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Abstract

In 4 Thousand Plateaus (1987), Félix Guattari and Gilles Deleuze argue for
modes of expression that can counter reductive master signifiers. For Deleuze
and Guattari the predominance of master signifiers is a central problem for
knowledge production and artmaking, as well as for the human condition
overall, because current dominant forms of human culture forsake imagination
in favour of highly articulated and predetermined significations, affects, and
intensities, many of which anthropocentrically prefigure modes of perception
from the outset. In place of these, they argue for polyvocal signs which include
asignifying or as-yet unarticulated semiotics that are irreducible to any given
regime of signs and its inscription processes. Keeping these threads in mind, we
argue in this article that the arts hold the potential to disrupt and challenge the
semiotic coordinates of human exceptionalism. Our aim is thus to think about
how such asemiotic encounters can be provoked, which we do with reference to
recent work on 4E (embodied, embedded, enactive, and extended) cognition and
enaction. Looking specifically at Orphan Drift’s cephalopods and other “myth-
science” avatars, we argue that they provide us with precisely such alternative
enactive “fictionings” for the delineation of fabulatory praxes that can engender
a tentacular ethics in opposition to all-too-human stories and histories.

Keywords: asignifying semiotics; becoming-animal; enaction; geostories; Félix
Guattari; Gilles Deleuze; Orphan Drift; tentacular ethics
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Gray and Carstens

Tentacular Becomings

To begin thinking apocalyptic futurity, we commence our narrative by following not
Anthropos, but cephalopods and arachnids, starting with the latter—an “eight-legged
tentacular” example of the family Pimoidae (Haraway 2016, n.p.). It may seem
counterintuitive to invoke human thought for such a journey but, as the Belgian
philosophers Isabelle Stengers and Vinciane Dispret remind us, creating a “we” outside
of the artificial boundaries between women and men, human and animal, is not a call to
forsake all that is human. Rather, as they say, drawing on Virginia Woolf: “Think we
must” (Stengers and Dispret 2014, 26; original emphasis). It is a question, precisely,
about the boundaries of thought—about what we think thinking is. Or can be. Or should
be. And so, in somewhat trepidatious anticipation we enter—and ask you to enter with
us—the redwood forests near North Central California, led by Donna Haraway who
reminds us that this perceptive tentacled predator, Pimoa cthulhu, gets her generic name,
Pimoa, “from the language of the Goshute people of Utah” (Haraway 2016, n.p.) and
her species name, from the infamous literary entity Cthulhu, created by H. P. Lovecraft,
who wields the dreaded cosmic powers of chaos. In the short story, first published in
1928 under the title “The Call of Cthulhu,” Lovecraft fabulates an encounter with an
enigmatic tentacular entity, an amalgamation of cephalopod, dragon, and human with a
tentacled head, lepidote body, and embryonic wings. The point of the story for our
purposes is that while Cthulhu is cursed to reign from its shadowy house in the depths
of the ocean, it nevertheless represents an inhuman force that can, at any time, be
awakened to reclaim and remake the world as his own. As the narrator of the story
reminds us: “What has risen may sink, and what has sunk may rise” (Lovecraft, n.d.).
More than that, the draconian tentacled humanoid figure presents to us another image
of thought: one in which the place of the human is equiponderated. Why not follow the
geostories of the multi-legged arthropods of the class Arachnida, or the multi-armed and
brained molluscs of the class Cephalopoda whose lineage long predates that of the
dinosaurs rather than the anthropogenic mess of Anthropos? What might they teach us
about other forms of thought?

Science fiction writer Adrian Tchaikovsky has already imagined what this could look
like in his Children of Time series. The first book, a speculative fiction novel with the
same name, was released in 2015 and recounts the evolution—we might say fentacular
becoming—of an arachnoid civilisation that replaces the burning husks of humanity (the
last remnants of which are fleeing a shattered biosphere beset by desperate
warmongering), while the second instalment, Children of Ruin (2019), follows the
tentacular transformation of an ocean planet seeded with a society of genetically
modified cephalopod octopuses. The point, as Haraway also says, is that the cultural
fictions of Anthropos tend to sideline tentacular, multisensory nonhuman forms of
becoming, cognition, and perception at the expense of binary, bipedal, and exclusively
anthropocentric forms of seeing and ordering the world and its becomings. Besides, the
“best biologies of the twenty-first century,” just like alienated indigenous populations
across the earth, can simply “no longer figure themselves” as part of a geostory in which
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Anthropos is centralised (Haraway 2016, n.p.). Even naming our contemporary
permacrisis times “the Anthropocene,” while entirely appropriate and conceptually
useful, nonetheless fails ethically, as Haraway would have it, to account for the myriad
tentacular stories of nonhuman beings and intelligences that make up Earth’s biosphere,
because it once again places the focus squarely on the measure of the “burning ambitions
of fossil-making man—of this Anthropos whose hot projects for accelerating
extinctions make it a name for a geological epoch” (ibid.). Why not, as Haraway
continues, honour the “chthonic powers of Terra” by renaming this geological epoch of
dreaded geopolitical and ecological uncertainty the “Chthulucene” (ibid). And while we
are at it, why not make a “small change” to the “taxonomic spelling of Pimoa cthulhu,
from cthulhu to chthulu, thereby including her in the ranks of all the ‘abyssal and
elemental entities’ of Terra” (ibid.). The Chthulucene—no doubt a monstrous
creation—nevertheless provokes a new image of thought, the kind needed for the
enactment of a more fabulatory and pluralistic geostories-telling praxis that allows for
multiple sympoietic tales of “tentacular living and dying” (ibid.). Might then the
singularising, individualising, all-too-human apocalyptic destructiveness of Anthropos
not perhaps give way to a many-storied more-than or other-than-human Chthulucene to
come? This is not, to be sure, a denial of human existence and experience, but rather a
thoughtful and thought provoking embrace of the Earth’s multiple others to think
together—perhaps by following the asemiotic modes of thought of our tentacular
friends—about what it means to fix the troubles that have been unleashed upon the
world.

Confrontations with otherness have been theorised by many philosophers, perhaps most
famously by Emmanuel Levinas who “claimed that the address of the other constitutes
me and that this seizure by the other precedes any formation of the self (le Moi),” as
Judith Butler articulates it (2005, 53, emphasis added). For Levinas, this address of the
other ultimately remains within the boundaries of human experience which is why we
have opted for Haraway’s Chthulucened others instead. More radically, Patricia
MacCormack frames the ethical encounter as a confrontation with “an” other that can
never be known. Her demand of humans is far more radical than Haraway’s ethics of
kinship: the volitional cessation of human life for the effectuation of an “opening to the
expressive potential of the other” (MacCormack 2014, 3). For MacCormack this is a
revolutionary form of activism—*"“the advantage of fighting for the unknowable other,
thereby swerving away from the reification of new kinds of oppressed subjects”
domesticated by various signifying arrangements (MacCormack 2020, 83). Drawing on
the work of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, she argues that what the earth demands
of us now is “asemiotic modes of expression” (ibid.) that escape the effects of what
Deleuze and Guattari call faciality: an overcoding process according to which a
dominant signifier is imposed as the universal standard against which the polyvocal
subjectivities of humans, animals, and the earth itself, is measured. For Deleuze and
Guattari, faciality is a central problem of the human condition because it forsakes
imagination in favour of highly articulated significations, affects and intensities, most
of which are subject to dominant modes of anthropocentric perception and engagement
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from the outset. In place of these, they argue for polyvocal signs and asignifying or as-
yet unarticulated semiotics that are irreducible to any given regime of signs and its
inscription processes, for example, capital and its relations of debt and algorithmic
governmentality, or the Anthropocene and its extractivist, expansionist, and
exclusionary Histories of “the average adult-white-heterosexual-European-male-
speaking a standard language” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 105). Small wonder Deleuze
and Guattari hold that the destiny of the human—if indeed humanity has such a thing
as a “destiny”—is “to escape the face, to dismantle the face and facialisations, to become
imperceptible, to become clandestine” by means of “strange true becomings” that
“elude the organisation of the face” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 171).

The question here is about how to construct and prefigure asemiotic and asubjective
modes of existence—a task that has become all the more difficult given the
hypervisibility of our data-selves in an age of ubiquitous communications in which
attention has become the prize commodity for the necrotic biopolitical mechanisms of
Integrated World Capitalism (IWC). But think we must! In what follows, we draw on
the works of Orphan Drift (0D) and its leading member, Maggie Roberts, in particular,
the OD series If Al Were Cephalopod and Roberts’s series Becoming Octopus
Meditations (BoM) to argue that art holds the potential to disrupt and challenge the
semiotic coordinates of IWC, along with human exceptionalism and its attendant
categories, representations, codings, and practices that have led to what is widely
referred to as the Anthropocene, a term whose ethical usefulness we have already
questioned. To frame our argument, we bring together recent work on 4E (embodied,
embedded, enactive, and extended) cognition with that of Deleuze and Guattari to,
paradoxically, conceptualise how technologically mediated asemiotic aesthetics
encounters might aid us in our quest for thinking otherwise about the unfolding
apocalypses all around us in a manner that is tentacularly ethical rather than
anthropocentric, if indeed this is possible.

A Tentacled Geostory: What If A1 Were Cephalopod?

In a world in which industrialised humanity has already exceeded multiple planetary
boundaries, and countless species find themselves—alongside multiple human
languages and cultural formations—hurtling towards the threshold of extinction, we
stop, for a moment, to observe a nimble eight-limbed cephalopod member of the order
Octopoda. We detect her specialised capabilities for changing the appearance of her skin
to become either more opaque, “warty,” or reflective, which she does to communicate,
to ward off predators, or to simply self-express her feelings. What might thought look
like, we wonder, if it could express itself on our skins as colour? This colour and texture
changing ability is achieved through specialised muscle fibres known as papillae, as
well as pigment-containing cells called chromatophores, iridophores, and leucophores,
which calls to mind the work of Edouard Glissant who argues for rhizomatic becomings
that operate according to a logic of opacity, such that they can resist the reductive
transparency or legibility of master signifiers through a more fluid and heterogeneous
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identity (Glissant 1997). What we observe, then, is that both colour and opacity can
facilitate asemiotic modes of expression. Could human thought, by allowing itself to
become cephalopod, also find new modes of expression? Becoming cephalopod does
not mean that we should copy or imitate our tentacled companions. As Deleuze and
Guattari (1987, 11) remind us: “Mimicry is a very bad concept, since it relies on binary
logic to describe phenomena of an entirely different nature.” The aim is not for humans
to imitate cephalopods but for human thought to be deterritorialised—Tliterally having
its territory or territorial formations disrupted so that new thoughts, and even new kinds
of thought, can emerge.

It is here that we turn to the undomesticated sublime aesthesis of the artistic collective,
Orphan Drift (0D), spearheaded by the artist and conceptual pedagogue Maggie Roberts.
Staying with our multiply appendaged companions, we draw on the tentacular
geostories unfolding and expanding in Roberts’s installations clustered under the title
Becoming Octopus Meditations (BoM)—a series of eight meditational geostories made
by Roberts for the online exhibition This Is A Not-Me. As the title suggests, BoM
concerns itself with forging speculative alliances that bring “into play beings of totally
different scales and kingdoms,” revealing “becoming” to be a “a verb with a consistency
all its own; it does not reduce to, or lead back to, ‘appearing,” ‘being,” ‘equaling,” or
‘producing’” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 239). That is to say, rather than operating
from the view of a coherent Cartesian subject, a becoming subjectivity is one of
intensive movement and sound, such that each meditation can activate rites of
minoritarian passage through spoken word, pulsing oceanic ambient soundscapes, and
hypnotising spectral visuals.

As a sequence of eight online guided meditations modelled on the eight independently
thinking arms of the octopus, as well as eight simulated aspects of its Umwelten—the
“unique surrounding worlds” of organisms that “function as dynamic scaffoldings of
what is significant/relevant” for them, “thereby guiding and limiting their cognitions
(perceptions and actions)” (Vo6ros and Riegler 2017, 3)—BoM explores the increasingly
porous boundaries between the oceanic, the terrestrial, and the technological. Visually,
BoM suggests potent fusions taking place at boundaries where different kinds of
alive/unlife meet; liminal places where sensory and affective dialogues between
different modes of cognition and experience play out and have the potential to generate
novel lines of flight and rupture. Mesmerised by BoM’s footage of and speculative
fabulations around octopus encounters in the Cape Peninsula’s kelp forests—fed
through digital imaging software and overlaid with Blender generated 3D animations,
LIDAR scans, and other image-rendering processes—we find ourselves drawn to the
Orphan Drift collective’s analogously rendered If A1 Were Cephalopod, an 11-minute
four-screen audio-visual installation made by 0D members Ranu Mukherjee and
Maggie Roberts for San Francisco’s Telematic Gallery.

This work, like BoM, is provocative for its questioning of the reverence afforded to
human cognition above that of other species. Inspired by work in the embodied
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cognitive sciences and radical anthropology, 0D, in If Al, asks, “what paradigm of
‘intelligence’ do we presuppose in the development of Artificial Intelligence,” and
might the deployment of another chthonic Terran intelligence paradigm implicitly
challenge “commonplace assumptions about what it means to be human as distinct from
other forms of life” (Telematic 2019, n.p.)? Twisting filmed footage and field recordings
through a bewildering array of digital effects, [f Al presents viewers with a digital avatar
“coded by the somatic tendencies of the octopus” that render the conditions of
perception/cognition, as well as those of representation/abstraction, plastic and protean.
As this avatar enacts an expansive and haptic audio-visual sensorium, If A/ provokes
viewers into an uncanny adjacency between the “alternative forms of experience and
perception” of the octopus and that of “human cognition” which, as 0D explains, has
been shown to be a form of “distributed consciousness” enacted via diverse, albeit
poorly understood, synaesthetic and affective non-cognitive processes, much like that
of the multisensory algorithmic octopus whose Umwelten If Al fabulates (Telematic
2019, n.p.). The premise is that what we currently conceive of as “human”—Iet alone
as “conscious” or “intelligent”—in accordance with dominant mechanistic models, is
not only a vastly limiting approximation of ourselves, but also a wholly inadequate (if
not altogether destructively narrow) model for the crafting of artificial intelligences.

Figure 1: Still from If AI Were Cephalopod

As the octopus avatar in /f 4] moves across and between—and even beyond—multiple
screens, the artwork incites the uncanny aesthetic affects of the glitch: a transient fault
in a computing system that tends to automatically self-correct, which means that the
underlying problem often remains opaque and difficult to troubleshoot. In this instance,
the glitch reveals something about our relationship to other intelligences and we find
ourselves asking what it means for our understandings of ethics—including an ethics of
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sense-making—if our cognitive environments were distributed in electronic flows that
parse the world differently to the binary anthropocentric paradigm currently overcoding
the computing paradigm. What if, instead of relying on the exclusively forward-facing,
front/back, on/off, right/wrong, black/white perspective of primate vision and cognition,
our computing systems relied instead on the tentacular chemo-tactile multiplex
information processing capacities and 360-degree vision of an effectively nine-brained
cephalopod with rectangular pupils that help them see in all directions, eight
independently sensing/thinking arms, and an independently seeing/sensing skin? We
begin to wonder also what might happen if, instead of Als being modelled to emulate
human cognition and predilections, the so-called currently unfolding Fourth Industrial
Revolution (4IR) instead became a cephalopod revolution? What if the capacity of
algorithmic processes for filtering, decrypting, refining, and statistically aggregating
data for the singularly focused purpose of relentless economisation driven by the
extractivist and progressive forward-facing vision of Anthropos was instead crafted
according to the multisensory ecologically aesthetic cognition of a far more ancient and
venerable multi-brained and many-hearted nonhuman form? Might cephalopod
cognition undermine the data-subjectification of 4IR by unsettling the new overcoding
and signifying tendencies of algorithmic governmentality?

Figure 2: Still from If AI Were Cephalopod

In approaching these questions, and others besides, If A poses a speculative hypothesis
evoking “science fiction, fantasy, and horror, staging an encounter with an alien other—
a sublime creature, at once monstrous and awe inspiring—whose very existence would
seem to challenge the basic parameters of experience” (Buckner 2019, n.p.). The thesis,
of course, is: What if Al were cephalopod? Reminiscent of David Cronenberg’s
Videodrome (1983), where televisual screen space is made to morph into physical bodily
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modifications, 0D mobilises and inverts body-horror tropes to similarly explore the
pleasures of boundary transgressions between the virtual/actual, immaterial/material,
human/nonhuman, and animal/technology. The octopus Al squishes against the screen
as if emerging from it to merge with the viewer and the outside environment in endless
iterations of becoming-other. As Orphan Drift provocate in words that appear, in stages,

and in various intervals, on one of the four displaying screens:

If Al were cephalopod its moods would be visible in waves of radiating colour. States
of calm, anxiety and fear—approach and retreat—would be on display.

If AT were cephalopod it would experience exquisite sensory intimacy and exude the
smell of geraniums when stressed.

If AI were cephalopod it would be our witness. It would explore us through probing
touch.

It would taste us to decide whether or not to trust. It could predict toxicity and choose
benign relationships.

If Al were cephalopod it would be a voracious predator. It would be curious, plastic and
opportunistic.

If AI were cephalopod it could hide in plain sight, by appearing equivalent to its
surroundings no matter how fast they shifted.

If Al were cephalopod it would have three hearts and see with its skin.

If Al were cephalopod we would never presume to fully understand it.!

Figure 3: Still from If Al Were Cephalopod

As we feel ourselves “sinking” (“synching”) more and more into the installation, we
have a distinct sensation of becoming-animal. To be sure, Deleuze and Guattari’s

Extracts from the catalogue text, available on the 0D website:

https://www.orphandriftarchive.com/if-ai/if-ai-were-cephalopod/.
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concept of becoming-animal has been grossly misunderstood as just another iteration of
anthropomorphism but, as Patricia MacCormack and Colin Gardner argue, this could
not be further from the truth seeing that becoming-animal is not about the
exemplification of “anything animal per se (either of an individual or a species),” but
rather about “human apprehensions of affects of animality or intensities divested of
human anthropocentric modes of perception” (Gardner and MacCormack 2017, 4). As
Deleuze and Guattari themselves put it, “there is a becoming-animal not content to
proceed by resemblance and for which resemblance, on the contrary, would represent
an obstacle or stoppage” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 233). What they call for, instead,
“is a circulation of impersonal affects, an alternate current that disrupts signifying
projects as well as subjective feelings” (ibid., emphasis added). In other words, Deleuze
and Guattari are prompting us to think otherwise about what the future might look like
if it is no longer imagined and enacted solely by the one animal that does not want to
think of itself as an animal. Similarly, Brian Massumi argues that becoming-animal is
not only a movement away from the centrality of signifying identity representations, but
also connotes a reciprocal relationality, which is to say the becoming-human of the
animal takes places at the same time that the becoming-animal of the human occurs. For
Massumi, as for Deleuze and Guattari, there is a “reciprocal imbrication of difference”
from which a “mutual inclusion” is borne (Massumi 2014, 4).

The work of the Brazilian anthropologist, Eduardo Viveiros de Castro, also deeply
influenced by the work of Deleuze and Guattari, also guided 0D’s conceptual processes
for the cephalopod installations. He explains this mutual becoming as follows:

... firstly, when a human becomes an animal, the animal may be imaginary, but the
becoming is real (so the object of becoming may be a ‘representation’ but not the act
itself); secondly, when a human becomes an animal, the animal necessarily becomes
something else (a different type of human, perhaps); and thirdly, in the act of becoming
what changes is not the subject, but the world. (Viveiros de Castro 2015, 286, emphasis
added)

Our emphasis on the world changing rather than the subject is important because it
points to a becoming-inhuman of the subject, by which we do not mean that the human
becomes unhuman, but rather that the centrality of subjectification and signification—
or then, the semiotic coordinates of human exceptionalism—gives way to alternative
“fictionings.” But how does art do this? Is it not already a representation once it is
captured on canvas or as a multimedia installation or statue? For Deleuze and Guattari
it depends on whether the art in question is majoritarian or minoritarian. Thus, if it
proceeds by and for resemblance it is majoritarian because it fails to disrupt the molar
forms of subjectivity—those we associate with Human, Whiteness, and Man, for
example. As they put it: “Majority implies a state of domination, not the reverse”
(Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 291). That being said, it is “important not to confuse
‘minoritarian,” as a becoming or process, with a ‘minority,” as an aggregate or a state.
Jews, Gypsies, etc., may constitute minorities under certain conditions, but that in itself
does not make them becomings” (ibid.).
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Art is minoritarian when it produces and preserves “a bloc of sensations, that is to say,
a compound of percepts and affects” (Deleuze and Guattari 1994, 164). Percepts and
affects should not here be equated with perceptions and affections, respectively—
especially not human perceptions and affections. This is because percepts “are
independent of a state of those experiencing them” just as affects “are beings whose
validity lies in themselves and exceeds any lived” (ibid.). In plain language, Deleuze
and Guattari are arguing that although an artwork has a representational aspect, it also
has a more immediately material-affective dimension, as well as preindividual and
prerepresentational aspects that an artist has to wrest from the material they are working
with. I Al prompts this bloc of sensations when the inside becomes the outside as 0D’s
amorphous luminous octopoid avatar explores a series morphing virtual-real
environments with questing electromagnetic and sensing algorithmic tentacles. As the
many-tentacled avatar moves across its “cybernatured” ecosystems, uncanny aesthetic
affects and percept are produced to flow through the viewers, evoking uncanny/sublime
affect-percept pairings: fear/sensuality, surprise/startlement, paranoia/pleasure, and
others besides. In the process, 0D fabulates a future in which the human, as presently
conceived of, is no longer the centralising image of cognition or even of
creation/destruction as they playfully invoke the Deleuze-Guattarian (1987) notion of
creative involution, of unnatural nuptials across the interkingdoms of biological,
chemical/geological, living and non-living strata and processes. In 0D’s vision, digital
avatars weave creative liminal becoming zones that are radically opposed to corporate
visions of instrumentalised and instrumentalising media platforms by creating a creative
and imaginative space in which it is no longer possible to discern that which connects
from that which separates. In stark contrast to the statistical/statist big-tech vision of Al,
If AI thoroughly defamiliarises the dominant anthropocentric image-complex of the
Anthropocene—in its language of the commodity-exchange, its facialisation regimes,
and its commodification of attention itself. 0D’s intention is to render attention itself
uncanny; to mobilise the already existing schizoid visual affordances of machine-vision
for the creation of an ethico-aesthetic asemiotic geo-ritual laden with the potential to
call forth the more-than-human, or even other-than-human Chthulucene subject-to-
come.
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Figure 4: Still from If Al Were Cephalopod

But how do we enact such a becoming without falling trap to the consistency of the
anthropocentric and anthropogenic subject and its facialising representations?

Enactive Fictionings and Tentacular Ethics

To consider the question posed at the end of the previous section, as well as the ethical
implications thereof, we consider recent work on enaction which is based on earlier
work by the second-order cyberneticians, Francisco Varela and Humberto Maturana.
Initially, Varela and Maturana defined “the phenomenon of life on the basis an
organism’s metabolic self-production” and coined the term aufopoiesis to denote the
systemic and material self-production or operational recursion of a living system
(Froese 2011, 632). It was during this same period that Varela “generalized the concept
of autopoiesis to other domains in the form of the notion of autonomy” (ibid.) through
his conception of organisational closure (Varela 1979). The term, like autopoiesis, has
been misinterpreted to mean a bounded individual in the Cartesian sense, though it
emphatically does not mean this. To be clear, then, while a system can be
thermodynamically open or porous “to energic exchange with its environment,” it mus¢
remain “operationally closed to informatic transfer” (Clarke and Hansen 2009, 9) or it
will become undone entirely. Nevertheless, Varela’s work on immunology complicates
his understandings and theoretical work, provoking a shift in perspective towards
“complex systems and network theory” (Froese 2011, 632). The final shift came in the
later stages of his life when he “brought together the organism-centred philosophy of
his early work™ as well as he complex systems theory of his mid-career work on
immunology with a “concern for a practical and rigorous study of subjective and
intersubjective experience” (ibid.) which he called enaction.

11
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What is particularly important about enaction is that it moves beyond the functionalist
approaches still dominant in most of the cognitive sciences. On this view, cognitive
mechanisms are correlated to particular performances or actions, for example
perception, decision-making, memory, and so on. The problem, as Ezekiel di Paolo
points out, is that these approaches “rarely ask the question of how the embodied agent
enacting these performances is constituted” (di Paolo 2019, 204). Hence, they fail to
answer “the basic question of what makes an agent an agent” and, “more generally, what
makes a body a body” (di Paolo 2019, 205). The implications of this are huge because,
as Evan Thompson articulates it, this means we have to take seriously the idea that
“mind is life-like, and life is mind-like,” which is to say: “Living is cognition”
(Thompson 2004, 385; original emphasis). Varela came to prefer the term “sense-
making” over “cognition.” Thus: life—and living—is sense-making. Thompson
provides a useful summary—and it is a summary, not the sum of the work that has been
done—of the enactive approach which we reproduce here in somewhat altered form
(Thompson 2004, 386-387):

(1) Life is autopoietic, meaning a system is organisationally closed.

(2) Autopoiesis equals the emergence of a “self” (by virtue of the system’s operational
closure).

(3) The emergence of a self co-occurs with emergence of a world or Umwelt.

(4) The emergence of self and world is thus tantamount to sense-making, which is to
say the organism’s world is the sense—or significance, or valence—it makes of the
environment as a result of its global action.

(5) In sum: sense-making is cognition (perception/action).

If sense-making is equivalent to cognition, it is so “in the minimal sense of viable
sensorimotor conduct” which is itself “oriented toward and subject to signification and
valence”, neither of which “pre-exist” but “are enacted or constituted by the living
being” (Thompson 2004, 387). This is often referred to as 4E cognition—or embodied,
embedded, enacted, and extended cognition—and is not only not functionalist, but also
anti-representationalist. This is important because any becoming, for Deleuze and
Guattari, is anti-representational, meaning that although there can be sense-making in
the process of becoming, as in enaction, this is not tied to human linguistic semiotics.
Relatedly, the reason why it is important for thinking about cognition or sense-making
is that “representationalism faces the problem of homuncularity: the need to postulate
an internal agent that interprets and uses representations” which displaces “the
explanatory burden further up the ‘processing hierarchy’ (Di Paolo et al. 2017, 24).
For its part, homuncularity places us squarely back in the realm of ~uman sense-making.
The enactive view, in contrast, does not consider meaningful activity as dependent on
the storage of information in a human brain, but “on the coordination of dynamic
processes at various scales by an autonomous agent” (Di Paolo et al. 2017, 27). More
importantly, our lifeworld is not only reliant on our own embodied and enacted
experiences, but also on “nonhuman materiality” and “practices of participation,” which
implies that we must¢ understand the intersubjective nature of enaction if we are to move
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towards an ethics of participatory sense-making, or the everyday embodied activity of
interpreting our Umwelt which can lead to novel becomings. To be sure, for human
organisms this kind of meaning-generation or sense-making often occurs “habitually
and pre-reflectively, especially in its affective dimensions” (Weichold and Candiotto
2023, 62). For sense-making to become ethical and participatory—open to becomings—
thus implies a more mindful undertaking of geostorying. Critically, although enaction
itself is not a theory of ethics, it can lend support to ethical philosophies for its
“attunement to configurations of becoming” (Di Paolo and De Jaegher 2022, 241).

Consider the [f Al project in which a cephalopod avatar brings the human subject into
an affective confrontation with just such an ethical quandary in its consideration of the
radical “betweenness” of the stuff of cognition itself. Although not involving a
conventionally social interaction between two autonomous agents there is nevertheless
an interactive encounter in which viewers are confronted with their own sense-making
materials and boundaries, incited by the intertwining of the octopus’s Umwelt and a
technological interface. From an intellectual perspective, we can recognise the
distinctions between “animal” and “technology,” as well as “Anthropos” and
“cephalopod,” though the artistic work is made to trigger an experiential “coming
undone” of these boundaries through the defamiliarising image-complexes presented to
viewers by If Al

It is here, when we are face-to-face with the Not-Me—with an other whose face may
not be recognisably like our own, whose language and thought may be viscerally
otherwise—that ethics begins. That is to say, ethical signification cannot be contained
in the ontological domain of the human because participatory sense-making is always
located in geostories that have the potential to call forth the more-than-human
Chthulucene. If we consider Orphan Drift’s If Al and Roberts’s BoM cephalopod
installations—octopus encountering technology; anthropos encountering octopoid
avatars rendered artificial—we find the encounters with not-me agitating, tearing
through the already troubled boundaries between the natural and the artificial, the
cognitive and the intuitive, philosophy and non-philosophy. Nonhuman visuality is
simulated through the diffraction of patterns, textures, colours, and form, modulated at
various opacities and speeds. LIDAR scan animation overlays gesture towards the
chemo-tactile and magnetic sensing information-processing gradients deployed by the
octopus. Roberts’s soft-spoken and hypnotising guided meditational voice-over in BoM
is ritualised, placed in dialogue with pulsing and vibrating oceanic frequencies to
transmit the human voice into the haptic and audio-visual sensory language deployed
by the octopus. Visuals and acoustic resonances in both BoM and If Al conjure an alien
Umwelten that reveals, conceals, problematises, enhances, and extends the affects and
percepts generated by the artwork. The viewer, enmeshed in the sprawling video
installations enact an alien world together with these disparate elements. As Métais and
Villalobos argue, “sociality is more than intersubjectivity” (2022, 327), which means
our ethics have to take a more comprehensively enactivist view that can account for an

13



Gray and Carstens

experiential sensitivity to the ways in which power relations structure our lives—and
the possibilities for life—at various levels of human and nonhuman social existence.

Conclusion

The conditions of the unfolding Anthropocene permacrisis event include the
acidification and warming of the oceans, alarming levels of deforestation, and
increasing climate chaos: megadroughts, extended fire seasons, virulent pandemics,
hurricanes, typhoons, and cyclones, to name a few. They also include all the nefarious
geopolitical and economic implications of these overlapping ecological disasters: wars
on four continents, refugee crises, escalating cost of living and mental health crises, etc.
Survival in a Chthulucene-to-come is a question of paying attention, in the here and
now, to the underlying causes and conditions of permacrisis. The first of these being the
material consequences of human linguistic semiotics—the dominating ways in which
sense-making has been aesthetically circumscribed and conceptually predetermined.
Moreover, survival is not a question of “winner takes all” competition scenarios, nor is
it something we humans can achieve (or could ever have achieved) for and by ourselves.
Enduring and thriving, as the new biological sciences have increasingly shown, wholly
depends on continually negotiated symbiotic and sympoietic arrangements.
Multispecies alliances define how complex life has functioned for at least the last 1.5
billion years of Terran history as well as how it has survived at least five prior mass
extinction events.

Consider the If Al and BoM projects and their implications for how art might go about
catalysing more hopeful asemiotic tentacular geostories that rupture the facialised
overdetermining frames of human exceptionalism and utilitarian individualism. Instead
of upholding “self-making man” as the epitome of perception and creation, tentacular
geostories such as these fabulate a visual and narrative arrangement embedded in “the
storied tissues of the thickly present Chthulucene” in which many kinds of life and unlife
play together in “nonarrogant collaboration(s)” (Haraway 2016, n.p). If A and BoM
conjure an ethico-aesthetic paradigm that places nonhuman Umwelten, such as those of
cephalopods, in equivalence to those of humans and their increasingly intelligent
machines. At the same time these projects problematise the very concept of self-
determining consciousness by enhancing and extending the uncanny affects unleashed
by such multivalent conversations and enactments across borderlines. Machine-
generated audio-visuality is thus deployed artistically to enact a transversal and uncanny
gate-opening to some fabulated otherland of potential, instead of how it is usually
positioned to enhance human power, or rather create the comforting illusion of doing
so. By gathering around many-armed chthonic and tentacular ones in such an uncanny
manner, Maggie Roberts in BoM, and 0D in If Al, do what Haraway (2016) does with
Pimoa cthulhu and Deleuze and Guattari (1987) do with their tales of creative becoming,
namely deploy a mode of speculative fabulation grounded in protean complexity,
opacity, asemiotic geostorying, and radical uncertainty to summon-forth a more-than-
human and other-than-human people to come.
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