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Human vs. Animal in Dr. Humanity 

 “Dr. Humanity: The Quest for Immortality” is the dramatisation of one possible storyline 

in the game, of the same name, as conceptualised by the Cybridity group.  We envision Dr. 

Humanity as an action/adventure game in which one or two players are scientists on a quest to 

create what we might call a fountain of youth.  The players are provided with options throughout 

the game that allow them to, essentially, create their own adventure; that is, as different options 

are chosen, the plot is written by the players.  To select an option and progress the plot, players 

must push the coloured button that corresponds to the colour indicated in brackets beside the 

choice, translating the linguistic representation of information on the screen to sensory 

information. The level of interactivity between the players and the game depends on the plot 

choices made, as some aspects of the game require more action from the players than others.  For 

instance, making choices such as “Congratulate Player 1,” or “Accept Player 2’s Suggestion” 

would not offer the same level of interaction as choices such as “Name Cure after Yourself” and 

“Duel.”  The latter options engage the players in actions of naming and fighting and involve 

more use of the game controls, whereas the former options, which may be regarded as the “right 

thing to do,” are actually less satisfying for the players due to their lack of involvement.  In this 

way, the game’s material existence very much influences the game itself, as a less satisfying 

ending in the adventure would encourage the user to place another coin in the machine in order 

to play again and find a new, more satisfying ending.  Although not shown in our dramatisation, 
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the game would continue to further levels.  The next level after the “Duel” would involve the 

winning scientist procuring more specimens for his research; however, this level would begin to 

focus on the cat’s (our identifiable example of an animal species used for testing) perspective of 

humanity’s search for immortality, as the loser from the previous level (player 2 from our 

example) would become the specimen and no longer hold enough power to change the plot.  

 The concept for Dr. Humanity stemmed largely from Wolfe’s Flesh and Finitude and 

Diamond’s “The Difficulty of Reality and the Difficulty of Philosophy.”  The story behind the 

adventure is one of a transhumanist drive to achieve human perfection, which is aligned with 

Joel Garreau’s definition of transhumanism, which he says involves “the enhancement of human 

intellectual, physical, and emotional capabilities, the elimination of disease and unnecessary 

suffering, and the dramatic extension of life span.[…] a belief in the engineered evolution of 

‘post-humans’” (qtd. Wolfe xiii).  The scientists in the game use scientific technologies in order 

to find a way to extend the human life span.  In the video, both scientists are seen using a 

microscope, a tool that allows them to make their discovery. The microscope is, effectively, a 

prosthetic tool – an extension of human eyesight that is used to collect information that would be 

otherwise unattainable with the natural sight provided by the human body.  Thus, the pairing of 

human and technology has, here, allowed these scientists to achieve the ultimate goal of 

immortality. 

 The above idea of transhumanism, however, is not posthumanist in its wedding of the 

human and the technological.  If we understand transhumanism and posthumanism in light of 

Cary Wolfe’s definitions, transhumanism is fundamentally humanist, and Dr. Humanity becomes 

a rather posthumanist critique of humanism: 
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I emphasize two crucial points regarding my sense of posthumanism in this book. 

The first has to do with perhaps the fundamental anthropological dogma 

associated with humanism and invoked by Balibar’s reference to the 

humanity/animality dichotomy: namely, that ‘the human’ is achieved by escaping 

or repressing not just its animal origins in nature, the biological, and the 

evolutionary, but more generally by transcending the bonds of materiality and 

embodiment altogether. In this respect, my sense of posthumanism is the opposite 

of transhumanism, and in this light, transhumanism should be seen as an 

intensification of humanism. (xv) 

Wolfe goes on to explain that we should not view posthumanism as being “after” embodiment, 

but that a “posthumanist” view is one that “opposes the fantasies of disembodiment and 

autonomy, inherited from humanism itself” (xv). In other words, any view that separates the 

human from its material body – its finitude – is humanistic. The scientists in Dr. Humanity are 

very much concerned with escaping the finitude of their bodies, as immortality is the ultimate 

escape.  Moreover, their transhumanist quest, as might be defined by Garreau, is flawed, as their 

search to eliminate “unnecessary suffering” literally begs the question, whose suffering?  Wolfe 

makes it clear that we must not forget about the human body and its animality, but the scientists 

have clearly forgotten any similarities that exist between them and the skeletons of their 

specimen; their goal to achieve immortality is fundamentally humanist, despite their connection 

with technology, as they place their own advancement above the suffering of other creatures: 

they “dominate nature for the benefit of humanity” (Winner 385). 
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 The achievement of immortality would, following Cora Diamond’s argument, separate 

the human from its animality. Using the example of Elizabeth Costello in J.M. Coetzee’s The 

Lives of Animals, Diamond reminds us of our shared mortality with animals: 

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 is capable of panicking us. To be able to acknowledge it at all, let 

alone as shared, is wounding; but acknowledging it as shared with other animals, 

in the presence of what we do to them, is capable not only of panicking one but 

also of isolating one, as Elizabeth Costello is isolated. Is there any difficulty in 

seeing why we should not prefer to return to moral debate, in which the livingness 

and death of animals enter as facts that we treat as relevant in this or that way, not 

as presences that may unseat our reason? (74) 

Diamond argues that in our shared mortality we can, if we so choose, view animals as our 

existential other; however, in so doing, we will not like the realisation we come to in re-viewing 

ourselves.  If shared mortality is the similarity that links us to the animal world, then immortality 

denies our animality; no longer will the scientists in Dr. Humanity be inextricably linked to their 

cat-skeleton specimen, as they can deny the lifeless forms of their own skeletons.  The presence 

of the skeletons in the game, however, serves to remind the viewer of the animal’s mortality, and 

of the life it had before Dr. Humanity’s intervention. 

 Diamond also places a lot of emphasis on the role that language plays in the game of life; 

it is our entrance into moral debate – our use of detached, moral and legal terms – that allows us 

to emotionally detach ourselves from the animal.  Similarly, the act of naming, or the Darwinian 

act of categorisation, is a powerful use of language that effectively places the namer above the 
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named.  In this way, the scientist in Dr. Humanity who names the new-found “cure” for aging is 

exercising his power over that which is being named.  The fight that ensues in our dramatisation 

is meant to illustrate the superficiality of the naming act.  That is, these humanist scientists take 

for granted the power that they wield and are unable to recognise the effect that their naming act 

has on the subject under scrutiny; instead, the scientists are overly self-absorbed and concerned 

only with the effect their choice name will have on their own statuses.  The use of scientific 

jargon, and here the act of naming, is an act of “reasoning” that distances the scientists from their 

specimen by eliminating any emotional factor; the emotional realisation is meant to be had, 

instead, by the players that the game forces into this power struggle. 

 Our choices for the style of our video were largely influenced by these issues raised by 

Wolfe and Diamond’s posthumanist discussions of humanity versus animality.  The silent film 

seemed an appropriate reflection of the seemingly antiquated ideas of Darwinian classification 

and humanist denial of our own animality, and yet, at the same time, the silent film does an 

excellent job of returning our gaze to the human body.  The silent film is very gestural, and, due 

to its lack of audio, forces the viewer to look to the human body for communicative cues, as 

opposed to relying on other informational systems.  Moreover, the slapstick, farcical quality in 

Dr. Humanity speaks to the absurdity with which some posthumanists might view humanism, 

while the fast-paced, forward movement of the video parallels the humanist and transhumanist 

drive to progress and evolve without slowing down for any self-revaluation. 

 Achieving any real realisation of their animality in the players may not always be 

successful. Depending on the choices made and the paths taken through the game, players may 

not pick up on the subtle clues that point to the scientists’ inability to recognise, and their 

rejection of, their own animality.  Using a game to critique humanism does, however, seem 
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appropriate, as the essence of arcade games embodies both humanist and posthumanist concepts.  

While an arcade game is meant for entertainment, where the players’ enjoyment is placed above 

any consideration of the effects that their actions may have on a virtual other, it also requires the 

human body and its use of basic motor functions to operate; the arcade game simultaneously 

calls for the player to transcend the material body and make use of it.  Similarly, Dr. Humanity 

asks players to re-evaluate humanist ideals, while ultimately progressing towards a transhumanist 

– or an “intensified” humanist – end.  That is, even if players recognise the follies of the 

scientists and choose the most “moral” paths, they are still moving towards an end in which a 

cure for immortality has been discovered; on this adventure, one may choose many different 

forks in the road, but ultimately the roads point in the same direction. 
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