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Traditional historiography favours human speciesism and exceptionalism. It 

assumes linear temporality and presents human historiographers as recorders of heroic 

accomplishments and technological advancements – both established markers of human 

progress – of a future-oriented Anthropocene. Challenges to Cartesian dualism, a 

human-centred approach to time, space, memory, and the reductive treatment of non-

human material as objects of human history are frequently raised in Posthumanist 

discourse. Building on this, a framework of posthumanistic historiography rejects the 

pitfalls and problems of linear temporality and historiography. This paper takes up 

William Gibson’s short story The Gernsback Continuum to advocate for the 

posthumanist recognition of agency, relationality, and multiplicity of non-human 

entities by resolving a historiographic conundrum. Drawing on the notions of 

posthumanist history proposed by Ewa Domańska, along with pioneering posthuman 

thinkers Donna Haraway and Rosi Braidotti, the paper views historiography as an 

assemblage of human, technological, media, photographic, and other forces that haunt 

the story’s protagonist. It calls for a treatment of historical objects that persist through 

temporal boundaries as spectral agents and ‘co-authors’ of historiography. By doing so, 

the paper adds a spectral dimension to Domańska’s framework, striving to recognise the 

‘spectral agency’, ‘polytemporality’ and ‘zonal hauntings’ of architectural and media 

remnants in a posthumanist historiography that seeks to provide epistemic justice. 

Therefore, the study invites an inclusive understanding towards the non-human in 

historiography. 
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Introduction:  

.  

There is an almost unrivalled position in traditional historiography that houses powerful 

emperors, noble pursuits and high politics. Such historical narratives have long relied on 

human accounts of events and phenomena to record human experience, existence and 

progress. There is, however, a linearity that presupposes human perception of reality, 

temporality and subsequently, history. Events are understood and passed through generations 

in a convenient chronological order that depicts the evolution of human civilisation on earth, 

from cavemen to the transhuman of the twentieth century. What began as the Darwinian 

understanding of biological evolution as the marker of human progress has now led to the 

tenets of technological evolution as the determinant, which is somehow intermeshed with the 

present-day human joining the linear progression towards the future. Such a linear perception 

and measurement of time grounded entirely in human experience and progress on Earth raises 

the question of priority. While the progression from prehistoric to modern civilisations is 

documented in the annals of history as a linear timeline, this view is identified as highly 

human-centred. This measurement and valuation of time based entirely on human experience 

and history, contrary to geological time, is what can be termed ‘anthropocentric temporality’. 

The quantification of time, a force beyond human control, based on human biological, socio-

political and technological milestones is problematic as it trivialises temporality and presents 

history as linear. Therefore, the Anthropocene, defined as the current epoch of human activity 

dominating Earth’s ecosystems, essentialises the need to rethink traditional historiography.  

Anthropocentric temporality is the perception, experience and organisation of time from a 

very human perspective, with human lifespan as the definitive marker. It is defined wholly by 

human life cycles, rise and fall of civilisations, cultural epochs, technological achievements 

and other anthropogenic reverberations across the globe. But what it fails to measure are the 

resilient quandaries of non-human lifespans, including deep time and ecological cycles. This 

anthropocenic conundrum presents a temporal mismatch, as human-centred historiography 

fails to account for the span of non-human existence, treating them as mere objects of 

historical documentation. Such a saturated form of traditional historiography, referred to as 

‘anthropocentric historiography’ throughout the study, has received critical attention for 

observing the human as the sovereign subject and reducing non-human experience to objects 

of human experience. This “anthropocentric history [is] reductive and presenting a distorted 
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image of the past by setting forth an ideology of speciesism and human exceptionalism”, 

writes LaCapra (152). This implies that the historiographic tendency to observe humans as 

the sovereign narrator also poses the problem of a hubristic and prejudiced approach to 

historical events.  

The cultural historian Richard D. Foltz emphasises the need to acknowledge the 

relationalities and interconnectedness of humans with the non-human world as “many of our 

significant historical interactions have been and continue to be with non-humans” (Foltz 11). 

He demands the inclusion and merging of environmental history with human history, as he 

believes, “world history, if done properly - that is expanding the theme of interactions to 

include all actors, not just human ones - is not only good scholarship, it may be vital to saving 

the planet!” (Foltz 20-3). Earlier calls for recognising non-human participation, especially 

animal, in the production of historical meaning can be traced back to Erica Fudge, whose 

study focuses on animal life. She maintains that “the history of animals is a necessary part of 

our reconceptualization of ourselves as human” and situates the role of animals in 

historiography (Fudge 5). Claiming that history itself is humanistic, Fudge, in her later works, 

calls for a reformed historiographical approach, which must aim “to transcend the 

anthropocentric typical of historical research and to create a project of non-anthropocentric 

history that contests the traditional conception of humanistic history” (Fudge 260). She 

proposes the credo of an anti-humanistic history that must emerge: 

We must abandon the status of the human as it is presented within humanist 

history ... By refusing humanism, and, implicitly, anthropocentrism, we place 

ourselves next to the animals, rather than as the users of the animals, and this 

opens up a new way of imagining the past ... we must write a history which 

refuses the absolute separation of the species; refuses that which is the silent 

assumption of humanist history. (Fudge 15- 16) 

This new historiography, “taking into account the independent world of nature should cause 

us to rethink the meaning of human agency”, writes Steinberg (819). He even echoes Fudge’s 

claim that historiographers must observe “a less anthropocentric and less arrogant view” of 

historical documentation (Steinberg 819-20). From these analyses, it is evident that 

traditional historiography maintains humans as the sovereign historiographer, making the 

claims of Foltz, Fudge and Steinberg not only critical, but also timely. Historical 

documentation, having failed to recognise and accommodate non-human participation, 
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connotes traditional historiography as a prejudiced, hubristic narration rather than objective 

documentation. It has been a “general framework [that] remained loyal to humanism and its 

privileging of the human”, as Domańska notes in her article Posthumanist History 

(Domańska 334). Moreover, the finite foundations of history in an illusory linear temporality 

evaded the possibility of recognising non-human and non-linear temporality. Being selective 

and singular, such a sanitised historiography has traditionally rejected the acknowledgement 

of human relationality and has therefore failed to account for the post-anthropocenic 

problems. Human embeddedness and networkedness with all materiality, dissolution of linear 

temporality, and anti-humanist scale of history are all shouldered and discussed in a more 

recent school of thought – Posthumanism.   

Ewa Domańska, in her research article titled ‘Posthumanist History’, traces the emerging 

non-anthropocentric humanities, including the posthumanities, having an evident 

reverberation among historians too. She writes that Posthumanism challenges anthropocentric 

foundations of history, “employing various approaches and theories … allows them 

[posthumanists] to question concepts and ideas that have been used as the bases of historical 

knowledge: anthropocentrism, Cartesian rationality, agency, identity, individuality, time, 

space, subject, and power” (Domańska 328). Therefore, she demands an integration and 

consideration of humans as geological agents of planetary scale, as noted by Libby Robin and 

Will Steffen, “in the geological approach of the Anthropocene, it must be about ‘humans and 

the rest of nature’ taken together at scales appropriate to the questions of history” (Robin and 

Steffen 1711-2). For this purpose, Domańska treats posthumanism as “a cross-disciplinary 

perspective” that integrates sciences and humanities, that can pivot historiography towards a 

more relational understanding of history (Domańska 338). Understanding posthumanism as a 

critique of human exceptionalism and species chauvinism, she writes, “Posthumanists reject 

the humanistic definition of the human being as the measure of all things … The object of the 

posthumanities is therefore not Man but rather Anthropos, and Homo Sapiens entangles in 

interspecies and environmental relations”, making it the most appropriate approach to 

historiography (Domańska 330). But being an advocate for posthumanist history, Domańska 

has not codified a specific historiography. It is evident that Domańska calls for the collapse of 

the nature/culture divide and expands non-human agency in documenting history, but 

attempts to theorise the persistence of suppressed non-human presences remain unexplored. 

While she acknowledges the non-human presence, a research gap regarding the spectral 

agency of non-humans that survives across time and actively participates in historiography 
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prevails. Her “posthumanist revalorization of historical reflection” critiques 

anthropocentrism, but doesn’t extend the question of non-human entities as co-authors of 

history (Domańska 334). She notes the significance of posthumanist concepts of zoe-centred 

ontology and relationality, but doesn’t comment on the temporal fluidity of non-humans. It is 

specifically these questions that this paper seeks to answer: How do the non-human entities 

migrate across human-centred temporal boundaries to haunt the present, thereby departing 

from a traditionally linear historiography? What does the posthumanist perception of 

materiality propose in light of the endurance, adaptation and resilience of non-human agents 

across temporalities? How do they carry histories across a non-anthropocentric time, 

producing layers of historical hauntings? How can posthumanism democratise the process of 

historiography among human and non-human agents alike as co-authors? Ergo, the research 

gap is framed as a need for a revised posthumanist historiography that identifies temporal 

fluidity and the haunting of non-human agents as active forces of resilience shaping post-

anthropocentric temporality, memory and consequently, history.    

To address this research gap, the study turns to William Gibson’s The Gernsback Continuum 

as a potential case study. The Gernsback Continuum, the short story first published in Terry 

Carr’s anthology Universe 11 (1981) and later anthologised in Burning Chrome and 

Mirrorshades (1986), demonstrates an American photographer’s retro-futuristic experience 

of hallucination and haunting. In the short story, William Gibson dramatises how the dreams 

of imagined futures that never realised return to the present as ghosts. These “semiotic 

ghosts” yield a paradox that deserves inquiry: how does an unrealised future emerge as part 

of history? The story demonstrates this haunting through an Art Deco project commissioned 

by Barris-Watford, titled “The Airstream Futuropolis: The Tomorrow That Never Was” 

(Gibson 30). The protagonist is tasked with capturing the architecture of the ‘Streamline 

Moderne’ style that resembles utopian science fiction imaginaries of the raygun Gothic style 

of 1930s America. This project is directed by two British publishers: architectural historian 

Dialta Downes and Cohen, who intend it as an archival act that registers culturally prominent 

imaginations of fantastic futures. The camera as a photographic apparatus in the story does 

not stabilise linear temporality and history as expected of its historiographic task. Instead, it 

records the proliferation of multiple temporalities – the haunting past, failed imagined futures 

and the near-dystopian present. In this narrative, architectural remnants and media artefacts 

persist as ‘semiotic ghosts’, and haunting presences participate in historical consciousness. 

The study argues that the camera thus transcends its role as a static technology, becoming a 
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dynamic photographic apparatus that captures non-human agents spanning temporal 

boundaries from the 1930s into the 1980s. Their endurance, adaptation and resilience reveal 

the limits and failures of a linear anthropocentric temporality and historiography. The non-

human agents in the story co-author history by carrying across significance into the present, 

thereby emerging as ‘co-authors’ of history. Ultimately, the paper endeavours to utilise 

Gibson’s The Gernsback Continuum as the perfect site to enhance Domańska’s framework of 

posthumanist history, by framing it as an autopoetic assemblage of multiplicity. In this way, 

the study extends Domańska’s framework by proposing a spectral and democratic dimension 

to historiography.    

The short story has been the subject of critical study for its rich thematic implications. In her 

study on The Gernsback Continuum, the critic Veronica Hollinger asserts that “‘The 

Gernsback Continuum’ humorously ironizes an early twentieth-century futurism” (214). A 

similar fixation on futurity is seen in Gary Westfahl’s analysis, where he underscores that the 

future “remains as a force influencing present day reality in its old artifacts and as a still-

present alternate universe which continues to coexist next to reality” (Westfahl 90). 

Addressing the story’s dramatisation of a Gernsbackian obsession with futuristic technology, 

Andrew Ross’ foundational iconographic reading in his article titled ‘Getting out of the 

Gernsback Continuum’ links the story’s failed utopian dreams to “postwar ecological 

atrocities” (1). Extending this, the critic Bredehoft, in ‘The Gibson Continuum: Cyberspace 

and Gibson’s Mervyn Kihn Stories’, argues that Gibson’s hallucinatory “visionary futurism” 

is “partially responsible for the ‘near-dystopia’ of the present” (1). Stepping away from the 

analytical lens of retrofuturism, in an article titled ‘The Airstream Futuropolis: Hauntological 

Reading of Gibson’s “The Gernsback Continuum”’, Jan Moryń proceeds with a 

Hauntological reading through the conceptualisations of Derrida, Fisher and Marzec to 

demonstrate how the “spectrality of unrealized futures” represents the irreversible remnants 

of the past that lurk behind present reality (68). More recently, Chang Yuan observes how 

“cycles of inflation, awakening, and re-aggregation, hidden within linear time” in the story 

reveal the “utopian impulse” that generates dystopian outcomes (42). Further scholarship on 

The Gernsback Continuum is extended through a critical lens of “trauma and posthumanity” 

(Collado Rodriguez 1). This review of the literature reveals that less critical attention has 

been paid to the story’s historiographical apparatus that exposes the interaction of multiple 

temporalities. The present study, therefore, shifts towards unfurling the significance of the 

photographic apparatus and tests the possibilities of historical representation. 
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The Art Deco Project and Limits of Anthropocentric Historiography  

The science of Historiography stands on three pillars: how history is written, mediated and 

interpreted. Domańska brilliantly links the posthumanist fundamentals to history, thereby 

emphasising a much-needed revision of historical writing and interpretation. This study aims 

to bridge this specific gap by adding the spectral dimension to her framework – highlighting 

the mediation aspect of historiography – examining what survives across temporalities and 

media. This move is necessitated by the fact that her framework must append the immaterial 

presence, active absences and temporal multiplicities that haunt the present. The study, 

therefore, originates this argument from the lens of hauntology in the short story. 

Hauntology is the realisation of the “past as ultimate future”, writes Jacques Derrida, 

challenging an absolutism presupposed in temporal discourse, whenever the past is treated as 

a finished project (Derrida 61). Mark Fisher expands Derrida’s theorisation of Hauntology, 

proposing a prevalent dichotomy: 

[w]e can distinguish two directions in hauntology. The first refers to that 

which is (in actually is) no longer, but which is still effective as a virtuality 

(the traumatic ‘compulsion to repeat’, a structure that repeats, a fatal pattern). 

The second refers to that which (in actuality) has not yet happened, but which 

is already effective in the virtual (an attractor, an anticipation shaping current 

behavior). (Fisher 19)  

It is Fisher’s second type of spectral presence that is mirrored in The Gernsback Continuum. 

The Art Deco project titled “The Airstream Futuropolis: The Tomorrow That Never Was”, 

commandeered by Dialta Downes and undertaken by the unnamed protagonist, is an attempt 

to archive the spectral 1930s America for its “raygun Gothic” architecture (Gibson 29-30). 

The protagonist understands this project as a “British obsession” and a “mania for a uniquely 

American form of architecture that most Americans are scarcely aware of” (Gibson 30). In 

this light, the story identifies the style of the ‘raygun Gothic’ as haunted archives that invade 

the present reality. With the assignment at hand, every photograph the protagonist captures 

surprises him with the remains of a glorious future imagined during the 1930s but never 

realised. Andrew Ross notes that Gibson’s narrative reflects the “wide-eyed idealism of the 

thirties pulp romance of utopian things to come” (Ross 412). This imaginary futuropolis 

returns as a spectre of the past that haunts the present, which Gibson calls a “semiotic ghost” 
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(Gibson 34). He subtly condemns the American socio-political changes as the reason for this 

toll on America:  

The Thirties dreamed white marble and slipstream chromes, immortal crystal 

and burnished bronze, but the rockets on the covers of the Gernsback pulps 

had fallen on London in the dead of night, screaming. After the war, everyone 

had a car – no wings for it – and the promised superhighway to drive it down, 

so that the sky itself darkened, and the fumes ate the marble and pitted the 

miracle crystal. (Gibson 32) 

This passage summarises the failure of a dreamed future, underscoring the insignificance of 

human sovereignty in the face of real-life socio-political complications.   

Gibson’s 1930s America revealed a constantly maintained glorious vision, full of fantastical 

promises, like the Gernsbackian imaginings of the future. The current project’s 

anthropocentric drive is evident in Dialta Downes’ motive for the project: “She saw these 

things as segments of a dreamworld, abandoned in the uncaring present” (Gibson 30). Her 

project, actualised by the protagonist, constantly features evidence of linear futures through 

recording technological evolution and sites of human accomplishments. But there is an 

underlying transience associated with the artefacts that marks them as temporal mismatches: 

“old eroded newsreels as filler … static-ridden Hollywood baritone would tell you that there 

was A Flying Car in Your Future … You never actually saw it take off, but it flew away to 

Dialta Downe’s never-never land, true home of a generation of completely uninhibited 

technophiles” (Gibson 30). The project of an ‘Alternate America’ was “only skin-deep”, 

making historical meaning-production of Downes’ Art Deco project a desperate attempt to 

equate progress with technological advancements. The project revealed how it was clearly a 

“stage set, a series of elaborate props for playing at living in the future”, proving how a 

human-centred historiography treats non-human agents as mere props to tell human stories 

(Gibson 30).  

The tendency to reinforce the notion of a linear progression of the future in humanist 

historiography is traced through the changing architectural styles of America mentioned in 

the story. Borrowing the character of Ming the Merciless, featured in classic sci-fi pulp 

fiction for his retro-futuristic buildings, Gibson identifies a clear future-fetish with the 

“superfluous central towers ringed with those strange radiator flanges that were a signature 

motif of the style, and made them look as though they might generate potent bursts of raw 
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technological enthusiasm” (Gibson 32). At the same time, Gibson’s narrative of the present 

reminds us of the near-dystopian reality. Moryń rightly remarks that “with the aftermath of 

the Great Depression, this promise of a bright future was in high demand”, explaining why 

envisioning a successful notion of the future was also crucial to the historiography of 

America (Moryń 71).  

Non-Human Artefacts and Polytemporality 

What the retrofuturistic and traditional historiography failed to record in the short story 

survives temporal binds and blends into the present and the future too. The protagonist, along 

with capturing the architectural remnants and reminders of 1930s America, also witnesses a 

volume of media artefacts that resist the passage of time. The “blindly visionary thirties’ 

futurism” (Bredehoft 5) ranges from the distributed “baroque elements of American pop 

culture … weird cowboys-and-Indians fetish of the West Germans or the aberrant French 

hunger for old Jerry Lewis films” across the story’s present timeline (Gibson 30). They were 

imagined as “ephemeral stuff extruded by the collective American subconscious of the 

Thirties” that somehow survived and poured into 1980s America (Gibson 32). Moreover, this 

anachronism is viewed as “a kind of alternate America: a 1980 that never happened. An 

architecture of broken dreams”, once again bringing to light how human manipulation of 

material entities contributes to historical narration (Gibson 32). The protagonist’s choice to 

capture “Hoover Dam”, “Frank Lloyd Wright’s Johnson’s Wax Building” and “one sketch of 

a particularly grandiose prop-driven airliner” marks the pinnacle of human-centred 

historiography, which always relies on symbols of human mastery, is future-oriented and 

observes progress as a heroic, monumental victory (Gibson 31). The coexistence of such 

designer imaginaries – inspirations from pulp science fiction, Art Deco, and utopian futuristic 

designs – all points towards ‘polytemporality’ (when different times coexist and overlap) as 

an inherent condition of the changing world, and demands historiographic recognition. A 

confession by the protagonist about architectural photography reveals how he remains the 

sovereign historiographer manipulating the non-human agents for serving his purpose, a 

clearly anthropocentric stance: “Architectural photography can involve a lot of waiting; the 

building becomes a kind of sundial, while you wait for a shadow to crawl away from a detail 

you want, or for the mass and balance of the structure to reveal itself in a certain way” 

(Gibson 31).  
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The “Coca-Cola plants like beached submarines, and fifth-run movie houses like the temples 

of some lost sect” are once again markers of human-centred utopianist historiography 

(Gibson 32). But the protagonist comes to realise an unsettling, ghostly nature of unattended 

buildings and zones as the story progresses. He understands that the image of “America-that-

wasn’t” is “shadowy” and in “these secret ruins” he finds unexplored stories (Gibson 32). He 

witnesses a temporal mismatch when “inhabitants of that lost future” challenge and dissolve 

his linear view of temporality (Gibson 32). He undergoes a visceral transformation from a 

believer in an anthropocentric vision of technological grandeur and a sovereign photographer 

burdened with the glorious purpose of capturing mankind’s marvels, to a witness of the 

showdown of non-human artefacts from different timelines. He crosses the “Edge” and 

understands the need to shift from a human-centred perspective to a relational one (Gibson 

32). This recognition signals a revision of traditional methods of writing, mediating and 

interpreting history. This “new historiography” will require a “revised understanding of 

subjectivity as something more than the discursively constituted 'subject positions' … 

something other than a wholly re-centered humanist subject” (Spiegel 13). This prepares the 

stage for a posthumanist historiography that is more “visionary”, not in the sense of 

technological worship, but because of a fundamental focus on “how to live together” with 

non-human life and “to compose a world that is not yet common” (Latour 259-62). 

Domańska believes this will “prepare us” for the upcoming future that is “fundamentally 

different from the present” (Domańska 338).  

The Spectral Continuum of Posthumanist Historiography 

Posthumanism is the “philosophy of our time”, writes the posthumanist critic Francesca 

Ferrando (Ferrando 22). As a school of thought that distances from and dissolves any 

overarching metanarratives and dualisms, posthumanism advocates the embeddedness of 

humans with all materials. This tendency to decenter the human and incorporate all non-

human agents is also observed in the story, though it is limited by humanistic hubris. Even 

though the protagonist chooses to capture architecture, media memories, newsreels, pulp 

magazines, and films as objects of American history, they exceed the humanistic intention of 

the project. This ensures the decentering of the human in historiography and provides the 

necessary space and agency to the non-human world, which also participates in human 

history as co-authors. They escape the linear historiographic chain and emerge as relational 

bodies of agency and adaptation. Donna Haraway, in her Cyborg Manifesto, notes how 

machines were initially treated as static backgrounds to human existence. Inspired by this 



 
 

11 

 

notion, the non-human agents in Gibson’s story were traditionally objectified as they “were 

not self-moving, self-designing, autonomous … They were not man, an author to himself” 

(Haraway 7). But the protagonist later understands that the non-human agents are becoming 

“disturbingly lively” as they begin to haunt the present (Haraway 9). This allows recognition 

of the dissolution of the “boundary” between “historical systems of social relations”, 

especially between subjects (the protagonist and Dialta Downes) and “objects of knowledge” 

(remnants of the 1930s America) (Haraway 31). This idea is further strengthened by Rosi 

Braidotti’s conception of a “non-unitary subject” in The Posthuman, which has “an enlarged 

sense of inter-connection between self and others, including the non-human or ‘earth’ others” 

(Braidotti 49-50). By discarding the “obstacle of self-centred individualism”, this non-unitary 

subject will provide space for non-human entities that emerge as “affective, interactive entity 

endowed with intelligent flesh and an embodied mind” as they participate in the process of 

historiography (Braidotti 49-50).  

In the story, the camera emerges as a historiographic actant. It can capture the artefacts from 

different temporalities and thus accommodate the non-linearity of historiography. The 

pictures captured are not necessarily congeneric to human stories, but incorporate a space for 

“compassionate acknowledgement of their interdependence with multiple others most of 

which, in the age of anthropocene” (Braidotti 101). Therefore, all these artefacts are treated 

by the camera not as individual objects of human interest but as “site[s] of ultimate 

resistance” against the “effects of technology-driven capitalism” by persistently surviving 

time (Braidotti 108-9). Moving towards what Braidotti calls an “ecosophical and proudly 

zoe-centred” future, posthumanist historiography recognises and values the non-human 

agents as co-authors of history (Braidotti 194). The camera treats the architectural and media 

remnants as non-human agents that do not merely ‘haunt’ but ‘participate’ in history through 

their spectral presence. This aligns with Yogi Hale Hendlin’s notes on object-oriented 

ontology, which demands that humans refrain from treating objects as “monolithic” (Hendlin 

20), which could lead to an “ontological flattening” (Hendlin 14) and instead view them as 

engaging with material and experiential realities.  

The protagonist experiences the ‘spectral agency’ firsthand when “the movie marquees 

ribbed to radiate some mysterious energy, the dime stores … the chrome-tube chairs 

gathering dust in the lobbies of transient hotels” (Gibson 30). He experiences the entire 

showdown of artefacts that bring in a non-human and non-terrestrial scale of awareness. 

When artefacts from different temporalities carry their historical significance, the protagonist 
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faces a paradigm-shattering vision. He sees the ideal Gernsbackian future, with aircraft unlike 

present designs, people who are spectacularly futuristic in food and fashion, and an alternate 

vision of his current city of Tuscan. This unnerving encounter, otherwise believed to be a 

hallucination, is proof of the polytemporal situation that deems traditional historiography 

irrelevant and lacking. He questions a conspiracy theorist, Merv Kihn, who specialises in 

similar paranormal phenomena. But he is answered that “People see these things. Nothing’s 

there, but people see them anyway. Because they need to, probably … it was “in a setting of 

clear reality,” right? Everything normal, and then there’s the monster, the mandala, the neon 

cigar. In your case, a giant Tom Swift airplane. It happens all the time” (Gibson 33). 

Therefore, when the non-human agents persist beyond human control, they are simply treated 

as “semiotic ghosts”, “semiotic phantoms, bits of deep cultural imagery that have split off and 

taken on a life of their own … You picked up on that, somehow. The important thing is not to 

worry about it” (Gibson 34). The resilient survival of the historical remnants is clearly 

“spectral, luminous vegetation that grows out of the corners of the mind’s eye … Semiotic 

ghosts. Fragments of the Mass Dream, whirling past in the wind of my passage” (Gibson 35). 

This spectrality seems heterotopic and weird to the protagonist because he is still bound to 

the anthropocentric norms of history. The camera, however, captures their lasting 

significance. While the protagonist chose to satisfy himself with the “friendly roadside 

garbage of my own familiar continuum”, the camera proves to be a posthumanist 

historiographic actant (Gibson 35). It is able to “reach into the past, reconstruct it and explain 

its meaning to the contemporary world” by capturing the retro-futuristic haunting in the 

present (Kieniewicz 173). 

The study of Robin and Steffen on reframing world history by including the natural realm in 

the anthropocene, proposes that “History-making today no longer needs the crude notion of 

'progress' that the anthropocentric agenda for 'peace' demanded in the 1940s ... Global change 

demands a new idea of 'patriotism', a loyalty not to country but to Earth (Robin and Steffen 

1711- 2). Aligning with this, posthumanist historiography views history-making not as a 

singular act by a sovereign human but as a relational assemblage of buildings, media, 

humans, ecosystems, and all materials. Historiography as an assemblage reconfigures non-

humans as agentive participants, not as evidence of human lived experiences. This notion 

dissolves the image of an entitled historiographer and instead welcomes all materials, through 

visceral and spectral presences, for a democratic participation in historical meaning-making. 

They are autopoietic in their spectral agency, multiple in temporal origins and embedded with 
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all other materials. Ultimately, posthumanist historiography itself is a continuum that 

recognises the autopoiesis, multiplicity, and embeddedness of non-human with human agents.    

 

Conceptual Interventions to Domańska’s ‘Posthumanist History’ 

With William Gibson’s The Gernsback Continuum as the case study, the study proposes the 

following conceptual interventions to Domańska’s existing framework of Posthumanist 

History: The first intervention expands the agency of spectres that resist temporal binds and 

continue to haunt the present. Non-human entities and objects that pervade history through 

their interrelationship with human associations and memory are identified as holding a 

spectral agency after they are deemed dead and invalid by human measure. This raises the 

question of how non-human entities are declared ‘dead’ whenever they are perceived as 

irrelevant to the human condition. This necropolitical reduction of non-human entities has 

long denied recognition of the inherent agency of materials that return even when they are far 

removed from their time of origin. The non-human agents must, therefore, be treated as 

temporal anchors, not just as spectres of a timeline. The second intervention widens the scope 

from viewing an object as a spectre to entire ecosystems as haunting spaces and ‘zonal 

hauntings’. While traditional hauntological reading focuses on human spectres and ghosts, 

the new spectral dimension calls for extant spheres, zones and geographical locations as 

active absences. Their ghostly presence evidently influences and dictates the present timeline. 

Thirdly, the temporal intersections of non-human entities are acknowledged, solidifying into 

what is identified as a ‘polytemporality’. As opposed to a linear perception of time, 

spectrality allows us to incorporate the polytemporality of non-human agents in 

historiography. As the agent exists across the past, present and future, historiography must 

refrain from treating them using a human temporal scale. This allows the multiplicity of 

timelines, extending to even deep time and geological epochs in interpreting history. Finally, 

the framework is enhanced by an ethical call for spectral justice. Expanding Domańska’s call 

for ‘epistemic justice’ towards exploited ecosystems, the spectral dimension demands that 

historiography extend justice towards the ghosts of exploited landscapes. This allows history 

to be read in a way that accounts for non-human losses that traditional historiography lacks to 

register. In this manner, Domańska’s framework of a scientific/materialist posthuman history 

is enhanced by a spectral, ethical and polytemporal approach in the practice of 

historiography.   
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Conclusion 

The study, by tracing the tendencies of traditional historiography, identifies a humanistic 

strain in recording historical artefacts that frequently privileges the human over other 

materials. It then recognises the problems of linear historiography that deliberately 

pigeonholes non-human entities as mere objects of human narratives. Calling for a shift from 

such reductive notions, the study turns to Ewa Domańska’s posthumanist history as the 

inspiration for a needed reconfiguration of historiography in the Anthropocene. To serve this 

purpose, the study borrows William Gibson’s The Gernsback Continuum as the case study. 

This short story dissolves not only the boundaries between temporalities, namely, the past, 

present and future, but also rejects the human position of interpreting them. Dialta Downes’ 

project, undertaken by the protagonist to capture and record buildings, media and 

photographs, is evident as a conventional historiographic attempt. Despite this, those non-

human entities persist, surviving through several decades, remaining as spectres of historical 

evidence. Therefore, the project’s initial intention is discarded and overcome to enable a 

historical reconstruction of multiple, overlapping temporalities. The camera as a significant 

historiographic apparatus becomes a dynamic tool that breaks away from recording linear 

temporalities to capture the polytemporal presences of the non-human agents. Therefore, the 

process of historiography itself emerges as an autopoeitic assemblage of interrelational 

humans and non-humans. They are co-authors of a history that observes epistemic justice to 

all material, spectral and visceral as they resist erasure in a human-centred timespan. Their 

spectral presences are treated as endurance, adaptation and resilience in carrying historical 

meaning across temporal boundaries. Through their haunting nature, they migrate to a more 

agentive, democratic and inclusive role in the action of historiography. Even though insights 

from Gibson’s text do not materialise into a separate theoretical framework, it solves a 

historiographic problem. Based on these findings, the study presents crucial insights and 

critical interventions that can potentially enhance Domańska’s framework of ‘Posthumanist 

History’. By proposing the four tenets of spectral agency, zonal hauntings, polytemporality 

and epistemic justice, the present study furthers Domańska’s call for a more inclusive, 

relational and posthumanist historiography. However, the present framework could benefit 

from other productive approaches as well, like memory studies, trauma studies and theories 

of media archaeology, which could not be accommodated in the scope of this study. 

Ultimately, this study on The Gernsback Continuum, ascertaining that the past can haunt the 

present and influence the future, identifies historiography as not a singular contribution by a 
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sovereign human historian, but as a posthuman assemblage of human and non-human 

materials that emerge as relational, embedded, and agentive co-authors of the continuum of 

history.  
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