the growth of the techniques would be used to undermine
this rational autonomy in the creation of the plastic, normalizable and administered subject of mass-society. This is
not the place of course to recount this full story and the point of this grossly incomplete sketch of the development of
the relation between the institution of the human subject and the institution of the nation-state is merely to point out a
correlation between the development of the modern subject and the modes and actors of international relations. As
Harrington (this volume) notes, ‘exploration of alternative political identities beyond the state – such as nations,
races, classes, movements, religions, cultures, or gender’ (Walker 1993, cited by Harrington) are not foreign to IR
and I do not wish to present an overtly state-centric idea of contemporary IR. But I think that the point holds, as the
universe of IR expands to include institutions other than states, such as those mentioned above, the centrality of the
human subject remains.

What Foucault, among others, shows is that the human-subject is not a fixed-essence with determinate capacities
and structures of engaging with the world and others in it. Rather, sciences and technologies of the subject have
developed in correlation with the sciences, techniques, and institutions of political life. Further developments, such as
the discovery (if that is the right term) of the Anthropocene, discussed at considerable length throughout this volume,
necessitate again a rethinking of this relation between the institutions of human-subjectivity and the polis.

The question then is what shift in our thinking about political institutions and specifically international relations and
security will be enacted if we try to take seriously the idea of the post-human as a possible next chapter in this story
of the modern (European?) human subject. A presupposition and a possible paradox should be noted here. First, I
presuppose that the notion of the post-human has not only to do with the human as a biological entity, an individual of
a group defined by one or another species concept,[2] but also, and perhaps primarily, with a specific type of
subjectivity, namely the conscious, rational, and autonomous agent described by modern philosophy, and perhaps
most exemplary, the addressee of the opening of Immanuel Kant’s essay ‘What Is Enlightenment’ who has only to
free himself of his ‘self-imposed immaturity’ (Kant 1784). Schwarz (this volume) makes a similar point, arguing that
security, ethics and politics are fundamentally human constructs. I wish to push this point a bit further, emphasising
aspects of specifically human subjectivity. Thus, the significance of the ‘posthuman’ in the idea of posthuman
international relations and security pertains not only to a questioning, critique, or de-centering of humans qua
individuals or population of a particular species, but also to the status of a certain form of subjectivity or relation
between the individuals of this particular biological species, other members of that species, and the surrounding
milieu, including of course the individuals and populations of the rapidly dwindling multitude of other species that
make up perhaps the most significant part of our human (species) milieu. The possible paradox stems from the
presupposition.

The point that I hoped to make in the paragraphs above is that the political form of the nation is closely tied, perhaps
inextricably, to a certain understanding of the human subject. It is not just that there are no nations and no politics
without subjects, but also no speech without subjects. If the posthuman entails the end or transformation of the
specific type of subjectivity proper to the political form of the nation, it makes sense to ask how viable the very notion
of posthuman politics or inter-national relations may be, and what security premium we might be willing to pay to
maintain the form of subjectivity proper and necessary to the nation. Thus I am in obvious agreement with Mitchell
(this volume) when she argues that it is ‘not possible to entirely escape the constructs, norms and shared
experiences that help to define one’s life as human’ and also Rothe (this volume) in having a suspicion about any
normative claim to overcome the subject/object divide. However, I do not think that we can have anything meaningful
to say about what it is like to experience, know or act beyond the constraints of subjective life, let alone conceive of a
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politics beyond the subject/object divide.

Politics is classically and I think ultimately about the life of the polis, a life in common shared by human, subjective
individuals. If we abandon, either epistemologically or ontologically the preconditions of this form of life, i.e.
subjectivity, I think that we are stepping into a political unknown. I am less than convinced that, given the challenges
introduced largely by the havoc modern human subjects (and perhaps one should add here, European) and their
political forms have visited upon this planet, those we now associate with the term Anthropocene, we should be too
quick to jettison either in our thinking or our doing, the precondition and indeed constraints of modern political life
before asking what institutions can follow. I should be clear that I consider the human subject one of the foundational
institutions of modern political life; it is an institution that while foundational of other political institutions, is also
continuously acted upon and transformed by them. The point then, as Fischel (this volume) argues, is not to abandon
but to recast the institution of the subject such that it is capable of fostering more ‘just and peaceful relationships’
with other subjects and with other entities in its milieu. Youatt (this volume) makes a similar claim in arguing that
thinking how the notion of the posthuman could enter into IR discourse entails staying ‘with the production of different
kinds of humans as a question of political analysis.’

Thus it is certain that insofar as a posthuman world would mean a post-subjective world, it will be a world without us
as we know us or could think about knowing us. As this volume demonstrates, this is by far not the only meaning of
the posthuman, but it is I think an important one to grapple with. From an ecological perspective that tries to place the
value of human-subjective life within a broader value context, wherein other forms of life (non-human animals, plants,
bacteria, etc.) may have value claims made on their behalf which equal or even outweigh human claims, a world
without human subjects is indeed likely to be a more secure or flourishing world. The South African philosopher
David Benatar (2006) has recently made an argument against the continued proliferation of the human species. His
argument revolves around the inevitability of human suffering; but our own species’ self-concern aside, it seems a
safe bet that the nonhuman subjects of this planet would be grateful for such a decision, and those parts of the biome
not capable of such subject-object relations as gratitude better off.

The defence of the human subject that I have tabled here certainly does not mean that we cannot be critical of the
notion of the subject. It is indubitably not the case that we must retain a vision of IR or global-security like the one
imagined by Hans Morgenthau (see Corry, this volume), wherein a science of immutable human nature was
necessary to understand and order global politics. The development of evolutionary biology has already rendered
such an idea of human nature untenable. As Hull (1986, p.11) argues, ‘any attempt to base anything, including ethics
or politics, on human nature is basing it on historical happenstance.’

Thinking Ecologically about Ourselves or Centrifugal-anthropocentrism

An approach to posthuman IR and security that I would call ecological thinking or centrifugal-anthropocentrism, starts
from the notion of posthumanism as a decentring critique of the primacy of certain forms or conceptions of human-
subjectivity and argues for an ecological repositioning of the human. The term ecological here can be understood in
two ways. On the one hand is the clear emphasis on ecologies as the focus of IR and security discourses. Ecologies
can of course be seen as problems to be managed toward various human ends, this is the position of climate-change-
updated traditional forms of IR and security discourse. The more radical way of thinking the relation between
ecologies and security, as suggested by McDonald (this volume) is to orient security discourse ‘towards the
resilience of ecosystems themselves, with this in turn enabling the protection of the most vulnerable across time,
space and species.’ There seems to me to be a risk here that this orientation may reveal to us that the presence of
our species has, generally speaking, a negative impact on the ecosystems that now become our primary security
concern. But an ecological systems approach to security, even while retaining a weak anthropocentric
presupposition, i.e. acknowledging the ‘embeddedness of humans in complex worlds co-constituted by diverse
beings’ (Mitchell 2014 and this volume) – still seems a positive step forward toward greater planetary and indeed
human security even if it retains an admittedly more relational and inter-dependent notion of human life as its central
concern.

The idea of ecology is also relevant in another manner already suggested by weak anthropocentrism. The human
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subject can itself be considered from an ecological perspective, not just as functioning within ecologies, but as
constituted within them. Gut flora is a clear example of this; human microbiota are essential to many basic vital
human functions, and disturbances within the gut microbiome can be extremely detrimental to human health. The
same holds for other species. It is not just digestive function that can be characterised ecologically, the ‘gut
microbiota is associated with metabolic disorders such as obesity, diabetes mellitus and neuropsychiatric disorders
such as schizophrenia, autistic disorders, anxiety disorders and major depressive disorders’ (Evrensel and Ceylan
2015, p.239). In other words, fundamental dimensions of what are considered normal and abnormal human
subjective functions are linked not to a central pole of consciousness or the like but ecological systems constituted in
part of other organisms in which human subjectivity is constituted and without which it is not possible. What such
studies call into question is precisely the otherness of other organisms and the unity or sameness of ourselves; an
ecological approach to subjectivity demonstrates that the subject does not belong to a unitary species or a unitary
body, if that body is somehow purified of its constitutive relations with its surrounding milieu. The so-called ‘gut-brain
axis’ points, in a very concrete fashion, to a way of thinking about posthumanism from a radical and perhaps
Deleuzian perspective. As Kaltofen (this volume) puts it this ‘radical end’ of the posthuman spectrum contends that
‘bodies are not bound by skin, but rather by flows of affect and intensity; where thought is not human in origin, but
non-local and presubjective.’ I am not sure if the gut-brain axis illustrates all of this, but it does certainly offer a case
for saying that thought can be partially inhuman in its constitution; or perhaps better that the human-subject as
normally described in its cognitive, rational and affective capacities is ecological in its formation, and that the ecology
of the human subject contains a multitude of different species.

Insofar as we are still concerned with the condition and perhaps the flourishing of the human subject, that is, insofar
as we remain at least ‘weakly anthropocentric’, our anthropocentrism has to become centrifugal (and in the case of
gut flora centripetal). This means not only broadening the universe of IR to not just include but place at its centre,
ecological well-being. At the same time, while I maintain that the notion of IR does not make sense outside of the
frame of subjectivity, ecological thinking forces us to consider the constitution of the subject qua ecology as
relational, integrated, impure. One outcome from this might be to say that the human subject is one of the ecologies
that we should aim to secure so that it maintains certain capacities that we consider necessary for flourishing; and
capacities that allow it to minimise the risk it poses to other ecologies and to its own . An ecology of the human-
subject is constituted in part by some cell populations that we call our own, gut microbes, technologies like writing,
political institutions like human rights, etc. I think that what is important here is understanding how to maintain an
equilibrium in which capacities that we value emerge and persist.

So what is called for is an approach that views the concerns of IR or security discourse within nested ecologies which
contain, gut-microbiota, organs, human and nonhuman subjects, etc. as well as institutions such as the nation-state
or international governance bodies? Security, in this context means maintaining certain ecologies, including the
ecology of the human-subject and taking seriously the idea of inter-dependence and co-constitution that sits at the
heart of ecological thinking. Jon Turney (2016) has recently discussed the use of militarised immunity language in
medical discourse. We can flip this and critique the use of militarised immune metaphors in security discourse.
Attempts to isolate nested ecologies from their milieu as though they were self-sufficient substances and not
networks of interchange, and this includes attempts to isolate the subject either epistemically or environmentally, only
make them more fragile. Turney argues that it is time to abandon outdated notions of how the immune systems works
which conceive of it as a barrier against threats to bodily integrity. Instead as the gut-microbiota example illustrates,
‘[t]he immune system keeps host and microbiome in equilibrium. There is continual action and reaction, like the give
and take of a regular conversation. The results help to nurture some bacteria, while reducing opportunities for others
(Turney 2016). This revised immune thinking should take its place not only in relation to how we conceive the body,
but also how we think about the broader posthuman ecology of IR and security discourse. We need to maintain
equilibriums in ecologies that we value. One such ecology may be the human subject itself.

Call the Turing Cops? 

In William Gibson’s famous cyberpunk novel Neuromancer (1984), the Turing Police are an international law
enforcement agency who monitor and enforce laws pertaining to the behavior of artificial intelligences. It is curious
that in a volume devoted to posthuman IR and security the subject of big data and associated phenomena (cf. Boyd
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and Crawford 2011) seem not to be at the forefront. There is no call to start training Turing Cops in this volume.
Nonetheless, it is certainly the case that many if not all of the contributions here acknowledge that human-machine
hybridity – or the technological mediation of the human being – is a central concern for post-human thinking. The
anthropologist Leroi-Gourhan (1973) characterises the emergence of the human precisely by the ‘exteriorization’ of
capacities through technology. I do not think that arguments in favour of epistemological, ontological or normative
human-machine hybridity depart from the domain of human subjectivity conceived ecologically. To the contrary, one
can argue, as Leroi-Gourhan does, that subjectivity only emerges in this technological hybridity or exteriorisation.

Yet, it seems a pressing question for posthuman IR and security to ask what challenges or threats are posed by the
advent of big data technologies and how the insertion of these technologies into natural-institutional ecologies like the
ones mentioned briefly above is likely to alter their configurations and the capacities that they produce. Danaher
(2016) refers to the threat of ‘algocracy’: algorithms are increasingly being assigned control over political decision
making-processes. Danaher concludes that we are increasingly divesting governance processes of possibilities for
human participation; a very clear sense of what posthuman security and IR might mean. We could push this question
even further and ask if the increased frequency by which digital, algorithmically driven, cognitive artefacts[3] are
integrated into already ecological (think gut microbiota) cognitive and decision-making processes poses a threat to
the stability of the equilibrium that we refer to (often normatively) as human subjectivity? Does the introduction of the
technologies grouped under the umbrella into the ecology of human subjectivity place certain capacities at risk? do
new capacities emerge, what is the trade off? This seems like a case for the Turing Police. It seems likely that this is
not a purely speculative question. There are numerous experiments testing if sensory substitution devices (SSDs)
can become part of extended cognitive systems (e.g. Hurley and Noë 2003; Bach-y-Rita and Kercel 2003; Dotov,
Nie, and Chemero 2010). The experiments have shown that in fact sensory-substitution devices can become part of
extended cognitive systems and additionally these artefacts partially constitute the extended cognitive system. This
reinforces Leroi-Gourhan’s much earlier point. The point, coarsely, is that cognitive artefacts do not always remain
stand-apart supports for human cognitive systems, but rather become aspects of cognitive ecologies, thus
transforming them. If, as Leroi-Gourhan argues, this is not new, but the very definition of the human, then our main
concern is not necessarily whether these new forms of hybridity mark a break between the human and the
posthuman; indeed by this account we have always been posthuman. The question is if and how ecologies which
sustain things that we value about human subjectivity are altered and in what ways.

Perhaps in asking about the relation between the discourses about posthumanism, the human subject, IR, security
and the existential challenges created by climate change and the Anthropocene – the constellation of concepts that
this volume bravely takes on – there is a choice to be had: work towards securing the ecological/centrifugal subject
as a rational and also potentially caring actor capable of at least tying to address the existential security challenges
posed by the Anthropocene or admit that the planetary system (Gaia) would be better off without human beings or
human subjects. In other words, if we accept the centrifugal notion of the subject that I propose, and also the
centrality of human subjectivity to any discussion of politics that we can fathom; then we should try to maintain within
this ecological picture the subjective capacities that we care about and which we will undoubtedly need to address
the ecological challenges facing the planet. These seem to me to be the two epistemologically coherent options. The
notion of the posthuman considered in biological or even functional terms is of course interesting and important, but it
is not what is paramount here, since it is – I contend – the human subject and not just the human that matters to
politics (IR and security included) properly speaking. The idea of post-subjective IR or security is not something that I
think we as subjects can say anything about.

Notes

[1] The so-called congress system of European international relations did also have a basis in law. The final act of the
Vienna Congress stipulated that the border arrangements established by the congress could not be altered without
agreement from the eight signatories (Soutou 2000).

[2] See here for a short list of species concepts.
http://science.kennesaw.edu/~rmatson/Biol%203380/3380species.html
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[3] Cognitive artifacts are devices designed to maintain, display, or operate upon information in order to serve a
representational function and that affect human cognitive performance (Norman 1991).
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