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 Our video is intended to be a one-minute sample of gameplay in a point-and-click 

adventure arcade game that reveals the limitations of humanism in helping humans understand 

the importance of our physicality. We have used the video as an opportunity to highlight many of 

the problems with humanism that are discussed in the course readings, mostly by making 

humanist goals a source of laughter instead of respect, which we accomplish through applying 

the style of a black and white slapstick comedy to a seemingly grand narrative. The video 

focuses on several important themes that demonstrate the finitude of the human body as 

discussed in the class readings. The first theme focuses on the obsession with human mortality 

and escaping it that is particularly criticized by Katherine Hayles and Langdon Winner. Cora 

Diamond‟s and Cary Wolfe‟s works regarding our understanding of the other, especially the 

animal other, and its consequences for our treatment of the other, is also explored in the video, as 

well as the extension of the human body through tools. 

The overall plot of the game would essentially begin at the point when the scientists 

make the initial discovery of a cure for aging, after which the players would spend later levels 

navigating through a series of experiments on lab animals and the initial “„stresses within 

society‟” (Winner 387) that such a discovery would cause. Reflecting the multiple options for 

characters to take, as shown in the video, there would be multiple endings that would incorporate 

the ideas of the different theorists of what a posthumanist world should be. The video that we 

have recorded would appear in the arcade cabinet as the first level of the game, with the events 

unfolding slightly differently if the players had taken different options or chosen to explore 

different aspects of their virtual surroundings, though many of the events would also lead to a 
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“game over”, as Player 2 experiences in the video. Our idea for incorporating the cabinet 

involves providing controls with functions that allow the player to interact with the environment, 

make different decisions that affect how the narrative progresses, and engage the other player. 

Each player would have an identical set of controls. There would be one row of buttons in 

different colours that would be for interacting with the environment, with buttons corresponding 

to the actions of, for example, move, examine, use, and talk, which are actions fairly typical in 

this genre of game. The player would also have a joystick to move a cursor around for interacting 

with the environment. In the video, for instance, Player 2 goes to look at the microscope, which 

would be accomplished by moving the cursor with the joystick to the microscope and pressing 

the button that corresponds to “use”. These same buttons would also correspond to the different 

choices available for the players to make, as seen in the video. Depending on changing contexts, 

the buttons could then be reused for various other functions when engaging the other player, such 

as working with or fighting the other player, in which case the controls might be remapped to, 

for example, kick, punch, grab, and use weapon. Currently, the only major difference between 

the current video and the actual first level of the game as we conceived it is that the “high score” 

table would not appear at the end of the scene; instead, the winning player would advance to a 

new level, and the high scores would only appear when both players lost the game. 

The video attempts to demonstrate the general derision of humanism expressed by 

various critics in the course. Formally, we accomplished this diminishment of humanism by 

making the video part of a commercial game and by applying the style of silent movie slapstick, 

which helps to deflate the seemingly noble goals presented in the narrative. Our determination to 

present and then immediately undercut the ostensible seriousness of the goals of humanist 

becomes apparent from the second second of the video. The first image the players see is of the 
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title screen, with its aggrandizing title, Dr. Humanity: The Quest for Immortality, accompanied 

by images of two hardworking scientists. However, two seconds later, this atmosphere is ruined 

by the command to “Insert Coin and Press Start”, which reminds the players that not only is the 

“noble venture to cure aging” a game, but a game that exists to make a profit, which reflects the 

cynicism that Winner expresses towards the interests of many transhumanists, such as, for 

example, when he describes “the elements of transhumanism that derive from upper-middle-class 

consumerism” (92). The selfless nobility of the quest is also seriously damaged by the fight for 

credit between the scientists as well as Player 1‟s eventual theft of the research findings. The 

quite serious nature of some of the events portrayed on the screen is similarly inverted by the 

unrealistic reactions: the scientists gesticulate wildly in celebration, a disagreement leads to a 

brutal beating, and so on. The violence and the laughable absurdity of the minute of video help to 

demonstrate some of the violence and absurdity of humanist and transhumanist goals. 

 In terms of our application of various theories, the desire to escape our own mortality 

through altering an “inadequate” (Winner 390) body is the central focus of our video, as well as 

demonstrating how transhumanist goals are driven by problematic humanist beliefs. The 

narrative of the video concerns the quest to “cure” aging by making a scientific discovery that 

would allow humans to alter their bodies. Developing the cure is essentially, as Winner quotes 

Gregory Stock in saying, an attempt to “take control of human evolution” (387), one of the 

ultimate goals of which Stock claims is “the conquest of aging” (387). The idea first appears in 

the video in a rather heavy-handed fashion with the title, Dr. Humanity: The Quest for 

Immortality, and the video ends with this idea by presenting a high-score table that provides an 

opportunity for the player to gain a small measure of the immortality that the characters attempt 

to gain within the game. The ability for a player to enter his or her name into the list of high 



4 
 

scores harkens to the desire to become immortal through escaping our physical body and 

entering the machine as information. As Hayles states, “The great dream and promise of 

information is that it can be free from the material constraints that govern the mortal world…The 

clear implication is that if we can become the information we have constructed, we can achieve 

effective immortality” (13). A related desire to achieve immortality through fame is also an 

important aspect of the video, with the fight being caused by the two scientists‟ competing desire 

to name the discovery after themselves.  

However, this quest for immortality is intermingled with images of death and violence 

throughout. The dialogue cards are framed by cat skulls, and feline skeletal remains can be seen 

throughout the “laboratory” in which the video is set, with one skeleton prominently placed 

beside the microscope at which the scientists work as a permanent reminder both of the 

inescapability of death in general and the deaths of the lab animals required for the experiments. 

In addition, as soon as the discovery is made that will allow immortality, the scientists engage in 

a violent brawl that results in “game over” for one of the players. For the players, the list of high 

scores also demonstrates the pointlessness of this struggle; only a limited number of slots are 

available, which ensures that very few people can actually earn a high score and that they are 

always in danger of having this information about themselves replaced by another player. This 

inescapable aspect of the finitude of the human body in the game echoes Winner‟s statement that 

“To face the [human] condition squarely involves, for example, the recognition of mortality as a 

basic fact of human existence” (406). 

There is also a tension in the video between the stated reasons for the desire to end 

human aging and the actual reasons, which is particularly reflective of Winner‟s scepticism 

towards transhumanism. The introductory narration refers to the quest as a “noble venture”; 



5 
 

however, no indication is ever given by the scientists that they view the quest in this light. In 

fact, far more dubious reasons are indicated through their available options, particularly the 

option to dispute who names the cure, and there is a pointed lack of dialogue or options to 

indicate that the scientists who are undertaking the task see it as anything other than, as Winner 

indicates, “a marvellous intellectual challenge, a path to future profit, an opportunity for artistic 

fulfillment, [or] an occasion for exquisite personal transcendence” (386). The exaggerated 

celebrations of the scientists also hint of “the excitement involved in the race to new frontiers 

and identification with developments that promise the latest and greatest in technological 

change” (Winner 391) that drives the research rather than the appeal of helping humanity. 

The other major theoretical works that our video attempts to embody in our criticism of 

humanism is, as Wolfe states, the “limits of philosophical humanism for thinking about the status 

of nonhuman beings and our relations and duties to them” (62). In addition to acting as a 

reminder of our own mortality, the cat skeleton recalls to us our relation to other animals through 

that shared mortality, which Diamond summarizes as being that “The awareness we each have of 

being a living body, being „alive to the world‟, carries with it exposure to the bodily sense of 

vulnerability to death, sheer animal vulnerability, the vulnerability we share with them” (74). 

Additionally, the setting, which is a scientific laboratory, operates as a reminder of one of the 

main concerns of Wolfe: “the brute subjection of the body—in the treatment of animals as mere 

research tools, say” (74) and the failings of bioethics in coming to terms with this issue. The 

video as it stands is only able to explore these ideas in a limited fashion, more notable in what is 

missing than what is included, such as any concern demonstrated by the scientists regarding the 

test subjects needed to make their discovery. As we have tried to imply through visuals, the test 

subjects are cats, and the skeletons in the video would act as foreshadowing for future levels in 
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which a player would be forced to play as a cat about to be experimented on. The comical but 

violent situation in the video also hints at Wolfe‟s critical view of the current state of bioethics, 

with its “pragmatic approach” (54) to dealing with ethical concerns, though in our video the 

choice of pragmatic solutions is applied between humans, not between humans and animals. 

The positioning of the cat skeleton and the microscope also works to remind the player 

that “toolmaking and tool use, especially the ability to perfect tools overtime, was the ability that 

distinguished humans from other species and established their dominance” (Winner 394), and 

how this separation is used to justify our treatment of animals due to “a different moral status,” 

(Wolfe 57) though, again, this would not be elaborated on until further into the game. The fight 

over naming the discovery, which we originally envisioned as a living organism, however, does 

reveal the anthropocentric view of animals that humanism promotes, which leads, as Diamond is 

quoted as saying, “„a willingness to go ahead with what we do to the vulnerable, a willingness to 

go on subjecting them to our power because we can, because it suits us to do so” (Wolfe 96). As 

Wolfe and Diamond have both commented on, one of the reasons that humans create this 

separation between animal and human beings is to deny our bodily existence, particularly with 

the emphasis on our reason being one of the key foundations on which this argument is 

constructed. However, the violent end of Player 2, which occurs while the scientists are 

surrounded by animal skeletons, reminds the player of ““the physical exposure to vulnerability 

and mortality that we suffer because we, like animals, are embodied beings” (Wolfe 72), and the 

later ability to play as a cat from its point of view would reinforce this notion. 

Though less central to the overall idea of the video, another important theme was the 

reminder that “humans are toolmaking animals” (Winner 394), with the video placing particular 

emphasis on exploring how humans use tools to extend physical limitations. The video places a 
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great deal of visual emphasis on the scientists using the microscopes, to the point where they 

appear together in the title card. This combination of the human body with the tool brings up the 

different ideas of the relationship between humans and their tools that Winner discusses, which 

run through a spectrum from one extreme, “that a firm, reliable boundary exists between humans 

as organisms and tools regarded as material aids to their activity” (395) to the other, that “there is 

actually no meaningful boundary between humans and technology at all” (396). In this case, the 

tool that the video emphasizes, the microscope, is manipulated by the scientists and acts as an 

extension, and improvement, of their visual sense. In addition to the tool being necessary for the 

scientists to achieve their goal, it is also important to note that the microscope is also used as an 

easy marker by which the players can identify the scientists as scientists, which demonstrates 

that tools can become part of one‟s identity. 

 Most of the readings explored in Cyberbodies thus far have, in one fashion or another, 

explored the consequences of humanism and the attempts to create new posthuman ideals in 

response. Our video has used these readings to focus on criticizing humanism in several ways; 

the overall comedic tone of the video highlights the absurdities in humanist thinking while the 

main criticisms we included were of the attempt to escape, rather than understand the value of, 

our mortality, and how humanism and our physical finitude affect our relationship with and 

treatment of animals. In addition, the video also explores the concept of the human body‟s 

relation to tools, particularly in the ability of tools to extend human limits. Our video, though 

intended to be entertaining, also simultaneously attempts to make the players consider their own 

finitude and their reactions to it. 
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