
3. Critique, Repair, Escalation: Three Modes 

of Posthumanist Theorizing 

The Modes of Posthumanist Theory and the Cultural Studies Kraken 

Posthumanism, broadly conceived, investigates and contributes to the ‘end of man’, 
in the sense of a particular, humanist conception of the human. As such, it draws 
on and brings together a wide array of critiques of the human, for instance in evo
lutionary biology, Marxism, psychoanalysis, structuralism and poststructuralism, 
science and technology studies, postcolonialism, disability, gender, and queer stud
ies, and many other fields. As a theoretical formation, posthumanism is thus of a 
markedly hybrid nature. For one thing, it is strongly transdisciplinary – particularly 
in its current ‘phase’ after the postanthropocentric or nonhuman turn – but it also 
encompasses a wide variety of different, even conflicting, outlooks, positions, and 
approaches. Nevertheless, as I want to argue here, despite, or rather beyond, this 
heterogeneity, we can identify certain recurrences, isotopies, and patterns, which al
low us to distinguish distinct paradigms or, better, modes of posthumanist theorizing. 
Inspired by the work of critics like Rita Felski (2015), I conceive theoretical ‘modes’ 
as particular styles of thought, and thus as a matter not only of philosophy and poli
tics but also of affect and rhetoric, that is, as involving specific epistemological, on
tological, and political orientations as well as distinctive sensibilities, dispositions, 
moods, even ethea, and forms of speech, tone, narrative, and argument. As such, a 
mode constitutes a unique approach to and manner of doing theory, consisting of a 
characteristic set of analytical assumptions, conventions, expectations, and orien
tations. Since intellectual work is always a ‘worldy’, material-semiotic affair, these 
different theoretical modes inevitably ‘matter’, functioning also as political inter
ventions. As Donna Haraway has put it: “It matters what thoughts think thoughts” 
(2016: 39). I want to suggest that within posthumanism, we can today identify three 
principal modes of theory. There is, of course, critique, the mode that, because of its 
virtually uncontested dominance, was for a long time more or less synonymous with 
theory itself. Following Eve Sedgwick (2003: 123–51) and Felski, I essentially conceive 
of it as involving a ‘paranoid’ or ‘suspicious’ stance, of being committed to negativ
ity and the practice of denaturalization, and of being driven by an interventionist, 
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emancipatory ethos. Yet, this hegemony has come under attack, especially by what, 
following Sedgwick, I will call a reparative mode of theorizing, whose main charac
teristics are a more affirmative, hopeful outlook, and its commitment to an ethics of 
care, and which manifests most clearly, though by no means exclusively, in the vari
ous new approaches associated with the ‘postcritical turn’ (Anker/Felski 2017a; Felski 
2015). Finally, there is escalation, a mode that works through excess and overdrive, 
through pushing things to the extreme, that is resolutely anti-natural and commit
ted to a politics of radical immanence, and whose chief, though again not sole, ex
pression is accelerationism. 

Fig. 1: The Modes of Posthumanist Theory 

These three modes are best thought of as ideal types, forming the end points 
of a continuum, or as three overlapping circles (fig. 1), allowing for the existence of 
all sorts of mixed forms. For in reality, while theoretical texts can usually be said to 
follow one of them, they frequently nevertheless also contain elements belonging 
to at least one other mode. As always, impurity is the rule rather than the excep
tion. Needless to say, an author’s work as a whole can, and often does, involve shifts 
from one theoretical mode to another, too – and in fact, such shifts constitute pre
cisely one of the aspects that, as Foucault (1972a, 1972b) has argued, problematize the 
very notion of the ‘author’ and the ‘oeuvre’. Thus, whereas Foucault himself, for in
stance, is generally associated with critique, his work – and not just his late writings, 
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in which he explicitly invokes an ethos of care – also distinctly exhibits traits of the 
reparative mode (cf. Sheehey 2020). Indeed, it would seem that such entanglements, 
of varying degrees and kinds, are rather frequent in the history of theory. The signif
icance of our present, properly ‘posthumanist’, theoretical moment is precisely that 
by crystallizing the different modes, it renders these entanglements transparent and 
thus allows us to make them productive. 

In the following, I will briefly review the three theoretical modes I have in
troduced, which cover much of the work that is currently being done within 
posthumanism and beyond. Somewhat analogous to Stuart Hall’s (1986) argument 
regarding what, in 1980, he considered the two dominant paradigms within Cul
tural Studies, I want to argue that for a posthumanist Cultural Studies today, the 
task should not so much be to choose or side with one of the currents of contem
porary posthumanism, but rather to combine them. We should take seriously the 
well-known Deleuzo-Foucauldian notion of theory as a ‘toolbox’ (Foucault 1996a: 
76) and adopt an orientation that would be essentially a pragmatic one, selecting 
those concepts, ideas, and methods from our kit that, in a given situation, are most 
promising, most useful, that will work best, regardless of where they come from. As 
Bruno Latour says, it is a “question of having the right tools for the right job” (2010: 
475). In fact, I am convinced that each of the theoretical modes has something vital 
to contribute to our efforts to understand and respond to the pressing issues of 
the present. Each of them “does some things well and other things poorly or not at 
all” (Felski 2015: 8). Following Latour (via Felski), each is a distinct actant, making 
certain things (and not others) happen. Each of them is therefore necessary, with 
the strengths of one compensating for the weaknesses of another. Only by using all 
the theoretical resources available to us will we be able to come up with adequate 
ways of tackling the colossal ‘messiness’ and complexity of the Anthropocene. The 
friction – theoretical, political, ethical, etc. – such a syncretistic approach entails 
should not be regarded as an impediment, but rather as something that can itself 
be made productive. We have to be willing, as Haraway – whose work is exemplary 
in this regard – has put it, to tolerate and work with “the tension of holding in
compatible things together because both or all are necessary and true” (2010: 2190). 
It is my contention that Cultural Studies, a project that, in terms of theory, has 
always been markedly and programmatically open, heterogeneous, and trans- or 
even postdisciplinary, represents one (though certainly not the only) intellectual 
formation that is particularly well-positioned for such an endeavor. I believe that 
a posthumanist Cultural Studies might today most profitably situate itself at the 
center of the diagram above, in the hybrid space where all three circles overlap. From 
there, like a bricolage-savy octopus1, it can practice ‘tentacular thinking’ (Haraway 

1 Cephalopods can be considered the signature of (new) ‘weird’ fiction (Luckhurst 2017: 1054) 
and, by extension, of Anthropocene writing and thinking more generally. 
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2016: 30–57), reaching in all directions, holding and making use of many things at 
once. 

The Hammer: Critique 

The first major instrument in the Kraken’s posthumanist bag of tools is the ham
mer of critique (Latour 2010: 475). It is very useful for breaking down walls, smash
ing idols, destroying illusions. With Terry Eagleton, we could say that the point of 
critique is to regress us to childhood, that is to say, to (re-)turn us to a state of in
credulous wonder and bewilderment regarding ‘the way things are’. If, for Eagleton, 
“[c]hildren make the best theorists”, this is because “they have not yet been educated 
into accepting our routine social practices as ‘natural’, and so insist on posing to 
those practices the most embarrassingly general and fundamental questions” (1990: 
34). Critique, in other words, works essentially through (modernist) estrangement, 
making the familiar and unthinkingly accepted strange. It defamiliarizes, so that 
what previously appeared to us as natural and inevitable is revealed to be a histor
ical construction and thus contingent. As Max Horkheimer famously put it: “Critical 
theory maintains: it need not be so; man [sic] can change reality, and the necessary 
conditions for such change already exist.” (1972b: 227n20). As was already pointed 
out, such theorizing in the critical mode – critical theory (in a wider sense, beyond 
its association with the Frankfurt School) – has over the past few decades become 
more or less synonymous with theory itself, so that Jonathan Culler, for instance, 
can declare theory to equal “a critique of common sense and exploration of alter
native conceptions” (2000: 4). This latter aspect is likewise essential to the critical 
mode. Critique can be said to take its bearings from Marx, who spoke of the neces
sity for a “ruthless criticism of everything existing”, which “must not be afraid of its own 
conclusions, nor of conflict with the powers that be” (1978b: 13), and who famously 
asserted that the task of philosophy was not primarily to interpret the world, but to 
change it (1978c: 145). Theory, for him, was a “‘practical-critical’” (1978c: 143), transfor
mational affair, itself a “material force” (1978a: 60) in the struggle for emancipation. 
In Horkheimer’s bold words: “[Critical] theory never aims simply at an increase of 
knowledge as such. Its goal is man’s [sic] emancipation from slavery.” (1972a: 246) 

Thus, critique always involves denaturalization and aims at transformation. In 
the imagery of Nietzsche’s (1969: 54–56) three metamorphoses of the spirit, critique 
is the lion fighting against the dragon of the status quo, clearing a space for the cre
ation of something new.2 In what was arguably the last great ‘wave’ of ‘high theory’, 
this mode of critique, as it transpires from the work of thinkers like Marx, Nietzsche, 
or those of the Frankfurt School, was brilliantly developed and explicitly theorized by 

2 With his third metamorphosis, like Eagleton, Nietzsche too invokes the figure of the child. 
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Michel Foucault. Particularly in his two late lectures “What Is Critique?” and “What 
Is Enlightenment?”, Foucault presented an understanding of critique that may well 
serve as a further characterization of this mode in general. Conceiving critique as an 
ethos, one essentially derived from the Enlightenment, Foucault defines it in terms 
of a “critical ontology of ourselves” (1984: 47), a historical investigation whose focus 
are the ties that bind power, truth, and the subject. It asks: “in what is given to us 
as universal, necessary, obligatory, what place is occupied by whatever is singular, 
contingent, and the product of arbitrary constraints?” (1984: 45) And again, we find 
in Foucault an emphasis on what Judith Butler (2001), in their commentary on the 
Foucauldian notion of critique, has called the ‘double task’ of critique, namely to 
combine the permanent critical interrogation of the present and of ourselves with 
the attempt at clearing a path towards something new. Critique, says Foucault, “will 
separate out, from the contingency that has made us what we are, the possibility of 
no longer being, doing, or thinking what we are, do, or think” (1984: 46). Critique 
consequently has a transgressive as well as experimental side. What Foucault thus 
highlights is that critique is always tied to a “voluntary inservitude” and “reflective 
indocility”, and hence, importantly, to a process of “desubjectification” (1996b: 386). 
Through critique, “the contemporary ordering of being is brought to its limit” (Butler 
2001). Foucault thus concurs with the other major thinkers of the critical tradition 
in seeing critique as intimately tied to emancipation: “it is seeking to give new im
petus, as far and wide as possible, to the undefined work of freedom” (1984: 46). And 
he specifies that this is always crucially also a matter of “freeing ourselves from our
selves” (Eagleton 1990: 36).3 

As a mode of theorizing, one of the fundamental characteristics of critique is 
thus ‘the will to be against’ (Hardt/Negri 2001: 210–14) or ‘againstness’ (Felski 2015: 
129). Though its commitment assumes different shapes, critique is nevertheless al
ways firmly committed to negativity, understood as “a practice of the destruction of 
existent positivities through the performance of immanent ruptures” (Noys 2010: 
17). It is out, as Benjamin Noys puts it, “to perform some necessary destruction” 
(2010: 4) – hence the image of the hammer. The defining prefixes of critique are 
‘de’ – denaturalizing, demystifying, decoding, deconstructing, decentering, desta
bilizing, etc. – as well as ‘un’ and ‘dis’ – undoing, uncovering, unraveling, disman
tling, disassembling, disenchanting, and so forth. As Felski, following Paul Ricœur 
(1970: 32–36), has argued, it is essentially a ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’, committed 
to ‘paranoid’ (Sedgwick 2003: 123–51) or ‘symptomatic’ readings4, which character
istically work through (and conflate) the oppositions manifest/latent, present/ab

3 It is thus important to understand Foucault’s oft-quoted definition of critique as “the art of 
not being governed so much” (1996b: 384) against the background of his notion of ‘govern
mentality’ and not, or at least not primarily, with a view to forms of governing per se. 

4 These terms are here used in a metaphorical rather than diagnostic or medical sense. 
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sent, and surface/depth (Best/Marcus 2009: 3f). As the ‘method wars’ currently tak
ing place in many areas within the humanities and beyond make clear, it is impor
tant to resist the prevalent conflation of critique with theory and to consider it as 
just one possible mode among others. That being said, it nevertheless seems clear 
that this mode, which has been vital in the development of the field of posthuman
ism, will continue to occupy a central role within any posthumanist Cultural Studies. 
Felski certainly has a point when she characterizes critique – the “suspicion without 
limits” (Cusset 2008: 83) – as frequently being a “mode of militant reading” (2015: 1) 
– yet, it seems to me that in the social, cultural, economic, and political struggles of 
the present, we will hardly be able to do without certain forms of militancy. 

Amongst other things, the significance of critique in this context is attested to by 
the theoretical formation of ‘critical posthumanism’, whose name already indicates 
its continuity with the tradition of critique. Particularly considering the centrality 
of representation and its critique for Cultural Studies, the relevance of this forma
tion to, and its compatibility with, the discipline is almost immediately apparent. 
Building on the antihumanist legacy, especially of the poststructuralist generation, 
critical posthumanism typically employs a combined cultural materialist and decon
structivist approach (Herbrechter 2013: 9f), aiming, as Stefan Herbrechter puts it, at 
“inhabit[ing] humanism deconstructively” (2013: 7). To the extent that it aspires to 
sabotage the “dialectic engine” (Herbrechter 2013: 87) driving what Giorgio Agam
ben has called the “anthropological machine” of humanism and thus to stall this “de
vice for producing the recognition of the human” (2004: 26), critical posthumanism 
links up more or less directly with the ambitions of Cultural Studies as a ‘political 
project’ (Hall 1996). What is of particular importance here is the way critical posthu
manism, incorporating arguments from fields such as postcolonial, queer, or gen
der studies, reveals the realm of the human as a “colonial realm” (Halberstam 2020: 
7) insofar as the human “functions to domesticate and hierarchize difference within 
the human (whether according to race, class, gender [or any of the many other cat
egories]) and to absolutize difference between the human and the nonhuman” (Hal
berstam/Livingston 1995: 10). That is to say, it discloses and contests the “morpho
logical normativity” (Braidotti 2009: 526) that is always inscribed at the core of the 
human. For critical posthumanism, as Judith Butler, whose work is central in this 
context, puts it, the human is essentially “a differential norm” and “a differential of 
power”, “a value and a morphology that may be allocated and retracted” (2016: 76, 77). 
Proceeding from the constitutive and political nature of representation, a Cultural 
Studies inflected by these theoretical perspectives thus analyzes and deconstructs 
discursive formations and regimes of representation in order to show that there are 
discursive limits which establish the limits of human intelligibility and to disorga
nize “that field of discourse and power that orchestrates, delimits, and sustains that 
which qualifies as ‘the human’” (Butler 1993: 8). Here, as Stuart Hall once said, tex
tuality indeed emerges “as a site of life and death” (1996: 273). However, a properly 
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posthumanist Cultural Studies would even go beyond this focus on discursivity, in
corporating it into a broader examination of the diverse processes (including the 
material, practices, etc.) through which the human is ‘assembled’. Yet, as a deeply 
‘worldly’, interventionist project, such a Cultural Studies also exceeds the genealog
ical investigation of the contingency of an assemblage such as the human subject 
by pushing towards “an insurrection at the level of ontology” (Butler 2006: 33). It at
tempts, in other words, to “free subject formation from the normative vision of the 
self” (Braidotti 2009: 527) and to disrupt the contemporary ordering of being by en
couraging experimental processes of reassembling for the sake of alternative, unruly 
ontologies. 

Here, critique overlaps with or shifts into the more affirmative theoretical mode 
of repair, to which I will turn next. As this makes clear, there is an element of carica
ture to the usual equation of critique with (nothing but) destruction. Indeed, while 
negativity, as we have seen, is always central to its operation, critique can usually 
not be reduced to it. While certainly secondary, there is nevertheless frequently a 
distinctly ‘positive’ side to it, so that I would join Benjamin Noys when he argues for 
a “detachment of the thinking of negation from a purified and absolute politics of 
abstractive destruction” (2010: 171) and consequently for a more nuanced conception 
of negativity. In fact, critique seems to oscillate between a resolutely ‘paranoid’ or 
cynical and a more affirmative, positive pole, the latter of which effectively moves it 
closer to the reparative mode – a fact that lends support to the argument that the 
three theoretical modes under discussion here are better conceived in terms of a 
continuum rather than as fixed, clear-cut, and fully separate. 

Glue: Repair 

Over the past two decades, critique has increasingly come under attack from vari
ous sides. Particularly within literary studies, many scholars have turned away from 
‘suspicious’, ‘paranoid’ approaches to textuality and sought for alternative ways of 
reading. Their frustration with critique5 stems, among other things, from its lack of 
attention to affect and the embodied dimensions of experience (as well as its own 
limited affective range), the ways in which its methodological orientations limit the 
inquiries, experiences, and insights available to the critic, as well as its perceived po
litical shortcomings. The latter include what is perceived as critique’s normalization 
and domestication as part of the academic mainstream within the neoliberal uni
versity6, its Eurocentrism (particularly its ties to the rationalist and secular logic of 

5 I here follow Anker/Felski 2017b: 10–17; Felski 2015. 
6 In fact, proponents of postcritical approaches frequently go even further than such a ‘meta- 

suspicious’ critique of critique. Instead of claiming that critique has of late become institu
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modernity), its elitism (e.g., in its denigration of common sense and ordinary expe
rience and language), as well as its diffusion not just into a relatively broad, widely- 
shared cultural sensibility, but, much more problematically, into the worldview and 
rhetoric of groups such as right-wing populists and conspiracy theorists, a fact that 
makes the received (self-)image of suspicion as inherently marginal, oppositional, 
and aligned with the left appear rather suspect. In this context, it would seem that 
the Cultural Studies concept of ‘articulation’ (cf., e.g., Grossberg 1986, esp. 53ff; Slack 
1996) may prove helpful, allowing us to replace the essentializing binary opposition 
that frequently dominates theory in the critical mode, between an intrinsically re
sistant and progressive critique on the one hand and inevitably ‘uncritical’, apolitical 
or even quietist alternative modes on the other, with the question (and task) of their 
always specific and contingent relations and articulations. In the domain of literary 
criticism, this dissatisfaction with critique and its ‘paranoid’ outlook has spawned a 
number of innovative approaches such as ‘reparative’ (Sedgwick 2003: 123–51), ‘dis
tant’ (Moretti 2013), ‘surface’ (Best/Marcus 2009), ‘just’ (Marcus 2007), and ‘flat’ (Love 
2010, 2013) readings. Though they are not to be conflated, many of these readings 
tend towards the literal or descriptive rather than the ‘symptomatic’ – one reads 
‘with the grain’ (Bewes 2010), not against it. In this way, the hermeneutics of suspi
cion is often replaced by a hermeneutics of trust, faith, restoration, and recollection 
(Ricœur 1970: 28–32). As Elizabeth Anker and Rita Felski observe, most of the schol
ars associated with postcritique opt for “a more generous posture toward the text” 
than the suspicious one and are hence “committed to treating texts with respect, 
care, and attention, emphasizing the visible rather than the concealed in a spirit of 
dialogue and constructiveness rather than dissection and diagnosis” (2017b: 16). 

Trust, restoration, generosity, respect, constructiveness, care – these are some 
of the keywords characteristic of what I call the theoretical mode of repair. The post
critical turn in literary studies is just one of its manifestations. Compared with cri
tique, this mode has come to prominence only fairly recently, especially – though not 
exclusively – from within certain strands of feminist and queer studies, actor-net
work theory, science and technology studies, affect theory, new materialism, specu
lative realism, and object-oriented ontology. Notably, all of these theoretical forma
tions are more or less closely associated with the paradigm shift of the ‘nonhuman 
turn’ (Grusin 2015) – and indeed, Christian Haines and Sean Grattan (2017: 28n1) 
have even gone so far as to consider posthumanism as a whole as defined by this 

tionally co-opted and defanged, they question the very notion of critique still underlying 
such complaints, which continue to conceive of it as an inherently transgressive and resistant 
mode. Finding this understanding to be a highly idealized, unrealistic and, indeed, unrealiz
able one, these scholars, drawing on approaches such as actor-network theory, instead make 
a case for “a politics of relation rather than negation, of mediation rather than co-option, of 
alliance and assembly rather than alienated critique” (Felski 2015: 147). 
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recent shift towards repair. It seems as if this shift, like the turn to the nonhuman, 
is in certain ways intimately connected with, an expression of and a response to, 
the problematic of the Anthropocene. Repair, in other words, emerges as a mode 
of theorizing expressly developed in the face of the present “urgencies” (Haraway 
2016: 37), a form of thinking dedicated to exploring what Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing 
calls the ‘arts of living on a damaged planet’ (Tsing et al. 2017) or the ‘possibility of 
life in capitalist ruins’ (Tsing 2015). Reparative theorizing can thus be said to con
stitute a more or less direct response to our current condition of global, existential 
precarity – “thinking with precarity” (Tsing 2015: 42), or, to use Steven Jackson’s res
onant expression, “broken world thinking”. Jackson’s marvelous essay “Rethinking 
Repair”, from which this phrase is taken, is crucial to my conceptualization of the 
reparative mode. On the one hand, this mode proceeds from “an appreciation of the 
real limits and fragility of the worlds we inhabit – natural, social, and technologi
cal – and a recognition that many of the stories and orders of modernity […] are in 
process of coming apart” (Jackson 2014: 221). It rejects narratives of progress – but 
also of ruination and apocalypse, which are still under the spell of progress – and 
takes breakdown, erosion, dissolution, and decay as its starting point. At the same 
time, on the other hand, it cultivates the more hopeful approach of what Tsing terms 
‘arts of noticing’ (2015: 17–25), that is, “a deep wonder and appreciation for the ongo
ing activities by which […] rich and robust lives are sustained against the weight of 
centrifugal odds” (Jackson 2014: 222), activities that are habitually rendered invisible 
by established theoretical outlooks and narratives, focused as they are on progress, 
growth, production, design, etc. As Jackson points out, the fulcrum of these two dif
ferent realities – pain and possibility, destruction and creativity – is repair: “the sub
tle acts of care by which order and meaning […] are maintained and transformed” 
(2014: 222).7 The notion of care is central here. Indeed, Jackson goes on to argue that 
an ethics of repair, by going beyond the functionalism dominant within technology 
studies as well as humanist ethics, must consequently open into an ethics of care 
involving the assumption of “responsibility in chains of mutual entanglement and 
dependency” (2014: 231). In other words: We have to care about, care for, and care with 
(cf. Tronto 2013) not just other human beings, but all kinds of actants with which we 
are entangled, including, in Jackson’s case, our technologies. Or, as Bruno Latour 
(2012) has it: Unlike Dr. Frankenstein, we should ‘love our monsters’ and ‘care for 
our technologies as we do for our children’. 

7 While I agree with Jackson’s observation that “the world is always breaking; it’s in its nature to 
break”, and simultaneously “is always being recuperated and reconstituted through repair” 
(2014: 223), the reparative mode, including Jackson’s essay itself, emerges largely in response 
to a very particular breakdown, or set of breakdowns, which we have come to associate with 
the term ‘Anthropocene’. 
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Care is something like the watchword of reparative writing. In fact, if the 
characteristic affective orientation of critique is suspicion, care constitutes the 
distinctive ethos of repair (cf. Sheehey 2020: 74).8 Typically grounded in a rela
tional ontology which sees all ‘existents’ (humans and other animals, objects, plants, 
organisms, land, rocks, physical forces, etc.) as unavoidably interconnected and 
interdependent, reparative theory frequently asserts the vital relevance of care – 
as affective and ethical disposition, material practice, as well as political obligation 
(Puig de la Bellacasa 2017) – for the maintenance of our complex and entangled webs 
of life (and nonlife). Such posthumanist ‘thinking with care’, conceiving “caring as a 
transformative ethos rather than a normative ethics” (Puig de la Bellacasa 2017: 67), 
has been programmatically developed in the illuminating work of María Puig de la 
Bellacasa and has lately found a more radical expression in Patricia MacCormack’s 
Ahuman Manifesto. The latter, “a call to activism for the other at the expense of the 
self”, makes the case not only for ‘active passivity’ and a resolute practice of ‘leaving 
be’, but for the actual abolition of the human both conceptually and in reality as 
necessary forms of care and ‘grace’ – of “radical compassion” (2020: 5, x) – in the An
thropocene. Another recent manifestation of the current relevance of the reparative 
mode is the Care Collective’s Care Manifesto9, which, characteristically proceeding 
from the recognition and embrace of the mutual interdependencies of all (living) 
beings, sharply criticizes neoliberal capitalism as “uncaring by design” and sets 
out to challenge “the limits being placed upon our caring capacities, practices and 
imaginations” (2020: 10, 5). The text promotes a reconceptualization of care in the 
direction of a “radical egalitarianism”, towards what the authors call “an ethics of 
promiscuous care”, and by advocating a model of ‘universal care’ – “the ideal of a 
society in which care is placed front and centre on every scale of life” (2020: 40, 
19). Today, this important text asserts, we urgently need new caring imaginaries, 
practices, and politics – and: “There is no category of human, or indeed non-human, 
to whom this does not apply.” (2020: 44) 

Hence, reparative theorizing is a caring thinking, a thinking with care – as also 
evidenced by Bernard Stiegler’s (2018) play with the French words penser (to think) 
and panser (to bandage, to heal, to care for), translated into English by Daniel Ross as 
‘care-ful thinking’ and ‘thought-ful caring’. Its affective orientation is thus typically 
quite different from the skepticism and ‘paranoia’ of critique. Indeed, repair often 
explicitly defines itself in distinction to what it sees as the “pervasive pessimism” 
and “chronic negativity” (Anker/Felski 2017b: 11) of “corrosive critique” (Puig de la 

8 Stefan Herbrechter and Ivan Callus even claim that posthumanism in general is not only “a 
caring paradigm […] but also a paradigm for care” (2008: 109) (even though I would argue 
that their own writing is rather firmly located within the critical posthumanist mode). 

9 It should be noted, however, that this text is simultaneously also indebted to the critical 
mode. 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839477472-097 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839477472-097 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/


3. Critique, Repair, Escalation: Three Modes of Posthumanist Theorizing 107 

Bellacasa 2017: 49). Against this, the disposition of reparative theory is marked by 
an embrace of the affirmative: positivity, constructiveness, optimism, idealism, even 
utopianism, frequently define the outlook, mood, and tone of such writing.10 Con
sequently, repair generally champions a politics of affirmation, which “is affirmative in 
the sense that it actively works towards the creation of alternatives […] by cultivating 
the relations that are conducive to the transmutation of values” (Braidotti 2010: 143). 
What it seeks is “freedom from the burden of negativity” (Braidotti 2010: 147), sup
planting the self-defeating irony and cynicism, the resignation, despair, and pas
sivity it associates with the critical mode with commitment, cooperation, creativ
ity, innovation, imagination, activeness and, indeed, activism. Instead of “disen
gaged denunciations” and “the corrosive, self-certain, and self-contained traps of 
nothing-but-critique”, repair thus dedicates itself to “attentive practices of thought, 
love, rage, and care” and to cultivating what Haraway terms ‘response-ability’, which 
“requires the risk of being for some worlds rather than others and helping to com
pose those worlds with others” (Haraway 2016: 56, 178n32). As Haraway’s words make 
clear, rage still figures here, of course. One should not make the mistake of confusing 
repair with uncritical and naïve feel-good affirmationism. As a matter of fact, neg
ativity is not outright rejected here; rather, since it is considered to have ‘run out of 
steam’ (Latour 2004), it is decentered and displaced, discarded merely as the be-all and 
end-all of theory (Felski 2015: 9). Yet, negativity is still traversed, worked through, or 
with. Hence, whereas a critic such as Benjamin Noys (2017) tends to speak of ‘anti- 
critique’, ‘postcritical’ tendencies – the prefix ‘post’ always denoting a more complex 
relationality and temporality – seems to me to be a more appropriate designation. 
Indeed, more than a few of the proponents of a reparative theoretical stance have 
emphasized the necessity to hold on to and integrate one kind or another of a crit
ical sensibility into their respective approaches – though this is then no longer cri
tique “in the eagle-like sense of the enlightened unveiling of hidden powers in the 
real causes of things, not in the sense of a critical distance of a skeptical aspirant to 
Zeus” (Puig de la Bellacasa 2017: 61). 

What all of these critics assert, however, is that, for theory in the Anthropocene, 
there is “a new set of skills to learn” (Latour 2010: 487): to repair, take care, conserve, 
compose, relate, associate, connect, assemble, gather, and so forth.11 These are the 
verbs that recur time and again in reparative theorizing. New keywords for Cultural 
Studies! For Bruno Latour, therefore, “[t]he critic is not the one who debunks, but the 
one who assembles” (2004: 246). The one who does not subtract, but adds to the world 
(Latour 1987), the one who does not undermine, but builds and makes possible. Rita 
Felski wonders: After we have all learned so well to insistently ask “‘But what about 

10 In literary studies, there is even talk of a ‘eudaimonic turn’ (Pawelski/Moores 2013). 
11 But also, in view of the ‘slow violence’ (Nixon 2011) of climate change, the sixth mass extinc

tion, etc., to mourn and to ‘grieve-with’ (Haraway 2016: 38f; van Dooren 2016). 
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power?’”, “[p]erhaps it is time to start asking different questions: ‘But what about 
love?’ Or: ‘Where is your theory of attachment?’”12 (2015: 17f) Reparative theorizing 
thus suggests “a (knowledge) politics not so much driven by deconstruction of the 
given but [committed] to ‘passionate construction,’ ‘passionate connection’” (Puig 
de la Bellacasa 2017: 79), propelled by the conviction that “emancipation […] does not 
mean ‘freed from bonds’ but well-attached” (Latour 2005: 218). Not the hammer of 
critique, then, but the glue of repair – whose defining prefix is not ‘de’, but ‘re’: re
compose, reattach, reassemble, reconfigure, recuperate, reconnect, reimagine, re
world, etc. It is no coincidence that theorists who adopt a reparative stance such as 
Latour (2010: 485f) or Jackson (2014: 237) refer to Walter Benjamin’s well-known re
flection on Paul Klee’s painting Angelus Novus, which Benjamin famously reads as a 
depiction of the ‘angel of history’: 

His face is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of events, he sees 
one single catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in 
front of his feet. The angel would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole 
what has been smashed. But a storm is blowing from Paradise; it has got caught in 
his wings with such violence that the angel can no longer close them. This storm 
irresistibly propels him into the future to which his back is turned, while the pile 
of debris before him grows skyward. This storm is what we call progress. (2007: 
257f) 

I would argue that much theorizing in the reparative mode is not only driven by 
a similar profound skepticism towards ‘modernization’ and ‘progress’, but also by 
a (sometimes more, sometimes less) latent desire to ‘make whole what has been 
smashed’ (though mostly not in the sense of a preexisting whole). This, after all, 
is the meaning of repair. There is – in keeping with Eve Sedgwick’s elaboration of 
the reparative stance – an often underlying but distinct aspiration to conserve, pre
serve, as well as to ameliorate, replenish, and heal in most reparative theorizing. 
“Wars. So many wars”, writes Latour, and asks: “Should we be at war, too, we, the 
scholars, the intellectuals? Is it really our duty to add fresh ruins to fields of ruins? 
Is it really the task of the humanities to add deconstruction to destruction?” (2004: 
225) And he answers: “While critics still believe that there is too much belief and too 
many things standing in the way of reality, compositionists believe that there are 
enough ruins and that everything has to be reassembled piece by piece. Which is 
another way of saying that we don’t wish to have too much to do with the twenti
eth century: ‘Let the dead bury their dead.’” (2010: 475f) There is something unex
pectedly modernist (not modern) here; a preoccupation, as T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land 

12 While I appreciate this widening of the horizon of inquiry, following thinkers such as Dimitris 
Papadopoulos (2010, 2014) and María Puig de la Bellacasa (2017: 27–67), I would argue that 
the latter set of questions should actually be connected with the former one. 
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has it, with ‘fragments shored against our ruins’. Repair thus braces itself against 
what James Joyce’s Stephen Dedalus called the ‘nightmare of history’, “a world”, as 
Sedgwick writes, “full of loss, pain, and oppression” (2003: 138). As Bonnie Sheehey 
observes: “The ‘reparative’ refers to a set of strategies whereby subjects salvage pos
sibilities and sustenance from the objects of a culture.” (2020: 69) It is a theoretical 
“practice that transforms, mends, and provides sustenance”, “invested with a range 
of attitudes and affects that dispose critics toward an attentiveness to possibility, 
pleasure, and alteration” (Sheehey 2020: 70). Consequently, along with other more 
‘positive’ affects, hope – not frequently encountered in theory of the critical mode – 
has come to new prominence in recent theorizing (cf., e.g., Ahmed 2010; Lear 2008; 
Muñoz 2009; Snediker 2009). 

In all of this, and with its general combined focus on breakdown and renewal, 
pain and possibility, I believe that repair can be seen as an expression of a broader 
cultural shift that is still taking place. It is part of the emergence of what we may 
perhaps call an Anthropocene ‘structure of feeling’ (Williams 1977: 128–35), which is ar
guably also discernible in many other areas, such as the trend towards ‘reconstruc
tion’ (rather than deconstruction) in contemporary literature (Funk 2017), the novel, 
posthumanist narratives and imaginaries of a number of recent motion pictures 
(esp. science fiction; e.g., Alex Garland’s 2018 film Annihilation)13, the ‘conciliative’, 
‘consensual’ tendencies in much present-day art (Rauterberg 2021), the explicit con
cern with ecological issues in certain sections of today’s pop(-ular) culture (e.g., ‘An
thropocenema’ [Kara 2016], the work of performers like Björk, Sigur Rós, Grimes, 
and Nick Mulvey, or of artists such as Tara Donovan, Olafur Eliasson, or Ackroyd 
& Harvey), current forms of (eco-)political activism like Extinction Rebellion and 
the Fridays for Future movement, or the gradual restructuring of the (Gramscian) 
‘common sense’ which seems to be happening at the moment – its ‘ecological turn’ 
– evident, for instance, in a now near-ubiquitous emphasis on themes such as an
thropogenic climate change, sustainability, care, resilience, etc. 

In a sense, then, repair is the theoretical mode of the moment – even though, as I 
argue here, by itself it is not enough. For the project of Cultural Studies, employing it 
in a more deliberate, strategic, and extensive way should not be particularly difficult. 
For while Cultural Studies has always ‘at heart’ been a distinctly critical enterprise, 
it has nevertheless also continuously ‘wrestled’ (Hall 1996: 265f) with the various crit
ical traditions on which it has drawn and in this process frequently distanced itself 
from some of the aspects of critique now criticized by postcritical approaches. It 
has, for instance, even as it undoubtedly came to adopt many of the key assumptions 
and concepts of structuralism and poststructuralism, always retained something of 
a skeptical distance from particularly the more radical varieties of the constructivist 
paradigm – working, rather, ‘within shouting distance’ (Hall 1996: 265) of it – and 

13 On this topic, cf. the coda of this book. 
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refused to relinquish notions such as (embodied, affective) ‘experience’ or (material) 
‘reality’; it has always been suspicious of the master narratives and totalizing ac
counts regularly advanced by critique (‘the control society’, ‘the age of simulation’, 
etc.) and instead emphasized the need for more nuanced, contextualized, and ‘situ
ated’ accounts; it has firmly rejected the sequestering of critical thinking in the ivory 
tower of the university and in various ways attempted to forge connections between 
the academic and the nonacademic world; against the view of ‘ordinary’ recipients 
as essentially passive cultural dupes, it has from the outset insisted that ‘critique is 
ordinary’ (Felski 2015: 139) and that consumers more or less actively negotiate the 
discourses, ideologies, and power structures in which they are caught in complex 
and often unpredictable ways; and, relatedly, and perhaps most importantly, it has 
– in keeping with Stuart Hall’s Gramscian motto “pessimism of the intellect, opti
mism of the will” – frequently championed a more affirmative kind of theory and 
politics, even at the risk of being smiled at by the representatives of ‘high theory’ 
and critique – think, for instance, of the sympathetic reading of the charity super
group Band Aid and the 1985 Live Aid event advanced by Hall and Martin Jacques 
(1986) as well as Dick Hebdige (1988: 216–23). In texts that, in both tone and tenor, 
resonate quite strongly with much recent, reparatively oriented writing, thinkers 
such as Hebdige made the case for a “revision of priorities” which, he maintained, 
“requires us to redefine the function(s) of critique” (1988: 223). Hebdige asserts: 

A politics based exclusively on the perfection of critique, on the identification of 
pain and exploitation, on the regular exposure of ‘hard’, ‘unwelcome’ truths which 
would otherwise remain concealed from less alert, less well informed or less ‘polit
ically committed’ individuals, a politics which offers only ‘dissent’ and ‘resistance’ 
as positive terms, is simply not enough. It will not work. (1988: 222f) 

Against the fatalistic, authoritative, and totalizing character of such suspicious, 
‘paranoid’ approaches, “the ‘fatal errors’ which all too often flow from the forms of 
institutionalised critique to which we are – perhaps treacherously – habituated”, 
Hebdige, not unlike Sedgwick or Felski, proposes a more tentative and flexible 
“‘weak thought’” and “a more enabling, vital set of strategies” (1988: 216, 226, 210) 
attuned to “the positive potentialities” of phenomena, “working with and on the 
resources of optimism, good faith and good will”, engendering “a sense of possibil
ity”, and articulating “positive critical energies” (1988: 217, 222, 210). Thus, the now 
prominent theoretical mode of repair already has a comparatively distinct and rich 
history within the discursive formation of Cultural Studies. 
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The Accelerator: Escalation 

In his “Compositionist Manifesto”, Bruno Latour makes the case for a “radical trans
formation in the definition of what it means to progress” by replacing “an idea of in
evitable progress” with “one of tentative and precautionary progression”. Accordingly, he 
intends his manifesto “[n]ot as a war cry for an avant-garde to move even further and 
faster ahead, but rather as a warning, a call to attention, so as to stop going further in 
the same way as before toward the future” (2010: 473). With this ‘avant-garde’, Latour 
may well have had a different theoretical stance in mind, whose origins lie in the 
French theory of the 1970s (though, as always, it can be traced back further, at least 
to the work of Marx), but which has come to prominence only over the last decade 
and, in 2013, spawned its own manifesto: accelerationism. I want to argue that in 
accelerationism, we can detect a third important posthumanist mode of theorizing 
– escalation – which, however, is not confined to it. As I see it, accelerationism is the 
purest, but by no means the sole manifestation of escalation – a theoretical mode 
which is not primarily defined by the fact that it makes processes of acceleration and 
intensification into its main concern – works such as Hartmut Rosa’s (2015) impor
tant study on social acceleration do just that, but remain firmly tied to the mode of 
critique14 – but that escalation constitutes its characteristic method, its quintessen
tial argumentative, and often also rhetorical, move, that it designates a specific set 
of philosophical assumptions and a particular style of argument, and that it is made 
into a veritable ethos. 

As Robin Mackay and Armen Avanessian explain in the introduction to their Ac
celerationist Reader, the term ‘accelerationism’ designates “a convergent group of new 
theoretical enterprises that aim to conceptualise the future outside of traditional 
critiques and regressive, decelerative, or restorative ‘solutions’” (2014: 6f). Though re
pair should certainly not be equated with regression, clearly accelerationism signals 
a new departure beyond the critical and the reparative modes. While its philosoph
ical roots lie in classical Marxism, its historical emergence as a theoretico-political 
‘movement’ is inseparable from what Jacques Camatte, an important thinker in this 
context, referred to as “the failure of a future that was thought inevitable” (2014: 133). 
In other words: The works that would later come to be seen as having articulated the 
accelerationist impulse for the first time, most notably texts by Gilles Deleuze and 
Félix Guattari, Jean-François Lyotard, and Jean Baudrillard, constituted a more or 
less direct response to the failure of May 1968 and the concomitant disenchantment 
with the Marxist narrative of the certain supersession of capitalism. What ensued 
was a profound dis-illusionment: frustration and despair, but also a removal of all il
lusions intellectuals still held regarding the nature of the capitalist system, which 

14 However, in his more recent work on ‘resonance’ (2019) and ‘uncontrollability’ (2020), Rosa is 
distinctly moving closer to the reparative mode. 
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they increasingly came to see as immune to received forms of political critique and 
activism. Consequently, as Sylvère Lotringer puts it, these “‘children of May,’ revo
lutionaries bereft of a revolution”, resolved “to sleep with the enemy” and “turned to 
capitalism, eager to extract its subversive energy they no longer found in traditional 
class struggle” (2007: 11). Theoretical work became driven by a ‘logic of failed revolt’ 
(Starr 1995). Accelerationism, therefore, can largely be seen as a symptom of and a re
sponse to crisis – in the 1970s in France, but equally in the 1990s in Britain, and in the 
early 21st century on a more international scale. For in a way, the basic sense of crisis 
persists, refracted through historical events and discourses such as, in the case of 
the 1990s, the global victory march of neoliberalism, the revolutions of 1989, and the 
ensuing debates surrounding the TINA doctrine and the notion of the ‘end of his
tory’ (cf. esp. Fukuyama 1992), and, in the case of the present, the financial crisis of 
2007/08 and the discourses of ‘capitalist realism’ and the ‘cancellation of the future’ 
(cf. esp. Berardi 2011; Fisher 2009, 2014a; Srnicek/Willams 2016; Williams/Srnicek 
2014). Today, these discourses are intimately tied to the more general, in fact, global, 
problematic of the ‘Capitalocene’ (Moore 2015, 2016). In this context, the sense of 
crisis has, if anything, only become aggravated. As Steven Shaviro points out, “for 
us today, crisis has become a chronic and seemingly permanent condition. We live, 
oxymoronically, in a state of perpetual, but never resolved, convulsion and contra
diction. Crises never come to a culmination; instead, they are endlessly and indef
initely deferred” (2015: 9) – “omni-crisis” (Hardt/Negri 2001: 189). Hence, our expe
rience of the contemporary moment is that of a frustrating impasse, of a ‘frenetic 
standstill’ (Rosa 2015) – an eternal, ‘absolute present’, in which, as Fredric Jameson 
famously put it, “it is easier to imagine the end of the world than to imagine the end 
of capitalism” (2003: 76). 

What present-day accelerationism reacts to is thus essentially what Marx de
scribed as the transition of capitalism from ‘formal’ to ‘real subsumption’, a process 
that Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri have redescribed as “investing not only the 
economic or only the cultural dimension of society but rather the social bios itself”. 
That is to say that “the increasingly intense relationship of mutual implication of all 
social forces that capitalism has pursued throughout its development has now been 
fully realized”, so that “the whole social body is comprised by power’s machine”. To
day, in other words, biopolitical capitalism operates “a control that extends through
out the depths of the consciousnesses and bodies of the population – and at the 
same time across the entirety of social relations” (Hardt/Negri 2001: 24f). Capital
ism’s ‘extensive expansion’ across the entire globe is thus coupled with an unprece
dented ‘intensive expansion’ (Massumi 1992: 132), which – whether it is labor, social 
life, subjectivity, affect, creativity, or cognitive processes – leaves no aspect of life un
colonized. Consequently, in the ‘smooth space’ of neoliberal, globalized, networked 
capitalism, in which power no longer has a definitive place but is “both everywhere 
and nowhere” (Hardt/Negri 2001: 190), there is no longer any outside to the system, 
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from which it could effectively be attacked. Accelerationists maintain that in this 
situation, “[r]enouncing […] critique and consolation” (Lyotard 1993: 120) is the only 
way forward – the first, because it has lost all foothold and become ineffective, the 
second because all calls to slow down, scale back, and return to one form or another 
of primordial purity are not only fundamentally illusory but also politically danger
ous. As Sadie Plant and Nick Land put it, in a tone and rhetoric typical of the CCRU’s 
(the Cybernetic Culture Research Unit at Warwick University) accelerationism in the 
1990s: 

Security cybernetics has supplanted the critique of alienation […]. Alienation used 
to diagnose the condition of a population becoming foreign to itself, offering a 
prognosis that still promised recovery. All that is over. We are all foreigners now, 
no longer alienated, but alien […]. 
To what could we wish to return? Heidegger completed the degeneration of au
thenticity into xenocidal neurosis. Being died in the führer-bunker, and purity be
longs entirely to the cops. The capitalist metropolis is mutating beyond all nostal
gia. (2014: 306) 

Though the two theoretical modes are generally very different, both escalation and 
repair thus also emerge as antidotes to what is perceived as the exhaustion of cri
tique, to ‘left melancholia’ (Brown 2000), ‘transcendental miserabilism’ (Land 2011), 
political defeatism and inertia. Yet, whereas the one responds with an emphasis 
on innehalten, that is, pausing for a moment, on conservation and care, the other 
presses on, pushing even further ahead – instead of the ‘re’ of repair, provisionally 
patching things together, the ‘un’ – in the sense of a release – of escalation, forever 
speeding things up, plunging further in, and intensifying our immersion in current 
processes: unbinding, unleashing, unfettering, uncaging, unlocking, etc. Thus, the 
essence of accelerationism is “the argument that the only way out is the way through” 
(Shaviro 2015: 2). Or, as Mark Fisher puts it, “if there is no desire to go back except 
as a cheap Hollywood holiday in other people’s misery – if […] there are no primi
tive societies”, then “the only direction [is] forward” – “[t]hrough the shit of capital, 
its metal bars, its polystyrene, its books, its sausage pâtés, its cyberspace matrix” 
(2014b: 340).15 Since retreatist solutions are not an option anymore, accelerationism 
holds that “we must match and exceed capital’s inhuman speeds” and therefore in
sists on “the continuing dynamism and transformation of the human wrought by 
the unleashing of productive forces, arguing that it is possible to align with their 
revolutionary force but against domestication” (Mackay/Avanessian 2014: 17, 13). The 
origins of such an approach lie primarily in Marx’s ‘parallax’ view of capitalism, 

15 Fisher’s text here references a notorious passage from Lyotard’s Libidinal Economy (1993: 115f). 
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expressed, for instance, in his (and Engels’) famous assertion of its ‘constant rev
olutionizing’, melting ‘all that is solid into thin air’, or in his well-known argument 
about the increasing conflict between the forces and the relations of production, ef
fectively creating the conditions for its own overcoming. But it is also rooted in the 
(early) work of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, especially their influential charac
terization of capitalism as a force that is on the one hand revolutionary and ‘deter
ritorializing’, but on the other simultaneously inhibiting and ‘reterritorializing’. It 
was particularly the following ‘accelerationist’ passage from their Anti-Oedipus that 
proved to be inspirational: 

But which is the revolutionary path? Is there one? – To withdraw from the world 
market, as Samir Amin advises Third World countries to do, in a curious revival of 
the fascist “economic solution”? Or might it be to go in the opposite direction? To go 
still further, that is, in the movement of the market, of decoding and deterritorial
ization? For perhaps the flows are not yet deterritorialized enough, not decoded 
enough, from the viewpoint of a theory and a practice of a highly schizophrenic 
character. Not to withdraw from the process, but to go further, to “accelerate the 
process,” as Nietzsche put it: in this matter, the truth is that we haven’t seen any
thing yet. (1983: 239f) 

Building on this, accelerationists like Gilles Lipovetsky argue that “‘revolutionary’ 
actions are not those which aim to overthrow the system of Capital, which […] has 
never ceased to be revolutionary, but those which complete its rhythm in all its radi
cality” (2014: 233) – or rather, which opt for the latter as the only path to achieve the 
former. 

Thus, accelerationism denotes a politics of radical immanence, and one that es
chews ‘folk politics’ (Srnicek/Williams 2016), centered on the small-scale, the au
thentic, the everyday, the traditional, and the natural, and, instead, is “at ease with a 
modernity of abstraction, complexity, globality, and technology” (Williams/Srnicek 
2014: 354). This refusal of transcendence as well as of decelerative, regressive so
lutions is characteristic of the escalative mode of theory at large, which generally 
considers certain contemporary processes such as technologization, mediatization, 
digitalization, globalization, or ‘posthumanization’ not only as irreversible, but, in
deed, as desirable, because they open up previously foreclosed possibilities. In this, 
escalation is vehemently anti-naturalist, framing “nature and the natural as a space 
for contestation” (Hester 2018: 19). The position of xenofeminism (XF), an acceler
ationist strand of feminism, first articulated by the Laboria Cuboniks collective, is 
emblematic here: 

XF seizes alienation as an impetus to generate new worlds. We are all alienated – 
but have we ever been otherwise? It is through, and not despite, our alienated con
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dition that we can free ourselves from the muck of immediacy. Freedom is not a 
given – and it’s certainly not given by anything ‘natural’. The construction of free
dom involves not less but more alienation; alienation is the labour of freedom’s 
construction. Nothing should be accepted as fixed, permanent, or ‘given’ – neither 
material conditions nor social forms. (2018: 1) 

Escalative approaches such as this one thus rigorously position themselves ‘against 
nature’ (Daston 2019) and ‘against purity’ (Shotwell 2016) and embrace alienation as a 
positive, emancipatory force (cf. Trafford/Wolfendale 2019) – or, as the CCRU collec
tive puts it: “Alienated and loving it.” (2014: 331) Rejecting essentialist humanism as 
“capitalism’s default ideology” (Noys 2014a: 11), escalation revolves around a “trans
formative anthropology” (Negri 2014: 373) and “relentlessly revises what it means to 
be human” (Negarestani 2014: 427).16 

Like the other theoretical modes, escalation is of course profoundly heteroge
neous, comprising not only very different strands of accelerationism17 – from the 
libidinal-anarchic one of the 1970s, via the techno-nihilistic cyber-accelerationism 
of the 1990s, to the more sober, Enlightenment-rationalistic variant of the present, 
from left to right, etc. – but also, to a varying extent, the work of an extremely 
wide range of thinkers such as Donna Haraway, Paul Preciado, McKenzie Wark, 
Benjamin Bratton, Tiziana Terranova, Helen Hester, or Andrew Culp. Revolving as 
it does around intensification, acceleration, and expansion, the escalative mode is 
typically affirmationist, in the sense in which Ben Noys (2010) has used the term – 
even in a case like Baudrillard’s more ambivalent, ‘negative accelerationism’ (Noys 
2010: 6). Yet, one can also identify other manifestations as, for instance, Culp’s 
idiosyncratic counter-reading of the philosophy of Deleuze in terms of the destruc
tive ‘darkness’ he identifies in Deleuze’s work and which he escalates towards a 
“revolutionary negativity” (2016: 2). A very different kind of text, for sure. However, 
as in the case of the other modes, what counts are not particular arguments, which 
may well be divergent or even outright contradictory, but a shared style of thought, 
disposition, sensibility, and ethos. 

16 In this context, it is interesting to note that the emergence of the more recent, distinctly left 
variants of accelerationism – a ‘conditional accelerationism’ typically aiming at a repurposing 
of science and technology for progressive political ends – has been accompanied by a return, 
under new auspices, to the rationalism and ‘Prometheanism’ of the Enlightenment (cf., em

blematically, Brassier 2014). 
17 It should also be noted that accelerationism has been subject to much debate and criticized 

for what is perceived as its lack of attention to differences relating to, for instance, class, ‘race’, 
age, or ability. 
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The Uses of Tentacularity 

Open the toolbox. Depending on the tool you take out and hold in your hand (or 
tentacle), you are able to do very different things. Certain actions become possible, 
while others are foreclosed. For example, take James Cameron’s 2009 science fiction 
blockbuster Avatar. Now grab your hammer and set to work. Break and ply open; 
deconstruct, for instance, the Pocahontas myth, bring to light the imperialist nos
talgia and settler colonial logic at work in the text, the displacement of ‘Western’ de
sires and fears regarding the ‘Other’ onto the alien, and the inescapable workings of 
what Said called a ‘flexible positional superiority’ (1979: 7), here connected to a fan
tasy of ‘going native’, of appropriation, and to a white savior fantasy, essentially a 
means to assuage racial guilt. Smash through the surface of eco-kitsch-exoticism 
and special effects, tear off the mask, and expose the film as what it really is: a white 
man’s fantasy – ultimately, a reaffirmation of white supremacy (cf. Loza 2013). But 
then, put the hammer away, take out your tube of glue, and try out what can be done 
with that. As you reassemble the shards and fragments, see what new meanings and 
alternative usages for the text emerge: a fable of the clash of modernity (in the La
tourian [1993] sense) with Gaia, which, however, “doesn’t take ultimate catastrophe 
and destruction for granted – as so many have before – but opts for a much more 
interesting outcome: a new search for hope on condition that what it means to have 
a body, a mind, and a world is completely redefined” (Latour 2010: 472) – a plea, in 
other words, for repair and care, and for the overall composition of a more livable, 
sustainable future. Finally, shift gear once again, put the glue away and press down 
hard on your accelerator. As you’re pushing ahead at ever-greater speed, the Avatar 
you have just assembled now appears as a manifestation of an escapist nostalgia for 
a precapitalist world suffusing contemporary culture, a symptomatic expression of 
“a negative theology of an outside of capital” (Mackay/Avanessian 2014: 24), which 
is a sentimental response to the de facto immanence of the social and the techni
cal – “a paradigm of that late-capitalist subjectivity which disavows its modernity” 
(Fisher 2018: 196). Speeding up, you recognize that such primitivist organicism is 
highly unconvincing – and, in fact, ironically undercut in the movie itself by the fact 
that the protagonist’s (and our) immersion in the organic idyll of Pandora depends 
upon the very advanced technology it is contrasted with. More than that, it is also 
deeply ideological – an instance of a corporate, gestural anti-capitalism that ulti
mately serves to cement the capitalist status quo instead of challenging it (cf. Fisher 
2009: 12–15). Indeed, with its emphasis on the natural, the authentic, the primor
dial, and the pure, it is politically dangerous. Against this, you accelerate further, 
like J.G. Ballard’s protagonists, onwards, ‘through the crash barrier’… 

Cultural Studies is primarily accustomed to using the hammer of critique. Yet, 
as I have argued here, in the Anthropocene, more tools are needed than just one. And 
in fact, the other theoretical modes to some extent already form a part of the Cultural 
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Studies tradition. Articulation is absolutely central here. It is what holds our toolbox 
together. In fact, the concept itself might perhaps be turned into a starting point for 
the process of articulation, given that, with varying inflections, it has been mobilized 
from within all three theoretical modes, designating, for example, the cultural prac
tice of manufacturing contingent connections between ideological elements, ide
ologies, and social forces, (e.g., Grossberg 1986, esp. 53ff; Laclau/Mouffe 2001), the 
work of repair (Jackson 2014: 223), or a practical process of composition operating 
on the ontological level of matter itself (Latour 1999, esp. 142ff; Papadopoulos 2018: 
47f). Even though there are obviously significant differences, tensions, and conflicts 
between the three different modes of theorizing, I believe that these have often been 
overemphasized and exaggerated, and thus made to appear as irreconcilable oppo
sites. The theoretical relation between Bruno Latour and Benjamin Noys may serve 
as an illustration of this. While the former has long been passionately advocating 
alternatives to critique, whose energies he considers to be exhausted, and the latter 
has for over a decade now been issuing very critical engagements with the work of 
the former (cf. esp. Noys 2010: 80–105, 2014b, 2016), relentlessly asserting the per
sistence and value of negativity, it is interesting to observe that more recently, some
thing of a rapprochement seems to be taking place (cf. esp. Latour 2018, 2019; Noys 
2019), one that, moreover, appears to reveal a compatibility that, despite all disagree
ments, was always (latently) existent. Thus, instead of choosing and defending one 
theoretical mode over and against the others, I think that it is more fruitful today 
to think about their respective potentials as well as limits, about possible points of 
articulation, and about how tensions between them may themselves be made pro
ductive. 

Mediation, synthesis, hybridization, bricolage – these have always been the
oretical strengths of Cultural Studies. Stuart Hall once wrote about the warring 
paradigms of culturalism and structuralism within Cultural Studies, and argued 
that, although there could be no easy synthesis between them, it was necessary “to 
think forwards from the best elements” (1986: 48) in both of them – with the work 
of Gramsci serving as a fulcrum for such an articulation. Today, it is perhaps in 
the influential thought of Donna Haraway that we can identify such a hinge. Her 
work stands testament to, and, indeed, as one model for, the immensely productive 
combination of the three posthumanist theoretical modes: critique, repair, and 
escalation (cf. also Love 2017).18 It illustrates that all three, especially together, can 
be pragmatically and profitably put to use in the struggle for alternative worldings. 
If theoretical interventions also function as forms of political practice, then what is 

18 While Haraway has always drawn on all three theoretical modes, it seems to me that one 
can nevertheless identify some kind of shift in her work, to the extent that care has come to 
occupy a much more central role in her thinking during the last two decades. 
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needed in the Anthropocene are cephalopodal politics and theorizing. The Cultural 
Studies Kraken must articulate.19 
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