IN HUMAN: PARASITES, POSTHUMANISM, PAPATUANUKU
Emilie Rakete

This i1s a story about us—about all of us, although it will come 10
trouble the notion of an ‘us’. Like all essentially Maori stories, this
one has a whakapapa without which it does not make sense. To
tell this story about us, of how we relate to one-another, it is first
necessary to tell a story about Papatianuku. With our mother
fixed in our minds, we can begin to talk about ourselves.

In the beginning is te Kore, and nothing is. There is the poten-
tial that things will come to be, but at this point they are not.
There are countless permutations of te Kore—the fertile void
iterates and reiterates, and eventually te PO, the night, emerges.
Within te Po are the ancestors who simultaneously constitute
and precede materiality. There is no universally agreed order
of events here.! but we can satisfy ourselves by accepting that
among these figures are Tangaroa, Ranginui, and Papatuanu-
ku. and that in some configuration the sea, the sky, and fore-
most the earth produce everything which exists. We see in this
cosmogonic cycle the beginnings of a political ecology rooted In
relationality; in whakapapa.

Sitting on the beach as a young girl, | picked a squirming insect
from my scalp and watched in horror as my own blood leaked
out of its crushed boay.

Ani Mikaere explicates human relationships with Papatuanu-
ku—'Papattanuku is atua, tupuna and the land simultanegusly:
there is no sensible way of separating out the ways In which
humans experience our relationship with her.’2 We can also_ be
understood to relate to *one another* within PapatGanuku In
similar terms. It is within this unitary and holistic system c?f rela-
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not functions of a body which must *necessarily*

one to enact them, but that political action occurs regardless of
human input—that inhuman forces interacting with one another,
Inhuman forces interacting with humans, and humans interacting
with humans are not fundamentally dissimilar actions.

In nga tikanga Maori, we also find the idea that political
agency Is not the sole realm of human individuals. Rather than
a hegemonising Chain-of-Being which hierarchises humanity as
an epistemological category above worms, lice, and land, tikanga
Maori's organisational principal is whakapapa, which affirms
the shared heritage through Papattanuku and therefore the
fundamental sameness of all of these things. As Mikaere says,
‘lelverything in the natural world, ourselves included, shares a
common ancestry’® The term ‘tangata whenua', then, can be
translated in two ways. ‘People of the land’ implies that we are
people foremost and that we relate to the land. This translation
relies on the primacy of the ‘human’ subject. From a political
ecological perspective rooted In Papataanuku, we could tr_anslate
‘tangata whenua' instead as ‘land-people'—people not as its own
epistemological category, but as a function of the land, of th-e
whenua. We are not beings who are of the land but the land itself
in the act of being. We are a function of the ecology, we are
€cology foremost.



came from what Julia Kristeva terms abjection—the horror_' of
neither-neither—the muddying of the border. be_tween subject
and object.® Was | an individual unit, whole within myself?‘ Or was
| forestalling, as Bennett quotes of Dewey’s "Art as Experience”
‘acknowledgement of this dependence of the self for wholgness
upon its surroundings'?’ In my experiences up until that point,
the sensation had been that | was an individual subject with
hounded and inviolable borders. What the parasite demonstrates
is that this frame of reference is insufficient. In actuality, what

we perceive as of our self is only a part of the ecology. We think
of ourselves as individuals operating within a static and passive
environment—the parasite allows the understanding that we
ourselves are the environments in which other ‘individuals’ may
also operate. There’'s a sense of fractalisation here—that we are
Papatuanuku writ small. We are in her, parasites are in us, and (as
| found when | crushed one) we are inside them.

The parasite collapses these constructed borders and opens
our impressions of our bodies to deep new understandings of
Interconnectivity which moves us into a posthuman conception
of the self as ecology. Under liberal Individualism, a dialectic is
formed between self and environment. The parasites poses a
synthesis to this model—that the self *is* an environment. and

conversely that the environment *is* a self. | am not (only) in me

‘but in everything with which | share whakapapa.
From a liberal-indivi
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Political action does not require ‘human actants’ to have
occurred but under our present understanding of politics an
action does need to be produced by human actants to be cate-
gorised as political. The issue is not one of causation (l.e. *can®
an actant produce Ranciére's ‘argumentative utterances’?) but of
categorisation (i.e. which actants' utterances will we *consider*
argumentative’)—not that inhuman politics are fundamentally
different to human politics but that we have not been *regard-
Ing* them as such.® Papatlanukutanga, then, allows for a model
of the political ecology in which the politics of the inhuman are
once again recognisable. | |

Consider, for example, the tikanga of death. When a tapapaku
rests In a body of water, for instance in a drowning, the lake,
river or stream becomes tapu and humans in interaction with
- that body become subject to certain restrictions on their
behaviour. Here we see that relations between ‘humans’ and
‘'objects’ have become political ones—the community, the
Individual who has transgressed and the material environment
itself all exist within a cohesive political ecology. Inhuman actants
which would otherwise be considered passive and environmental
become engaged participants in a political intercourse. A human
who transgresses the tapu of a body of water might fall ill as
a form of reciprocation, and amends would need to be made.
Likewise, the practice of rahui expressly demonstrates the
‘posthuman principles of tikanga Maori—at human expense,
certain species were not subject to hunting or fishing to allow
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their regeneration. In these examples of PapatGanukutanga.
the hierarchy between human subjects and environmental
objects is completely deconstructed. Relationships between

actants take place within a relational ecology without hierarchies
or hegemonies. Humans are no more or less than any other
components of the ecostructure.

Ironically, this deep ecological perspective of power relations
between human and inhuman bodies actually renders parasitism
as a phenomena incomprehensible. Why should a louse surviving
on the surface of my skin be categorised as parasite and |
should not, when we are both crawling on the skin of a larger
ecology and surviving there as best we can? As Dewey says,
‘The epidermis is in only the most superficial way an indication
of where an organism ends and its environment begins.® With
the boundary between organism and environment deconstructed
in favour of a whakapapa-system of relationality and political
ecology, how can we talk about insides or outsides? Margins?
Everything exists in deep fundamental relation to everything
else. and while functions of the ecology may interact with one
another no relationship of sub-and-superordination can be
established within them. The louse is not inside me and | am not
inside Papataanuku. All of us exist in a dynamically equitable
relationship with each other.

Through PapatGanuku | can sit on the beach, and know that
my self is not in the louse’s guts inside the louse, nor in the
louse inside my hand, nor in my body inside Papatuanuku, nor
in Papataanuku herself, but distributed at every possible point
throughout that system.
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