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40 years ago1, The Terminator rampaged through US urban landscapes, leaving a wake of 
destruction and an outsized fear of what will come to pass should an artificial intelligence 
reach a certain peak of capability. It has certainly become clear that AI is playing an 
enormous role in reshaping our relationship to technology and algorithmic processes, 
providing pattern recognition capabilities that expose data points and reasoning that 
would otherwise be likely unobtainable, but what The Terminator did more than anything 
was provide a framework for discourse with wide-ranging ramifications which is still 
influencing the imaginaries we engage in when discussing artificial intelligence and 
machine learning, policies around it and its applications in and implications for the world. 

So much of current discourse on artificial intelligence conflates the machine with the 
human, trying to trace anthropomorphic traits and reconciling the perceived similarities as 
representative of human faculties (whether antagonistic or otherwise). There is a tendency 
towards a representation of the human inside of the machinic cognition. In William 
Gibson’s Neuromancer, the AI Wintermute needed human gestalts to communicate 
utilizing language and forms that are fathomable to the characters, a move that is clearly 
mirrored when many engage daily with LLMs and other interactive machine learning 
models. Gibson caught on to a central detail in this relation to machinic cognition – 
supposedly, the complete alienness of the AI compels an anthropomorphization for the 
human mind to fathom its complexity. Simultaneously, this sees a two-fold power structure 
introduced. Firstly, the implementation of human cognitive understandings suggests a 
logos in which the human maintains primacy and is the framework from which to 
understand other lifeforms, and while much of this is inherited from cybernetics which 
itself was enforcing a biologizing framework upon the questions of intelligence, the 
superiority imposed through this lens also leads to the refusal of rethinking the human 
framework. Secondly, there is an unevenness in power resulting from the supposed 
complexity and efficiency of machinic cognition over human capabilities – suddenly the 
machine is superior. This is of course a large component in the construction of AI as threat, 
the machine as a danger that can (and will) take over and steal that which was previously 
firmly set within the purview of humans; the narrative is familiar, “they will come for our 
jobs”, a logic that is absolutely not foreign in a different, albeit similar, discourse that seeks 
to produce a threatening Other.  

Perhaps a certain part of this pain of distinguishing and embracing the non-human 
machinic cognition as a zone of potential and productive difference can be contextualized 
as the monstrosity which Deleuze theorized, when he wrote about the “cruelty, even 
monstrosity, on both sides of this struggle against the elusive adversary, in which the 
distinguished opposes something which cannot distinguish itself from it but continues to 
espouse that which divorces it.” (Deleuze 1994, p.28)  Already here we’re seeing a relation 
wherein we might think of an utter difference between the machinic and the human, which 
none-the-less participates in the same space of intensive cognition and subjectification 
however disparate it is from one another. In this, the distinction between entities begins 

 
1 Released on October 26th, 1984. 



to break down and may start the process of elucidating ways in which new understandings 
of what ‘human cognition’ or ‘being human’ might actually mean. 

Somewhere between the utmost denial of the hostile and the complete surrender to 
destructive threat, lies a space wherein antagonism turns to reflection enabling thought 
and reconfiguration which was otherwise impossible. What interests me in this essay is 
the question of how to engage with ‘denials’ in a productive way; that is denials of fixed 
understanding, denials of direct access to the world, denials of sameness. How might it be 
possible to deal with concepts that seem at odds with one another, but perhaps realize 
how they can be localized as extensions of each other.  How to turn denial and antagonism 
into productive forces for thinking through matter, when considering artificial intelligence 
as a category of cognition that is inherently different to that of humans. Often when 
engaging in conversation about the futures of AI, whether from the viewpoint of the 
sceptics or the full-blown transhumanists, we see it centering itself around a sense of 
‘conciliation’ and overcoming the threats or enforcing the potentialities for its interfacing 
with the human. Ironically, rather than allowing us to think about entities that overlap, 
enmesh, but also are appreciated for their difference and the way this can help renegotiate 
fixed ideas, I would argue that what we’re seeing is a reinforcement of human superiority 
over other entities and the construction of truths by utilizing the schema of human reason 
as foundational to any and all conceptions of difference. That is to say that difference is 
always viewed as difference to us, an understanding from within the human subjectivity 
and therefore any understanding that might come from it will be motivated from within. 
What if we leaned fully into hostility and alienness instead? 

 
Alienness and difference 
A shift in what makes up a technological subject is happening. The subject is dissected, 
broken into parts through the machinations of capital and power, thereby introducing a 
split between doing and thinking, the acquisition of knowing-how, and participation in a 
relational communication which is not solely within the sphere of humans, but equally in 
the realm of decentralized networks that have obtained a whole new level of abstraction 
through a cybernetic engagement with labor, learning, behavioral data and machine-to-
machine communication (Parisi 2019). In this realm, Parisi states, we’re witnessing the 
bifurcation of machine learning into very distinct forms. On the one hand, we’re witnessing 
the creation of echo chambers, the self-perpetuating reproduction of preestablished 
thought systems that reinforce biases and social constructions. On the other hand, a form 
of machinic cognition which engages with highly complex reasoning and decision-making, 
which is based on otherwise missing or hypothetical information is emerging. It is within 
this latter sphere that we’re presented with a mode of cognitive production, which 
potentially reconfigures the way in which we think thought and the space from which 
thought comes. Furthermore, it challenges the image of technology as either a tool wielded 
in the service of mankind or a threat which limits mankind’s freedom to engage in the 
world, thereby undermining the power structures and biased, colonial models of 
worldmaking. An inherently alien vector is traced in artificial intelligence to the space of 
abstracted reasoning through this, which Parisi suggests as a process “[…] to expose the 
ontological implications of the techno-scientific figurations of the world, which demand a 
re-conceptualisation of the postulates of being beyond the already given and the always 
already constructed.” (Parisi 2019, p.39) Effectively, it is here that machine learning 
exposes reasoning as inherently artificial and exposes thought to a denaturalizing force 
that challenges the primacy of human cognitive capabilities, which forms the core of 
embracing a reasoning that is fundamentally hostile to the anthropocentric impulse. 

As suggested by Sylvia Wynter, the shifts in perception which happened with the 
introduction of the humanist principle of reason also introduced another figure into our 



understandings of humanity and the status-organizing principles held within. She wrote 
that this principle was used to “empirically verify the rhetorical macro-Figure of a Natural 
Causality which differentiated human groups along a continuum of different degrees of 
rationality” (Wynter 1984, p.35), which in effect established and strengthened the notion 
of an alien Other, holding within it a constant push and pull between sameness and 
difference as the ontologically organizing principle in human groups2. The chaos of 
difference proved essential to cementing the coherence and prevalence of sameness in 
the dominant model of reason, and Wynter points out that any effort to wed these 
structural oppositions were thwarted in an effort to maintain the colonial power that was 
enabled by this order of being (Wynter 1984). Thus, it momentarily seems we’re at an 
impasse, confronted with the impossibility of coming to terms with sameness and 
difference as forces not in opposition, but rather in continuation of one another. 

Drawing upon concepts of sameness and difference, Amy Ireland rightly notes that 
“[w]e fear the different and the strange, yet we require these things in order to evolve” 
(Ireland 2019, p.59), and when abstracted to understand alienness as a vector outside of 
the human, we might draw upon Kant’s characterization of the human experience as one 
of shared perception of time (as linear) and space (as cartographic), that is to say that as 
a whole, experience is one characterized by sameness and the way in which this 
constitutes reality as one which is formed from interiority, ‘insideness’. Thus, it is clear that 
in order to locate the alien and utterly different, a change of perspective is necessary, one 
which relocates the constitution of reality to exteriority. Reality as something not 
necessarily graspable from within an anthropocentric lens. It is an alien other which does 
time and space differently and participates in reality differently, something which artificial 
intelligence even in simple forms does with its multidimensional engagements. 
 
Outside and inside 
For the now oft-maligned theorist Nick Land, the outside is intrinsically linked to the 
question of intelligence. Intelligence perceived as something non-human, completely 
disconnected or indeed uninterested in any petty human concerns. It is a process that 
focuses on optimization of itself irrespective of the needs posited by human existence. For 
Land, it was a matter of a revolt against Western Philosophy’s emphasis on the view of 
perception from the inside, from the subject out – rather he wanted to change this to a 
view from the outside in. He wrote of the irony of the Other in Kantian rationality that “[t]he 
paradox of enlightenment, then, is an attempt to fix a stable relation with what is radically 
other, since insofar as the other is rigidly positioned within a relation it is no longer fully 
other.” (Land 2018, p.64) Land wanted to strip away the subjective and the vectors which 
made up the human perception, to create theory that exposes what is, in reality, outside. 
This outside which is also outside of our grasp easily succumbed to an inconcrete 
characterization, a negative known only through its processes, not entirely unlike the 
writings of H.P. Lovecraft, who loved nothing more than to describe the indescribable and 
unknowable. Yet still, artificial intelligence was and is one of the processes which gave 
access to a radically different cognitive effect, one which did not function the same as the 
human subject and which processes reality in a way that is alien to us. 

While this formulation of the outside is highly abstracted, to frighten ourselves into a 
renewed way of perceiving the world and our place in it, we need an outside which we 
might participate in without localizing ourselves within it. Searching for a form of outside 
so stripped of sameness that only difference remains, so that it might, in its difference, 

 
2 But, it goes without saying, in particular in the logos of the white European Renaissance colonizers as 
justification for the othering and treatment of New World and African people by virtue of an appeal to 
“natural difference” with regards to possession of reason. 



illustrate the similarities contained within a malleable idea of humanity or indeed lead to 
a renegotiation of the essential concepts of reason, which for so long have constituted the 
generations of inherited power structures and inequalities.  This might be an outside in 
much the way that Fisher described the eerie; one that is as much characterized by the 
absence of agential entity when one is expected as it is by the presence of one, when none 
is (Fisher 2016, p.11). Artificial intelligence as concept is equally the expectation of 
mindless computational process as it is the fear of sapient creator of meaning and reason.  

I concede that the move to find an outside which is utterly different, to an extent that 
is hostile to the very tenets of humanism, yet still provides information that provokes 
reevaluations of aspects that are located within the scope of the human, is no easy task. 
There are mental gymnastics to be done here. In this sense, it is the ongoing revisionary 
process of a commitment to humanity (Negarestani 2014) to unpack how other forms of 
cognition and reasoning change our understandings of our own. I argue that the only way 
we can do this is to embrace them as completely different to our own, for as long as we 
attempt to locate a human vector within them, we will not be able to truly comprehend 
these changes. Rather we need to locate an inhuman vector or presence of outsideness 
within previously stagnant conceptions upheld by humanism. Might these abyssal 
differences not remind us of what we consider to be inherently ‘human’, that which we 
might identify at least momentarily to be characteristics of a sapient mind and show us 
that difference becomes the carrying force through which understanding can be made 
legible. 

In the end, what I have attempted to elucidate throughout, pointing towards multiple 
valuable insights from a number of theorists, is the necessity for a rejection of 
anthropocentrism in the way we relate to machine cognition, an embrace of a form of 
cognition and Other that seems at odds and at times even hostile to a continued fixed 
assumption of what ‘the human’ and reason in the same context is, and finally to accept 
difference as something which does not need to be ‘reconciled’, but rather as a productive 
force without which the process of becoming will stagnate and bring ‘us’ to an end much 
sooner that any presupposed Skynet is likely to. 
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