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A tentacular coexistence among critters is the critical and political proposition that 
emerges from Donna Haraway’s latest work, Staying with the Trouble. Making Kin in the 
Chthulucene (2016). The idea is not just that of overcoming the hierarchal relation 
between human beings and the animal world, but also of searching for a way of living 
together in a symbiotic web among beings of every species and nature. This essay 
spans from Anna Maria Ortese to Octavia Butler and Ursula Le Guin in an 
exploration of the new perspectives of feminist thought. At the foreground is a greater 
awareness of the urgency of resistance to the progressive devastation of the planet and 
an opening to the new analytical and epistemological horizons of intersectionality. In 
this context, to use Haraway’s lexicon, the anthropocene and the capitalocene are the 
present, while the time of the chthulucene – another place and a time that was, still is, 
and still could be – produces earthly powers and processes, both human and non-
human.  
Shorter versions of this article have been published in il manifesto and Leggendaria. 
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“Seeing comes before words” is a sentence that can describe John Berger’s essay, 

Why Look at Animals? (1977), echoing the beginning of his better-known book Ways of 
Seeing (1972). The essay places stress on the pure and absolute exchange of the look 
between man and animal, beyond language and across an abyss of non-comprehension. 
As soon as man looks at an animal he is reminded of his solitude as a species and the 
secret of a sameness/diversity is revealed as such. The first human metaphor was the 
animal, as we gather from cave drawings: “The parallelism of their similar/dissimilar 
lives allowed animals to provoke some of the first questions and offer answers […] if 
the first metaphor was animal, it was because the essential relation between man and 
animal was metaphoric” (Berger 2009, 16). Berger describes the decline of this 
relationship with dismay: “That look between animal and man, which may have played 
a crucial role in the development of animal society, and which, in any case, all men had 
always lived until less than a century ago, has been extinguished” (Berger 2009, 37). 
The sense of the superiority of the human has cancelled any parallelism and has 
reduced animals to a silent majority; humanized puppets in banal Disneyan 
representations.  

The zoo, a result of colonial explorations and conquests and, ultimately, of 
imperialism, finds its origin in cogito ergo sum. In the zoo, the look is unilateral on a 
subject made marginal as the remains of a world that is disappearing. The single 
visitor feels isolated; when in a crowd, he still belongs to an isolated species: “This 
historic loss, of which zoos are a monument, is now irredeemable for the culture of 
capitalism” (Berger 2009, 37). Animals are by now far from reminding us of our 
origins or from being moral metaphors as in the past. Still, the animals of the mind 
survive in many cultural forms: games, proverbs, figures of speech, dreams, 
superstitions, and above all in tales, fables, novels, science fiction and fantasy narrative. 

We find similar melancholic tones in Anna Maria Ortese’s writings on the human 
indifference and neglect of both nature and animals. In Le piccole persone (1982), she 
says: “I see Animals as Little Persons, man’s ‘different brothers’, creatures with a face” 
(Ortese 1916, 114; my translation).1 She then expands this dismay, in a cosmic vision: 
“I feel in nature a great sadness […] there are moments in which a tree appears 
suddenly human, tired, other moments when a humble beast looks at us in a quiet, 
benevolent, deep way […] the same confused memory of separation, a resigned 
apprehension of mourning, weighing on us all, tree, beast or man” (Ortese 1916, 6; my 
translation).2  

Without this mourning, she goes on to say, it is impossible to “write”. Some of her 
great novels, centred on ambiguous beings on the threshold between human and non-
human, are tainted with a compassion stemming from a deep perception of pain. The 
protagonist of L’Iguana (1965) is Estrellita, an iguana: “[…] a very little animal of an 
intense green, as tall as a child, with the apparent semblance of a giant lizard, but 
dressed as a woman, in a dark skimpy skirt, a white corset, quite worn and ancient, and 

																																																								
1 “Ritengo gli animali Piccole Persone, fratelli ‘diversi’ dell’uomo, creature con una faccia” (Ortese 

1916, 114). 
2 “Sento nella natura non so che tristezza di fondo […] Ci sono monenti in cui un albero si mostra 

improvvisamente umano, stanco. Altri momenti che un’umile bestia (o ciò che crediamo tale) ci guarda in 
modo tanto quieto, benevolo, profondo, tanto puro […] E gravasse quindi su tutti noi, l’albero, la bestia, 
l’uomo una stessa confusa memoria della Separazione, e apprendimento rassegnato del lutto” (Ortese 
1916, 6).  
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a small apron of various colours […]” (Ortese 1989, 29-30; my translation).3 Between 
human and beast, paradise and hell, she is subjected to the look of a group of humans, 
alternatively considering her as princess or maid, romantic bride or adoptive daughter, 
malevolent serpent or lost demoiselle; she does not know whether she is the symbol of 
a possible harmony among different species, sharing the burden of their mortality, or if 
she is herself evil, what they call the “spirit of darkness”, persecuted by God. When she 
is faced with her image in a mirror, she sees herself as dirty and ugly, “a real serpent, 
[…] paradise, in those conditions, would not be open to her” (Ortese 1989, 94; my 
translation).4  

In Il cardillo addolorato (The lament of the linnet, 1993), there are two little people, 
an elf, will-o-the-wisps, a minuscule monk, three hundred years old in the history of 
the city, and the linnet itself, “the heart of nature”, object of the attraction towards 
what is more than human, at once a victim and a tyrant. Being small among the 
smallest, he sings his song of pain, “destroying those who love him […] being our 
memory, the remembrance of the beautiful days, the impossible days that all of us have 
lived” – a memory still haunting the city of Naples, as an obsession with the past that 
mars its modernity (Ortese 1993, 382; my translation).5 

Tentacular coexistence   

From Ortese’s dark universe we move to the speculative feminism of today, in 
search of a way of living together in a symbiotic chain between beings of every species 
and nature. A greater awareness of the urgency of resistance to the progressive 
devastation of the planet and the opening to the new analytical and epistemological 
horizons of intersectionality have added new perspectives to feminist thought. Donna 
Haraway’s work has been a constant guide and influence in many phases of its 
theoretical and philosophical itinerary: from cyberfeminism at the end of the last 
century to the manifesto by the international xenofeminist collective Laboria Cuboniks.6 
The title of her recent book, Staying with the Trouble. Making Kin in the Chthulucene 
(2016), refers to the art of living in deeply troubled times, surviving in discomfort, 
coexisting with devastation. Commencing from the mono-cellular organisms at the 
origins of life, we need one another in a necessary symbiosis.  

Years earlier Haraway had focused on the relation of humanity with science and 
technology in “A Cyborg Manifesto” (1985). The image of the cyborg evoked a 
cybernetic organism, a hybrid between machines and humans, social reality and fiction, 

																																																								
3 «[…] bestiola verdissima e alta quanto un bambino, dall’apparente aspetto di una lucertola gigante, 

ma vestita da donna, con una sottanina scura, un corsetto bianco, palesemente lacero e antico, e un 
ghembrialetto fatto di vari colori […]» (Ortese 1989, 29-30; my translation). 

4 “[…] essere lei stessa, la Iguanuccia, il Male, ciò che dicesi ‘spirito delle tenebre’, perseguito da Dio 
[ …] Era tutta tutta verde e brutta, un vero serpente… in paradiso, in quelle condizioni, non poteva 
andare.”  (Ortese 1989, 94 and 127). 

5 “È così… Distrugge chi lo ama… perché è la nostra memoria, signore… il desiderio dei giorni 
belli…i giorni impossibili, che tutti abbiamo incontrato… almeno una volta nella vita” (Ortese 1993, 
382).  

6 The manifesto Xenofeminism: A Politics for Alienation (2015), showing an image of the  Frankenstein 
monster on the cover, proposes technology as the instrument of political activism in an era 
characterized by globalization and complexity, and considers alienation as an impetus to generate new 
worlds, favouring the potential of contemporary technologies in matters of gender, sexuality and race. 
The inter-connection between the digital and the material is deemed possible as there is nothing that 
cannot be studied scientifically and manipulated technologically. 
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myth of the origins and future epochs, monkey and woman. Simians, cyborgs and women 
(1991), the collection that included the essay, proposed a frontier war played on the 
territories of production, reproduction and imagination. The author was intent in 
dismantling the paradigm of woman seen as a synthesis between nature and artifice, 
past and future; consigned in the imaginary to a non-representable alterity as double 
menace, it was transformed into a double utopia: the female cyborg is a “bad girl” who 
destroys female stereotypes. “So my cyborg myth is about transgressed boundaries, 
potent fusions, and dangerous possibilities” (Haraway  2001, 154).  

In a surprising turn for many of her followers, she now becomes the paladin of an 
interspecies parallelism, as technology recedes in favour of the biological symbiosis 
that she sees as urgent on the damaged planet in which we live: “The task is to make 
kin in lines of inventive connections as a practice of learning to live and die well with 
each other in a thick present” (Haraway  2016, 1). The book deals with the resistance 
of mortal “critters” on the earth at the time of anthropos and capital. The 
anthropocene and the capitalocene are the present, while the time of the chthulucene – a 
name for another place and a time which was, still is, and still could be – produces 
earthly powers and processes, both human and non.  

Resistance is possible by producing collective relations beyond human 
singularities. “Making Kin not Babies” is the title of a chapter proposing the creation 
of a wider sense of kinship that is not exclusively genealogical, a word speaking of 
solidarity beyond reproductive futurity, a less limited, less “naturalized” form of intra- 
and inter-species alliance, an ethical practice for both parents and non-parents. The 
reference to those seeking refuge, the migrants of today, points to a crucial aspect of 
our survival: “Anthropocene is about the destruction of places and times of refuge for 
people and other critters […]. Right now, the earth is full of refugees, humans and not, 
without refuge” (Haraway  2016, 100). 

The word “critters”, commonly referring to creeping animals (varmints, vermin, 
worms), is not to be translated, the author warns, as “creatures”, that in more than a 
language stand for humans; “critters” is here used promiscuously for beings of every 
species, “[…] microbes, plants, animals, humans and nonhumans, and sometimes even 
to machines […] Beings of the earth replete with tentacles, feelers, digits, cords, 
whiptails, spider legs, and very unruly hairs” (Haraway  2016, 169). Such beings are 
the basis of tentacular thought – in her vision tentacles can think beside feeling and 
trying as the Latin root indicates – composed by threads drawing figures in a chain. 
She recalls the game of cats-cradle where the string moves from one shape to another, 
by weaving webs of paths, with causalities that are never deterministic, and by 
creating knots that dissolve in order to create others. 

“Scientific is the way I write” 

The relational links, found in the “speculative fabulations” Haraway frequently 
refers to, extend to science, specifically to anthropology through Anna Tsing’s works 
or to biology with Lynn Margulis, beside many others that are impossible to mention 
here – they are all her sisters. Haraway repeatedly mentions Anna Tsing, a Californian 
intellectual who, with James Clifford, gave an important contribution to the new 
anthropological turn of the Eighties. She signals her vicinity to her starting from her 
own book title, inspired by Tsing’s Anthropocene: Arts of Living on a Damaged Planet, a 
conference Tsing organized with others at the university of Santa Cruz in 2014, and of 
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the subsequent book she coedited (see Tsing 2017).7 This collection of essays includes 
histories, narratives, descriptions by scholars from disparate fields, such as 
anthropology, ecology, science, art, literature and bioinformatics, where we find ants, 
lichens, rocks, electrons, flying foxes, salmons, chestnut trees, volcanoes, frontier 
zones, graves, radioactive waste – wonders and terrors of an unexpected time.   

Haraway’s relational patterns are also inspired by the “holobionts” formulated by 
Lynn Margulis, a radical scientist joining biology, systemic theory and chemistry to 
art and stories. For her, cellular evolution is conditioned by the meeting with diversity, 
the “stranger”, from which derives the notion of symbiogenetics common to Octavia 
Butler. The complex assemblages in which there is no distinction between who hosts 
and who is hosted are linked to Haraway’s animal and vegetal organisms occupying 
various chapters in the book alongside the numerous images figuring hybridities of 
many kinds; for many of them Haraway turns to mythology as a source and inspiration 
with its composite icons:  

The Gorgons [Medusa, Erinyes/Furies, Harpies] are powerful winged chthonic 
entities without a proper genealogy; their reach is lateral and tentacular; they 
have no settled lineage and no reliable kind (genre, gender), although they are 
figured and storied as female (Haraway 2016, 53-4). 

The feminist critical gaze has captured and overturned the meaning of these 
symbolic figures, through the re-appropriation of monstrous, multishaped bodies and 
elusive diffused subjectivities. “All you have to do to see the Medusa is look her in the 
face to see her: and she is not deadly. She is beautiful and she laughs”, as Hélène 
Cixous says in Sorties (Cixous and Clément 1987, 69). 

Speculative fabulations 

«Tell me, how does the other sex of your race differ from yours?» 
«I never thought of that» he said, «you’ve never seen a woman. 
[…] In most societies it determines one’s expectations, activities, 
outlook, ethics, manners – almost everything. Vocabulary. 
Semiotic usages. Clothing. Even food. It is extremely hard to 
separate the innate differences from the learned ones. Even when 
women participate equally with men in the society, they still after 
all do all the childbearing, and so most of the child-rearing…» 

Ursula Le Guin, The Left Hand of Darkness 
 
Alongside the scientists that have informed Haraway’s ideas, favourite among her 

sisters are Octavia Butler and Ursula Le Guin, writers of science fiction, of fables to 
think and understand, where the fantastic and the imaginary are never far from 
thought. Tentacular thinking, the fascinating title of the book’s second chapter, leads 
to the notion of speculative fabulations: “SF is storytelling and fact telling; it is the 
patterning of possible worlds and possible times, material-semiotic worlds, gone, here, 
and yet to come” (Haraway 2016, 31). This recalls Ursula Le Guin’s description of 

																																																								
7 The theme of how to survive in the present conjuncture recurs in all her work, from In the Realm of 

the Diamond Queen (1993) on her research among the Dayaks Meratus, a marginal group on the 
indonesian island of Kalimanta, in which she showed a different way of placing herself in front of an 
object, so that it may become a subject. Her look on the female population passes through that of Tani, 
“a native informant” and, being a traveller like herself, an anomaly in the community. 



	

LIDIA CURTI, SPECULATIVE FICTION AND FEMNIST FUTURES 

20	

science fiction in the introduction to The Left hand of Darkness (1969) where she insists 
on the moral complexity of this genre, defined as a thought-experiment rather than a 
predictive exercise, a nonsense, a pure invention to be believed in every detail: 

A novelist’s business is lying […] All fiction is a metaphor. Science fiction is 
metaphor […] drawn from certain great dominants of our contemporary life – 
science, all the sciences, and technology. Space travel is one of these metaphors, so 
is an alternative society, an alternative biology; the future is another. The future, 
in fiction, is a metaphor. (Le Guin 1969,  xviii- xix)  

For her, science fiction, like all writing, is a movement towards the future. She goes on 
saying: “Truth is a matter of the imagination […] Facts are no more solid, coherent, 
round, and real than pearls are” (Le Guin 1969, 1), using an assembling image that 
takes us back to Haraway. 

Tentacles are a powerful image in her worlds. How not to think of the alien 
tentacular entities, the new and future species at the centre of Octavia Butler’s trilogy 
Xenogenesis?8 The tentacles covering the bodies of the Oankali – and, among them, of 
the Ooloi, with the specific task of trading with other species – are sentient and 
communicative organs through which they feel, see, meet sexually, and experience 
pleasure and pain, besides giving shape to objects and spaces.  

In Dawn (1987), the first volume of the trilogy, they save Lilith Ypaio, a survivor 
from the destruction of the earth, after a sleep of centuries. She is reborn between two 
worlds and identities with the task of “inter-generating”, thus becoming the 
forerunner of a new trans-human species. Lilith is torn by contrasting forces, on one 
hand the will of a species endowed with super-human powers but tending towards the 
human as a necessary inter-genetic factor; on the other a group of terran survivors 
who do not accept her guidance and consider her, as Malinche of old, to be a betrayer 
of their race.  

Dawn centres on the difficulty for humans, among them the reader, to accept 
beings that are the effect of genetic contaminations. The text is traversed by an 
ambiguity towards these future new “monsters” torn between repulsion and 
acceptance as experienced by its protagonist, recalling Mary Shelley’s ambiguities, 
who, between horror and fascination had given birth to a monster endowed with 
feelings, frustrations, desires.9 Lilith consents to start a new trans-human and trans-
material progeny made of different races, species and sexes, in an articulation beyond 
ancient dichotomies.10  

Contrary to Medea, she will not find the chariot of the Sun rescuing her but will 
have to live, in the story that follows, with a disquieting restless progeny, facing a 

																																																								
8 The trilogy, originally published in three separate volumes from 1987 to 1989, appeared in later 

editions under the title Lilith’s Brood, recalling David Cronenberg’s film The Brood (1979) in which the 
protagonist Nola gives birth to a swarm of  insects, born from her rage, that kill whoever threatens her. 
The female womb, often a monstrous entity in horror films, represents the association of abjection with 
the maternal described by Julia Kristeva in Powers of Horrors (1982). 

9 The term “hideous progeny” was used by Shelley both for the monster and the text itself, with an 
ambiguity towards her own writing that might be extended to Butler and other female SF writers. See 
Curti 2006, 63-72.  

10 Not so distant from these positions is Judith Butler who, in Gender Trouble (1990), writes of the 
many configurations of sex and gender, denouncing the supposed “naturality” of a limited binary vision. 
Insisting on the performative character of sexual difference, she sees the body as a variable zone on 
which gender inscribes open and incomplete body styles.  
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never-ending struggle. On the other hand, she will share her role with others, 
escaping, thanks to the existence of multiple mothers and fathers, the restrictive 
notion of maternity and the solitude of the maternal stereotype that has imprisoned 
women within the western family unit.  

Of seeds and words 

Apart from the utopia of a tentacular coexistence proposed in Xenogenesis, 
Haraway turns her attention to Butler’s former novel Parable of the Sower (1985), 
endowing the vegetal world with the task of a reproduction that can save the planet. 
In the wake of the biblical parable of the sower, it narrates the odyssey of an American 
black adolescent in flight after her home has been destroyed and the members of her 
family killed, in a scenery of utter devastation and violence.11 Together with other 
fugitives, met during her wandering to the extreme north of California, she plants 
seeds as marks of an itinerary of rebirth. She then founds the nomad community of 
Earthseed that has as its ultimate goal the interstellar migration to a planet away from 
the Earth’s devastations, but in the meantime leaves traces, in the hope of a future re-
rooting.  

They are guided by the faith in a goddess of Change, to which the poem in 
epigraph is dedicated. The migrating heroine’s name is Lauren Oya Olamina, recalling 
the goddess Oya, close to the Yoruba Nigerian Orisha, with its nine tributaries, the 
nine tentacles with which she captures the living and the dead, an image between the 
Brazilian santeria and the Catholic cult of the Virgin Mary. As goddess of change, she 
commands wind, tempest and death exercising her power as the creator of worlds. 
Lauren herself has superhuman powers as she is endowed, or we could say afflicted by 
the hyper-empathic faculty of sharing the pains and suffering of others, including those 
she has to wound or kill in the necessary fight for survival. When they die she dies too, 
at least temporarily – a message for peace and against war and violence.12  

Ursula Le Guin is ever-present in Haraway’s book with many of her works, from 
The Word for Worlds is Forest (1976) to “The Author of Acacia Seeds” or “The Carrier 
Bag of Theory” (1988-89). Her “carrier bag” containing philosophy and storytelling 
alongside natural-cultural multispecies critters – plant, tool, weapon, word – is 
connected to the last chapter of Staying with the Trouble: “The Camille Stories. Children 
of Compost”. Here a collective group, including Haraway herself, creates the stories of 
five entities living during the next four centuries, characterized amongst other things 
by the neutral pronoun per before the name Camille. They are beings born from 
humans but modified, before birth, by genetic grafting from a symbiont, preferably an 
animal of a migrating kind, such as, for example the Monarch butterfly in the case of 
Camille 1. The collective narration follows them during the whole of their imaginary 
symbiotic lives: “The children of Compost would not cease the layered, curious 
practice of becoming-with others for a habitable, flourishing world” (Haraway 2016, 
168).  

																																																								
11 It is interesting to note that the time and space travellers at the centre of her novels, from Kindred 

(1979) onwards, are native- or black- American women. 
12 She is one of the many heroines with superhuman powers who, starting from Connie Ramos in 

Marge Piercy’s Women on the Edge of Time (1976), and Dana in Butler’s Kindred, travel from one world 
to another, in different spaces and times. These are two of the many novels that from the Seventies 
onward have at its centre journeys linking past, present and future in a condensed moment. 
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But it is Le Guin’s The Left hand of Darkness (1969), and the reversal of perspective 
promised by the title, that I wish to refer to, in my conclusion. The novel is about the 
difficult meeting with alterity in the relationship between a terran hero and an alien 
being. It describes the slow non-linear progress to the acceptance of reciprocal 
diversity and narrates, in the end, a tale of unfulfilled love. The story takes place on 
the planet Gethen where time starts from an everlasting present, the climate is always 
cold and social structures are very advanced, though power struggles and political 
corruption have not disappeared. Its inhabitants are advanced in their physical 
development, with an oscillating sexuality responding to external stimulations, 
whether context, disposition, attraction or love. During periods limited in time called 
“kemmer”, they develop the characteristics of either sex, including conception, 
motherhood, and breast feeding. This probable future is interrupted by archival 
interpolations, parables from past civilizations prefiguring a future, in a manner that 
science fiction shares with kin genres such as fantasy, horror and mytho-historical 
tales. 

The Ekumene, union of nations of which the planet Earth is a part, is a positive 
entity represented by Genli Ai, its terran ambassador, who has the difficult task as “the 
stranger”, with his earthly limits, to persuade the Gethenians to give up their isolation 
and join the confederation. In spite of their extreme vicinity, he and his friend and ally, 
Tefrem Estraven, are unable to overcome their differences. When they confront the 
question of  “what are women like” (see epigraph), they can only sadly conclude that 
one is obsessed by sexual in-difference, the other by its dualism. Finally it is a woman, 
Lang Heo Hew, emissary of the Ekumene after the union has been agreed on, who 
descends from the space ship as the plot’s dea-ex-machina – a sort of authorial last 
word on the question, perhaps. 

Symbolic whirlwinds   

Doubts and suspicions on this area of feminist studies are frequent. Haraway’s 
inter-specist turn is difficult to accept; the movement away from the centrality of the 
human is considered politically dangerous, as is the dominance of nature over 
technology. The prevalence of flesh, seeds, fibres, alongside the metaphorical and 
imaginative shapes of animals and plants, seems to shadow the still extant social 
discriminations of race, class, and sexual orientation. 

On the other hand, there is suspicion of xeno-feminist faith in technology for its 
echoes of accelerationism, a philosophy considered elitist and conservative, and its 
neglect of ecological themes as not useful for the transformation of the present reality. 
In Alien Aesthetics (2016), Bogna Konior, a voice from inside, criticizes the distance 
taken from ecofeminism and from Haraway’s thought, pointing out the mistake of 
renouncing precious allies for the political struggle.   

A possible reply can be suggested by the image appearing on the cover of 
Haraway’s book, a work by Geraldine Javier, with the double function of a preliminary 
and conclusive look. It shows a figure composed of many parts, its root a human pelvis 
resembling a butterfly from which stems a skeleton made of vegetal threads, ending in 
the image of a butterfly formed by two dried leaves. It is humanoid and insectoid, 
fibrous and bony, plant and animal, and stands for evocation and metamorphosis. It 
recalls the many themes of the book: fibrous arts, the coral barrier, the figures made of 
threads and strings, Navajo weaving, the beaded medusa, alongside its many visual, 
bodily and cerebral metaphors.  
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The stories of Per-Camille reminded us of the function of narrations in opening 
paths for thought. The importance of thinking is stressed by both Hannah Arendt and 
Virginia Woolf, both frequently referred to by Haraway: Arendt with her concept of 
“going visiting” with the imagination, a precious activity to expand the mind; Woolf 
with the imperative “Think we must, we must think”. The latter imperative has spread, 
from Three Guineas onwards, to fictional and theoretical elaborations on the notion of a 
feminist collective thinking-with. Cultivating response-ability means accepting the 
challenge of “training the mind and imagination to go visiting […] to propose 
together something unanticipated, to take up the unasked-for obligations of having 
met” (Haraway 2016, 130). 
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