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Dr. Humanity: Quest for Immortality

The MAME cabinet video project offered a unique opportunity to materialize what we 

had learned in the course to that point, in a form more novel than a written essay. Our initial 

concept for the project was ambitious, with our goal to be a depiction of the three trends in 

Humanist thinking that had dominated the course thus far: humanism, transhumanism, and 

posthumanism. However, it quickly became clear that with a time limit of only sixty seconds, 

staging a play in three acts was neither easy nor optimal. Too much could too easily be lost in 

such a brief video, and too much time would be required to film three segments in three 

locations. We feared that the end result of this original idea would be less a statement on 

cybernetics than a mere translation of the theories we had been studying.

With those concerns in mind, we re-examined our initial concept and re-tooled it into 

something that nevertheless contains many of the philosophical threads that we felt were 

necessary to address in the video. In the sixty seconds allotted. we endeavoured to comment not 

only on the (trans/post)humanism triptych, but also on cybernetics as it is realized in ideas such 

as reflexivity and autopoiesis. Additionally, we attempted to include “meta” statements about the 

philosophies encountered in the course. This was done most obviously with the manner in which 

the video demands involvement from the observer. Transhumanist theory suggests that we are, 

and have always been, prosthetic creatures – by considering the role of the audience in our film, 

we hoped to bring that idea to the forefront.
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In Is Human Nature Obsolete, Langdon Winner notes that “among prominent scholars 

and writers, the view that humans as stable, coherent natural entities has gone out of fashion [as 

has] the once commonsense view that there is an important distinction to be drawn between 

humans beings and the technical implements they use” (Winner 395). One of the clearest ways 

the idea of humans-as-prosthetic creatures manifests in our video is through the use of tools: a 

metal weapon as a prosthetic fist, a microscope as prosthetic eyes, and synthetic medicine as a 

prosthetic immune system. In turn, Cary Wolfe suggests that the transhumanist transformation of 

the human through technological prostheses is a intensification of humanism – an intensification 

of the assumption of human perfectibility – rather than an escape from the “dogma ... prejudices 

and assumptions” upon which humanism was founded during the Enlightenment (xiv). As such, 

it is no coincidence that the characters in the video are (male) scientists, and the source of their 

conflict is scientific discovery. If under the auspices of Humanism, the “human” is realized by 

“escaping or repressing ... its animal origins in nature” (xv), then the murder of a colleague over 

a petty disagreement represents a surrender to those base desires that a modern-day evolutionary 

psychologist would suggest are an outgrowth of our animal origins and biological history. 

Showing such behaviour enacted by scientists was an unsubtle attempt to emphasize that even 

the avant-garde of the perfectibility of the human are ultimately the prisoners of their indelible 

animal biology.

The troublesome nature of transhumanism as an intensification of humanism is similarly 

realized through the use of technological prostheses by the scientists. Wolfe suggests that 

prosthetic humanity represents a paradox for humanist thinking. This paradox stems from the 

recognition that, for the human to becoming super-human, perfecting one's self by disentangling 
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from base animal biology can only be achieved through the use of extra-human implements. The 

scientist cannot make his discovery by merely willing it into existence; rather, he must first 

create a highly-specialized prosthetic that augments his natural faculties. Only then can he apply 

his natural, uniquely-human faculties to uncovering the solution. This reliance on prosthetic 

augmentation suggests that humans as conceived by humanism are ultimately imperfectible 

insofar as no amount of effort will liberate the human from the animal without first 

acknowledging and compensating for the weaknesses and imperfections of the human body and 

mind. Ironically, if transhumanism represents an intensification of humanism, as it too believes 

in the ultimate perfectibility of man, it also represents an intensification of posthumanism (as 

defined by Wolfe) insofar as it recognizes that humans as-such are flawed and imperfect animals. 

In that sense, transhumanism is a vehicle by which the posthuman subject achieves the humanist 

ideal. Perhaps this is what Wolfe was referring to when he suggested that posthumanism exists 

both before and after humanism.

We approached the topic of posthumanism in a more indirect manner than the other 

philosophies addressed in our video, and inasmuch as it was addressed, it was addressed in the 

guise of autopoiesis. “Autopoiesis” makes the somewhat revolutionary claim that, contrary to the 

perception of information systems popularized during the the second wave of cybernetics, and 

contrary to the concept of “reflexivity” as described by Heinz von Forester in Observing 

Systems, systems are “informationally closed” (Hayles 10).

Autopoiesis has proven to be a consistently fascinating lens through which to view both 

organic and inorganic systems. It is perhaps best understood when used to describe the latter, as 

it is much easier to understand how a computer that is programmed in a specific way is 
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autopoietic in its inability to process information that it is not configured to understand. 

However, the extent to which autopoiesis is realized in daily life is particularly disconcerting, 

given the totality of our ignorance of information that our biology is unable to interpret. A simple 

example is the inability of humans to see light in the UV spectrum. In this case, an entire world 

of visual stimulus is so closed to us that, were it not for highly-specialized instruments, we would 

never know it existed. 

N. Katherine Hayles and Cary Wolfe had the greatest impact on how autopoiesis 

manifested in our video, with Wolfe's demand for the de-centering of the “human” proving 

particularly influential. We had originally planned for a segment shot from the position of a cat 

who would be experimented-on in pursuit of the betterment of man; our inspiration for this 

segment was Wolfe's rethinking of autopoiesis, and posthumanism, as concepts that “force us to 

rethink our taken-for-granted modes of human experience ... by recontextualizing them in terms 

of the entire sensorium of other living beings and their own autopoietic ways of "bring forth the 

world" - ways that are ... part of the evolutionary history and behavioral and psychological 

repertoire of the human itself." (Wolfe, xxiv) Autopoiesis calls into question the validity of an 

anthro-centric organization of the universe; for Wolfe, humans are simply a system among 

systems.

In a broader sense, autopoiesis is also represented in the material component of our video. 

The demand for interactivity between the observer and the observed is at once a demand for 

reflexivity and for autopoiesis, for in transforming the audience from passive viewer to active 

participant, we not only make them a part of the system they are observing, but confront them 

with the autopoietic closure necessitated by the limitations of technology. In our video, for 
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example, the user is offered a series of choices as to how the scientist-characters will proceed. 

Because the choices are limited and the viewer is unable to act on options that are not directly 

presented to them, a limitless number of choices are hidden. Just as we cannot see in the UV 

spectrum, the user cannot see the choices that do not pass through our video's informational 

filter. Hayles suggests that “in the autopoietic view, no information crosses the boundary 

separating a system from its environment. We do not see a world “out there” that exists apart 

from us. Rather, we see only what our systemic organization allows us to see. The environment 

merely triggers changes determined by the systems own structural properties.” (Hayles 10-11) 

The video/game represents a limited series of triggers and results; the infinite possibilities of 

what “could” have happened in the universe of the video are not represented because, in its own 

way, the system is autopoietic.

Forcing the viewer to become a part of what they are watching through prompts and 

questions was also the most direct way to address the topic of cybernetics. In How We Became 

Posthuman, Hayles describes reflexivity as “the movement whereby that which has been used to 

generate a system is made, through a changed perspective, to become part of the system it 

generates.” (7) Simply put, by making the narrative progression dependent on informational 

input from the observer, via buttons and joysticks, the observer becomes a part of the system 

they are observing. This is clearly a much less sophisticated example of reflexivity than the ones 

provided by Hayle, such as the hand painting itself, but it is nevertheless sound.

What concerns me most about the video in its present form is the incredible likeness it 

bears to modern video games. The MAME cabinet obviously lends itself to this sort of genre, yet 

making the video into a clumsy video game is somewhat uncreative and un-rigorous. In some 
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sense, the video in its current form is also akin to the Choose-Your-Own-Adventure-Books that 

were popular in elementary school. Here again, the video shies away from innovation. In future 

iterations of the video I would endeavour to find some way to break the similarity between the 

video – its narrative progression and its material components – away from the tropes and 

conventions of the video game. I am sure there is much to say, and much has been said, about the 

cybernetic nature of computer/video gaming, but I am not convinced that this video is the proper 

vehicle to explore those ideas.

Certainly, a resolution to this problem might be found in a more thorough exploration of 

those ideas previously discussed. Autopoiesis specifically, and the tenets of trans- and 

posthumanism broadly, offer a starting point from which a new realization of the material 

component of this project could be realized. The concepts as presented are unsubtle. Autopoiesis, 

my personal interest and a source of fascination, is presented clumsily and without nuance. As 

Wolfe and others indicate, autopoiesis is about much more than the hypothesis that systems are 

informationally closed (profound as that may be). It is about more than the notion that all livi ng 

organisms create the world in which they live. Autopoiesis is about how our biological, possibly 

our psychological, central processing units translate the raw information that the objective world 

– the world outside our bodies that transmits data to our senses –  is sending to us. Finding some 

way to exploit that idea, and to incorporate it into the video with some measure of nuance and 

originality, would be a great success.

Work Cited

Hayles, N. Katherine. “Toward Embodied Virtuality.” How We Became Posthuman: Virtual 



Emoff 7

Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature, and Informatics. Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1999. 1-24. 

Print.

Winner, Langdon. "Resistance is Futile: The Posthuman Condition and Its Advocates." Is Human 

Nature Obsolete? Genetics, Bioengineering, and the Future of the Human Condition. Ed. 

Harold W. Baillie and Timothy Case. Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2005. 385-410. Print.

Wolfe, Cary. “Introduction.” What Is Posthumanism? Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 2010. xxi 

– xxxiv. Print.


