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Recent theorists and philosophers have turned their attention to the agency (e.g. Bruno 
Latour, and Bill Brown), intentionality (e.g. Graham Harman), and vitalism of nonhuman 
objects/ things. I argue that we can understand this revived interest as a belated coming to 
terms with intelligent nonhuman cybernetic systems from the mid-twentieth century. The 
ability of those electro-mechanical systems to interact with their environment and modify 
their behavior nally made it possible to think of nonhuman things/objects as su_used with 
cognition and agency without necessarily invoking vitalism, animism, or panpsychism. N. 
Katherine Hayles, Donna Haraway, and Andy Clark have argued for the complex 
interrelation (via feedback loop or other self-reective mechanism) of cognition, bodies, 
technologies, and media. But how is it possible to talk about nonhuman systems as cognitive 
agents without putting them in a feedback loop with humans, without Quentin Meillassoux’s 
correlationist circle consuming them? 

The paper I propose for the “Nonhuman Turn in 21st Century Studies” conference will 
examine just that question. Nonhuman and human cognitive systems seem inextricably 
enmeshed because both are recursive. We know that the neural structures of human 
cognition involve multiple recursive loops thanks to scientic research ranging from 
Humberto Maturana’s and Francisco Varela’s Autopoiesis and Cognition (_à) to the Nobel 
laureate Gerald Edelman’s work on re-entry. Nonhuman cognition reects the recursive 
aspect of human cognition except that the recursion takes the form of loops among media 
technologies. Human cognition’s simulation in literary, visual, or digital form, however, also 
appears as such feedback loops, and so comes into contact with nonhuman cognition. While 
realism deals with human cognition’s mediation of reality, what I call fractal realism treats 
that mediation as the sphere in which human cognition, its simulation, and nonhuman 
cognition fold into one another. Like their mathematical cousins, fractal realist media 
systems teeter between order and chaos with every circuit through the many feedback and 
feed forward loops. 

To understand how this process works, I begin by asking how media mediate, and how they 
can establish recursive loops. Gilbert Simondon’s theory of transduction gives an account of 
how media transmit information/structure from one to another, and in so doing, it shows 
how they may feed back into themselves thereby increasing their complexity. Transduction 
augments mediation in fractal realism. 

 


