VIROID LIFE

‘This volume offers a trenchant account of the transhuman condition.The author thoughtfully considers
the extent to which humankind is poised on the threshold of a transhuman future, and demands that
we radically rethink our assumptions about the human animal in order that biology and philosophy
might join forces in order to rid Western thought of its pernicious anthropocentric prejudices.
Daniel W.Conway, Pennsylvania State University
‘A post-critical tour de force which leads the reader to reconsider the boundary between the human
and the inhuman. An essay which ranks alongside those of Deleuze and Baudrillard.’
Mike Gane, University of Loughborough
Viroid Life presents a bold challenge to existing conceptions of biotechnology and artificial life through
Nietzsche’s thinking of the ‘overman’. Arguing that current debates are lodged in a historical and
insufficiently machinic framework, Keith Ansell Pearson insists that artifice must be seen as an integral
feature of nature. Far from being able to stand outside and control developments in biotechnology, the
human being is bound up in a very becoming that is implicated in the inventions of technics and
machines. Resisting uncritical contemporary interpretations in thrall to biotechnology, Viroid Life
reinstates Nietzsche’s thinking on life—and death—to make us confront the nature of the human and
move beyond the anthropocentrism of technics and acknowledge the more complicated conceptions
of evolution.
Offering insights into Darwinism, neo-Darwinism, the new paradigms of contemporary biology and
the thought of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guatarri, Keith Ansell Pearson shows how viral developments
in science can create new, rhizomatic ways of thinking in philosophy.
Essential reading for anyone concerned with the future of philosophy, Viroid Life: Perspectives on Nietzsche
and the Transhuman Condition provides a fascinating new starting point for any discussion on the future of
evolution and will interest students of continental philosophy, social theory and cultural studies.
Keith Ansell Pearson is Senior Lecturer and Director of Graduate Research at the University of
Warwick. He is the author of Nietzsche contra Rousseau and An Introduction to Nietzsche as a Political
Thinker.
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For friends down under

To open us up to the inhuman and superhuman…to go beyond the human condition is the meaning of
philosophy, in so far as our condition condemns us to live among badly analyzed composites, and to be
badly analyzed composites ourselves.
(Gilles Deleuze, Bergsonism, 1966)

Sometimes he wondered what zone of transit he himself was entering, sure that his own withdrawal
was symptomatic not of a dormant schizophrenia, but of a careful preparation for a radically new
environment, with its own internal landscape and logic, where old categories of thought would merely
be an encumbrance.
(J.G.Ballard, The DrownedWorld, 1962)

Man is such a hive and swarm of parasites that it is doubtful whether his body is not more theirs than
his, and whether he is anything but another kind of ant-heap after all. May not man himself become
another sort of parasite upon the machines? An affectionate machine-tickling aphid?
(Samuel Butler, Erewhon, 1872)

CONTENTS

Acknowledgements xi
Introduction 1

1 Loving the Poison
The memory of the human and the promise of the overhuman
2 Towards the Overhuman
On the art and artifice of Nietzsche’s selection
3 Dead or Alive
On the death of eternal return

37

57

4 Nietzsche contra Darwin 85
5 Viroid Life
On machines, technics, and evolution

123

6 Timely Meditations on the Transhuman Condition
Nihilism, entropy, and beyond 151
Bibliography 191
Index 199

9

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Five of the chapters which make up this volume have appeared, or will appear, in a
number of publishing projects. I am grateful to the editors and publishers listed
below for their permission to reproduce this material.
Chapter 1 is an extended version of a chapter due to appear in John Lippitt (ed.),
Nietzsche and the Future of the Human, Macmillan.
Chapter 2 is a modified version of an essay that first appeared as ‘Toward the
Übermensch: Reflections on the Year of Nietzsche’s Daybreak’, in Nietzsche-Studien
23 (1994), Walter de Gruyter.
Chapter 3 is a modified and extended version of an essay entitled ‘The Return of
Death’ that will appear in Journal of Nietzsche Studies, 1997 in a special issue devoted
to the eternal return edited by David Owen.
Chapter 4 will appear in modified form in D.W.Conway (ed.), Nietzsche: Critical
Assessments, Routledge.
Chapter 5 is a modified and shortened version of a chapter that will appear in Keith
Ansell Pearson (ed.), Deleuze and Philosophy, Routledge.
This book might never have reached this stage were it not for the encouragement,
provocation, and critical intervention of several people. Serious thanks are due to
Daniel W.Conway, Adrian Driscoll, Mike Gane, Graham Parkes, Paul Patton, and
John Protevi. My debt to Dan Conway in particular for his support for what I am
trying to accomplish in this book is incalculable. Catherine Dale played a seminal
role in the book’s final consummation, inspiring the end, and continues to play a
‘minor’ role in the involution of my thinking and writing.

INTRODUCTION

‘All truth is simple’—is that not a compound lie?

‘There are more idols in this world than realities: that is my ‘evil eye’ for this world, that
is also my ‘evil ear’.
(Nietzsche, Twilight of the Idols)

In this volume of essays I question, problematize, overturn, revalue, announce,
renounce, advocate, interrogate, affirm, deny, celebrate, critique, the ‘transhuman
condition’, exploring the human as a site of contamination and abduction by alien
forces and rendering, in the process, the phenomenon polyvalent and polysemous.
I resist attempts to foreclose the condition by those who would claim to have defined
it and demonstrated it once and for all. In recent years the ‘transhuman’ has assumed
a viral life, becoming a cultural meme. But this condition does not spread naturally;
it requires critical and careful cultivation if it is to possess any genuine sense or
‘meaning’. By treating this condition I realize I place myself on perilous and
treacherous ground, opening myself up to contamination by strange forces of various
kinds and guises. But philosophy is not simply a tribunal of reason; it is also a
battleground of infections and sicknesses. My response to the predicament I find
myself in has been to adopt a ‘perspectival’ position on the phenomenon. Virtually
all of the essays in this volume confront the same ‘problem’, namely that of the
future of the human, with the result that some repetition is inevitable. However, it
is my genuine hope that the more eyes, various eyes, that are employed to treat the
transhuman condition, the more complete and objective will the treatment be.
It is important to resist attempts to reduce the ‘transhuman condition’ to anything
obviously empirical, such as a ‘biological’ condition or a ‘technological’ one (neither
of these are, in fact, simply ‘empirical’). Current techno-theorizing contends that
evolution—not human evolution but evolution in- and for-itself— is now entering
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a bio-technological phase, with biological life becoming more and more technological
and technological life becoming more and more biological. But the rise of this dubious
neo-Lamarckism, which demands that we give ourselves ‘over’ to the future as an
act of blind faith and in terms of a quasi-Heideggerian destiny (only a machine can
save us), rests on a highly anthropomorphic conception of life’s becoming, positing
a straightforwardly linear and perfectionist model of evolution. The promise of a
genetic take-over by machines that is predicted by many, a threat that goes back to
Samuel Butler and his writing in the 1860s in the wake of Darwin, must be treated
with suspicion, if not derision. It would not be difficult to expose the anthropocentric
conceits informing much of the discussion and celebration of the coming of intelligent
robots and machines. In fact, Baudrillard has already done so—in his The Illusion of
the End (1994) and now in The Perfect Crime (1996). In this conception of life’s evolution
leading in the direction of non-affective machines, in which thought exists without
a body, there is no future of, or for, invention, since all is given. The future is no
longer virtual: indeed it no longer exists; it no longer ‘is’. Instead what we are being
presented with is a paranoid and phobic anthropocentrism that is bent on
imperialistically and entropically colonizing the entire known and unknown universe,
all for the sake of immortal life. This is the ultimate Platonic fantasy. So today we
find that it is no longer Christianity that is fulfilling the role of a Platonism for the
people, but rather a cyberspace cult. In the age of irresistible, endo-colonistic
capitalism never has such an unintelligent hybrid—that of ‘bio-technological’
vitalism—been more suspect and in need of ‘critique’. We find ourselves in an
ironical situation —what other situation would we expect to find ourselves in at
the end of the millennium?—in which cyber-celebrations of the transhuman, or
even more dubiously, of the posthuman, condition, can ultimately be shown to rest
on a (non-dialectical) cancellation of this condition. It is not a question of ‘selfovercoming’ since there is nothing to overcome. The process of evolution is
naturalized and reified, a new theology of capital emerges to cavalierly justify and
legitimize the inanities of the commodified postmodern present, a legitimization
which rests on the vicious return of outmoded grand narratives, and there is a
complete lack of any appreciation of what it is that has made, and continues to
make, the human such an interesting animal, an animal and a machine still in need
of revaluation and transvaluation. The human and its genealogical past are simply
not being taken ‘seriously’. The result, it seems to me, is a vacuous, pernicious, and
politically naive conception of our condition and of our ‘fate’ at the end of the
twentieth century. Affirming the inhuman and demonic powers of the future is not
equivalent to a biological or technological manipulation of the future: it is not to
arrive at a radical conception of the time of the future but to nullify its demonic
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becoming. The writing in this volume can be interpreted as offering a resistance to
the postmodern/posthuman if these are taken to imply what Fredric Jameson has
described as a systematic effacement of all the supposed anachronistic traces of our
recent historical past.
The reader of this volume, however, should be forewarned that my advocacy and
problematizing of a genuinely ‘Nietzschean’ conception of the transhuman condition
do not desire to preserve anything about the human in terms of notions of its integrity,
inviolability, or supremacy. The reading is decidedly ‘supra-moral’ in this regard.
Neither do I adhere to fantasies of historical revolution in which we humans will
reclaim our rightful control and mastery over nature and society. This desire for
complete historical immanence, which has inspired the major critical theorists of
this century from Marcuse to Debord and Vaneigem, and continues to inspire major
contemporary theorists like Fredric Jameson, fills me with as much dread and
loathing as do the articles of faith promulgated by our contemporary cyberspace
gurus. It is perhaps no wonder, then, that these days I find myself out on a limb.
In 1979 Lyotard defined the ‘postmodern condition’ as ‘incredulity’ in the face
of those grand or meta-narratives which have served to provide human existence
with teleological meaning and significance, so that the lament of the loss of meaning
in postmodernity boils down to mourning the fact that knowledge is now no longer
principally narrative.The ‘stories’ the West has told of itself to itself and to ‘others’—
such as that of emancipation through rational enlightenment and progress—turn
out to have been a great conceit and deceit. Now that myth has come to waste and
ruin, and, so Lyotard wanted us to believe, the period of mourning is over. Little
did Lyotard know at the time of his writing that the grand narrative of the
Enlightenment would soon become replaced by another one, equally insidious in its
vapid generalized character and undemonstrable universalization. Although Lyotard
acknowledged that he was ‘simplifying to the extreme’, his definition and summation
proved highly influential, giving rise to a whole series of lamenting, and lamentable,
crisis-reflections on the end of history, the end of politics, the end of time, and so
on. A genuine crisis of ‘critical theory’ was perceived as taking place, since if the
subject of critique was dead (the proletariat, man as the purpose of history, and a
self-transformative humanity as the goal of history), what remained of the force
and purchase of the critical intent? However, Lyotard’s declaration of the end of
grand narratives has proved premature since today we see their return taking place
within a variety of contemporary discourses.Within postmodernity a belated ‘return’
to the question of technology is taking place in which philosophy is getting infected
by its own perplexity in the face of the sheer monstrous otherness of the question
and the confusion it generates, displacing all normal questioning and corroding
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many human self-certainties. But is there anything really radically new in this
requestioning? The shock of the future was analysed incisively by a postwar generation
of leading critical theorists such as Jacques Ellul, Lewis Mumford, and Herbert
Marcuse, all of whom addressed the question of technology in terms of a concern
with the future of time and the time of the future, as well as in terms of a political
perspicacity that is often lacking in current discourse. What appears to be different
in the return to the question today is recognition of the scale of disorientation and
displacement created by the impact of computerization, the rise of new forms of
engineering and new modes of knowledge, the creation of artificial life, etc. However,
these new realities demand not an impetuous abandonment of a thinking and valuing
of the ‘human’ condition, but rather a radical re-examination and revaluation, in
which one would show the extent to which this condition has always been a matter
of invention and reinvention, that is, always a matter of the transhuman. The grand
narrative today is likely to take the form of a facile quasi-Hegelianism in which the
rise of the machine is construed in linear and perfectionist terms: the ever-growing
inhuman character of ‘technology’ resides in the ‘simple’ fact that it is machines that
are proving to be more successful in creating an adequate response to the tasks laid
down by evolution than the creatures whose existence first gave rise to it. This new
narrative rests on a curious amalgam of Darwinian and Lamarckian elements. On
the one hand, it is claimed that machines are proving to be ‘fitter’ in the task of life’s
survival against the dissipative forces of entropy, so enjoying a high adaptive value
that is far superior to the limited capacities which the human being has for further
adaptation; on the other hand, it is also being claimed by some that the rise of
‘intelligent’ computerized machines signifies a goal-oriented desire on the part of
‘evolution’ itself to attain a trans-human condition (conceived literally and linearly).
Clearly, given the techno-phobic nature of the philosophical tradition, thought
today needs to embark on a new negotiation with technology.This can be cultivated
in a number of ways. Firstly, one can recognize that from its ‘origins’ the human has
been constituted by technical evolution. It is the mediation afforded by technics
which makes it impossible simply to describe evolution in terms of a self-contained,
or monadic, subject that passively ‘adapts’ to an object-like environment. Although
technics is not peculiar to the human form of evolution, what is distinctive about it
is the extent to which it drastically alters the meaning of ‘adaptation’ and ‘evolution’
in the case of the human animal. It is both the sign or mark of human distinctive
futurity and the source of the artificial character of human inventions and ‘evolutions’.
The question of what we are becoming and what ‘adaptation’ might mean in an
artificially created world (an environment not simply created by us since such creation
always exceeds what we ‘are’) is badly treated if technology is read in terms of an
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extension of natural history. The human being is the greatest freak of nature and the
only futures we can be certain of are monstrous ones characterized by perpetual
mutation and morphing.The ‘meaning’ of ‘technics’ and of ‘technology’ is deliberately
left open-ended in these essays in order to provoke, rather than de-limit or foreclose,
reflection. Both notions are clearly caught up in a philosophical tradition of
metaphysics, but their determination for the greater part of the history of philosophy
has been that of an anthropocentric kind: technics/techniques are simply tools and
devices employed as means to the furtherance of human ends. However, an antihumanist reading of their meaning reveals its own cavalier aspects, and easy
celebrations of the arrival of the posthuman—which is how the postmodern
condition is now being treated —are far too unreflective about their historical
conditioning and genealogical (in-)formation. Reification of the most obfuscatory
kind takes place when the contingent nature of human becoming and its inventions
of technology are taken to denote a desire for runaway adaptation and greater and
greater complexity on the part of evolution. I am not denying that such complexity
has taken place; what I take issue with in this study is the anthropomorphic claim
that the process of complexification is ‘inhuman’ and the expression of ‘life’. To
declare that technology amounts to ‘the pursuit of life by means other than life’ is
not to provide insight into the past and future condition of evolution but to encourage
blindness regarding matters of life and death within late-capital. Such a claim deprives
us of any genuinely interesting and critical in-humanity.
The second, and more innovative, way in which a new negotiation with our
technical natures and artificial becomings can be forged is by granting primacy to
the question concerning the machine (which is molecular, dealing solely with virtual
realities) over the question concerning technology (which is perhaps always molar,
all too molar, and lacking an appreciation of the virtual character of ‘evolution’).
Typically the machine is construed as a deficient form of life, lacking in autopoietic
formative power, in contrast to organismic life, which is regarded as enjoying a
monopoly over formative power and self-generative evolution. In the work of
Deleuze and Guattari we find an innovative and far-reaching revaluation of the
machine/organism distinction in which the ‘machinic’ is pitted against both the
mechanical and the organic in order to account for novel and complex becomings
within evolution. As a point of fact, however, these machinic or rhizomatic becomings
do not so much take place ‘in’ evolution as create or invent it, so marking the ‘of’
evolution as an event of a genuine becoming (or what Bergson called ‘creative
evolution’). When things evolve machinically they do so immanently and
pragmatically, by means of contagion and contamination, following laws neither of
resemblance nor of utility (see Massumi 1992:192–3). A machinic conception of
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evolution is based on a radical pluralism, in which one can speak of a diverse
range of alterior becomings to do with technical machines, social machines,
semiotic machines, axiological machines, animal machines, existential machines,
and so on. Inquiry into their nature and becoming is not governed by a reified
(humanized) notion of what constitutes their vital autonomy based on an abstract
animal model, but in terms of their specific enunciative consistencies (Guattari
1992/1995). Moreover, it is not a question of humanizing this universe of machines
so that everywhere one sees only the mirror image of our own desire for control,
influence, design, and mastery. Human thought clearly plays a major role in the
evolution of a machinic phylogenesis, but it is hubris which leads to the positing
of the human, all too human as the meaning and telos of this machinism. For the
greater part of evolution human thought has relied on the mediation of technical
machines—an originary mnemotechnics is constitutive of human thinking—but
this cannot mean that the thought that is generated can be characterized as solely
or strictly ‘human’ in terms of some ethic of possessive individualism. Thought is
‘transhuman’ in all the senses of the word one cares to think of. The music which
these machines speak does not provide access to a single, univocal truth ‘of’ Being,
as if techne possessed an essence available only to humans as part of their supposed
unique and privileged residency in the cosmos; rather, machines provide pathic
and cartographic access to a plurality of beings and of worlds. As Guattari noted,
within the machinic universe beings have only the status of virtual entities; that
is, they are sites of becoming in which what becomes is always something alien.
In terms of its fundamental preoccupations—searching the meaning of time,
of history, of life, of evolution, of humanity, and so on—this book is a continuation
of problems posed in my earlier study Nietzsche contra Rousseau (1991). I am seeking
a radical inhuman philosophy that would serve to ‘destroy’ the immature and
imperious claims made upon life by all forms of philosophical anthropocentrism.
I see the ‘critical’ task of excessive thinking, which is utilized by the untimely
meditator, as one of disentangling the lines which cut across, machincally, the
‘recent’ past and the ‘near’ future. The critical thinker uses history excessively
for the sake of the ‘beyond’, acting contra time, on time, through time, out of
time, for the sake of time, which amounts to becoming-other than what history has
made us and wishes to make of us. Moreover, this process of becoming also involves
overcoming what we make of ourselves since emancipation from the idols of
one’s time must necessarily entail emancipating oneself from one’s suffering of
one’s time, a time that the self is deeply implicated in as its peculiar sickness. The
task of working-through the transhuman condition thus involves the task of thinking
beyond the ‘beyond’.
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The task of tracking the ‘reality of the creative’, which is not to be confused
with identifying with the merely ‘fashionable’, involves an exposition of a variety
of transcendent(al) illusions, connected to, for example, nihilism (which is only a
sign or symptom of decay and the arrival of the new), to entropy, to the deathdrive, to ‘evolution’ as classically conceived, and to the alleged autonomous theologic of capital. Transcendent(al) illusions concerning the human condition arise
out of an ingrained resistance to fluxes of becoming. As the quotation from Deleuze
at the start of this book says, it is not simply the case that we dwell among badly
analysed composites, but that we ourselves are badly analysed composites. As
Deleuze and Guattari state it in their What is Philosophy?, these illusions emanate
from an inability to tolerate infinite movements and from a desire to master and
tame the infinite speeds of time and the future which crush what we are. The
illusions of ‘transcendence’, of ‘universals’, and of ‘eternal verities’ can all be
explained in this way. The problem that remains is how to think transhumanly the
future, a mode of thinking of the future that will inevitably appear as ‘inhuman’
when it comes into contact, and conflict, with all earthly seriousness to date. But
this transhuman praxis of thought nevertheless enjoys its own seriousness. To
‘access’ such a mode of thinking one must be inspired by Bergson’s contention
that the function of philosophy is to do violence to the mind by breaking with
both the natural bent of the intellect and with scientific habits. At the same time,
one must recognize and acknowledge one’s involvement with anthropomorphism,
with its straitjacket, without conceding that thinking and its task must remain,
and must restrict themselves to, human-all-too-human. This would be, and is, to
betray the human. This somewhat elevated conception of philosophy is out of
sync with the timidity that currently infects and afflicts the postmodern Stimmung.
Postmodernism often strikes me as the culminating point of Western narcissisim
and humanism. Theoretical postmodernism is thus how a redundant species of
intellectuals grant themselves a spurious self-importance in the face of a phasespace transition to inhuman futures and the birth, evident all around us, of new
‘alien’ intelligences and becomings. The task today is no longer to seek God, dead
or alive (though there are caves in which his shadow continues not only to flicker
but to burn brightly), but to be drawn to the land of the future where human
impotence no longer makes us mad and where it is possible to decode the signs of
alien life within and without us. For this we do not so much require new truths;
rather it becomes necessary to remember and relearn some ancient ones. One
will then discover them as if for the first time, for there is only the ‘first’ time that
is repeated again and again. The future, for example, has always been ‘out there’.
It does not simply lie ahead of us. It is the place of the ‘outside’.
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In writing as an ‘advocate’ of Nietzsche I write as someone who necessarily
reads Nietzsche contra himself. In its conceptions of the will-to-power and the
eternal return, through which it endeavours to articulate an alternative biological
model of selection to prevailing Darwinian ones, Nietzsche’s thinking reveals itself
to be as ensnared in anthropomorphism as any philosophy of life of the modern
epoch. It is not simply a question of criticizing Nietzsche for replacing the prejudices
of morality with prejudices of his own; rather, the task is to show how his attempt
to go beyond the human is implicated in the becoming of the human. Fortunately,
there are resources in Nietzsche’s texts for demonstrating the force of this insight.
My relationship to Nietzsche, therefore, is decidedly, and undecidably, ‘complex’.
The essays which make up this volume do not explore these questions either
systematically or exhaustively. They are best read as perspectival essays-in-progress
—on or towards the transhuman condition—which pursue modest ambitions of
exploring, critically and affirmatively, the phenomenon of the transhuman, and which
seek to make a contribution to, and a critical intervention in, some of the key
questions of the present. As Nietzsche notes, one climbs up the steps of thought to
pass ‘over’ them, not to remain settled on them.
Full details of my source material can be found in the bibliography. It should be
noted that I have modified the translations of Nietzsche used without explicitly
signalling this.

1
LOVING THE POISON
The memory of the human and the promise of
the overhuman

I
Read from a distant planet, the majuscule-script of our earthly existence would perhaps
seduce the reader to the conclusion that the earth was the ascetic planet par excellence,
an outpost of discontented, arrogant, and nasty creatures who harboured a deep distrust
for themselves, for the world, for all life and hurt themselves as much as possible out of
pleasure in hurting.
(Nietzsche 1994:90)

Probably we, too, are still ‘too good’ for our trade, probably we, too, are still the victims,
the prey, the sick of this contemporary taste for moralization, much as we feel contempt
towards it, —it probably infects us as well.
(Nietzsche 1994:109)

The Age of Postbiological Man would reveal the human condition for what it actually is,
which is to say, a condition to be gotten out of. Friedrich Nietzsche, the philosopher, had
already seen the truth of this back in the nineteenth century: ‘Man is something that
should be overcome’, he had written in 1883. ‘What have you done to overcome him?’
Back then, of course, the question was only rhetorical, but now in fin-de-siècle twentieth
century, we had all the necessary means in front of us…for turning ourselves into the
most advanced transhumans imaginable.
(Regis 1992:175)

Nothing in biology in general, or in our own human life in particular, makes sense
except in the context of memory, of history.
(Rose 1992:327).

