POSTHUMAN
GLOSSARY

Edited by Rosi Braidotti and Maria Hlavajova

BLOOMSBURY ACADEMIC

LONDON ¢« NEW YORK * OXFORD « NEW DELH! « SYDNEY




BLOOMSBURY ACADEMIC
Bloomsbury Publishing Plc
50 Bedford Square, London, WC1B 3DFR, UK
1385 Broadway, New York, NY 10018, USA

BLOOMSBURY, BLOOMSBURY ACADEMIC and the
Diana fogo are trademarks of Bloomsbury Publishing Plc

First published in Great Britain 2018
Reprinted 2018

Copyright © Rosi Braidotti, Maria Hlavajova and contributors, 2018

Rosi Braidotti and Maria Hiavajova have asserted their right under the
Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988, to be identified as Editors of this work.

For legal purposes the Acknowledgements on p. xii constitute
an extension of this copyright page.

Cover design: Eleanor Rose
Cover image © Vince Cavataio/Getty Images

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted
in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying,
recording, or any information storage or retrieval system, without prior
permission in writing from the publishers.

Bloomsbury Publishing Pic does not have any control over, or responsibility for,
any third-party websites referred to or in this book. All internet addresses given
in this book were correct at the time of going to press. The author and publisher

regret any inconvenience caused if addresses have changed or sites have
ceased to exist, but can accept no responsibility for any such changes.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.
A catalogue record for this book is available from the Library of Congress.
ISBN: HB: 978-1-350-03024-4
PB: 978-1-350-03025-1
ePDF: 978-1-350-03023-7
ePub: 978-1-350-03026-8

Series: Theory

Typeset by RefineCatch Limited, Bungay, Suffolk
Printed and bound in Great Britain

To find out more about our authors and books visit
www.bloomsbury.com and sign up for our newsletters.



’LACENTA POLITICS

centa politics is a term that I coined
indicate the materialist feminist bio-
litics of the relation between the mater-
maternal body, the placenta and the
etus. I transpose this maternal-placental-
etal connection into a nomadic frame so
to argue that it composes a generative
emblage. The placental assemblage
ises key issues of relationality, immunity
d auto-immunity, which are best served
y a neo-materialist philosophy of becom-
gand affirmative ethics within a monistic
derstanding of matter. I draw on the
rk of French feminist biologist Hélene
uch (1987), who was inspired by the
hilosopher Luce Irigaray (1985a, 1985b)
dby Lacanian psychoanalysis to propose
e biological entity of the placenta as a
ird party that redefines the relationship
ween the maternal body and the other
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body, the foetus, in immunological terms.
The placenta splits the subject from within,
in a non-dialectical process of internal
differentiations that predicates the primacy
of the ‘other within Yet, this highly signi-
ficant configuration has remained unrep-
resented within phallo-logocentric logic.

Therefore, I suggest moving placenta
politics centre stage, but into a different
theoretical direction. Firstly, placenta polit-
ics upholds an affirmative and non-aggress-
ive bio-politics that opposes the military
terminology and concepts that are custom-
ary in scientific discussions of immunology.
Theimmunization process is usually formu-
lated in terms of the individual and collect-
ive bodies’ struggle for homeostatic stability
and protection against external aggressive
forces. Secondly, this approach to immuno-
logy has been taken as an analogy for polit-
ics and governance. For instance, Esposito’s
work on bio-politics (2008b) explores the
immunological political economy of hospit-
ality and hostility. I find it disappointing that
what was originally a politics of life - bio-
politics - which also included a reappraisal
of the politics of dying and letting die, has
become almost exclusively focused on
thanato-politics, to use Foucault’s term
(1977). In contemporary discussions, this
issue blends with necro-politics (Mbembe
2003), that is to say extermination and
extinction. Bio-politics should not position
life only on the horizon of death, but also as
the generative force of both human and
non-human organisms (Braidotti 2006b). In
terms of the immunological debate this
means that the question is not that and how
the organism is capable of self-preservation
at the expense of some of its weak or
diseased parts, but rather that in most cases
itactually does not attack them.And I would
like to add that, specifically in pregnancy,
the organism does usually not expel
the foetal other, but rather hosts it and
nurtures it.
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Wolfe (2010) explores the immunolo-
gical paradox with Derrida’s notion of the
pharmakon. This refers to the process by
which poison is injected so that the pres-
ence of what Nancy (2000) would call ‘an
intruder’ is registered by a constituted
system. That encounter, which triggers the
infection or the disease, also creates a first
line of defence against it. The first line of
auto-immunological ~ defence  gestures
towards a cure or to secure immunity from
the very disease that is triggering the
composition of the encounter. The auto-
immunological principle is that the patho-
gen that is injected in controlled doses into
the body does not destroy the entirety of the
organism, but helps the immune system to
learn how to defend itself. Derrida’s ethics
of immunity proposes not the exclusion,
but the incorporation and vicarious substi-
tution of the vital/lethal other.

None of these bio-political thinkers,
however, ever take the maternal body and
the placental assemblage into considera-
tion, which makes Rouch’s work all the
more significant. Thus, they miss a crucial
dimension of the immunity process. In my
view, placenta politics is necessary to
understand the specific form of auto-
immunity that is the maternal-placental-
foetal assemblage. Pregnancy foregrounds
the crucial idea that the immune system
does not always attack what has been
injected into the body. If we focus on
insemination, gestation and birth, the
question shifts to another plateau: what are
we to make of the fact that the female body
actually hosts and cares for the egg, then
embryo, then foetus, then baby? The
placenta is the operative factor of immun-
ologically compatibility: it is formed by the
extension of the maternal body’s blood
vessels into another tissue that both
connects and separates the embryo from
the maternal organism. It is ejected as an
extra entity about thirty minutes after the
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birth has taken place. This is a far cry from
the thanato-political or necro-politica]
discourse of the tactical expulsion of alien
elements or the aggressive elimination of
the alien other. The paradigm of placenty
politics presents instead a model of gener.
ative relationality.

In feminist materialist terms the
mother-placenta-fetus assemblage can be
read as a state of pacifist cooperation and
co-creation between organisms, in a
specific relational frame that facilitates
their co-existence, interaction and growth,
The placenta stresses the notion of evoly-
tion through mutual cooperation. I argue
that the placenta is a powerful figuration -
Deleuze (1994) would call it ‘conceptual
persona - for a co-creative and collaborat-
ive model between separate yet related
organisms, agents and living matter:
maternal, placental and foetal. Placenta
politics is about affirmative ethical
encounters - it is the original form of trans-
corporeality.

I want to argue further that the placenta
is the perfect figuration for thinking both
unity and diversity, specificity and differ-
ence within a monistic frame. It fore-
grounds nomadic difference as a process of
differential modulations by organisms that
define themselves by mutual relations
within a common matter. By extension it
allows us to rethink political and ethical
interaction on the basis of a materially
grounded understanding of subject-form-
ation. Becoming subject is an embedded
and embodied, relational and ethical
process framed by multiple encounters
with both human and non-human factors
and agents.

In order to conceptualize this vision,
the best theoretical allies are the ontologic-
ally pacifist theorists, inspired by critical
Spinozism, like Deleuze (1988b; 1992a). A
monistic philosophy allows us to theorize
organic processes of collaborative growth,
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inserting complexity at the heart of philo-
sophical thought. In this context, the
maternal-placental-fetal assemblage can
be understood as a figuration of affirmat-
ive relationality and multiple becomings.
The placenta functions as an interface of
multiple particles and components that
jointly sustain the dynamic process of
forming new organisms. This living
process enacts a complex dynamics and
expresses an affirmative vision of life as a
cooperative effort. Placenta politics so
defined expresses the vital force of the
multiple agents and forces that co-exist
through transformative encounters. Thus
it is not only the case that the bio-political
and the thanato-political relations exist in
a continuum - in keeping with Foucault’s
original insight - but also that they are
constituted by heterogeneous assemblages
of diverse components. Placenta politics
can be fully situated within the contem-
porary posthuman landscape.

This has a number of implications also
for contemporary posthuman feminist
politics (Braidotti 2016a). Firstly, knowing
that contemporary nomadic or ‘dividual
posthuman subjects are constituted
through processes of mutual specification
and differential modulation, we can define
sexual difference as one of the motors of
multiple differing within a common
matter. The binary gender system is just
a mechanism to capture this sexed multi-
plicity, which aims at reducing and dis-
ciplining the infinite modulations and
the ‘thousand little sexes’ (Deleuze and
Guattari 1988: 277), which constitute our
virtual embodied and embedded, affective
and relational structure.

Secondly, we need to consider the high
level of technological mediation - both
bio-genetic and informational - that
surrounds sexuality and reproduction
today. Contemporary bodies are shaped by
a complex interaction of social and bio-
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genetic elements, including the multiple
hormonally loaded, contraceptive-pill
driven, technologically mediated extended
mother-machines (Roberts 2016). The
toxic pharmacological aspects of contem-
porary reproduction (Preciado 2013)
expose the gender system as a machinery
that is currently multiplied, pulped, upheld,
hacked, re-constructed and abolished on a
daily basis. Both gene-editing and gender-
editing have become part of our vocabu-
lary and our social as well as technological
practices.

It follows that we need more studies of
placenta politics and the immunological
paradigm within the feminist framework
of bodily neo-materialist posthuman
thought. By extension, it is also important
to re-frame the maternal body. Where
placenta politics offers a new line of
thought for bio-politics and thereby a new
possibility for critical reflection on both
relational ethics and reproductive labour,
the category of the pregnant posthuman
(see Pregnant Posthuman) posits the
maternal body as a subject, which supplies
us with a figure as a starting point for
critique, for re-thinking itself, and for
developing and defending a different,
sexuate ethics.

Cyberfeminism and Xenofeminism
argue that the maternal body - technically
female (see Xenofeminsim) - is not one.
The myriad of technologically mediated
practices and socially differentiated modes
of mothering, ranging from surrogacy to
the recently approved three-parent family,
are the result of the pervasive impact of the
apparatus of reproductive technologies and
socio-economic practices. The explosion of
the alleged linearity of the reproductive
process also introduces new actors, from
external donors to internal gene-editing
practices, all of them reliant on technolo-
gical mediation. Placenta politics respects
this complexity while foregrounding the
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specificity of the maternal-placental-fetal
assemblage.

A posthuman theory of the subject
emerges therefore as an empirical project
that aims at experimenting with what
contemporary, bio-technologically medi-
ated bodies are capable of doing. These
non-profit experiments with contempor-
ary subjectivity actualize the virtual
possibilities of an expanded, relational self
that functions in a nature-culture
continuum and is technologically medi-
ated. Not surprisingly, this non-profit,
experimental approach to different prac-
tices of subjectivity runs against the spirit
of contemporary capitalism. The perversity
of this system, and its undeniable success,
consists in re-attaching the potential for
experimentation with new subject forma-
tions, back to an overinflated notion of
possessive individualism (Macpherson
1962), fuelled by a quantitative range of
consumers’ choices. This is precisely the
opposite direction from the non-profit
experimentations with intensity, which I
defend in my theory of posthuman
subjectivity.

A neo-materialist nomadic approach
allows us to analyse and re-think this
posthuman ‘exploded maternal body’ thor-
oughly and to situate feminicity’ (see
Feminicity) in an ethically accountable
framework. The impact of the fast-progress-
ing reproductive technologies upon the
complex maternal assemblage is best
addressed within a neo-materialist nomadic
philosophy of becoming geared to an
affirmative relational ethics. The emphasis
on monism casts a new light on explora-
tions of the shifting boundaries between life
and death and on the ethical and political
implications for posthuman thought.
Placenta politics expresses not only a new
immunological paradigm, but also the
posthuman politics of affirmation of life as
radical immanence.

See also Pill, the; Pregnant py
Joy; Bios; Material Feminismg;
Posthumanities; Trans-c
Trans*; Feminicity.

Rosi Brg
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