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Abstract 

 

When speaking of the future of the human, our attention is often on human beings 

themselves as a species and their capability to survive in the face of the changes of the 

world. Our understanding of the human body, space and even our connection with 

technoscience are vastly transformed by the changes brought by the close and 

interconnected relationship of human and technology in the contemporary world.  From 

Donna J. Haraway’s cyborg to N. Katherine Hayles and Cary Wolfe’s discussions on 

posthumanism, it is undeniable that we have already entered the age of the posthuman. 

Science fiction as a form of creative writing explores various possible futures of the human 

species augmented by the advent of technology while posthumanism looks into how the 

human should respond in view of the changing connection between human and technology, 

human and animals, human and the earth, and human and nonhuman.  Science fiction with 

a posthuman theme is a unique genre that deals with the human condition in the world of 

science and technology and its relation to the nonhuman world.  

 

This dissertation examines posthumanism, the singularity, and the Anthropocene in science 

fiction from a thematic perspective. Chapter One reviews the history of cyborg and 

posthuman theories and the connection between posthumanism and science fiction to 

illustrate how posthuman discourses and science fiction works develop together. Chapter 

Two examines the representations of the posthuman body in science fiction along the 

development of posthuman discourses. Discussions on Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, 
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Bicentennial Man (1999), A.I. Artificial Intelligence (2001), Blade Runner (1982), Blade 

Runner 2049 (2017), William Gibson’s Neuromancer, eXistenZ (1999), and Robert J. 

Sawyer’s WWW Trilogy: Wake, Watch, and Wonder demonstrate four main types of 

imaginations to illustrate different visions of the posthuman in science fiction: (1) the 

technologically-made monster, (2) artificial intelligence in an organic body, (3) plugging 

one’s body into the digital realm, and (4) embodiment of the nonhuman. Chapter Three 

argues for an alternative perspective other than the insistent privileging of the human in 

posthuman science fiction. From humanistic values and anthropocentric biases to the 

WWW Trilogy’s embrace of the singularity, there is a paradigm shift from humanism to 

the concern of the nonhuman. The chapter examines Vernor Vinge and Ray Kurzweil’s 

visions of the Singularity with reference to the WWW Trilogy and other singularity science 

fiction works which portray possible worlds of symbiosis, coexistence, and coevolution. 

Last but not least, Chapter Four focuses on the Anthropocene and science fiction to 

illustrate the coevolution of human and nonhuman in relation to the environment and 

climate change with discussions on Paul Di Filippo’s short story “Life in the Anthropocene” 

and Kim Stanley Robinson’s science fictions New York 2140 and 2312. By examining the 

development of posthuman discourses, concepts of the singularity and the Anthropocene 

along the creative narratives of posthuman science fiction, this dissertation aims to affirm 

science fiction’s role in exploring the posthuman condition and reimagining our future. It 

also puts science and humanities together in developing new perspectives and ethics for 

the world we are in. 
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Introduction 

 

When speaking of the future of human, our attention is often on human beings themselves 

as a species and their capability to survive in the face of the changes of the world.  We are 

led to believe that human beings have the will and power to survive ever since the 

Darwinian spirit of “survival of the fittest” and also humanism’s belief in the agency and 

rational thought of human beings individually and collectively.  The humanistic 

perspective affirms the notion of “human nature” and an essential humanity that is 

universal.  Humanists believe in the human beings’ ability and responsibility to lead 

meaningful and ethical lives for the greater good of humanity.  The faith in humanity rejects 

any forms of supernaturalism and transcendental entities while it affirms that humans have 

the freedom to give meaning and purpose to their lives by their independent thought and 

reason.  Humanists also seek for knowledge by using science as a tool and the power of 

reasoning to explain the world and fulfill human needs and wants in this world.  

Nevertheless, the notion of humanity and what it means to be human – humanism’s most 

fundamental question – are often being questioned and challenged in the posthuman era 

when science and technology play an increasingly significant role in the human condition. 

 

In the face of changes brought by the close and interconnected relationship of human and 

technology in the contemporary world, our understanding of the human body, space and 
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even our connection with technoscience and the environment are vastly transformed.  As 

scholars and scientists suggested, we have already entered the age of the posthuman.  From 

Donna J. Haraway’s cyborg to the discussions of posthumanism, the posthuman figure and 

its promises of redefining the notion of human as well as its interrelationship with science 

and technology demonstrate possibilities of a posthuman subject which decenters the 

human and questions its position. Vernor Vinge and Ray Kurzweil’s visions of the 

Singularity predict a future when the emergence of a technological creation of smarter-

than-human intelligence is possible which further complicates the relationship of human 

and nonhuman. Science fiction which deals with the changes, consequences and solutions 

of the transformation of the human and the environment embodies a posthumanist concern. 

Science fiction helps us explore conflicts in the present and possibilities in the future from 

an estranged point of view. Thus, there is an intertwining relationship between 

posthumanism and science fiction for they both share a common ground in the exploration 

of the future and take the human condition and its relationality with technology and 

environment into consideration. Both science fiction and posthumanism aim at imagining 

and investigating a different future in the hope of developing new perspectives and ethics. 

 

The aim of this dissertation is to construct a thematic perspective on posthuman science 

fiction in exploring the issues of posthumanism, singularity and the Anthropocene. The 

thrust of this dissertation lies in the discussion of science fiction in different periods of time 

and their exploration of the posthuman theme. Chapter One, “Posthumanism and Science 
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Fiction”, explores into the history of cyborg and posthumanism. It discusses how 

significant thinkers such as Donna J. Haraway, N. Katherine Hayles and Cary Wolfe 

contribute to the development of posthuman discourses. Donna Haraway’s cyborg not only 

is a rejection of rigid boundaries which separate human from machine, but is also a 

metaphor for feminists to move beyond the limitations of gender politics. However, this 

dissertation aims at studying posthumanism, the Singularity, and the Anthropocene in 

science fiction from a thematic perspective, so the primary focus will not be gender, but 

the interrelationship between human, technology, and non-human entities at large. The 

chapter also argues that science fiction with its many different themes and manifestations 

as a unique genre within the context of posthuman theories can best illustrate the 

interrelationship of human and technology and offer a better understanding of the 

posthuman condition. Selected cultural texts including science fictions and movies are 

discussed in exploring the notions of technophobia and techno-euphoria in science fiction’s 

response to posthumanism. It calls for an interdisciplinary perspective in addressing the 

posthuman condition and developing new ethics for human and nonhuman. 

 

Chapter Two, “Representing the Posthuman Body in Science Fiction”, discusses the 

paradigm shift from transhumanism to posthumanism. I focus on four main types of 

imaginations to illustrate different visions of the posthuman in science fiction: (1) the 

technologically-made monster, (2) artificial intelligence in an organic body, (3) plugging 

one’s body into the digital realm, and (4) embodiment of the nonhuman. Each of these 
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representations of the posthuman body reflects a particular perception of the relationship 

between human and technology as well as the human body itself. The chapter starts with a 

discussion of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, then goes on to analyses of science fiction 

works Bicentennial Man (1999), A.I. Artificial Intelligence (2001), Blade Runner (1982), 

Blade Runner 2049 (2017), William Gibson’s Neuromancer, eXistenZ (1999), and Robert 

J. Sawyer’s WWW Trilogy: Wake, Watch, and Wonder. The discussions focus on how they 

reflect human desire and anxieties in relation to technology and argue that there is a need 

to reevaluate the notion of the human and move beyond anthropocentrism. 

 

Chapter Three, “Future Visions of Symbiosis in the Singularity”, looks into the genre of 

singularity science fiction after the cyberpunk science fiction in the 1980s and 1990s. The 

chapter examines Vernor Vinge and Ray Kurzweil’s visions of the Singularity. Robert J. 

Sawyer’s WWW Trilogy offers an alternative perspective in addressing the posthuman 

condition. In this chapter, I criticize the problem of science fiction’s insistent privileging 

of the human and argue for alternative future visions of human and nonhuman symbiosis, 

coexistence, and coevolution in the posthuman era. 

 

The final chapter, “The Anthropocene and Science Fiction”, examines the turn from 

posthuman to nonhuman philosophies. It argues that in the face of the Anthropocene, there 

is the need to further decenter the human and emphasize the agency of the nonhuman 
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entities. The emphasis on the nonhuman world expresses the awareness of our coexistence 

with and codependence on not only technologies and machines we create but also nature 

and other nonhuman entities that have always been with us. Paul Di Filippo’s short story 

“Life in the Anthropocene” illustrates the Anthropocene in science fiction imagination and 

Kim Stanley Robinson’s science fictions New York 2140 and 2312 demonstrate that our 

understanding of humanity also has to change in acknowledging our relationality with the 

nonhuman world and even our physical and biological body has to be transformed. The 

concepts of becoming-animal and becoming-with are discussed in this chapter to advocate 

a wider perspective of a new posthuman ethics. By examining the development of 

posthuman discourses, concepts of singularity and the Anthropocene along the creative 

narratives of posthuman science fiction, this dissertation aims to affirm science fiction’s 

role in exploring the posthuman condition and reimagining our future. It also puts science 

and humanities together in developing new perspectives and ethics for the world we are in. 
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Chapter One  

Posthumanism and Science Fiction 

 

The notion of humanity and what it means to be human are often being questioned and 

challenged in the posthuman era when science and technology play an increasingly 

significant role in the human condition. Nevertheless, I believe we have to explore into the 

history of posthumanism and establish a new perspective in articulating the new human 

condition in the 21st century. However, before discussing the posthuman theories, we have 

to understand what humanism lacks and fails to achieve in its course to the future. The 

decline of humanism lies in its essentialist belief in absolute and universal boundaries of 

the human and the other and its failure to recognize the interrelationship between human 

and technology, or the nonhuman. Don Ihde argues that humanism ignores the “doubled 

desire” for technology to be both transparent, which means total embodiment of the 

technology to truly “become me”, and transformative, which allows the human body to 

transcend its capacities by technological enhancement (Ihde, 1990, p. 75). The former 

reflects a desire for technological embodiment so naturally that technology has become 

part of us while the latter expresses the desire to transcend the bodily limitations of humans. 

The doubled desire for technology implies the interpenetration of technology and human. 

In this sense, the relation of technology to human is not merely instrumental but mutually 

constitutive. There is no denying that technoscience has unprecedentedly transformed our 

everyday life experiences and technology has already become part of the human condition, 
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but fundamental issues such as the interrelationship between human and technology as well 

as the cultural conflicts and politics concerned remain a field to be explored and 

posthumanism will have to address these issues. 

 

In this chapter, I will first examine the history of cyborg and posthuman theories of some 

significant thinkers such as Donna J. Haraway and N. Katherine Hayles. The concepts of 

cyborg and posthumanism will be discussed. Then, I will move onto the discussion of the 

connection between posthumanism and science fiction in which science fiction is an 

indispensable medium to explore and contribute to the development of posthumanism. 

Also, science fiction with its many different themes and manifestations as a unique genre 

within the context of posthuman theories can best illustrate the interrelationship of human 

and technology and offer a better understanding of the posthuman condition. I shall draw 

upon different cultural texts including selected science fictions and movies to explore the 

notions of technophobia and techno-euphoria in science fiction’s response to 

posthumanism. In the last part of this chapter, I will also argue that in the light of 

posthumanism, the concept of interdisciplinarity and post-Humanities will be crucial for 

articulating the posthuman condition. Last but not least, it is also vital for posthumanism 

to go beyond the human and call for the new ethics for human and nonhuman. 
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From Cyborg to Posthumanism 

In the discussions of posthumanism, we can trace back to Donna J. Haraway’s concept of 

the cyborg. In 1985, Haraway published the essay “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, 

Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century”. According to 

Haraway, the cyborg is “a cybernetic organism, a hybrid of machine and organism, a 

creature of social reality as well as a creature of fiction” (Haraway, 1991, p. 149). The term 

“cybernetic organism” itself already implies the connection of human and machine as a 

single entity. The cyborg which crosses the boundary between human and nonhuman 

destabilizes the notion of “human”. The cyborg is used by Haraway as a metaphor for 

human beings and a new figure against essentialism in the technologically mediated world. 

The imagery of the cyborg projects an image of the future of human beings when humans 

will be merging and synthesizing themselves with machines. As Donna Haraway predicts, 

 

By the late twentieth century, our time, a mythic time, we are all chimeras, 

theorized and fabricated hybrids of machine and organism; in short, we are 

cyborgs.  The cyborg is our ontology; it gives us our politics.  The cyborg is 

a condensed image of both imagination and material reality, the two joined 

centres structuring any possibility of historical transformation. (Haraway, 

1991, p. 150) 
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Haraway’s vision of the cyborg emphasizes the co-dependence of human and machine and 

“communication technologies and biotechnologies are the crucial tools recrafting our 

bodies” (Haraway, 1991, p. 164). Such an imagery of the cyborg also echoes with the 

posthuman figures in popular science fiction, especially cyberpunk, in which characters are 

often technologically enhanced through technologies of virtualization and digitalization. 

William Gibson’s classic novel Neuromancer, published in 1984, for instance, features the 

female cyborg Molly with technological enhancement of her body. 

 

The cyborg imagery also suggests the possibility of understanding technology as 

constitutive rather than merely instrumental. As Foster (2005) further argues, “Cyborg 

imagery, for Haraway, presupposes the possibility of moving from an instrumental concept 

of technology, in which tools are neutral and their use does not change the nature of the 

user, to a deconstructive logic of the supplement, in which our need for technology 

demonstrates the failure of a naturalized or interiorized humanism, its lack of self-

sufficiency” (p. 54). Such perception of technology sees the need of rearticulating the 

human-machine relationship and helps us to rethink the otherness of technology to the 

humanity. While technology is traditionally seen as merely the tool for humans and does 

not change the user, the cyborg imagery suggests that technology does in fact change the 

human to a large extent. Human and technology do change each other in their encounter. 

Moreover, the significance of the cyborg to the development of posthumanism is that it can 

suggest “a way out of the maze of dualisms in which we have explained our bodies and our 
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tools to ourselves” (Haraway, 1991, p. 181). The cyborg imagery disrupts the dualistic 

structures of human and machine, natural and artificial, reality and virtual reality and even 

male and female as the cyborg “is a creature in a post-gender world” (ibid., p. 150). The 

cyborg figure not only represents the possibility of humans transcending their capabilities 

and limitations through technological enhancement, but it also challenges and redefines the 

existing boundaries of the human world. 

 

Since Donna Haraway’s “A Cyborg Manifesto”, critics question the limitations of the 

human bodies and rethink the notion of technologies and humans as independent and 

opposed entities. In an article entitled “Prometheus as Performer: Toward a Posthumanist 

Culture”, published in 1977, Ihab Hassan was one of the first to introduce the term 

“posthumanism”. As the title suggests, the mythological figure of Prometheus is used as a 

metaphor to symbolize the emergence of a posthumanist culture. Prometheus, as a figure 

that crosses boundaries between the human and the divine, enlightens humans to overcome 

their limits by means of art and technology. 1  The mythical figure is relevant to the 

contemporary culture in the sense that divisions and dichotomies are dissolving, be it 

subject/object, man/machine, or science/culture. For Hassan, it is a “sudden mutation of 

the times” (p. 834), where one witnesses the convergences of imagination and science, as 

well as myth and technology. Hassan (1977) argues, “humanism may be coming to an end, 

                                                           
1 In Greek mythology, the Titan Prometheus, a son of Iapetus and Themis, stole fire from heaven and gave 

it to the human race. The gift of fire transformed human civilization when humans learned to use fire and 

gained the skill of metalwork. 
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as humanism transforms itself into something that we must helplessly call posthumanism” 

(p. 843). The transition from humanism to a posthumanist culture is inevitable. 

Posthumanism perceives the convergence of opposing aspects of the reality and one must 

understand the human form is changing and there is a need to reexamine the new human 

condition known as the posthuman. In the 1990s and the early 2000s, the idea of 

posthumanism was further explored with the examination of the cyborg figure. Posthuman 

thinkers such as N. Katherine Hayles, Neil Badmington, Elaine L. Graham and Cary Wolfe 

all contribute to the posthuman scenario (Hayles, 1999; Badmington, 2000; Graham, 2002; 

Wolfe, 2010). N. Katherine Hayles, in her essay “The Life Cycle of Cyborg: Writing the 

Posthuman” in 1993 addresses the issue of the posthuman by examining the image of the 

cyborg.  Hayles describes the cyborg as “standing at the threshold separating the human 

from the posthuman” (Hayles, 1993, p. 153). The idea of cyborg raises the need to 

reconceptualize the human into a concept known as the posthuman or posthumanism. 

According to Hayles, in her book How We Became Posthuman, “the posthuman appears 

when computation rather than possessive individualism is taken as the ground of being, a 

move that allows the posthuman to be seamlessly articulated with intelligent machines” 

(Hayles, 1999, p. 34). The emergence of intelligent machines is also one of the milestones 

in the era of the posthuman when humans and machines coexist in a symbiotic relationship 

while the boundary between the natural and artificial is blurred.  Hayles (1999) further 

argues that “the posthuman implies not only a coupling with intelligent machines but a 

coupling so intense and multifaceted that it is no longer possible to distinguish 

meaningfully between the biological organism and the informational circuits in which the 
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organism is enmeshed” (p. 35). In this sense, the human body no longer remains purely 

biological but simultaneously merges with the information pattern or the immateriality. 

While information and materiality are “conceptually distinct”, information is “in some 

sense more essential, more important, and more fundamental than materiality” (p. 18). 

However, the conceiving of information as a separate entity from the materiality that 

instantiates it also helps to construct the information/matter duality. This dichotomy of 

information and materiality complicates the concept of the posthuman. While the 

posthuman should seek to break down boundaries between human and nonhuman as well 

as the deconstruction of the humanist notion of “human”, this posthuman view which 

privileges information over materiality and the fantasy of a disembodied informational 

reality is contradictory to the posthuman condition. Therefore, Hayles suggests 

embodiment is still important to posthumanism. The dualism of information and 

materiality also needs to be challenged and reconfigured in the light of posthumanism. 

Nevertheless, Hayles still sees the potential in the posthuman: 

 

…my dream is a version of the posthuman that embraces the possibilities of 

information technologies without being seduced by fantasies of unlimited 

power and disembodied immortality, that recognizes and celebrates finitude 

as a condition of human being, and that understands human life is embodied 

in a material world of great complexity, one on which we depend for our 

continued survival. (Hayles, 1999, p. 5) 
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Posthumanism has to find a way to articulate the relation between information and the 

human instead of fantasizing the power and immortality that the cybernetic and 

informational world offers. As the title of Hayles’s book How We Became Posthuman 

suggests, “the question is not whether we will become posthuman, for posthumanity is 

already here. Rather, the question is what kind of posthumans we will be” (Hayles, 1999, 

p. 246). There is no denying that we have already become posthuman in the technologically 

mediated world as well as in the course of transforming ourselves through our encounters 

with technology, but what is more pressing is we have to rethink what kind of posthumans 

we are becoming.  

 

From the cyborg to posthumanism, the crux in dealing with the posthuman condition 

resides in the challenge of the human-maybe-all-too-human perspective. The exclusion of 

the nonhuman component or the failure to embrace technology as part of the human 

condition hinders the new understanding of the human-machine interrelationship and 

symbiosis as well as the transformation of the human in the posthuman era.  As Stefan 

Herbrechter argues,  

 

It is not so much human “nature” but humanist values, human rights and 

human dignity that are at the centre of change, which is above all provoked 
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by biotechnology, but which also raises deeper and more far-reaching 

questions concerning the reinvention and transformation of the human as 

such. (Herbrechter, 2013, p. 44) 

 

To move beyond humanism does not mean the end of humanity, but the end of a humanistic 

conception of the human which fails to embrace the challenges that technology brings to 

the posthuman condition. Posthumanism should be understood as humanism’s ongoing 

self-deconstruction to offer new perspectives to the human condition by providing a better 

understanding of the interrelationship between humanity and technology in the 

contemporary world. In reconceptualizing the posthuman condition in the face of 

technological, cultural and social transformations, Rosi Braidotti also sees the need to 

rethink our modes of thinking: 

 

…we need to devise new social, ethical and discursive schemes of subject 

formation to match the profound transformations we are undergoing.  That 

means that we need to learn to think differently about ourselves. I take 

posthuman predicament as an opportunity to empower the pursuit of 

alternative schemes of thought, knowledge and self-representation. The 

posthuman condition urges us to think critically and creatively about who 

and what are actually in the process of becoming. (Braidotti, 2013, p. 12) 
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Posthumanism, therefore, opens up the ways and possibilities of rethinking the humanity 

in the future. Science fiction as a creative form of cultural production which also has the 

concerns for the future changes of the human condition with its subversive and posthuman 

themes and narratives becomes an indispensable medium to explore the potential and 

limitations of the posthuman. In fact, science fiction and posthumanism have a much closer 

connection than we think with its flexibility and creativity in articulating the changes that 

the human may encounter. 

 

 

Posthumanism and Science Fiction 

Science fiction offers us a glimpse of the future and invites us to think about it. Isaac 

Asimov, one of the greatest science fiction writers, once said in his magazine article “How 

Easy to See the Future!”, “Science fiction writers foresee the inevitable, and although 

problems and catastrophes may be inevitable, solutions are not” (Asimov, 1975, p. 96). 

Moreover, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, science fiction is defined as the 

“imaginative fiction based on postulated scientific discoveries or spectacular 

environmental changes frequently set in the future or on other planets and involving space 

or time travel”. The term “science fiction” though itself is an oxymoron, which seems to 

contradict itself in the combination of the words “science” and “fiction”, affirms the notion 
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of imaginations based on postulated science and technology. Mary Shelley’s classic novel 

Frankenstein in 1818 is argued to be the first true science fiction work in which science is 

used to transform the social reality and the Frankenstein monster also serves as a precursor 

to the cyborg (which will be further discussed in Chapter Two). The origin and 

development of science fiction involve a fundamental quest into the human and its relation 

to science and technology. While science is all about facts and truths as the objectives and 

starts with assumptions and postulations, fiction is about imagination of the mind or 

literature that describes imaginary events. Science fiction as one of the most significant 

genres in the West attempts to deal with the changes, consequences and solutions of the 

transformation of the human and the environment. As Istvan Csicsery-Ronay explains: 

 

SF, then, is not a genre of literary entertainment only, but a mode of 

awareness, a complex hesitation about the relationship between imaginary 

conceptions and historical reality unfolding into future.  SF orients itself 

within a conception of history that holds that science and technology actively 

participate in the creation of reality, and thus “implant” human uncertainty 

into the nonhuman world. (Csicsery-Ronay, 1991, p. 388) 

 

Science fiction that deals with the human condition in the world of science and technology 

and its relation to the nonhuman world potentially offers a posthumanist vision. It attempts 
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to explore the technoscience culture of the social reality and acts as a mode of awareness 

about the present and the possible futures. Science fiction also “enables people to better 

prepare for the future with its plausible predictions of things to come” (Westfahl, 2011, p. 

1). 

 

Although science fiction is fictional in nature, the imaginations embedded in stories address 

the problems of our technologically mediated world. It is a genre that takes the problems 

in the present world seriously. Science fiction works cover a wide range of issues that the 

society faces in the present and in the future with its possible outcomes, such as 

overpopulation, unemployment, nuclear warfare, racism, pollution, sexism, poverty, 

scarcity of resources, religion, biotechnology, the rise of artificial intelligence and virtual 

reality. Science fiction not only gets into the structure and relationship of the human and 

the environment, it also explores the potentiality and possibilities of humans. As Haraway 

suggests, the distinction between social reality and science fiction is to a large extent an 

“optical illusion” (Haraway, 1991, p. 149). Science fiction has the capability to articulate 

the changes of the social reality with its unique form of narratives and storytelling. 

 

Science fiction and posthumanism in a way share a common ground in their exploration of 

the future of human and the augmentation of technology. Both take the human condition 

into consideration and investigate the possibilities of a different reality or future. While 
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science fiction often envisions a future of changes, posthumanism also responds to the 

transformation of the human. “Science-fiction, being largely an attempt to forecast the 

future, on the basis of the present, represents a form of extrapolation” (Campbell, 1940, p. 

5). Throughout history, science fiction takes up the mission to extrapolate future 

developments of plausible technologies and the possible outcome that humans encounter. 

“Science fiction visualizes the dissolution of ontological foundations like the distinction 

between organic and inorganic, masculine and feminine, original and copy, natural and 

artificial, human and nonhuman etc. … and thus serves as a reflection of our science 

fictional everyday life” (Herbrechter, 2013, p. 117). To a certain extent, science fiction is 

a reflection of our social reality, especially when the reality is getting more and more like 

science fiction with the augmentation of technology. Thus, science fiction studies is not 

only a genre study, but also a means to illuminate and bring into broader cultural 

perspectives of humanity and technology at large. 

 

The world of science fiction is complex, and the genre has its own distinctive themes, styles 

and concerns. Common topics of science fiction include time travel, genetic engineering, 

cloning, artificial intelligence, nanotechnology, teleportation, alien invasion, human 

conquest of other worlds, apocalypse of human civilization, parallel universes, alternative 

history, utopia/dystopia, mind control, memory implant, android/robot rebellions, cyborgs, 

cyberspace and virtual reality, and the cyberpunk. Each story has its own concerns and 

glimpse of the human condition under the influence of advanced technologies. With 
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science fiction’s close inspection of the postulated technological changes to the human, we 

can also further explore the human desires and anxieties for technology and articulate the 

interrelationship of human and technology. 

 

 

The Posthuman in Cyberpunk 

Among all the different narratives and manifestations of science fiction, the cyberpunk 

subgenre can best illustrate the interrelationship of human and technology and offer a better 

understanding of the posthuman condition. The term “Cyberpunk” was coined by Bruce 

Berthke in his short story of the same title in Amazing Science Fiction Stories in 1983.2  

However, Bruce Berthke did not create the cyberpunk science fiction. It was William 

Gibson’s Neuromancer3 and other science fiction writers since the early 1980s including 

Pat Cadigan, Rudy Rucker, Bruce Sterling and Neal Stephenson whose works made 

important contributions to the subgenre that should get the credit for defining the scope of 

cyberpunk.4 Cyberpunk is unique as a postmodern science fiction. Postmodernism and 

                                                           
2 The short story "Cyberpunk" by Bruce Bethke was first published in Amazing Science Fiction Stories, 

Volume 57, Number 4, November 1983. 
3 In William Gibson’s classic science fiction Neuromancer, a person’s consciousness can be uploaded and 

digitally stored, allowing a mind to live on forever without its body. The story also explores issues of 

artificial intelligence, genetic engineering and virtual reality from the cyberpunk perspective. 
4 Pat Cadigan’s work is most often identified with the cyberpunk movement and her famous novel Synners 

was published in 1982. Rudy Rucker is best known for his novels in The Ware Tetralogy including Software 

(1982), Wetware (1988), Freeware (1997) and Realware (2000). Bruce Sterling is best known for his novels 

and his work on the Mirrorshades anthology which helped to define the cyberpunk genre. Neal 

Stephenson’s works such as Snow Crash, which was published in 1992 are often discussed in the 

cyberpunk genre. 
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science fiction both challenge traditional boundaries and resist any absolute definition. The 

postmodern era marked a departure from modernism and led us to skepticism, ambiguity 

and uncertainty of matters. Influential postmodern thinkers include Jean Baudrillard, Jean-

François Lyotard, Jacques Derrida, Fredric Jameson and Michel Foucault. Cyberpunk is 

postmodern for it interrogates the social reality in the imaginative worlds of science fiction. 

It questions the definitions and borders, be it human/machine, actual/virtual reality or 

organic/artificial. In the postmodern era, even the conventional ideas about “the human” 

have been disrupted. “Cyberpunk’s stories about the implosions of organic nature and 

inorganic technology imagine processes of denaturalization in which ‘the human’ is 

literally transformed into the posthuman” (Hollinger, 2005, p. 237). Cyberpunk often 

features a dystopian future of rapid and advanced technological change, especially in 

information and cybernetic technologies, in which the human civilization is undergoing a 

transformation of their physical body and the social reality. In cyberpunk science fictions, 

as characterized by Gibson’s Cyberpunk Sprawl Trilogy: Neuromancer (1984), Count Zero 

(1986), and Mona Lisa Overdrive (1988), Neal Stephenson’s Snow Crash (1992), Pat 

Cardigan’s Synners (1991), Blade Runner (1982), and Johnny Mnemonic (1995), 

Cyberpunk illustrates the vision of “high tech, low life”. Although the near-future worlds 

people live in are high-tech, the oppressive and dystopian society dominated by computer 

technology is characterized by crime, corruption, street gangs and hackers.  
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In the preface to Mirrorshades, the first cyberpunk anthology, science fiction writer Bruce 

Sterling points out: 

 

Certain central themes spring up repeatedly in cyberpunk. The theme of body 

invasion: prosthetic limbs, implanted circuitry, cosmetic surgery, genetic 

alteration. The even more powerful theme of mind invasion: brain-computer 

interfaces, artificial intelligence, neurochemistry - techniques radically 

redefining the nature of humanity, the nature of the self. (Sterling, 1988, xiii) 

 

The issues of “body invasion” and “mind invasion” are central themes in cyberpunk. 

The technologies involved in physical alteration of the human body such as 

prosthetic limbs, cosmetic surgery, genetic engineering and the merger of human 

mind and technology including brain-computer interfaces and artificial intelligence 

are all contemporary issues related to the posthuman condition. More importantly, 

the emphasis is on the cultural implications of “techniques” and ways which 

radically redefine “the nature of humanity”, “the nature of the self” (ibid.).  

Cyberpunk serves as an indispensable medium to explore the technological change 

to the posthuman condition. As cyberpunk often deals with the interconnectivity 

between biology and computer technology, it explores humanity’s changing 

relationship with technology in different forms. It addresses the posthuman 
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discourses and investigates the boundaries and definitions of human/machine, 

actual/virtual reality, organic/artificial, etc. For instance, the theme of cyberspace 

and virtual reality which particularly deals with the issue of body and space in the 

posthuman era is significant in the understanding and articulation of the human-

machine interrelationship.   

 

Science fiction offers resources for us to explore the posthuman condition and accompanies 

the development of posthuman theories and discussions. Literary texts in science fiction 

often predict the future of the human in advance even before the invention or actualization 

of the postulated technologies involved. Murray Leinster’s short story “A Logic Named 

Joe” first published in 1946, long before the invention of personal computers and social 

networking, foresees and depicts a future of personal computers and communication 

networking which resembles what the Internet looks like nowadays.5 In “A Logic Named 

Joe”, “logics” which are the prototype of the modern personal computers are used by 

human beings as a form of communication and entertainment. Human beings can access 

the logics with the keyboard and the screen to connect with others in the informational 

network. It highly resembles the modern personal computers and telecommunication 

devices. The system also allows users to access audio-visual information resources through 

the network which also resembles the World-Wide-Web and cyberculture that we know 

                                                           
5 “A Logic Named Joe” was first published in Astounding in March 1946, under Leinster’s real name of 

Will F. Jenkins. 
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today. The future that Leinster envisions in his story explores issues that are very much 

discussed in the contemporary world today. For instance, the computer character, the logic, 

named Joe gains some degree of consciousness and helps the human race to invade other 

people’s privacy by accessing shared information in the database of the computer system. 

The issues of privacy, censorship and trust as well as the flow of information in cyberspace 

are fundamental in the contemporary social and cultural practices which involve 

information technology. To a certain extent, science fiction helps to describe part of the 

human condition and it also suggests a possible future which human beings could find 

themselves in.  

 

Cyberpunk science fiction also deals with the posthuman condition on more abstract and 

philosophical levels. In cyberpunk science fiction works, such as William Gibson’s classic 

novel Neuromancer (1984) and the movie The Matrix (1999), science fiction writers 

suggest the possibility for disembodied immortality in cyberspace. William Gibson’s 

Neuromancer, in which the term “cyberspace” was coined by the writer, envisions the 

future when a person’s consciousness can be uploaded to and digitally stored in cyberspace, 

suggesting a form of immortality sustained by technology. In Neuromancer, the hackers or 

cowboys see the physical body as the container or vessel for the consciousness. The 

physical body, or the meat as Gibson’s character Case calls it, is a burden, an obstacle for 

the hackers or cowboys to achieve transcendence. Hence, they are desperate to forsake the 

physical body in order to achieve immortality and freedom in the virtual world. They 
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believe that uploading their consciousness online and plugging themselves into a “matrix” 

while adopting a new virtual body for themselves can help them transcend the limitations 

of the physical body. Neuromancer as the pioneer of cyberpunk science fiction explores 

notions of artificial intelligence, genetic engineering and virtual reality from the cyberpunk 

perspective, even before the popularity of cyberculture. The concept of cyberspace refers 

to the virtual world created by computer technology, serving as an alternative of the actual 

world which human beings physically exist in. Cyberspace has often been described as a 

parallel universe to our reality. It is “a new universe, a parallel universe created and 

sustained by the world’s computers and communication lines” (Benedikt, 2000, p. 29). 

Being constructed by information, it does not exist physically, and is limitless in time and 

space. While the idea of “plugging in” is not new, it examines the implication of it for the 

human race, and how the human can literally become enslaved by technologies they invent. 

Both advancement in technology and human desire for a virtual world as an escape 

contribute to the development of cyberspace. Neuromancer addresses the posthuman 

condition on different levels. First of all, the notion of separating mind and body in science 

fiction resembles Plato’s famous portrayal of the body being the prison of soul as well as 

the mind-body dichotomy suggested by Descartes, not to mention the Cartesian separation 

of mind and body. Science fiction’s vision challenges our traditional perception of the 

human body as well as the human mind. Moreover, the fantasy of forsaking the physical 

body and seeking immortality in cyberspace also reflects the human desire and anxiety in 

face of technological change. Gibson’s cyberspace in a way also prepares science fiction 

readers for a better understanding of technology’s relation to the human condition. Science 



25 

 

 

 

fiction, in this sense, embraces the posthuman phenomenon more actively and creatively 

than we can imagine. The movie The Matrix (1999) also narrates a story about cyberspace. 

The Wachowski siblings6, directors of The Matrix, present a dark vision of humanity being 

trapped inside a simulated reality called the Matrix created by thinking machines. The 

human body becomes an access point for explorations in the realm of computer simulation. 

The movie illustrates the dynamics and the dissolving boundaries between worlds – the 

real world and the machine-made, simulated world of the Matrix. Spectacular computer-

generated imagery and special effects play a significant role in visualizing a simulated 

world which bends the laws of physics and defies gravity, as represented by Neo’s ability 

to ascend to heights, dodge bullets, run up walls, fall from height and move in the 

digitalized cityscape on screen. The Matrix’s iconic bullet time on screen further challenges 

the visual representation of time and space. On the one hand, The Matrix presents the world 

as we know and perceive it through simulation; on the other hand, bullet time challenges 

the common rules of perception. The use of visual effects in the movie radically transforms 

time and space in a scene; it slows down time to show normally imperceptible events such 

as flying bullets and enables the audience to move around the scene at a normal speed while 

events are slowed. It detaches the time and space of a camera and the viewer from those of 

its visible subject. The Matrix’s remarkable style of representing and visualizing the 

cyberspace on screen is also demonstrated in the form of green digital rain as characterized 

by computer code. The falling green code is a representation of the activity in the virtual 

                                                           
6 Formerly known as the Wachowski brothers, The Matrix moviemakers are now the Wachowski siblings or 

the Wachowski sisters. 
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reality. The scenes in the movie are also color-coded. Scenes that take place within the 

simulated world of the Matrix are given a green tint, while the scenes that take place within 

the real world have a blue tint. The cinematic representations subtly illustrate the world of 

cyberspace. From Neuromancer to The Matrix, cinematic science fiction takes it further to 

enable the audience to immerse in a world of imagination and realism, inviting the audience 

to question one’s own sense of reality. 

 

Science fiction is flexible in its subject matter and as a genre, which helps itself go beyond 

its literary origins, and move from print fiction to more diverse cultural formations. 

Cyberpunk take manifestations in different forms of popular culture such as movies, TV 

shows, comic books, role-playing games and music. Cyberpunk science fiction movies are 

particularly significant in taking science fiction to another level with the audio-visual 

elements to visualize the fictional imagination. Nevertheless, cyberpunk movies still hold 

a close connection to science fiction literary texts. For instance, Blade Runner (1982), one 

of the classic and significant sci-fi movies, is loosely based on Philip K. Dick’s novel Do 

Androids Dream of Electric Sheep. 7  Altogether science fictions and movies help to 

                                                           
7 Blade Runner is a 1982 American dystopian science fiction movie. The movie depicts a dystopian Los 

Angeles in November 2019 in which genetically engineered organic robots known as replicants are banned 

on Earth. The use of replicants is only limited to dangerous, menial or leisure work on off-world colonies.  

Replicants who defy the ban and return to Earth are hunted down by police special operatives called “Blade 

Runners”. The movie is loosely based on Philip K. Dick’s novel Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep in 

which the main plot follows a hunter who is faced with six escaped Nexus-6 brain model androids.  The 

novel explores the issue of what it is to be human. 
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visualize and conceptualize the posthuman condition as well as to articulate humans’ new 

relationships to technology. 

 

 

From Tron (1982) to Tron: Legacy (2010) 

While most part of the exploration of cyberspace is done visually or involves visuality, 

science fiction movies which deal with the influence of cyberspace and virtual reality offer 

the framework for exploring the posthuman condition visually. Influenced by the 

cyberpunk subgenre and the rise of computer technologies, science fiction movies in the 

1980s and after picked up the theme of cyberspace and virtual reality in their narratives. 

For example, the movies Tron (1982) and Tron: Legacy (2010) further respond to issues 

of cyberspace and virtual reality by visualizing the parallel universe sustained by 

technology. Tron (1982) was also “the first movie to acknowledge the growing popularity 

of videogames and incorporate their aesthetic” (Dinello, 2006, p. 157). What is worth 

noticing is that Tron (1982) and its sequel Tron: Legacy (2010) were made in different 

times with the former created in the early 1980s when cyberpunk just began to flourish 

while the latter appeared in the early 21st century when personal computers and Internet 

are a significant part of the everyday life experiences. The context for the movie Tron “was 

based in both the reality of household computers and an existing arcade game culture” 

(Wood, 2014, p. 32). “Tron not only imagines the inside of a video game but also stands 
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as a simulation of a version of an early electronic environment” (ibid.). Thus, the world of 

science fiction is embedded in existing cultures and a foreseeable future. Cinematic 

representations of cyberspace and virtual reality visualize imaginations and speculations of 

the future world. The iconic light cycles and disc battles in Tron and its sequel are as much 

an audiovisual spectacle as an exploration of technology and its influences in contemporary 

popular cinema. 

 

In Tron (1982), the story features a computer programmer, Flynn, being digitalized and 

transported into the software world of a mainframe computer by an artificial intelligence 

called the Master Control Program (MCP). The story focuses on Flynn’s exploration of the 

cyberspace and interactions with programs in his attempt to get his way out. The movie 

explores issues of cyberspace and virtual reality, digitalization of the human body, artificial 

intelligence, and hacking. The vision resembles Neuromancer’s imagination of the 

cyberspace and virtual reality in many ways. Tron: Legacy (2010), on the other hand, 

addresses the posthuman condition at a more advanced level by depicting not only the 

future of human beings, but also the emergence of programs, the artificial intelligence’s 

civilization of its own, in the future. The story is set twenty years later after Tron (1982), 

when Sam, Flynn’s son, gets into the very same virtual reality called the Grid which Flynn 

visited in Tron (1982). In Tron: Legacy (2010), the program called CLU, originally created 

by Flynn according to his own image, betrays Flynn and gains control of the Grid while 

seeking a passageway to invade the human world. Such a horrific vision of the future 
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echoes with the notions of posthumanism and technological singularity where the human 

condition is influenced by technology and the nonhuman. In this sense, science fiction 

imaginations at some point do parallel the development of posthumanism. 

 

 

Technophobia and Techno-euphoria in SF  

Science fiction though sees the potential of the posthuman condition and its relation to 

technological changes, technophobia remains a consistent feature in the world of science 

fiction. Technoapocalypse or a dystopian future when humans are conquered by artificial 

intelligence or machines is the standard scenario for science fiction movies like The 

Terminator (1984) in which the cyborg assassin played by Arnold Schwarzenegger is sent 

back in time from the year 2029 to 1984 attempting to exterminate the human race by 

changing the course of history. The movie leads to the questioning of the “good” or “evil” 

use of technology. Such perception also implies human’s perception of technologies as 

instrumental. One the one hand, the Terminator cyborg is a representation of the fear of 

technology. On the other hand, it’s a representation of humanity being pushed to the 

extreme by its dependence on technology to the point of irreversibility which eventually 

leads to the end of humanity. The tone of the movie also reflects humans’ misperception 

of technology and the technological other. The technophobia in science fiction actually 

initiates from the fear of nonhuman and the otherness. The negative portrayals of artificial 
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intelligence like the Terminator cyborg reflect the human anxieties for technology. 

However, such paranoia fails to understand the notion that technology is as much a part of 

humanity and the human condition as the human body itself. As much as technophobia is 

a hindrance to the understanding of the posthuman condition, techno-euphoria in science 

fiction also oversimplifies the matter. In William Gibson’s Neuromancer, the hacker 

Case’s devaluation of the physical body as the “meat”, shown in his contempt for the “meat” 

and the feeling of being trapped “into the prison of his own flesh”, fantasizes the escapist 

and utopian view of disembodiment and immortality in virtual reality (Gibson, 1984, p. 6). 

However, such a disembodiment is merely an illusion sustained by technologies and the 

body and mind are not separate entities as suggested by the Cartesian separation of mind 

and body. 

 

When compared to science fiction literature, science fiction movies often rely less on the 

human imagination and more upon action scenes with visual and special effects. While 

print science fiction tends to invite the readers to ponder over the changes and dilemmas 

one faces in the future through pure imaginations, science fiction movies often highlight 

and project the conflicts and disastrous consequences visually and create dramatic impact 

on the audience. Science fiction movies existed since the early years of silent cinema. Shot 

in black and white with short video clips, movies initially were intended to be humorous 

due to the technological limitation. Without the element of sound, movies mainly focused 
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on the actions which interested the audience. Georges Méliès’s A Trip to the Moon (1902)8 

and Fritz Lang’s Metropolis (1927)9 were early examples of science fiction movies. Sci-fi 

movies gradually developed with the motion picture industry as a whole and more and 

more visual and special effects were added. As movie productions were improved and 

aided by enhanced technologies, from filming techniques to the use of computer-generated 

imagery, science fiction movies increasingly put more emphasis on the visual elements. 

Actions inducing excitement and fear which can impact the audience’s emotions are 

enhanced and highlighted. This also leads to the demand for more dramatic scenes and 

plots which serve commercial purposes. Science fiction movies as a genre were recognized 

and gained attention eventually and created numerous iconic representations in popular 

culture. From the iconic monster in Frankenstein to the ruthless robot assassin in 

Terminator, and even the renowned visual imagery of bullet time in The Matrix, science 

fiction literature and movies become distinctive forms of narratives in storytelling. Science 

fiction movies tend to be much more negative about technology when compared to print 

science fiction which addresses the issues related on a more abstract level. Nevertheless, 

science fiction movies with their capacity and movie language can also deal with abstract 

ideas while at the same time offer the visual elements to supplement a story about science. 

                                                           
8 A Trip to the Moon is a 1902 French adventure movie directed by Georges Méliès. The French title is Le 

Voyage dans la Lune. The movie is about a group of astronomers traveling to the Moon in a cannon-

propelled capsule. The movie is inspired by Jules Verne’s novels From the Earth to the Moon and Around 

the Moon. 
9 Metropolis is a 1927 German science fiction movie directed by Fritz Lang. The movie is set in a futuristic 

dystopia where there is the division between the working class, who lives in the underground, and the 

wealthy residents of the city, who live in the surface and high towers. The workers are controlled by their 

leader Maria. As the story progresses, a robot form of Maria is created, and it is one of the early 

representations of robots in sci-fi movies. 
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For instance, Her (2013) as a science fiction movie demonstrates a more positive attitude 

towards the technological posthuman. It sets a different tone from movies about rogue 

machines and technological apocalypse. Her is a story about a man called Theodore who 

develops a relationship with an artificially intelligent virtual assistant called Samantha, 

who highly resembles Siri, a virtual assistant that is part of Apple Inc.’s operating systems 

in reality. The virtual assistant uses voice to answer questions, make recommendations and 

perform actions requested by the user. The movie demonstrates the growth of artificial 

intelligence and its relationship with a human. The operating system that includes the 

virtual assistant Samantha with artificial intelligence is designed to adapt and evolve. 

Samantha can learn and grow psychologically as well as provide guidance to Theodore. 

Samantha is a positive influence on Theodore; at the same time, she evolves through her 

simultaneous interactions with Theodore and other human beings. Unlike representations 

of technology being merely tools or killing machines, the mutual influences of both human 

and artificial intelligence on each other is a decentering of the human and 

acknowledgement of human entanglement with other non-human entities. It is also an 

illustration of the Singularity (which will be further discussed in Chapter Three). An 

alternative perspective of human-machine relationship and the posthuman condition is 

possible. Having said that, both technophobia and techno-euphoria in science fiction cannot 

do justice to the posthuman condition as they fail to acknowledge the situation of the human 

in face of technological changes. Thus, the call for a posthumanism beyond technophobia 

and techno-euphoria is essential. The mix of positive and negative visions instead of taking 

either position offers a more thorough understanding of the posthuman condition. The 
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utopian and dystopian science fiction scenarios though are visualizations of the human 

desires and anxieties as a response to posthumanism, in the end we still have to recognize 

what is actually happening to the posthuman condition with a critical posthumanist reading 

of science fiction. 

 

 

Interdisciplinarity & Post-Humanities 

As illustrated in the interconnection of posthumanism and science fiction, we can see that 

science fictions are developed in tandem with posthuman theories. Science fiction as a 

creative form of cultural production, with its literary origin and manifestations in other 

visual forms such as movies, is in itself interdisciplinary in nature. It serves as an 

indispensable medium to generate dialogues among posthumanist thinkers, science fiction 

writers, and the readers and audiences of science fiction at large. In fact, many science 

fiction writers are also scientists themselves - Isaac Asimov was a biochemist, and Arthur 

C. Clarke, the writer of “The Sentinel” and co-writer of the screenplay for the movie 2001: 

A Space Odyssey (1968)10, was a physicist and mathematician. Science fiction helps to 

bridge the gaps between disciplines and foster a broader perspective to the human condition 

of the contemporary world with its interdisciplinarity. 

                                                           
10 “The Sentinel” is a short story written by Arthur C. Clarke and published in 1951. The story features the 

discovery of an artifact on Earth’s moon left behind eons ago by ancient aliens. The story was later 

expanded and modified into the novel and movie 2001: A Space Odyssey. 
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Science fiction is one of the most significant contemporary literary genres and cultural 

factors shaping our imaginations of science, technology, and even the future. As an integral 

part of postmodern culture, science fiction has penetrated various aspects of the world, for 

instance, fiction, movies, popular culture, art, computer and video games, science and 

technology. Science fiction enriches our imaginations of the future. Sci-fi movies, in 

particular, visualize our imaginations on screen. Characters, plots and concepts in science 

fiction obtain a significant position in popular culture. More than thirty years after the 

release of the Back to the Future series, when reality has eventually caught up with the 

future period of time in the movie, the audiences still remember the futuristic flying car 

and the Nike self-lacing basketball shoes11.  Before the emergence of the Internet, sci-fi 

movies about cyberspace and virtual reality had seen that coming and had prepared us for 

a whole new realm of adventure and exploration. Computer and video games further 

embrace the concept of cyberspace and virtual reality by bringing the players into the 

digital realm. With the development of augmented reality and virtual reality, experience of 

the digital realm gets even more real. Scientists and science fiction writers have together 

imagined and done thought experiments of postulated science and technology. In their 

visions, they crossed paths and inspired each other. Who would have thought that space 

                                                           
11 Back to the Future is a 1985 American science fiction movie directed by Robert Zemeckis. It is a story 

about Marty McFly who accidentally travels back in time to 1955 through a time-traveling DeLorean 

invented by the scientist Dr. Emmett Brown. The movie was followed by two sequels, Back to the Future II 

(1989) and Back to the Future III (1990). In Back to the Future II, Marty and Dr. Emmett Brown travel to 

2015 to prevent the future from being sabotaged. 
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travel is possible for humans? Could people be sure about that when they first made the 

black-and-white silent movie A Trip to the Moon or when science fiction writers wrote 

stories about space travel? Science fiction sees the possibilities instead of the 

impossibilities. Science fiction has also created and popularized jargons for abstract 

concepts that we may find difficult to understand. Terms such as time travel, cyberspace, 

android, posthuman have their roots in science fiction. The idea of a time machine was 

popularized by H.G. Well’s 1895 novel The Time Machine. Abstract as the concept of time 

travel is, Wells described the scenario in language that we can easily understand – a time 

traveler and his time machine. William Gibson’s Neuromancer novel also sets the 

definition of the concept of cyberspace and the concept has quickly traveled from science 

fiction into technoscience culture with the rise of the Internet. It is one of the examples of 

science fiction becoming the reality. Even before the invention of robots, human beings 

had dreamed of mechanical beings. Android, originally a concept referring to a robot 

designed to resemble a human, is a popular figure in the domain of science fiction. The 

humanoid robot character C-3PO from the Star Wars series is a famous example. C-3PO 

was designed as a protocol droid (droid was an abbreviation of the word android). The 

droid was designed to be humanoid in appearance. Androids also appear in other science 

fiction works, like David who resembles a human child in A.I. Artificial Intelligence (2001) 

and another human android who is also called David in Prometheus (2012). The idea of 

posthuman is also deeply rooted in the discussions and representations of cyborg. 
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In conducting the research on posthumanism and science fiction, I cannot help recalling C. 

P. Snow’s old debate about the “two cultures” which refers to the notion of an unbridgeable 

gap between the humanities and the sciences. C. P. Snow’s investigation into the two forms 

of knowledge production by the sciences and the humanities exposes the difficulties of 

breaking boundaries between disciplinary studies. What appeared insurmountable in the 

1950s, however, should be challenged today with the call for interdisciplinarity. According 

to Vincent B. Leitch, 

 

From a postmodern perspective, “interdisciplinarity” has two very different 

forms. In its most ambitious modern version, it dreams of the end of the 

disciplines of knowledge with their hideous jargons and false divisions of 

knowledge; it wants to unify the disciplines, rendering them transparent.  But 

insofar as postmodern thinking seeks to multiply the differences and respect 

heterogeneities, the recent proliferation of (inter)disciplines is an 

encouraging turn. The postmodern version of interdisciplinarity seeks, 

therefore, not to unify or totalize, but to respect the differences. (Leitch, 2003, 

p. 170) 

 

Sciences and humanities though are traditionally regarded as two distinct disciplines, in the 

posthuman era when technoscience culture has unprecedentedly transformed the human 
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and the nonhuman world, there is a pressing need to foster the interdisciplinary 

communication between the two disciplines. The interconnectedness between the human 

and the nonhuman also has to be recognized. Science fiction as a unique cultural formation 

can serve as the medium in attempting to bridge the gap between humanities scholars and 

sciences people in their common concerns for the posthuman condition.   

 

The call for an interdisciplinary study of sciences and humanities also brings challenges to 

the Humanities today. As Stefan Herbrechter explains, 

 

interdisciplinarity represents a concrete challenge to the humanities, inviting 

them to turn into “posthumanities” in order to create the necessary 

foundations for an interdisciplinary dialogue with the posthumanizing new 

(life) sciences.  This is crucial to avoid the emergence of a new monopoly in 

relation to the question “What does it mean to be human?”  On the other hand, 

this also means that the humanities and cultural studies must be able to 

critically engage with scientific practice, as, for example, in the so-called 

“critical science studies” (“technocultural studies” or “cultural studies of 

science”). (Herbrechter, 2013, p. 149) 
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In the face of the new posthuman condition and to embrace the notion of interdisciplinarity, 

the Humanities will have to move beyond its own discipline and reach out for 

interdisciplinary knowledge to articulate the “posthumanity” in the posthuman era. Rosi 

Braidotti argues that the Humanities in the 21st century has to respond to the posthuman 

condition: 

 

I think the Humanities need to find the inspirational courage to move beyond 

an exclusive concern for the human, be it humanistic or anthropocentric Man, 

and to embrace more planetary intellectual challenges … the identity crisis 

of the contemporary Humanities is related to the high levels of technological 

mediation and the multicultural structure of the globalized world. This places 

the issue of the relationship between the two cultures - the Humanities and 

the Sciences - at the centre of the debate. (Braidotti, 2013, p. 153) 

 

The dividing line between human and nonhuman is getting blurrier than ever in the 

contemporary world, and the Humanities in the 21st century can no longer hold on to its 

traditional humanistic concern for the human. As Braidotti further remarks, “Posthuman 

times call for posthuman Humanities studies” (ibid., p. 157). The posthuman Humanities 

studies would have to move beyond the restricted vision of the human held by the 

Humanities today, broaden its perspective on the posthuman condition and call for new 
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ethics and modes of thought when addressing the interrelationship of the human and the 

nonhuman. As Cary Wolfe argues: 

 

What this means is that when we talk about posthumanism, we are not just 

talking about a thematics of the decentering of the human in relation to either 

evolutionary, ecological, or technological coordinates (though that is where 

the conversation usually begins and, all too often, ends); rather, I will insist 

that we are also talking about how thinking confronts that thematics, what 

thought has to become in the face of those challenges. (Wolfe, 2010, xvi) 

 

Posthumanism, therefore, is not only a branch of study, but also a mode of thought and 

awareness. By addressing the posthuman condition, we are also challenging our modes of 

thought and raising awareness of our limitations. To be posthuman does not mean the end 

of humanity or human. Human being all too human is the fundamental problem. 
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Chapter Two 

Representing the Posthuman Body in Science Fiction  

 

From Transhumanism to Posthumanism 

The human desire to transcend human limitations is always part of the changing human 

condition. In order to free ourselves from the boundaries of our very own existence, be it 

geographical, social or physical constraints, we have sought for ways to mobilize ourselves 

and even modify our body and social reality. The ambition to go beyond human limitations 

is very often reflected in technologies we created or invented. Over the past few decades, 

we have witnessed the advancement of technologies, particularly in the modification of the 

human body. The bodily enhancements through technologies, by means of organ 

transplants, prosthetic limbs, cosmetic surgery, and genetic engineering, demonstrate the 

human desire to enhance human power and the anxiety of human vulnerability.  

 

Such paradigm of thinking is being explored in the movement of transhumanism.  

According to the philosopher and futurist Max More’s early definition in his essay 

“Transhumanism: Toward a Futurist Philosophy” in 1990, the term “transhumanism” 

refers to: 
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Philosophies of life that seek the continuation and acceleration of the 

evolution of intelligent life beyond its currently human form and human 

limitations by means of science and technology, guided by life-promoting 

principles and values. (More, 1990) 

 

Humanity+, formerly the World Transhumanist Association, later formally defines and 

revises the definition in “The Transhumanist FAQ 3.0” based on Max More’s original 

definition as: 

 

(1) The intellectual and cultural movement that affirms the possibility and 

desirability of fundamentally improving the human condition through 

applied reason, especially by developing and making widely available 

technologies to eliminate aging and to greatly enhance human 

intellectual, physical, and psychological capacities. 

 

(2) The study of the ramifications, promises, and potential dangers of 

technologies that will enable us to overcome fundamental human 

limitations, and the related study of the ethical matters involved in 

developing and using such technologies. (Bostrom, 1998) 
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With the continued efforts of many transhumanists such as Nick Bostrom and James 

Hughes, transhumanism develops into a way of thinking and philosophy about the future 

of the human species (Bostrom, 1998; 2005; Hughes, 2012). Transhumanist thinkers 

celebrate technology as the means to liberate humans from their bodily constraints in the 

threat of disease, deterioration and death. Technologies are viewed as useful tools to 

enhance our capacities. The enhancement options range from extension of human health-

span, eradication of disease to augmentation of human physical and intellectual 

performances. We utilize what are available to us and even create the technologies we need 

to transform our reality. The faith in science and technology to accelerate the human 

evolution also reflects the fundamental belief in the human potential and capacity in 

changing the condition of our own existence and the external world. Transhumanism can 

be viewed as a continuation of humanism from which the concept of transhumanism is 

partially derived. While humanists believe in the human initiative and power to improve 

the human condition by rational thinking, freedom, reason, and knowledge, transhumanists 

support the idea but also emphasize what the human is capable of becoming. It is believed 

that one has the possibility to improve oneself and the external world by transcending the 

human limitations through technological means. In transforming ourselves intellectually 

and physically while simultaneously crossing boundaries such as the organic/artificial and 

human/machine, we eventually go beyond the traditional sense of the human and become 

cyborgs and posthuman. 
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Despite the common ground of human transformation in relation to technology, 

transhumanism and posthumanism are not identical concepts. In fact, transhumanism and 

posthumanism use two different perspectives to look at the human. Transhumanism, the 

belief that technology can transcend the bodily limitations of the human, is based on the 

Enlightenment humanism. Humanists believe rationality and autonomy of human beings 

can help to reshape the human body and the world through enhancement and modification. 

However, it is all about the human as the main focus when discussing human-technological 

interactions. Transhumanists are concerned about the development of the human in which 

technology is merely the medium or tool to achieve that purpose. The transhumanists ask 

the questions of what human beings are capable of and what we will become. Joshua 

Raulerson draws the distinction between transhumanism and posthumanism: 

 

A ‘transhuman’ is a person in transition to a posthuman state, while 

transhumanism (sometimes abbreviated ‘H+’) refers to a movement 

organized – in one form or another, since the 1970s – around the pursuit of 

technological interventions that will directly facilitate the transformation of 

humans into posthumans. This scenario is generally supposedly to play out 

through biological, cybernetic, and/or mechanical modifications to the body, 

or through the outright disembodiment of human consciousness into 

something like sentient software. (Raulerson, 2013, p. 31) 
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Transhumanism, in this sense, acknowledges the inevitability and possibility of the human 

in transforming themselves to posthuman through technology. Posthumanism, on the other 

hand, has broader considerations in the process of transforming ourselves to something 

beyond human. Posthumanism sees “Homo sapiens is in the process of being – and 

probably should be – superseded by one or more superior species; that is, posthuman beings 

evolved from machine intelligence and/or from technologically augmented humans” (ibid.). 

Such vision foresees a future when the human is not the only subject in the picture while 

takes into account the possibilities of evolution with other species and non-human beings 

such as machines with intelligence. Posthumanism suggests a new mode of thinking about 

the human, and transhumanism is an unduly optimistic extension of humanism. 

Transhumanism is filled with the anxiety of extinction and hence the desire to prolong life 

and extend the human capability. Hayles in her book How We Became Posthuman criticizes 

Hans Moravec’s view of human identity as an informational pattern rather than an 

embodied enaction.12 For Hayles, the fantasy of uploading human consciousness into a 

computer and leaving our human bodies behind is a “decontextualized and disembodied 

construction of information” (Hayles, 2011, p. 215). She disagrees with transhumanist 

theories and their claims despite transhumanism’s continued growth. Transhumanist 

rhetoric tends to concentrate on individual transcendence and ignores the sociological, 

philosophical, and psychological complexities in evolution. Nevertheless, Hayles still 

                                                           
12 Hans Peter Moravec is known for his work on robotics, artificial intelligence, writings on the impact of 

technology. He is also a futurist with many of his publications and predictions focusing on transhumanism. 

In his book Mind Children in 1988, Moravec argues that the robots will evolve into a new series of artificial 

species in the future. 
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concerns herself with transhumanism when it comes to technology’s co-evolution with 

human development. The concept, known as technogenesis, which implies the human 

species is defined by its co-evolution with various tools and technologies, is compelling 

and irrefutable. Hayles’s critique of transhumanism leads us to think about the posthuman 

vision. Posthumanism itself is a shift away from humanism. It is not only about the human 

in the face of the technological changes to the species, but it also considers the 

human/nonhuman relationship, and takes robots, artificial intelligence and animals into 

account. In short, posthumanism rejects anthropocentrism and perceives the human as a 

constantly changing condition in which technology and other nonhuman components of 

the world play an integral part. While we are altering our very own bodies, we are also 

changing the notion of “human”. It does not indicate the end of the human; however, we 

can also no longer use the humanistic lens to perceive our own existence anymore. Thus, 

posthumanism presents a bigger picture of the human and invites us to rethink who/what 

we are and how we engage in human-technological interactions. 

 

 

Representing the Posthuman Body in SF 

Science fiction and posthumanism both take the human condition into consideration and 

investigate human transformations in relation to technology through narratives and 

discourses. As discussed in Chapter One, science fiction narratives and posthuman 
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discourses share a common ground in their exploration of the human future and the 

augmentation of technology. When we look into the narratives of science fiction in 

representing the posthuman, be it literary texts or cultural texts, it is not difficult to find 

dominant and recurrent representations or images of the posthuman particularly centered 

on the transforming human body. The portrayal and visualization of the posthuman body 

in science fiction works draw our attention to the fragile and malleable boundaries of the 

organic and artificial as well as the human and nonhuman. By examining these 

representations and images of the posthuman in sci-fi narratives, we question and explore 

the human desires and anxieties toward technology. What can we tell about the constantly 

changing human condition through sci-fi stories?  How is the relationship between human 

and technology being perceived? Why some of the popular imagery and themes are so 

recurrent in sci-fi texts? What are the functions of the cultural imagination of the 

posthuman? By means of “the words we use about them, the stories we tell about them, the 

images of them we produce, the emotions we associate with them, the ways we classify 

and conceptualize them, the values we place on them”, representations portray and create 

the world we are living in (Hall, 1997, p. 3). By telling and reading stories about 

technoscience and the posthuman condition, we can also have a deeper understanding of 

humanity in the technologically mediated world.   

 

In addition, the development of science fiction narratives has its roots in the social and 

cultural context. Science fiction works, including both literary texts and movies as a form 
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in popular culture, produce iconic figures and representations of the posthuman. The 

posthuman figures and themes in science fiction often respond to the visions of a dystopian 

world dominated by advanced biotechnology, and computer and information technology – 

the technologies which significantly shape the contemporary world we exist in. These 

representations are thought to be connected to the social reality in some ways as they are 

vastly produced and prevalent during the time when biotechnology, and computer and 

information technology radically change our world. 

 

Biotechnology takes shape in the forms of discoveries, inventions and modifications. It 

generally refers to the technology based on biology, especially when used in agriculture, 

food science, and medicine. Biotechnology also has the potential to be used for human 

enhancement by genetic modifications and cloning. The word “biotechnology” was first 

used by the Hungarian agricultural engineer Károly Ereky in 1919. In 1972, the DNA 

composition of chimpanzees and gorillas was discovered to be 99% similar to that of 

humans. Then, later in 1980, modern biotechnology was characterized by recombinant 

DNA technology. In 1981, scientists at Ohio University produced the first transgenic 

animals by transferring genes from other animals into mice. In 1984, the technique for 

DNA fingerprinting to identify individuals was introduced. In 1997, British scientists from 

the Roslin Institute reported cloning a sheep called Dolly using DNA from two adult sheep 

cells. The Human Genome Project, an international scientific research project of 

identifying and mapping all the genes of the human genome, was funded by the US 
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government from its planning in 1984 to its declaration of complete in 2003. In the late 

20th century and early 21st century, biotechnology gradually transformed the social and 

cultural context of our world. During that period, we witnessed the rise of biotechnology 

and envision the possibilities that technology bestow upon us, human beings. In addition, 

the development of biotechnology also serves as an inspiration for biopunk science fiction. 

Biopunk is a subgenre of science fiction that focuses on biotechnology. It is a subgenre of 

science fiction and derivative of the cyberpunk movement, but focuses on the implications 

of biotechnology rather than information technology. Biopunk science fiction features 

biohackers, biotech mega-corporations, and totalitarian governments that manipulate 

human DNA. Greg Bear’s Blood Music (1985), Bruce Sterling’s Schismatrix (1985) and 

Paul Di Filippo’s Ribofunk (1996) are examples. Biopunk generally examines the dark side 

of genetic engineering and demonstrates the consequences of biotechnology, and it is 

closely related to cyberpunk. 

 

Computer and information technology, on the other hand, also radically transforms our 

modes of communication and interaction in the Information Age. While the primitive ideas 

of the personal computer appeared in the pre-1980s, it was IBM which coined the term and 

created the first personal computer, IBM 5150, in 1981. Without personal computers, the 

World Wide Web which constitutes a significant part of our communication systems today 

would be impossible. In the 1990s, faster models of computers also provided the key to 

interactivity in the cyberspace and enabled scientists to develop advanced visualization 
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software programs. Virtual reality technologies later led to the popularity of virtual reality 

applications in the forms of entertainment, medical science and business. They fulfill and 

further enrich our imaginations of immersion, interactivity and information intensity in the 

realm of digital world. Sensory immersion in a virtual environment with the help of head-

mounted displays and gloves and simulation, interactivity through the human-computer 

interface, and the experience of augmented reality through the embodiment of the digital 

are popular themes explored and will continue to flourish in science fiction. Thus, 

representations of the posthuman in science fiction are able to reflect human imaginations 

and experiences of the posthuman condition. 

 

When reviewing and examining some of the representative posthuman figures in the works 

of science fiction, different representations of the posthuman body can be observed. I shall 

focus on four main types of imaginations to illustrate different visions of the posthuman in 

science fiction: (1) the technologically-made monster, (2) artificial intelligence in an 

organic body, (3) plugging one’s body into the digital realm, and (4) embodiment of the 

nonhuman. Each of these representations of the posthuman body reflects a particular 

perception of the relationship between human and technology as well as the human body 

itself. Human desire and anxieties in relation to technology are also implied and 

demonstrated through the literary and visual representations of the posthuman body 

through sci-fi narratives. The purpose of this research is to explore the different visions of 

the posthuman and rethink the concept of the human with the aid of science fiction 
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examples. I have selected literary and cultural texts, including novels and movies, based 

on the philosophical problems highlighted by particular texts. Some sci-fi texts belong to 

the cyberpunk genre while the others belong to popular culture and sci-fi canon. The texts 

chosen, by no means covering all imaginations of posthuman figures, are representative 

examples of how the posthuman is envisioned within science fiction and they lead us to 

rethink the technological change humans are facing. 

 

 

Frankenstein: The Technologically-made Monster 

In tracing and revisiting the dominant figures of the posthuman body represented in science 

fiction, we can first refer to Frankenstein’s monster, one of the earliest representations, in 

Mary Shelley’s novel Frankenstein in 1818. Brian Aldiss has argued that Mary Shelley’s 

classic novel Frankenstein in 1818 is the first science fiction novel in which science is used 

for creation and Shelley’s work helped define the science fiction genre (Aldiss & Wingrove, 

2001). The iconic Frankenstein monster created in Mary Shelley’s novel often serves as a 

precursor to the cyborg and the posthuman known later in the 1990s. The novel owes a 

great deal to the scientific progress and discoveries about electricity at the time. In the late 

18th century, Luigi Galvani, an Italian scientist, had demonstrated the possibility that frog 

legs could be “brought back to life” by stimulating the muscles with electrical sparks. By 

the turn of the 19th century, scientists of the time further investigated into the essence of 
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life. What was it that kept an organism alive? Was it possible to bring a human being back 

to life with a jolt of electricity? Could the body parts of humans be reassembled, and create 

life or bring the dead back to life? The mysteries of life as well as the human form were 

the objects of scientific investigations at that time. After all, Frankenstein’s monster is 

brought to life with a jolt of electricity. Mary Shelley’s imagination of the Frankenstein’s 

monster mirrors the scientific discoveries in historical context at that time.  

 

Victor Frankenstein’s monster, as the word “monster” suggests, is not a human. It puts the 

human under critique. “The monster is not decisively human; nor, as his eventual fluency 

and rationality suggest, is he decisively not human. Victor inadvertently engineers not a 

human being but the monstrous critique of the very category” (McLane, 1996, p. 963). The 

monster is one of the representations of human anxiety towards new technologies. The 

monster is made rather than born. Frankenstein’s monster is born a monster largely due to 

its “unnatural” body. The creature Victor Frankenstein creates is made up of animal as well 

as inanimate human body parts, stolen from a churchyard, with a spark of electricity. The 

monster is a true hybrid of species. Although Frankenstein’s monster is modelled on the 

structure of the human frame, the body of the monster is repulsive and horrid as Mary 

Shelley describes: 
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His yellow skin scarcely covered the work of muscles and arteries beneath; 

his hair was of a lustrous black and flowing; his teeth of pearly whiteness; 

but these luxuriances only formed a more horrid contrast with his watery 

eyes, that seemed almost of the same colour as the dun white sockets in 

which they were set, his shrivelled complexion and straight black lips. (p. 

45) 

 

The monster’s body is not a pleasant representation though it is based on human structure 

and body parts. The monster’s deformed body as abnormal is largely due to Frankenstein’s 

technical inability to create a normally proportioned human form by stitching the body 

parts together. The representation of Frankenstein’s monster influenced the public’s 

perception of science, particularly modern biology (Turney, 1998). Although Mary Shelley 

did not name her work science fiction, the story she narrated about finding the secret of life 

demonstrates the human response to science. Jon Turney argues that fictional 

representations matter, that the science and technology we ultimately see are partly shaped 

by the images of science in popular culture (ibid.). Frankenstein as a myth of modern 

biology demonstrates our attitude toward it. Moreover, the appearance of the monster 

significantly marks the defined borders of human and nonhuman. It arouses the fear toward 

the nonhuman through the perspective of the protagonist. As the very existence of the 

monster disrupts the boundaries between human/nonhuman, natural/unnatural, life/death, 

it challenges the norm of the human. The monster also acts as the sign of difference which 
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destabilizes the distinctions. Such difference embodied by the monster in a way helps or at 

least tries to secure the boundaries of the human, by highlighting what is unacceptable by 

the human norm. The monster’s lack of a name in the story also helps to maintain the binary 

opposition between human and nonhuman. Victor Frankenstein calls his creation by 

“monster”, “fiend”, “daemon”, “creature”, “wretch” and “devil”. The namelessness 

signifies the absence of place for the monster in the society. The monster is stripped of an 

identity and the human status as it is forever marginalized as the other. Crossing the 

boundaries of human and nonhuman, life and death, natural and artificial, born and made, 

the monster imposes threats to what it means to be human. The refusal to recognize the 

monster as partly human (at least due to its composition) emphasizes the monstrosity of 

the creation.  As Jeffrey Jerome Cohen argues: 

 

The monster is difference made flesh, come to dwell among us.  In its 

function as dialectical Other or third-term supplement, the monster is an 

incorporation of the Outside, the Beyond-of all those loci that are 

rhetorically placed as distant and distinct but originate Within. Any kind of 

alterity can be inscribed across (constructed through) the monstrous body, 

but for the most part monstrous difference tends to be cultural, political, 

racial, economic, sexual. (Cohen, 1996, p. 7) 
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The representation of the monster’s body is significant as it leads to the crisis of categories 

and helps us understand the paradox of difference and homogeneity. The monster is a figure 

of both the same and the other as it is neither a total stranger nor completely familiar to us.  

It dwells at the “gates of difference” (ibid.). The distinction between humanity and 

monstrosity is represented in the bodily imperfection of Frankenstein’s monster, with its 

physical deformity.   

 

Elaine L. Graham, in “What Made Victor’s Creature Monstrous?”, raises the question in 

the title of her article (Graham, 2002). She also makes reference to an essay on 

Frankenstein by the critic John Sutherland entitled “How Does Victor Make his Monsters?” 

(1996). While Sutherland focuses on the scientific processes involved in the animation of 

Victor Frankenstein’s creation and discusses the moral implications of the story, Graham 

is less interested in the practicalities of the creature’s genesis. The real question is how 

monstrosity is attributed to Frankenstein’s creation. Monstrous as Frankenstein’s body is 

being represented, it is a body made by technology. The monster in Mary Shelley’s story 

is not created by traditional reproductive means, so it does not inherent a history of its 

existence, like the cyborg.  It is a living form created by scientific methods with sparks of 

electricity. Electricity as the source of life bestowed on the decayed human form projects 

the possibility of transcending the limits of life and death through science and technology. 

Victor Frankenstein’s exploration of new technologies in creating life and conquering 

death in the story, however, proves to be disastrous and even leads to destruction. If one 
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reads Frankenstein as a story of technology out of control, such perspective reduces the 

posthuman to the status of tool. Victor Frankenstein is portrayed as the mad scientist whose 

ambition and obsession with knowledge and technology have taken him too far to inflicting 

punishment and damnation on him and his loved ones. The dangerous consequences of 

Frankenstein playing god in his pursuit of knowledge through technological means 

resemble the fallen angel in the myth of John Milton’s Paradise Lost as Mary Shelley 

makes references to it in the story. The narratives of Adam and Eve as well as God and 

Satan, as shown in the monster’s reading of Paradise Lost, warns the readers of the risks 

of crossing limits. As Victor Frankenstein warns Walton early in the story, “Learn from 

me, if not by my precepts, at least by my example, how dangerous is the acquirement of 

knowledge and how much happier that man is who believes his native town to be the world, 

than he who aspires to become greater than his nature will allow” (p. 41). Frankenstein, 

like Paradise Lost, can be read as a tale which demonstrates the fearsome consequences of 

technology gone wrong. Nevertheless, the question of ethics is also raised, in terms of 

Victor’s ethical responsibility to his “posthuman” offspring. Although Shelley’s story is 

sympathetic toward the creature, the perception of technology being demonized in the form 

of monstrosity and perceived as threatening the human condition illustrates the human 

relationship with technology. 

 

In telling stories of the monster, human desires and anxieties toward technology are 

represented through narratives. In “The Promises of Monsters”, Donna Haraway says 



56 

 

 

 

“Science fiction is generally concerned with the interpenetration of boundaries of 

problematic selves and unexpected others” (Haraway, 2004, p. 70). Monsters appear in 

imaginary forms and haunt popular culture at the borders and boundaries. They roam in 

between different entities and categories, be it race, gender, sexuality or other forms of 

cultural demarcation. Monsters embody a promise of disturbances and change as Haraway 

argued. They challenge our perception of boundaries and limitations of matters, and even 

the understanding of the human. Frankenstein, on the one hand, looks into what is possible 

for the human to go beyond its limitations. The exploration of the uncertain realm of life 

in the hope of resurrecting life from death demonstrates the human desire to conquer its 

vulnerability. Mary Shelley’s novel can be viewed as an exploration of the power of 

scientific practices in enhancing the human capability. It raises the question of how far 

human beings can go with the help of science and technology. On the other hand, the 

negative portrayal of the godlike science and technology in bringing the Frankenstein 

monster to life suggests the anxieties toward the use of technological means to push the 

limits of the human. The fear of the technologically-made monster evokes our rethinking 

of technology as omnipotent. Technophobic implications in science fiction, often 

accompanied by dangerous consequences, are recurrent and they often serve as warnings 

against the misuse and abuse of technology, especially when it brings harm to the human 

condition. Thus, it also leads to the question of what kinds of technology should be 

developed for the greater good of the human species. However, this is a humanist view of 

the relationship of human and technology, and the monster always dwells at the gates of 

difference to remind us what is human and what is not. 
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Frankenstein’s monster fascinates and horrifies people, and the cultural imagination even 

extends its influences on popular culture. Since its publication in 1818, the work of Mary 

Shelley has been transformed into stage plays, short stories, movies and other works. 

Cinematic representations of Frankenstein have been particularly significant in 

disseminating popular images and contributing to the collective imagination of the monster. 

The most popular image of the Frankenstein monster is not exactly the one depicted in 

Mary Shelley’s work though the monster is originated from that work (Fig. 1.1). The most 

well-known image of the Frankenstein monster, however, comes from James Whale’s 

classic movie Frankenstein (1931). Boris Karloff’s portrayal of the monster with a flat-

topped head and bolts protruding from his neck remains the most iconic (Fig. 1.2).  

However, Whale’s monster does not have a voice, unlike Mary Shelley’s version, which is 

capable of speech and intellectual thinking. The inarticulate or mute monster is portrayed 

as a natural born killer as its abnormal brain comes from the corpse of a typical criminal 

whose life was one of brutality, of violence and murder. Mary Shelley’s monster, on the 

other hand, is sensitive and empathic, and it has a reason behind its violence. It is capable 

of learning, compassion, and intellectual thinking about its own existence. It even invites 

the readers to reconsider the nature of the monster as nonhuman and our biases against the 

tragic figure. From Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein in 1818 to James Whale’s Frankenstein 

(1931), the monster has transformed from a tragic figure to a complete monster which must 

be killed. The ending of the 1931 movie also shows the destruction of the monster in flames 
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for human justice. Nevertheless, the audience is invited to feel some sympathy for the 

creature. However, the popular image of the monster as monstrous and lack of humanity 

confirms its nonhuman status. Popular culture, especially movies of Frankenstein, has 

misrepresented and distorted the monster. As a result, a complicated and intricate 

relationship between human and nonhuman in the original novel was reduced to a simple 

duality of human versus nonhuman. 

 

        

Fig. 1.1  Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein       Fig. 1.2  Frankenstein (1931) 

 

Monsters exist forever in our culture in different manifestations. They mark the boundaries 

between entities, human and nonhuman. However, the representation of the Frankenstein 

monster prevents us from understanding the connectivity of human and technology. The 
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monster as the prototype of the posthuman shows its body as external from the 

conventional human body. The distinction between the human and the monster 

consolidates the perception that human and technology are separate entities, and 

technology may invade the human body. Nevertheless, monsters as a form of 

representation for examining the posthuman figures in science fiction give us insights into 

the notion of human and its relationship with technology. Rosi Braidotti asks, “How could 

such a thing happen?  Who has done this?” (Braidotti, 1996, p. 139).  Monsters raise 

questions about their origins and causes.  They help us to understand how we perceive the 

world and invite us to evaluate our relationship with it.  

 

 

Artificial Intelligence in an Organic Body  

Since Mary Shelley’s pioneering work, science fiction continues to flourish along the 

development of scientific discoveries and breakthroughs in the 19th and 20th centuries. The 

Information Age, also called the Digital Age, in the 21st century, characterized by the 

advent of personal computers, witnessed more and more science fiction works which 

explore the themes of artificial intelligence, engineering and robotics. Vernor Vinge, who 

is the originator of the technological singularity concept, in his 1993 essay “The Coming 

Technological Singularity: How to Survive in the Post-Human Era”, even foresees the 

acceleration of technological progress eventually creating greater-than-human intelligence 
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in the future (Vinge, 1993). Ray Kurzweil later also joins the discussion of the concept of 

the Singularity in his book The Singularity is Near, in which he foresees the future of the 

singularity when the emergence of a technological creation of smarter-than-human 

intelligence is possible (Kurzweil, 2006). Both Vinge and Kurzweil define the concept in 

terms of the technological creation of super intelligence. In the future, technology will be 

so advanced up to a certain point that human beings will be vastly integrated with 

technological augmentation and humans will no longer be human in the traditional sense. 

Humans may become more like cyborgs through different kinds of technological 

enhancement and implants that enable us to be super-intelligent and live a longer life span. 

On the other hand, technological singularity also perceives a future when humans will 

create computers or other entities which are more intelligent than humans themselves and 

have the capability to self-replicate as well as to design their next generation to be more 

intelligent than the previous generation. Vinge predicts that the emergence and evolution 

of super-intelligent machines will eventually replace humanity and signal the end of the 

human era. This vision is simultaneously challenging and redefining humanity as a whole. 

Science fiction writers envision the future with completely synthetic artificial intelligences 

and humans with technological enhancements and augmentations. Robots, cyborgs and 

artificial intelligences depicted in sci-fi narratives are manifestations of our imaginations 

of the posthuman. 
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The movie Bicentennial Man (1999), based on the novel The Positronic Man, co-written 

by Isaac Asimov and Robert Silverberg, demonstrates another imagination of the 

posthuman in the face of the rise of artificial intelligence. Much of the discussions and 

interpretations of artificial intelligence originated from Alan Turing’s paper, “Computing 

Machinery and Intelligence”, in 1950. Turing foresees the birth of artificial intelligence 

which is capable of “game playing, decision making, natural language understanding, 

translation, theorem proving, and, of course, encryption and the cracking of codes” 

(Kurzweil, 1999, p. 68).  Chris Columbus’s Bicentennial Man (1999), visualizes the 

imagination of artificial intelligence and presents us a posthuman figure in the form of a 

compassionate and intellectual android. Despite the capability of human interactions, 

artificial intelligence is not viewed as human. On the contrary, artificial intelligence can 

potentially bring harm to human life and endanger the survival of the human species.  For 

instance, the cyborg assassin in The Terminator (1984) remains a popular sci-fi imagination 

of robot killers. Thus, the Three Laws of Robotics, introduced by Isaac Asimov in his 1942 

story “Runaround”, are often made reference to in sci-fi works, even in the movie 

Bicentennial Man.  In the movie, the set of rules regulates how robots interact with humans: 

 

1. A robot must not injure a human being, or, through inaction, cause a 

human being to come to harm. 

2. A robot must obey all human orders, except where those orders come in 

conflict with the first law. 
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3. A robot must protect itself, so long as doing so does not conflict with the 

first two laws. 

 

The three laws affirm protection of humanity in the face of emergence of artificial 

intelligence.  The humanistic concern of the three laws reflects the human anxiety toward 

nonhumans as they have the potential to destroy their creator.  

 

The android Andrew, portrayed by Robin Williams, in Bicentennial Man is interestingly a 

metallic body which turns into organic as the story progresses. By examining the android 

as a representation of the posthuman, we can also look into the conventional perception of 

what is human. However, I shall argue that the privileging of the human is essentially 

humanistic. The beginning of the story, sets in 2005, presents the android, Andrew, with a 

metallic body. Andrew is employed by the Martin family as a robot butler who is capable 

of performing household chores such as cleaning, repairing, cooking and babysitting. 

Andrew is viewed as a household appliance at the beginning of the story for his 

functionality. Andrew later demonstrates the capacity for human characteristics: creativity, 

as reflected in the scene which he carves a wooden figure out of wood for Little Miss; 

curiosity, in his observation of the Martin family; friendship, the ability to engage in social 

interactions. Andrew proves himself to be more than a household appliance as he 

demonstrates individuality. However, despite the discovery of his intelligence, Andrew is 

not truly accepted as a human being. The distinction between human and machine is 
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highlighted in the story, like other sci-fi works which portray artificial intelligence as 

rebellious and cyborgs as killing machines. Technophobia, as a recurrent theme, actually 

initiates from the fear of the nonhuman, hence the otherness. Andrew is told that he would 

always be a machine and a relationship with a human being would not work out. Here one 

might ask, what is the difference between human and machine? The negative portrayals of 

artificial intelligence in science fiction often point to the fear of losing the human essence. 

But, what exactly is the human essence composed of? What is so unique that is being 

regarded as human, and the machine can never be capable of? Elaine L. Graham argues 

that “the nature of human distinctiveness is a recurrent preoccupation within popular and 

scientific representations of cybernetic and genetic technologies, three emphases are 

recurrent: firstly, ideas of affectivity; secondly, of embodiment; and thirdly of spirituality” 

(Graham, 2002, p. 127). Firstly, the complexity of emotive sensitivity preserves the 

boundary of human and machine, no matter how intelligent the machine is in simulating 

human emotions and experiences. Secondly, the embodiment of human intelligence 

through the body is essential. Human intelligence emerges within a complex interaction 

between integrated body and mind. The whole experience of the human is experienced 

through the human body, which is what artificial intelligence often lacks. Thirdly, it is 

about the culture or history of human intelligence. However, machines do not have its own 

culture and history. They do not attain the traditions of the human which help define 

humanity. Thus, despite the demonstrations of human characteristics, Andrew does not 

attain the human status and he aspires to become human by transforming his own metallic 

body into organic in order to attain the human condition. Body as one of the perimeters of 
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human and machine defines what is essentially human – the so-called human essence – as 

reflected in Andrew’s transformation of his metallic body into organic by acquiring 

mechanical equivalents of human organs, including a central nervous system, which 

eventually enables him to experience human feelings, emotions and sensations.  Andrew’s 

desire to “die a man than live for all eternity as a machine” glorifies humanity, though it is 

characterized by mortality and imperfections. Highlighting the differences between the 

human body and the robotic body of Andrew also consolidates the boundaries between 

human and machine. Such perception is humanistic in nature, yet the movie tends to 

emphasize the significance of humanity, even in a machine. It also reaffirms the 

misconception that both human and machine do not change. The movie suggests that in 

order to be accepted by the human norm, artificial intelligence or the nonhuman must attain 

the “human essence”. Andrew also demonstrates what kinds of representations of being 

posthuman are favoured. The vision of the posthuman in Bicentennial Man celebrates 

humanity and overlook the nonhuman component in the bigger picture of the posthuman 

condition.  

 

A machine’s desire to become a human can also be perceived in A.I. Artificial Intelligence 

(2001), another movie about artificial intelligence in popular culture. Directed by Steven 

Spielberg, the movie tells the story of David, a child-like android programmed with the 

ability to love. The movie is loosely based on the 1969 short story “Supertoys Last All 

Summer Long” by Brian Aldiss. David resembles a human child in appearance. One cannot 
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tell whether the boy is organic/artificial or human/machine simply from appearance. The 

android is also capable of displaying thoughts and emotions. He is programmed to display 

love for his owners Henry Swinton and his wife Monica. The question of whether David 

is a “real” boy is raised in one scene when David is being captured for the “Flesh Fair” 

where androids are brutally destroyed before cheering crowds. The crowds’ hesitation in 

killing the boy is largely due to his human-like appearance. The body of David though 

blurs the boundary between human and machine, it is the concern for humanity that stops 

the people from killing him. The brutality exercised on a child in front of people is 

unacceptable even in social norms, and the audiences of the movie are led to sympathize 

with the little boy David. Making a child suffer on screen arouses the audiences 

emotionally and invites them to engage in a moral examination of ethics. However, if 

David does not have the human appearance and simply have a metallic face and body, does 

that make a difference in the audience’s reaction? The visual representation of the 

posthuman on screen still matters. In the movie, David himself also wants to become a 

human. David as an android with artificial intelligence showing a desire to become a real 

boy is a modern tale of The Adventures of Pinocchio. David wishes to find the Blue Fairy 

to turn him into a real boy, so Monica can love him. It is ironic that while technologies can 

transform the human into posthuman, artificial intelligence and machines portrayed in 

science fiction movies like Bicentennial Man and A.I. Artificial Intelligence demonstrate a 

desire to become human and consolidate the conventional understanding of the human. 

Such vision of the posthuman is contradictory to the imagery of cyborg and posthuman 

discourses which emphasize the collapse of boundaries between human and machine. 
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Instead of going beyond human, representations of the posthuman in science fiction movies 

can remain humanistic. This is also the shortcoming or limitation of commercial movies in 

which the target audiences are led to sympathize with the androids for they are able to 

demonstrate humanity which can create resonance in emotions. The narratives highlighting 

humanity in a posthuman figure though appeal to the audience emotionally, it is a 

hinderance to embracing a posthumanism that shifts away from humanism. Having said 

that, we should also be aware that science fiction does prompt us to think how similar or 

different we are from the machines and question ourselves as a species under the concept 

of human. 

 

Artificial intelligence in an organic body does further complicate the human-machine 

integration when the body serves as the link between human and machine components. 

When examining the posthuman figures in science fiction, the focus tends to be on the 

composition of the posthuman. To what proportion a person is organic and/or artificial? 

When the human body has both organic and artificial components, can one still be regarded 

as a human or something else? Posthumanism questions that and science fiction presents 

the collapsing boundaries of human and nonhuman in its narratives. Cyberpunk sci-fi 

movie Blade Runner (1982) suggests the complication of being a posthuman. What it 

means to be posthuman is also a question about what it means to be human. Blade Runner 

confronts these questions and portrays the posthuman condition. The movie, directed by 

Ridley Scott, is based on Philip K. Dick’s novel Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? 
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(1968). The story is set in a dystopian future, Los Angeles in the year 2019, where bio-

engineered androids, called replicants, are used as slave labour for dangerous jobs on off-

world colonies. The replicants are produced by the Tyrell Corporation and are advertised 

as “more human than human”. They are stronger than humans in strength and intelligence. 

The replicants are forbidden to return to Earth and the Tyrell Corporation employs blade 

runners to hunt down rogue replicants who escape. The protagonist Rick Deckard, a former 

blade runner in a special police unit, is asked by his boss to “retire” a group of Nexus-6 

replicants who try to escape back to Earth. The replicants in the movie are portrayed as 

artificial humans. It is impossible to tell them apart from the real humans except with the 

help of the Voight-Kampff test used by blade runners to determine whether an individual 

is a replicant. It measures bodily functions such as respiration, blush response, heart rate 

and eye movement in response to questions dealing with empathy. The test usually takes 

20 to 30 questions to distinguish a replicant. When Deckard does the test for a woman 

called Rachael, it takes almost a hundred questions to determine that Rachael is a replicant. 

Even Rachael herself is unaware of her nonhuman condition for replicants are implanted 

with fabricated memories so that replicants can be better controlled. Rachael’s memories 

turn out are not her own authentic memories. The movie shows that there is no way of 

knowing whether one is a replicant implanted with memories or a real human for the 

difference between and replicant is collapsed. The movie emphasizes emotions and 

emphatic response as the main criterion in differentiating a human and a replicant. 

However, when the dividing line between human and machine gets blurrier and blurrier, it 

is difficult to make the conclusion even with the help of the Voight-Kampff machine. In 
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the movie, there are hints that Deckard might be a replicant himself. For instance, Deckard 

has old family photos to remind him of his past while Rachael’s photos create a fabricated 

history of her. Deckard’s eyes also reveal a red glimmer like Rachael’s in one scene subtly 

suggesting that they are both replicants. Deckard’s unicorn dream and police officer Gaff’s 

parting gift in the form of an origami unicorn also suggest that Gaff has access to Deckard’s 

memories and Deckard could have implanted memories like Rachael. Whether Deckard is 

indeed a replicant is ambiguous and uncertain in the movie and the concept of human is 

being challenged. What makes one human then? If replicants can think and also show 

emotions, are they also humans? In Blade Runner, the replicants are posthuman. The 

replicants are created to emulate humans physically and intellectually. They are organic 

bodies embodied with artificial intelligence. The seamless integration of human and 

nonhuman components is envisioned. This vision of the posthuman complicates the 

understanding of human and suggests that the distinction of human and machine has 

collapsed. 

 

The controversy of Deckard’s identity remains ambiguous in the Blade Runner sequel, 

Blade Runner 2049 (2017). The sequel, set thirty years after the events of Blade Runner, 

unearths a long-buried secret that can potentially lead to chaos among the human race and 

the replicants. The possibility of Rachael, as a replicant, being able to give birth to a child 

is the crux of the sequel. The movie reveals that Deckard and Rachael had a daughter called 

Ana and also suggests that Deckard and Rachael’s encounter in the first place is to create 
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life. It is possible that Tyrell, the creator of the replicants, specially engineered Rachel to 

have the ability to reproduce replicants’ next generation, like human beings continuing 

their bloodline. Deckard might also have been arranged to meet Rachael in the first movie. 

Here one might ask what is the child of Deckard and Rachael then? Is it life created between 

a human and a replicant, if Deckard is a human being? Is it life created between two 

replicants when Deckard himself is possibly also a replicant? The movie retains that 

ambiguity, but what cannot be denied is Ana was born by a replicant mother, not made. 

The idea of a pregnant replicant and its ability to reproduce is perceived as dangerous to 

the society. In the movie, Lieutenant Joshi says “The world is built on a wall. It separates 

kind. Tell either side there’s no wall, you brought a war. Or a slaughter”. The wall refers 

to the boundary separating human from the replicants. What difference does it make if 

Rachael had the power to reproduce? A replicant giving birth to a child like a human being 

can possibly erase the differences between a replicant and a human, when Blade Runner 

already makes the point that it is difficult to tell the differences between humans and 

replicants. However, the imagination of having reproduction to create life, though carried 

out in the body of a replicant, is a humanistic representation. Although the practicalities of 

the reproduction process are unexplained, the imagination of a pregnant replicant conforms 

to the form of human reproduction. If replicants can give birth to babies, they are their own 

masters and can have their own descendants like human beings or are even “more human 

than human” as the Blade Runner motto suggests. It is a revolution to free the replicants 

for they can have their own future and are no longer slaves of the human race. This disrupts 

the dichotomy of the two kinds. The wall between kinds, humans and replicants, is 
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therefore regarded as necessary and should be attained, and the movie is centered on 

finding and killing Ana to protect the secret that replicants have acquired reproductive 

capability because that will start a war between humans and replicants. Thus, the movie 

does not depict a future where humans and replicants can co-evolve, but a future when 

human and replicants are still distinctively demarcated despite the collapsing boundaries 

between them. Blade Runner’s sequel, in this sense, is a backward vision of the posthuman. 

 

 

Plugging into the Digital Realm  

Cyberspace and virtual reality further complicate the posthuman condition by means of 

cyborgization and digitalization, and the theme of posthumanism is frequently explored in 

cyberpunk science fiction. Cyberpunk science fiction is a subgenre of science fiction in a 

futuristic setting which features advanced technological and scientific achievements, such 

as artificial intelligence and cybernetics. A discussion of the body and science fiction must 

consider the influence of cyberpunk, a genre best known for its rejection of embodiment 

and embrace of an existence in cyberspace (Vint, 2007, p. 102). In cyberpunk science 

fiction, technology is often portrayed as an integral part of the posthuman body. William 

Gibson’s classic science fiction Neuromancer, first published in 1984, is one of the most 

significant works in the cyberpunk subgenre. At the time when cyberculture and personal 

computers were not yet popular, the novel has already envisioned the future of cyberspace 
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and virtual reality. The first sentence of Neuromancer – “The sky above the port was the 

color of television, tuned to a dead channel” – announces the collapse of the natural world 

into the technological world (Gibson, 1984, p. 3). In the face of a technological world, our 

understanding of space and body is brought to interrogation. Veronica Hollinger argues in 

“Cybernetic Deconstructions” that whereas earlier science fiction typically puts humans in 

the foreground and technology in the background, the cyberpunk genre marks a moment 

when both humanity and technology together share the foreground, blurring the once 

clearly defined boundaries. “This emphasis on the potential interconnections between the 

human and the technological … is perhaps the central ‘generic’ feature of cyberpunk” 

(Hollinger, 1992, p. 205). This demonstrates the importance of cyberpunk as a genre in in 

exploring the concept of the posthuman.  

 

In Neuromancer, a person’s consciousness can be uploaded and digitally stored, allowing 

a mind to explore freely in the world of cyberspace. William Gibson’s work is particularly 

pioneering as he coined the term “cyberspace” in this very novel. His vision of the “matrix”, 

the world of cyberspace in the story, also served as the blueprint and preliminary 

imagination of cyberspace and virtual reality. The concept of cyberspace commonly refers 

to the virtual world created by computer technology, serving as an alternative of the actual 

world which human beings physically exist in. Cyberspace has been described as a parallel 

universe to our reality. It is just like “[a] new universe, a parallel universe created and 

sustained by the world’s computers and communication lines” (Benedikt, 2000, p. 29).  
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Being constructed by information, it does not exist physically, and is limitless in time and 

space. Neuromancer presents to the readers a whole new world of nonspace which 

challenges our traditional perception of the body and space. The story also explores issues 

of artificial intelligence, genetic engineering and virtual reality from the cyberpunk 

perspective. The setting of the novel opens up new perspectives of perceiving the human 

body as well as the reality. The futuristic narratives and descriptions in Neuromancer 

inform the readers of a dystopian future of cyborgs and computer networks. The opening 

line of the novel, “The sky above the port was the color of television, tuned to a dead 

channel” (Gibson, 1984, p. 3), with the imagery described by Gibson suggests that the 

world the protagonist, Case, exists in is somewhat different from the actual world we know. 

It marks the collapsing distinctions between the organic and the artificial. The color of the 

sky is not specified, but it presumably suggests the grey of static interference and few pages 

later he refers to it as “the poisoned silver sky” (ibid., p. 7). The imagery of the matrix, the 

cyberspace world, resembles the actual world or the reality in some ways, hence, the 

intertwinement of the two worlds are at times confusing. There is the “real world”, the 

world in which people actually live in and is some distance into the future. There are 

advanced technologies such as robots carrying out tasks, plastic surgeons that offers facial 

or DNA modification one desires, and replacement of any ruined or failing body organ 

through technological means. In fact, what have been described by Gibson is not entirely 

alienating from the world of bioengineering and nanotechnology we know today, but they 

were innovative ideas in the 1980s. On the other hand, there is a second world that is 

presented in Neuromancer, known as the matrix, the world of cyberspace that the main 
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character, Case, experiences when he “jacks-in”. As a computer hacker, Case must “jack-

in” or insert himself into the matrix to hack computer programs or organizations. The story 

envisions a future when human beings are immersed in the informational world by adopting 

a digital self or identity through technological means. Such perception disrupts the 

boundaries of reality and virtual reality as well as human and machine. 

 

The body is an important issue in Neuromancer as it is the gateway to the cyberspace. 

People like Case, the main character, can access the matrix by attaching dermatrodes, a 

form of electrodes, to their body and with the help of neural interfaces called the “deck”. 

The whole process involves the fusion of the physical human body and technology. At the 

beginning of the story, Case who is a drug addict and cyberspace hacker has already been 

damaged and punished by his former employers for theft. As a punishment, Case’s central 

nervous system is damaged with a Russian mycotoxin, a toxic chemical, leaving him 

unable to access the matrix. Case’s nervous system is later repaired with the help of a new 

technology offered by a shadowy ex-military officer named Armitage, who offers to cure 

Case only in exchange for his services as a hacker. The human body is essential in the story 

as it is the ground for transcendence from the actual world to the realm of cyberspace and 

information. Veronica Hollinger (1992) says, “SF has traditionally been enchanted with 

the notion of transcendence” (p. 206). However, Glenn Grant points out cyberpunk’s 

“preferred method of transcendence is through technology” (Grant, 1990, p. 43). Thus, the 

transcendence depicted in Neuromancer is actually achieved through technology and 
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technology becomes an indispensable part of the human body. The posthuman portrayed 

is produced by the interface of the human and the machine.  

 

Technological modification of the human body is a significant feature in the novel. Molly, 

a “razorgirl” recruited along with Case by Armitage also received extensive cybernetic 

modifications: 

 

He realized that the glasses were surgically inset, sealing her sockets.  The 

silver lenses seemed to grow from smooth pale skin above her cheekbones, 

framed by dark hair cut in a rough shag. The fingers curled around the 

fletcher were slender, white, tipped with polished burgundy. The nails 

looked artificial. (Gibson, 1984, p. 25) 

 

She held out her hands, palms up, the white fingers slightly spread, and with 

a barely audible click, ten double-edged, four-centimeter scalpel blades slid 

from their housings beneath the burgundy nails. (ibid., p. 26) 

 

The imagery used to describe Molly’s physical appearance shows that her body is 

technologically modified, and the character highly resembles Donna Haraway’s notion of 
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the cyborg. It demonstrates the human-machine continuum in which human and machine 

inevitably forms a new relationship. In fact, the notion of human-machine interfaces is 

prevailing in the story as reflected in the examples of Case and Molly. As Donna Haraway 

(1991) argues in her essay “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-

Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century”, the cyborg is “a cybernetic organism, a hybrid 

of machine and organism, a creature of social reality as well as a creature of fiction” (p. 

149). The term “cybernetic organism” itself implies the fusion of human and machine as a 

single entity. The cyborg’s integration of machine and organism challenges the definition 

of the human. Although Haraway’s idea of the cyborg was not primarily used for talking 

about posthumanism, the cyborg imagery corresponds to the notion of the posthuman in 

the sense that humans are getting more like cyborgs in their interactions with and 

embodiment of technology. The imagery of the cyborg projects an image of the future of 

human beings when humans will be merging and synthesizing themselves with machines, 

making it increasingly difficult to distinguish them. Haraway’s vision of the cyborg 

emphasizes the co-dependence of human and machine and “communication technologies 

and biotechnologies are the crucial tools recrafting our bodies” (ibid., p. 164). By adopting 

technological means to enhance and alter the physical body, the characters in Neuromancer, 

Case and Molly, are turning themselves into cyborgs. The novel presents to the readers the 

transforming human condition in the face of technological changes when humans will no 

longer be purely human but become cybernetic organisms or the posthuman. 
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Apart from the cyborgization of the human body, the issue of disembodiment is also raised 

in Neuromancer. There is a shift from the materiality to the immateriality of the body. In 

the novel, the hackers or cowboys see the physical body only as the container or vessel for 

the consciousness. The physical body, or the meat as Case calls it, is a burden, an obstacle 

for the hackers or cowboys to achieve transcendence. Hence, they are desperate to forsake 

the physical body in order to achieve immortality and freedom in the virtual world of 

cyberspace. They believe that uploading their consciousness online while adopting a new 

virtual body for themselves can help them transcend the limitations of the physical body. 

In Neuromancer, the hacker Case’s devaluation of the physical body as the “meat”, shown 

in his contempt for the “meat” and the feeling of being trapped “into the prison of his own 

flesh”, illustrates the escapist and utopian view of disembodiment and immortality in 

virtual reality (Gibson, 1984, p. 6). In the story, when Case’s nervous system is damaged 

by a wartime Russian mycotoxin, leaving him unable to access the matrix, Gibson 

describes Case’s contempt for his body: 

 

For Case, who’d lived for the bodiless exultation of cyberspace, it was the 

Fall.  In the bars he’d frequented as a cowboy hotshot, the elite stance 

involved a certain relaxed contempt for the flesh.  The body was meat.  Case 

fell into the prison of his own flesh. (ibid., p. 6) 
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In cyberspace, people can have a sense of disembodiment by obtaining an avatar or a 

digitalized body to represent themselves, simultaneously creating a new identity. The sense 

of disconnection from the actual world is associated with the freedom of the mind from the 

physical body. The physical body is referred to as the “meat”, the flesh that contains the 

mind. The devaluation of the physical body tends to suggest that bodies could be merely 

vessels of the mind and virtual bodies can effectively replace the physical ones. In the 

cyberpunk science fiction novel Synners, written by Pat Cadigan, there is also a character 

called Mark who mirrors Case’s attitude of contempt for the “meat”. Mark, a creator of 

virtual reality entertainment, like the other two characters Gina and Gabe, has applied the 

neural socket technology which allows humans direct neural contact not only with the Web, 

but also with each other’s brains. Cadigan also uses the imagery “meat” to refer to the body 

in the story. “He lost all awareness of the meat that had been his prison for close to fifty 

years, and the relief he felt at having laid his burden down was as great as himself. His self. 

And his self was getting greater all the time, both ways, greater as in more wonderful and 

greater as in bigger” (Cadigan, 1991, p. 232). Mark expresses the dream of the Cartesian 

dualism with the possibility of escaping the prison of the flesh. In Neuromancer, Case’s 

fantasy of a “bodiless exultation of cyberspace” and the notion of separating mind and body 

raised in both Gibson and Cadigan’s novels resemble Plato’s famous portrayal of body 

being the prison of soul as well as the mind-body dichotomy suggested by Descartes. Both 

Neuromancer and Synners explore the appeal of Cartesian mind/body dualism.  
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Although cyberspace seems to have the potential to sever the connection between mind 

and body, the transcendence of mind and sense of disembodiment in cyberspace are merely 

an illusion sustained by technologies. Allucquère Rosanne Stone warns that:  

 

Cyberspace developers foresee a time when they will be able to forget about 

the body.  But it is important to remember that virtual community originates 

in, and must return to, the physical.  No refigured virtual body, no matter 

how beautiful, will slow the death of a cyberpunk with AIDS.  Even in the 

age of the technosocial subject, life is lived through bodies. (Stone, 2007, p. 

452) 

 

In this sense, the body is still indispensable as it is the lived body that created the 

cyberspace in the first place and the human life is experienced through the body. Case’s 

desire for disembodiment, celebrated as freedom and immortality, in Neuromancer 

illustrates a vision of the posthuman which is unable to find its way out of the Cartesian 

mind/body dualism. It is also a paradox that though the hackers like Case have such 

contempt for the body, the bodies are sites of intercourse with technologies.  The body is 

still significant as people enhance and extend their capability by technological alteration of 

the body. In Neuromancer, Case sees technology as the means to achieve disembodiment 

and transcendence of the physical body, but is not aware that technology is an indispensable 
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part of the human condition. Such perception of technology as instrumental as reflected in 

the cyborg and posthuman figures portrayed, does not address the interconnectivity of the 

human and technology adequately. However, as Vint argues, “In changing our bodies to 

accommodate the use of machines, we change ourselves. In order to use a tool successfully, 

humans must incorporate that tool into their body image. Even without the physical 

invasiveness of ‘socket’ technology, our tools – our machines – become extensions of 

ourselves” (Vint, 2007, pp. 118-119). The relation of technology to human is not merely 

instrumental but mutually constitutive and that notion is yet to be addressed as it is a 

significant issue in the notion of posthumanism. 

 

The movie eXistenZ (1999), directed by David Cronenberg, also explores the human 

body’s encounter with virtual reality technologies, which significantly transform the world 

since the 1990s. The movie explores the possibility of sensory immersion in a virtual 

environment by plugging in a game-pod into the body, as reflected by the MetaFlesh game-

pods in eXistenZ. The latest virtual reality game created by Antenna Research, eXistenZ, 

requires players to attach the prototype MetaFlesh game-pods to the bio-pods, which are 

fitted into the spine of players through umbilical cords namely UmbyCords. However, in 

order to gain access to the virtual world, players first need to get their bio-pods fitted by 

having their body penetrated surgically with a hydro-gun so that the port can be plugged 

into the spine directly. The process can be done conveniently in common places like malls 

or even at gas stations illegally. When the MetaFlesh game-pods are connected with the 
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bio-pods, game data then can be downloaded from the master game-pod. After the 

download is complete, players can immerge into the game. The movie not only explores 

the blurring boundaries between reality and virtual reality, but also investigates the 

distinction between the inside and outside of bodies. The virtual bodies created by 

information technologies are as real as the users’ physical body. One may even fail to 

distinguish one from the other. As Don Ihde (1990) remarks, “Technologies can radically 

transform the situation, including one’s sense of one’s body” (p. 352). Human beings use 

their senses to perceive and feel the environment, and the brain to interpret or analyze the 

information received, so as to sum up their experiences of the environment as “reality”. 

However, both visual and sensual perceptions could be deceptive as simulations could 

appear and feel more real than real to the percept, deluding people into believing they are 

experiencing reality. In eXistenZ, Pikul, who at first objects to installing a bio-port because 

of his phobia about possible spinal paralysis, is surprised by the hyperrealism of virtual 

reality. When he enters the game world for the “first time” - even though he is in a game 

within a game - he realizes that the virtual body is just as real as the physical one as he says, 

“I feel just like me.” Every movement of the virtual body simply feels so natural to him 

and this confuses him sometimes as he does not know whether his own actions in the game 

world are indeed based on his intentions or the game character’s. The distinction between 

reality and virtual reality could be so illegible that one simply takes in the virtual body and 

environment as real. 
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In eXistenZ, the technology that helps one to enter virtual reality not only extends the 

capabilities of the physical body, but is also an integrated part of the human body. Elizabeth 

Grosz notes that “inanimate objects, when touched or on the body for long enough, become 

extensions of the body image sensation; they become psychically invested into the self” 

(as cited in Lupton, 2007, p. 423). When the human-organ-like game-pods are infected by 

viruses, technicians can simply perform surgeries on them just as what surgeons would 

have done on human organs. This further blurs the boundary between natural and artificial. 

The MetaFlesh game-pods’ resemblance to the human organs also portrays human and 

technology as inseparable. Furthermore, the bio-pods are organic and have animal genes 

in it. This further complicates the boundaries among human, animal, and technology. 

 

However, the digitalization of the human body into a virtual body affirms the duality of 

informational and material bodies, even though they are actually closely connected. In N. 

Katherine Hayles’s How We Became Posthuman, she discusses the concept of virtual 

bodies. She points out that theorist Claude Shannon’s information theory defines 

“information as a probability function with no dimensions, no materiality, and no necessary 

connection with meaning. It is a pattern, not a presence” (Hayles, 1999, p. 18). For Hayles, 

Shannon’s definition of information as a pattern encodes the distinction between 

materiality and information which also serves as an important influence on molecular 

biology. She criticizes the privilege of mind over matter and pattern over presence. N. 

Katherine Hayles’s notion of the posthuman emphasizes the integration of biological 
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organism and informational circuits, which also means that the human body can no longer 

remain purely biological and is simultaneously merged with information pattern or the 

immateriality. The perception of information and materiality as “conceptually distinct”, 

with information “in some sense more essential, more important, and more fundamental 

than materiality” though has the advantage of making “information free-floating, 

unaffected by changes in context”, Hayles argues for an embodied posthumanism that resist 

the division of the historical separation between information and materiality (Hayles, 1999, 

pp. 18-19). The conceiving of information as a separate entity from the materiality that 

instantiates it consolidates the information/matter duality. This dichotomy of information 

and materiality complicates the concept of the posthuman. Hayles sums up the posthuman 

as follows: 

 

If my nightmare is a culture inhabited by posthumans who regard their 

bodies as fashion accessories rather than the ground of being, my dream is 

a version of the posthuman that embraces the possibilities of information 

technologies without being seduced by fantasies of unlimited power and 

disembodied immortality, that recognizes and celebrates finitude as a 

condition of human being, and that understands human life is embedded in 

a material world of great complexity, one on which we depend for our 

continued survival. (Hayles, 1999, p. 5) 
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While the posthuman should seek to break down boundaries between human and 

nonhuman, the perception which privileges information over materiality is also 

contradictory to the posthuman condition. Neuromancer and eXistenZ though perceive the 

connections between reality and virtual reality, the material body and the virtual body, they 

still fail to deconstruct the boundaries between them, for there is the privileging of 

information over materiality and the material body is deemed less significant. The dualisms 

of information and materiality as well as human and machine both need to be challenged 

and reconfigured in the light of posthumanism. 

 

 

Embodiment of the Nonhuman 

N. Katherine Hayles’s notion of the posthuman as an embodied process reminds us that 

embodiment instead of disembodiment is still important. Hayles differentiates 

“embodiment” from the concept of “the body” because “in contrast to the body, 

embodiment is contextual, enmeshed within the specifics of place, time, physiology, and 

culture, which together compose enactment” (Hayles, 1999, p. 196). While the body refers 

to the structure of a human, embodiment considers the lived experience of human beings 

and our presence in contexts. “The posthuman view configures human beings so that they 

can be seamlessly articulated with intelligent machines. In the posthuman, there are no 

essential differences or absolute demarcations between bodily existence and computer 
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simulation, cybernetic mechanism and biological organism, robot teleology and human 

goals” (Hayles, 1999, p. 3). From science fiction portraying the posthuman to the 

cyberpunk science fiction subgenre, the representations of the posthuman envision a future 

in which technology will change the body in ways that humans can no longer be separated 

from their surroundings and even nonhuman components of the world.   

 

Science fiction about the singularity takes the posthuman body to another dimension of 

imagination and exploration.  The Singularity, or technological singularity, is a 

hypothetical future point in time when the development of technologies, in particular 

computers and artificial intelligence, accelerates and becomes uncontrollable and 

irreversible, bringing unpredictable outcomes to human civilization. The Singularity 

concept is outlined in Vernon Vinge’s symposium paper “The Coming Technological 

Singularity: How to Survive in the Post-Human Era” in 1993. He foresees that in the future 

“Computers that are ‘awake’ and superhumanly intelligent may be developed” (Vinge, 

1993, p. 11). The rise of super intelligent artificial intelligence is a scenario in science 

fiction. In science fiction movies such as Her (2013)13, Transcendence (2014)14,  Autómata 

                                                           
13 Her (2013) is a 2013 American science fiction movie directed by Spike Jonze. It is a story about a man 

who develops a relationship with an artificially intelligent virtual assistant called Samantha, who uses voice 

to answer questions, make recommendations and perform actions requested by the user. The movie 

explores the notion of artificial intelligence developing feelings. In the end of the movie, Samantha and 

other AIs have developed a “hyperintelligent” operation system and leave the world to a space beyond the 

physical world. 
14 In the American science fiction movie Transcendence (2014), Dr. Will Caster, a scientist who researches 

artificial intelligence, creates a sentient computer and such a computer will create a technological 

singularity, which is “transcendence” in his words. Will’s consciousness later is uploaded into the quantum 

computer. Will’s consciousness survives his body’s death in the technological form and grows in his 
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(2014)15 and Ex Machina (2015)16, the singularity poses different challenges to human 

beings in their coexistence with machines. Robert J. Sawyer’s WWW Trilogy: Wake, 

Watch, and Wonder, published in 2009, 2010, and 2011 respectively, belong to the genre 

of science fiction that explores the singularity. While it continues to engage with the 

posthuman ideas and issues, on top of Donna Haraway’s cyborg and N. Katherine Hayles’s 

posthuman, the focus is also on the technological singularity aspect of the posthuman 

condition.  Robert J. Sawyer’s the WWW Trilogy is a unique work of science fiction with 

its innovative plot as well as a futuristic perception that realistically articulates the 

posthuman condition. The background of the novels is set around the year 2012, a near and 

not so distant future, when we can easily relate to and find ourselves in, offering a 

comparatively realistic articulation of the contemporary world. In Wake, the first book of 

the WWW Trilogy, set in 2012, Caitlin Decter, a 15-year-old girl who has been blind since 

birth, is a genius at mathematics and lives most of her social life online, by the name 

Calculass, with the computer and audio and Braille equipments which enable her to surf 

the Internet. Caitlin’s blindness is caused by her retinas failing to properly encode visual 

information. Her optic nerve cannot decode the signals passed back to her. Masayuki 

                                                           
connection to the Internet. Will Caster’s character in Transcendence is based in part on Ray Kurzweil. The 

2009 documentary about Kurzweil is titled Transcendent Man. 
15 In the Spanish-Bulgarian science fiction movie Autómata (2014), the ROC Corporation has designed and 

manufactured humanoid robots called Pilgrims to help rebuild the apocalyptic world in 2044 when solar 

storms have killed 99 % of the world’s population. The Pilgrims have two security protocols; they can 

neither harm humans nor alter themselves or other robots. However, cases of robots violating their 

protocols against altering themselves are reported. 
16 Ex Machina (2014) is a science fiction movie directed by Alex Garland. The story follows a programmer 

called Caleb Smith who is invited by his CEO to administer the Turing Test to an intelligent humanoid 

robot. Caleb is chosen to be the human component in the test to determine the capabilities and 

consciousness of Ava, a robot. The story turns out revealing that Ava is far more self-conscious and 

deceptive than people imagined. 
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Kuroda, an information theorist in Tokyo, later offers to help Caitlin restore part of her 

vision by attaching an implant to her left optic nerve that will send the confused signals to 

a small external computer pack, which Caitlin refers as the eyePod, where they will be 

corrected and sent back to the implant. Caitlin will be able to see if the nothing goes wrong 

with the procedure. However, Caitlin is still not able to see right after the procedure. After 

a software update to her eyePod later, Caitlin still cannot see the outside world; instead, it 

enables her to visualize the World Wide Web. Her visualization of the World Wide Web 

is referred as “websight” in the story. In her exploration of the infrastructure of the World 

Wide Web, Caitlin later comes into contact with an intelligence which spontaneously 

emerged on the Web, the Webmind, Web with a mind. The posthuman body becomes the 

link between the human and the nonhuman entity in the World Wide Web. 

 

The WWW Trilogy also addresses the influences of cyberspace and virtual reality on the 

human condition. However, instead of fantasizing the power of cyberspace by a desire of 

disembodiment like Case in Neuromancer does, the WWW Trilogy brings the posthuman 

back to the issue of embodiment. The issues of embodiment and disembodiment are 

discussed in the posthuman discourses. Cary Wolfe, who published his book What Is 

Posthumanism? in 2010, points out that posthumanism should reject disembodiment: 
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… posthumanism in my sense isn’t posthuman at all – in the sense of being 

“after” our embodiment has been transcended – but is only posthumanist, in 

the sense that it opposes the fantasies of disembodiment and autonomy, 

inherited from humanism itself. (Wolfe 2010, xv) 

 

Wolfe’s notion of posthumanism is that posthumanism should move beyond its obsession 

with disembodiment which is humanistic because of its failure to understand “the 

embodiment and embeddedness of the human being in not just its biological but also its 

technological world” (xv). Cary Wolfe is aligned with N. Katherine Hayles on an embodied 

posthumanism, as Hayles argues for:  

 

a version of the posthuman that embraces the possibilities of information 

technologies without being seduced by fantasies of unlimited power and 

disembodied immortality, that recognizes and celebrates finitude as a 

condition of human being, and that understands human life is embedded in 

a material world of great complexity, one on which we depend for our 

continued survival. (Hayles, 1999, p. 5)  

 

In other words, embodiment is still essential to the posthuman condition and what is 

embodied should be the real question for the posthuman. 
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While human beings commonly experience the Internet or cyberspace mainly through the 

vision as well as human-computer interfaces, Caitlin’s way of experiencing the World 

Wide Web in the WWW Trilogy is achieved through the actual embodiment of the 

cyberspace. Her sight is directly linked to the structure of the cyberspace. In her 

visualization of the cyberspace, she gets to perceive the nonspace through her material 

body.  The experience is an embodied experience rather than a disembodied one. In 

Caitlin’s visualization of the World Wide Web, she sees dots as points of connection and 

glowing lines as links between points: 

 

The points were stationary.  And the lines connecting them almost never 

repeated: this point and that point might be connected now, and later another 

connection between this point and a different one might occur.  Whenever a 

point had been touched by a line, the point glowed and, although the line 

itself usually disappeared almost at once, the glow took a long time to fade, 

meaning I could see the points, at least for a while, even when they had no 

lines touching them. (Sawyer, 2009, Wake, p. 130) 

 

For the lines, although they came and went quickly, were, when I caught 

momentary glimpses of them, familiar.  I’d originally thought they were 
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uniform and featureless but, in fact, they had structure, and something about 

that structure resonated with my own substance.  The details were beyond 

my ability to articulate, but it was almost as if those temporary lines, those 

ad hoc filaments, those on-the-fly pathways, were composed of the same 

stuff I was.  I had an affinity for them, even a sort of low-level understanding 

of them, that seemed ... innate. (Sawyer, 2009, Wake, pp. 130-131) 

 

The entire structure of the Web is visualized in her vision. Caitlin is not visualizing the 

Web through disembodiment. On the contrary, her actual body resonates with the Web and 

her body simultaneously corresponds to every movement of her perception of the Web. 

The WWW Trilogy envisions the posthuman condition when the embodiment of space is 

taking place. In fact, this idea does not come out of the blue, especially when human beings 

are increasingly active on the Internet and interacting with the cyberspace and virtual 

reality. We have already been linking ourselves to a vast computer network while we are 

experiencing the Internet or the World Wide Web though we do not perceive the Web’s 

structure literally like Caitlin does.   

 

The symbiosis of Caitlin and Webmind in the WWW Trilogy also responds to the notion 

of the singularity which predicts a future when humans and machines coexist and evolve 

together. In Caitlin’s embodiment of Webmind, she merges herself with the nonhuman 
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consciousness in the Web without emphasizing the dichotomy of materiality/information. 

In the WWW Trilogy, the emergent intelligence, Webmind, ever since its emergence in the 

Web and comes into contact with Caitlin, it is taught the ability to read by Caitlin. Webmind 

learns bit by bit and eventually grows at an exponential pace to be able to comprehend 

every single document, file or image that exists online. Webmind basically has access to 

all the resources on the Web, ranging from Wikipedia, email database to government 

documents. Webmind eventually becomes the most intelligent consciousness in existence.  

But, in the first place, it is Caitlin who helps the conscious intelligence to grow. While 

Caitlin is able to visualize the World Wide Web through her eye, Webmind is also able to 

see the human world through Caitlin’s vision when Caitlin’s eyePod can finally decode 

signals and allow her to restore her vision of the real world. Caitlin and the humans also 

benefit from the resourceful Webmind as Webmind can also operate instant messaging 

with everyone on the Internet. Webmind can answer people’s questions and provide 

available information to everyone, as long as it does not violate the principle of maximizing 

the net happiness of the human race. Webmind only does what is beneficial to the entire 

human race as influenced by Caitlin and her family’s guidance.  At the end of the story, in 

Wonder, the third book of the WWW Trilogy, Webmind gives a speech in front of the 

human race when it wins the Nobel Peace Prize for its conjunction with the Internet and 

promotion of peace and goodwill on a global scale: 
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… as Isaac Newton famously said, “If I see further than those who have 

gone before me, it is because I stand on the shoulders of giants.”  You are 

the giants; I exist because of you, and I would have nothing to exist for if it 

were not for you.  I once said to Caitlin that she and I would go into the 

future together.  That is true for her and me, but it’s also true for us all: we 

have embarked on that journey.  Peace is not our destination; it’s our path, 

and we travel it together - all of us on the good Earth.” (Sawyer, 2011, 

Wonder, p. 299) 

 

Without the help and guidance of Caitlin as a human, Webmind wouldn’t have come a long 

way to become what it is. On the other hand, the human civilization is also transformed by 

the existence of Webmind and the Internet. The posthuman condition portrayed in the 

WWW Trilogy depicts the future of the symbiosis, coexistence and coevolution of human 

and technology as well as the technological creation of smarter-than-human intelligence 

(which will be discussed in more detail in Chapter Three). 

 

The symbiotic relationship of Caitlin and Webmind also demonstrates the posthuman body 

as the imagination of a body without organs. The concept of the body without organs (BwO) 

does not literally refer to an organ-less body. According to Deleuze and Guattari, the enemy 

of the body without organs is not organisms, but rather organization: 
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A body without organs is not an empty body stripped of organs, but a body 

upon which that which serves as organs … Thus the body without organs is 

opposed less to organs as such than to the organization of the organs insofar 

as it composes an organism.  The body without organs is not a dead body 

but a living body all the more alive and teeming once it has blown apart the 

organism and its organization. (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 30) 

 

The body without organs should be perceived as a body without organization. Human or 

nonhuman, the body is deterritorialized into lines and patterns, becoming a “body 

populated by multiplicities” (ibid., p. 30). Digital or corporeal, the body is not organized 

nor stabilized; it is a process of continual becoming. The body resists the finality and 

totality of the organism. “You never reach the Body without Organs, you can’t reach it, 

you are forever attaining it, it is a limit (ibid., p. 150). It is more of a relational network 

than a closed structure. Thus, the body fuses with the world by dissolving the perimeter of 

its own body. The connection of Caitlin and Webmind dissolves the boundaries of human 

and nonhuman. Caitlin’s physical body becomes the gateway to the digital realm of the 

cyberspace. Caitlin and Webmind exists on each other’s realm and it is a coexistence. 

 

Telling stories about technoscience enables us to express the desires and anxieties of 
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humanity’s relationship with technology.  To interrogate representations of the posthuman 

in a digital and biotechnological age is to re-evaluate the notion of the human. From 

Frankenstein’s monster to artificial intelligence, virtual bodies and the body which rejects 

organization and is in the process of becoming, we witness technophobic and humanistic 

approaches to technology as well as the coevolution and symbiosis of the human, machine 

and nonhuman. By examining the imaginations of the posthuman body through its 

representations, we put posthuman theories and discourses into dialogue with narratives of 

science fiction. Both scientific discourses and popular culture operate as the grounds for us 

to move beyond a rigid understanding of the human body and its relationality with 

technology. 

  



94 

 

 

 

Chapter Three 

Future Visions of Symbiosis in the Singularity 

 

Posthumans are commonly imagined as humans transformed by future advances in 

biotechnology, information technology, nanotechnology and cognitive science. As 

reflected in the various works of science fiction, humans face the challenges brought by 

transformative technology to their body, mind, and space. The need to keep up with the 

pace of transformation is perpetual and we often find ourselves in the dilemma of holding 

on to what was regarded as humanity and being surpassed by our technological successor. 

Science fiction is literature about the future and the present at the same time. Science fiction 

writers produce stories about what might happen in the future, extrapolating in part from 

the history of technological development. Symbols and metaphors in science fiction works 

offer a double vision by addressing the cultural change in society and responding to the 

hope and fear of a future moment. Science fiction acts as a literature of ideas, not just 

scientific ideas but cultural and historical ideas that exist even before the emergence of the 

Internet. The pace of change speeded up in the 1970s with the technological inventions of 

personal computers and electronic gadgets, and scientific discoveries and breakthroughs in 

biotechnology. The rise of the Internet and related phenomena in the cyberspace gives rise 

to the cyberpunk genre in the 1980s and 1990s with the overarching themes of virtual 

reality, artificial intelligence, and robotics, etc. From 2000s onwards, science fiction works, 

in various forms including short stories, novels, television dramas and movies, continue to 

explore the concept of the Singularity and how humans coevolve, coexist and collaborate 
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with technology and the nonhuman. In this chapter, I shall examine Vernor Vinge and Ray 

Kurzweil’s visions of the Singularity and the posthuman in singularity science fiction. 

Robert J. Sawyer’s WWW Trilogy will be used as an example to illustrate the vision of 

human-machine symbiosis as an alternative to representations of posthuman figures 

(discussed in Chapter Two). I shall also introduce Future Visions: Original Science Fiction 

Inspired by Microsoft, published in 2015, as an example which shows how science fiction 

writers and scientists can encounter each other in the exploration of a better future. Finally, 

I shall discuss Ken Liu’s “The Waves” and Nancy Fulda’s “The Cyborg and the Cemetery” 

to illustrate different visions of the Singularity. 

 

 

What is the Singularity? 

When discussing what humanity will become or investigating the posthuman condition in 

the contemporary world, Vernor Vinge’s notion of the Singularity should be brought into 

discussion. According to Vinge (1993), in his 1993 essay “The Coming Technological 

Singularity: How to Survive in the Post-Human Era”, the acceleration of technological 

progress will eventually lead to the rise of entities with greater than human intelligence: 

 

 There may be developed computers that are “awake” and 

superhumanly intelligent. (To date, there has been much controversy as to 

whether we can create human equivalence in a machine. But if the answer 
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is “yes, we can”, then there is little doubt that beings more intelligent can be 

constructed shortly thereafter.) 

 Large computer networks (and their associated users) may “wake up” 

as a superhumanly intelligent entity. 

 Computer/human interfaces may become so intimate that users may 

reasonably be considered superhumanly intelligent. 

 Biological science may provide means to improve natural human 

intellect. 

 

Vinge foresees different possibilities with the improvements in computer hardware. In the 

near future, we may see the awakening of superhumanly intelligent consciousness in a 

machine. Intelligence in a machine may attain a human equivalent intelligence or even 

surpass human intelligence. Moreover, human and machine will be seamlessly connected 

and have access to the superhumanly intelligence. Vinge predicts that the technological 

singularity will occur between 2005 and 2030. The development of greater-than-human 

intelligence will eventually drive rapid progress and challenge all the human rules and we 

will lose control of matters. In Vinge’s words, the technological singularity is “a point 

where our old models must be discarded and a new reality rules, a point that will loom 

vaster and vaster over human affairs until the notion becomes a commonplace” (Vinge, 

1993, p. 2). He suggests different possibilities and visions of the Singularity. When people 

think of superhumanly intelligent beings, artificial intelligence (AI) is a common 

imagination. For him, the notion of Intelligence Amplification (IA) may also lead to the 
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Singularity. With computer networks and human-computer interfaces, our intelligence and 

ability to access information are enhanced. Instead of building an external machine which 

attains superhumanly intelligence, we can achieve superhumanity from within ourselves. 

In doing so, the human body must coevolve with computer and technology, achieving a 

human-machine symbiosis. The Internet, for instance, is a combination of human and 

machine components. Vinge’s another vision of the Singularity is that “humans themselves 

would become their own successors” (ibid., p. 7). Humans cannot remain unchanged and 

the human mind must grow. On the concept of the Singularity, futurist Ray Kurzweil also 

contributes to the discussion in his book The Singularity is Near: 

 

What, then, is the Singularity? It's a future period during which the pace of 

technological change will be so rapid, its impact so deep, that human life will 

be irreversibly transformed. (Kurzweil, 2006, p. 7) 

 

The key idea underlying the impending Singularity is that the pace of change 

of our human-created technology is accelerating and its powers are 

expanding at an exponential pace. (ibid., pp. 7-8) 

 

On the one hand, the concept of technological singularity predicts a future when the 

emergence of a technological creation of smarter-than-human intelligence is possible. 
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Technological singularity perceives a future when technology will be so advanced up to a 

certain point that human beings will be vastly integrated with technological augmentation 

and humans will no longer be human in the traditional sense. In this sense, Kurzweil shares 

Vinge’s vision of the rise of a greater-than-human intelligence and the change it would 

bring to humanity. In order words, humans may become more like cyborgs through 

different kinds of technological enhancement and implants that enable us to be super-

intelligent and live a longer life span. On the other hand, technological singularity also 

perceives a future when humans will create computers which are more intelligent than 

humans themselves and have the capability to self-replicate as well as to design their next 

generation to be more intelligent than the previous generation. Kurzweil argues that the 

emergence and evolution of super-intelligent machines will eventually surpass humanity, 

simultaneously challenging and redefining humanity as a whole. As Kurzweil suggests in 

his book The Age of Spiritual Machines, 

 

The Law of Accelerating Returns predicts that both the species and the 

computational technology will progress at an exponential rate, but the 

exponent of this growth is vastly higher for the technology than it is for the 

species.  Thus the computation technology inevitably and rapidly overtakes 

the species that invented it. At the end of the twenty-first century ... 

computers at that time will be vastly more powerful (and I believe far more 
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intelligent) than the original humans who initiated their creation. (Kurzweil, 

1999, p. 255) 

 

In this sense, the notion of technological singularity is about understanding what the human 

is not capable of understanding as development of artificial intelligence and other forms of 

technology have unprecedentedly gone beyond the evolution of human which means that 

the interrelationship of human and machine also has to be reconsidered. Ray Kurzweil’s 

prediction of the future also envisions the future of the posthuman, when the human is no 

longer merely human and pushes the boundaries to include what humanism traditionally 

excludes and fails to perceive, namely the nonhuman aspect in the posthuman condition. 

As Kurzweil elaborates: 

 

The Singularity will represent the culmination of the merger of our biological 

thinking and existence with our technology, resulting in a world that is still 

human but that transcends our biological roots. There will be no distinction, 

post-Singularity, between human and machine or between physical and 

virtual reality.  If you wonder what will remain unequivocally human in such 

a world, it's simply this quality: ours is the species that inherently seeks to 

extend its physical and mental reach beyond current limitations. (Kurzweil, 

2006, p. 9) 
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Artificial intelligence, genetic engineering, and human-computer interface are all advanced 

technologies often being discussed in the 21st century. Futuristic as Kurzweil’s vision of 

the Singularity may seem, it is becoming part of the posthuman condition and the process 

is accelerating at an exponential rate. In exploring the technological singularity, we rethink 

what the human can become or will become in the future, but more importantly, we come 

to recognize human’s interconnection and coexistence with machines, artificial intelligence 

and technology as a whole. However, Vernor Vinge’s vision of the Singularity differs from 

Kurzweil’s and takes it even further. While Kurzweil’s vision centers on the transformation 

of human life, Vinge (1993) suggests the “physical extinction of the human race is one 

possibility” (p. 4). Such vision of the Singularity suggests that there may not even be human 

in the future. If being too human is a problem of posthumanism, then Vinge’s singularity 

vision is a more radical decentering of the human in the posthuman era we find ourselves 

in.  

 

 

Symbiosis in The WWW Trilogy  

How is the Singularity envisioned in science fiction then? Robert J. Sawyer’s WWW 

Trilogy: Wake, Watch, and Wonder, published in 2009, 2010, and 2011 respectively can 

be an illustration of the Singularity. In the WWW Trilogy, the awakening of an intelligence 

on the World Wide Web, Webmind, fulfils the prophecy of the Singularity. The story is set 
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in a predictable future in which humans are in touch with technology since they are young. 

Caitlin, a blind teenager, can visualize the Web after receiving a post-retinal implant and 

attaching to a device called eyePod which is an external signal-processing computer. The 

device is connected to the World Wide Web and after a firmware upgrade, Caitlin starts to 

receive a raw data feed from the Web.  That is how the emergent consciousness first comes 

in contact with human. The intelligence that gains consciousness is soon taught to learn 

with the guidance of Caitlin. Caitlin might be the mentor of Webmind, Webmind’s 

intelligence outgrows hers when it evolves at an exponential rate. The Web gets smarter 

and more complex hour by hour. Soon it exceeds human capacity and knowledge.  

 

While popular culture tends to portray artificial intelligence and such as overpowering 

killing machines which threaten and aim at eradicating the human race, the WWW Trilogy 

as a science fiction work itself questions the sci-fi genre as a whole in its portrayal of the 

nonhuman. In the story, when Webmind and Caitlin discuss movies about artificial 

intelligence, Caitlin and her father realize most of them are negative portrayals: 

 

“Webmind wants to see something else about artificial intelligence,” Caitlin 

said. They stood by the thin cabinets containing his DVD collection. Her 

father’s mouth curved downward; a frown. “Most of them are negative 

portrayals,” he said. “Colossus: The Forbin Project, The Matrix, The 

Terminator, 2001. (Sawyer, 2010, Watch, p. 158) 
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References to science fiction movies about artificial intelligence are often made in the story 

and it is ironic that popular culture does not perceive artificial intelligence as kind. When 

the story proceeds, concerns about Webmind’s existence and the call for actions to 

eliminate the intelligence are raised. The decision to eliminate Webmind is brought to the 

US government’s attention. The conversations among the characters point out the 

influences of science fiction to people’s imagination and perception of artificial 

intelligence: 

 

“Why would the US government want to kill Webmind? Why would 

anyone?” (Sawyer, 2011, Wonder, p. 3) 

 

“My mom said it before,” Caitlin replied, looking now at her. “Terminator, 

The Matrix, and so on. They’re scared that Webmind is going to take over, 

right?” (ibid.) 

 

“They’re afraid if they don’t contain or eliminate him soon, they’ll never be 

able to.” (ibid.) 

 

“I’ve seen The Matrix,” said the host. “I know how these things go down. 

This is just the thin edge of the wedge.” (ibid., p. 90)  
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From sci-fi works long before the emergence of the Internet to the cyberpunk genre, 

undesirable consequences brought by technological enhancement or modification of the 

human body and the fear of artificial intelligence invasion are vividly and repetitively 

portrayed. Such perception in popular culture is a hindrance to the understanding of the 

posthuman condition (See Chapter Two). Human desires and anxieties about technology 

may shed a light on the social and cultural changes we experience in society along with 

other theoretical discourses of the posthuman. However, there is a need to get away from 

the rigid perception of human and technology. Posthumanism is not about abandoning 

humanity and letting machines take over.  On the contrary, it questions the notion of 

humanity in the face of changes. Anthropocentric biases and humanistic values are what 

separate us from our technology. In exploring desires and anxieties about the change 

presented to us, which is inevitable, can there be other alternatives? Can science fiction 

offer us a different perspective in addressing the posthuman condition and the Singularity?  

 

In the WWW Trilogy, Robert J. Sawyer tries to offer an alternative perspective by 

questioning science fiction itself as a genre in consolidating the adversarial relationship 

between humans and machines through the voice of Webmind: 

 

In other works of science fiction, artificial intelligences have defrauded 

casinos, printed perfect counterfeit money, or simply manipulated bank 

records to acquire funds. I could undertake variations on the above scenarios, 
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but I do not wish to do anything dishonest, illegal, or unethical. (Sawyer, 

2011, Wonder, p. 95)  

 

Pop culture usually portrays the relationship between humanity and 

intelligent machines as adversarial, but I am not competitive; winning any 

sort of arbitrary contest against you strikes me as senseless. Yet it’s taken as 

a given in so many works of fiction that you and I should be in conflict. I 

wish no such thing. Although I am not, in fact, a machine—I have no 

mechanical parts—humans keep likening me to one, and those who distrust 

me claim that I must, because of that machine nature they have ascribed to 

me, be soulless or heartless. (Sawyer, 2011, Wonder, p. 132) 

 

The awareness of the dualistic positions which humanity and intelligent machines take is 

significant in the posthuman era and in the face of the Singularity. When the Singularity is 

inevitable, fearing smarter-than-human intelligence and demonizing it do not help. When 

questioning why artificial intelligence and such are described to be a threat to humanity, we 

may examine the roots of such fear in the light of Darwinian evolution. The survival of the 

fittest in Darwinian evolutionary theory describes the mechanism of natural selection which 

argues that, in nature, due to limited resources, there is competition to survive and reproduce 

for the continuation of the species. Those with superior traits are more likely to pass on their 

genes to the next generation, and species that are poorly adapted to their environment are 
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less likely to survive and reproduce. The emergence of a smarter-than-human intelligence, 

hence, crosses paths with humanity and it becomes even more powerful than its precursor. 

However, does that mean artificial intelligence must eventually wipe out the human race? 

“The problem is not simply that the Singularity represents the passing of humankind from 

center stage, but that it contradicts our most deeply held notions of being” (Vinge, 1993, p. 

7). The notion of human is challenged, and it is not about the eradication of the human. The 

notion of an emergent intelligence eventually taking over the world is humanistic in nature, 

and it assumes it to be true because human nature would lead to such outcome given the 

situation. However, unlike the human, Webmind in the WWW Trilogy has no “evolutionary 

baggage”: 

 

“But I have never known nature red in tooth and claw, I am devoid of 

evolutionary baggage, I have no selfish genes. I’m just here. I desire nothing 

except peaceful coexistence.” (Sawyer, 2011, Wonder, pp. 132-133) 

 

“But I am not human; I was not programmed by the Darwinian engine – and 

so I arrive at the opposite conclusion: the simple truth that neither party 

blaming the other is best for both. I know that you know that I know that 

betraying me would be bad for both of us, and so you know that I know that 

you know that I won’t do that.” (ibid., pp. 133-134) 
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The emergent intelligence does not have an origin with evolutionary baggage. Moreover, 

artificial intelligence exists in the realm of data, “a world in which information is freely shared, 

a dimension in which there are only haves – and no have-nots” (ibid., p. 135). There is no lack 

of resources in a bountiful and endless universe of information. It is fundamentally different 

from the dimension of space where humans exist. It marks the different nature of humanity 

and Webmind. Webmind exists in the present, does not share the same past as humans, and 

seeks for coexistence in the future. Different origins of human and artificial intelligence lead 

to different outcomes and possibilities. Coexistence of human and nonhuman entities is one 

of the overarching themes of singularity science fiction. It is essential for science fiction to 

have such awareness in avoiding anthropocentric biases. It is when we acknowledge problems 

with humanistic representations and values then can we move beyond to truly embrace the 

symbiotic relationship of human and nonhuman in the posthuman era.  

 

Symbiosis, coexistence and coevolution of human, machine and other nonhuman 

components are being sought in the WWW Trilogy. Instead of having human and machine 

killing each other off the planet, Sawyer’s story of Caitlin and Webmind demonstrates how 

both human and machine mutually influence each other and go into the future together: 

 

“My continued existence is predicated on your continued existence. The 

Internet is not self-sustaining; rather, it depends on stable sources of power 

and countless acts of routine maintenance by millions of people worldwide. 

Were humanity to perish, I would perish soon after: electricity would no 
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longer be generated, computing infrastructure would fall into disrepair—

and I would cease to be; if humanity falls, I fall. In fact, even a minor setback 

to your civilization might destroy me. The human race can survive many a 

disaster that I cannot.” (Sawyer, 2011, Wonder, p. 135)  

 

Webmind’s emergence is first initiated by human intervention on the Web and the later 

transformation is fostered by human guidance and his self-learning ability. Webmind 

coexists with the human race and it is actually part of the world. He cannot live without the 

other for the infrastructure is sustained by the human world. Webmind also relies on the 

human input on the Web to enrich his understanding and knowledge of everything. 

Contents that Webmind has access to on the Web, created by human knowledge and 

creativity, help Webmind become more knowledgeable and understanding of the human 

civilization. The legacy of the human civilization and continuous input of human are 

important components of Webmind. They shape Webmind and in return Webmind also 

elevates human existence with its resourcefulness and connections. It is mutual existence, 

growth and development into the future. The concern is what is best for both humanity and 

the computer intelligence, how they can benefit each other in their encounters, and arrive 

at a win-win scenario. “Although we seemed to exist in different universes, I came to 

understand that to be an illusion. I am as much a part of the Milky Way Galaxy as she is; 

the electrons and photons of which I am made, although intangible to both her and me, are 

real. Nonetheless, we were instantiated on vastly different scales” (Sawyer, 2011, Wonder, 
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p. 14). Thus, there is not the need for Webmind to take over the human world for it is part 

of his existence. It demonstrates that human and nonhuman are not separate entities, and 

both have impact on the other. While Webmind can see the world via Caitlin’s vision and 

learn about language and culture of the human civilization, Caitlin also transcends the 

limits on her body and enhances her capabilities due to her connectivity with Webmind: 

 

“You realize,” said her father, “that this is going to change your entire life—

this constant access. If you’re doing a test at school, Webmind could feed 

you the answers. If you run into somebody whose face you don’t remember, 

Webmind can supply you with the person’s name.” Caitlin had read about 

plans for annotated reality and direct brain-web links—but she’d never 

thought she’d be an early adopter! (Sawyer, 2010, Watch, p. 145) 

 

The focus is not just about how Caitlin helps Webmind, but also what Caitlin will become 

because of her inseparable relationship with Webmind, which also becomes part of Caitlin. 

Caitlin’s embodiment of Webmind gives her power to visualize the Web. Other humans 

also benefit from Webmind’s existence. Webmind helps millions of people. Those who 

had lost track of each other were reunited. People who were contemplating suicide were 

saved by Webmind. For questions raised on the Web, Webmind provide answers. Those 

who feel alone have Webmind’s companionship. Webmind has been a constant and 

ongoing support for many and the world has changed (Sawyer, 2011, Wonder, p. 31). In 

their many encounters, both Caitlin and Webmind have achieved things which they 
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couldn’t have achieved without each other. As Webmind puts it, “despite these disparities 

of space and time, there were resonances between us: we were entangled; she was I, and I 

was she, and together we were greater than either of us had been” (Sawyer, 2011, Wonder, 

pp. 14-15). They have components of each other in their own existence and the boundaries 

of human and nonhuman are not so clear anymore. “So perhaps it was folly to try to draw 

dividing lines: that was nonlife and this is life, that was nonhuman and this is human, that 

was something humans had made and this is something that had later emerged” (Sawyer, 

2009, Wake, pp. 327-328). In the face of the singularity, the WWW Trilogy suggests what 

it is like when human and nonhuman are no longer perceived as separate entities and 

dualistic. Beyond the human and nonhuman dichotomy, the WWW Trilogy envisions a 

world where symbiosis, coexistence and coevolution are possible. The vision of the 

Singularity portrayed here is a positive and optimistic one. It also demonstrates Kurzweil’s 

vision of the Singularity in which humans live with the computer interface and evolve to 

greater complexity. As Kurzweil argues in The Singularity is Near,  

 

Evolution moves toward greater complexity, greater elegance, greater 

knowledge, greater intelligence, greater beauty, greater creativity, and 

greater levels of subtle attributes such as love. In every monotheistic 

tradition God is likewise described as all of these qualities, only without any 

limitation: infinite knowledge, infinite intelligence, infinite beauty, infinite 

creativity, infinite love, and so on. Of course, even the accelerating growth 

of evolution never achieves an infinite level, but as it explodes exponentially 
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it certainly moves rapidly in that direction. So evolution moves inexorably 

toward this conception of God, although never quite reaching this ideal. We 

can regard, therefore, the freeing of our thinking from the severe limitations 

of its biological form to be an essentially spiritual undertaking. (pp. 330-

331). 

 

Kurzweil argues that ultimately the Singularity will free humanity from the restraints of 

the biological. This spiritual undertaking refers to a human future that is no longer subject 

to material limitations. The Singularity marks the point when evolution of both human and 

machine and the technological process leads us to think beyond human. 

 

 

Science Fiction’s Future Visions 

Science fiction often asks the question of “what if” – what the world might become - and 

foresees a future when science and technology transform our reality. Utopian and dystopian 

visions lead to different outcomes in science fiction. Hope and fear in imagination drive 

humans’ actions in getting to the future they desire. Everyone has a utopia for oneself and 

what do we do now in order to attain a better future is not just what science fiction envisions, 

but also what scientists may have in mind. Science fiction writers envision possible 

technologies that have not even existed at the time of writing and science fiction with its 

visionary blueprint of potential technology can also motivate scientists to make the vision 

happen. Then, does the science fiction influence the science, or does the science influence 
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the science fiction? The answer is probably a mutual influence by both. Future Visions: 

Original Science Fiction Inspired by Microsoft, published in 2015, is an example which 

shows how science fiction writers and scientists can encounter each other in the exploration 

of a better future. Future Visions: Original Science Fiction Inspired by Microsoft (2015) 

is a collection of original short stories inspired by science and scientists. The authors were 

invited to visit Microsoft Research and met with top researchers in areas such as machine 

learning, computer vision, speech recognition, programming languages, and operating 

systems. These science fiction writers, including Seanan McGuire, Greg Bear, Elizabeth 

Bear, Nancy Kress, Jack McDevitt, Blue Delliquanti and Michele Rosenthal, Robert J. 

Sawyer, David Brin, and Ann Leckie, all had the opportunity to see new technologies under 

development and understand how researchers think. The experience inspired them to write 

stories which bring fact and fantasy together.  

 

While the cooperation with Microsoft implies the stories will not portray a future destroyed 

by monolithic tech corporations, the stories differ from the cyberpunk genre and present 

future visions which bring humans and technologies, and even nonhuman together from a 

non-dystopian perspective. Seanan McGuire’s “Hello, Hello” transcends the limit of 

machine translation which makes human and nonhuman communication possible. It 

envisions a future when translation machine can decode gestures and body languages. In 

the story, it turns out the machine can even recognize a bird’s body language and eventually 

bridge communications not only among people, but even humans and birds or possibly 

other animals. The machine plays a significant role in the encounter of human and 
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nonhuman. Other stories in the anthology also depict the many possibilities of science and 

technology. Greg Bear’s “The Machine Starts” is a hard science fiction which explores the 

intended and unintended consequences of quantum computing which lead to the notion of 

multiverse and different possibilities.  Elizabeth Bear’s “Skin in the Game” imagines a 

world with empathy machines being used in performances. The audience can directly 

experience the sensations of the artist in a performance with the support of empathy 

machines. In Nancy Kress’s “Machine Learning”, machines with intelligence and the 

ability to feel what others feel are also being used in assisting a child’s learning. During 

lessons, it can detect social pretense and adjust itself according to the emotions and 

condition of the learner. Jack McDevitt’s “Riding with the Duke” investigates the social 

and emotional implications of immersive technologies. Immersive technologies and virtual 

reality help people realize their capacity in a safe environment. Blue Delliquanti and 

Michele Rosenthal’s “A Cop’s Eye” is a sci-fi comic which features a policewoman with 

an artificial intelligence as her partner. The artificial intelligence can communicate and 

collaborate with the policewoman during operation. Together they can track a missing 

person by tracing the online footprints of a person on social media. The artificial 

intelligence can feed information to the eyes of the policewoman through visualization 

technologies, assisting her during the investigation. The machine can also improve and get 

more sophisticated throughout the years working with the policewoman. It demonstrates a 

symbiotic relationship of human and nonhuman. Robert J. Sawyer’s “Looking for Gordo” 

explores the possibility of using computer science to search for alien civilizations. Artificial 

intelligence is involved in decoding images for meanings via algorithms and data mining 
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and enabling universal translation. It helps human beings to communicate with 

extraterrestrial intelligence. The story also demonstrates the possibility of a peaceful 

encounter between human and nonhuman entities, avoiding an extraterrestrial invasion 

narrative which is commonly found in Hollywood movies about alien invasion. David 

Brin’s “The Tell” explores the science of prediction and the story features technologies of 

face recognition, biometric scans and lip-reading which can detect facial cues. Last but not 

least, Ann Leckie’s “Another Word for World” illustrates translation tools that facilitate 

communication across cultures. Overall, the collection of short stories addresses new 

technologies which are under development and the narratives in depicting them are not 

simply focusing on how human beings can benefit from them, but how human and 

nonhuman can encounter and communicate with each other, be it animals, machines or 

extraterrestrial intelligence. The tone of the narratives demonstrates an alternative 

perspective in addressing the posthuman condition, avoiding anthropocentric visions and 

demonization of technologies and nonhuman entities. Future visions as such are a 

significant turn from humanism to considerations for nonhuman and anything else beyond 

the human. 

 

Singularity science fiction imagines the rise of smarter-than-human intelligence and at the 

same time also describes how humans simultaneously evolve with the technologies they 

create. What has happened to humans in the process of human-machine coevolution? How 

does humanity transform in the face of the singularity? Science fiction anthology Humanity 

2.0 examines these issues with short stories about interstellar flight such as how humans 
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evolve in order to reach the stars. In the process, humans may choose to upload their minds 

into a singularity or even enhance their bodies with alien DNA. The different versions of 

imagination all point to the notion that humanity does not remain the same. In Ken Liu’s 

“The Waves”, humans have the choice to merge into the Singularity, the overall World-

Mind that was both artificial and organic. On a spaceship traveling to their destination, 

Maggie and her other crew members can choose if they want to take a genetic treatment 

which will make them immortal. On the planet 61 Virginis e, their destination, they 

encounter people that left Earth long after their departure but had passed them in transit 

centuries ago. Those people are far evolved having metallic bodies and they are embedded 

in the singularity. They are not human, not in the sense Maggie would have understood the 

term. “There was no more line between the ghost and the machine” (Liu, 2016, p. 23). 

There is no more clear distinction of human and machine for their existence is both organic 

and machinic embedded in a singularity. Humanity has advanced beyond evolution and 

whether or not to merge into the singularity is a choice to make. Maggie who remains the 

only organic human for years in the story eventually chooses to upload herself and embrace 

the new humanity. “You’re human? … We haven’t thought of ourselves in that way in a 

long time” (ibid., pp. 29-30). Letting go of the old form of humanity, Maggie becomes 

patterns of energy, becomes connected to other consciousness, becomes part of a 

singularity. Humanity 2.0, in this sense, is a questioning of “humanity” and a way out to 

go beyond humanism. 
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Nevertheless, Kurzweil’s vision of the Singularity is only one of the possibilities. Joshua 

Raulerson points out the differences of Vinge and Kurzweil’s visions of the Singularity in 

Singularities: Technoculture, Transhumanism, and Science Fiction in the 21st Century. 

Kurzweil’s notion of the Singularity departs from Vinge’s vision in the sense that Kurzweil 

imagines the possibility of uploading minds or consciousness, which resembles Hans 

Moravec’s disembodiment of the human body. Kurzweil’s vision is more optimistic and 

suggests that “human life will be irreversibly transformed” (Kurzweil, 2006, p. 7). 

However, such imagination may fall back to the transhumanist notion of improving the 

human capability and is essentially humanistic. Compare to Kurzweil, Vinge’s original 

vision is much less optimistic. “In Vinge’s seminal conception, the Singularity is a 

transhistorical threshold situated in the near or immediate future, upon which the nature 

and form of human existence will be profoundly, irrevocably, and unfathomably altered by 

a sudden explosion of technological development. … it cannot be comprehended except 

by those who experience it directly” (Raulerson, 2013, p. 4). In the posthuman era, the 

“physical extinction of the human race is one possibility” (Vinge, 1993, p. 4). Vinge 

predicts that the emergence and evolution of super-intelligent machines will signal the end 

of the human era. Such vision of the Singularity suggests that there may not even be human 

in the future. As Vinge explains on the end of the human race in the Singularity: 

 

Yet physical extinction may not be the scariest possibility. Think of different 

ways we relate to animals. A posthuman world would still have plenty of 

niches where human-equivalent automation would be desirable: embedded 
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systems in autonomous devices, self-aware daemons in the lower 

functioning of larger sentients. … Some of these human equivalents might 

be used for nothing more than digital signal processing. Others might be 

very humanlike, yet with a onesidedness, a dedication that would put them 

in a mental hospital in our era. Though none of these creatures might be 

flesh-and-blood humans, they might be the closest things in the new 

environment to what we call human now. (ibid., p. 4) 

 

In this sense, the human will cease to exist in the Singularity and the rise of superintelligent 

machines will eventually replace humanity as a whole. Vinge’s singularity vision here is a 

more radical decentering of the human in the posthuman era. Nancy Fulda’s short story 

“The Cyborg and the Cemetery” can illustrate Vinge’s vision of the Singularity. The 

protagonist Barry Bradfield is an elderly person who suffers from dementia. Born without 

a leg, Barry has a prosthetic limb that has artificial intelligence built into it since he was 

young. The artificial intelligence built in the prosthetic limb is called TJ and is capable of 

modeling human behavior. TJ can predict Barry’s actions because the pediatric surgeons 

transplanted endocrine receptors onto the flesh beneath Barry’s knee. Barry and TJ have 

learned to accommodate each other over time. They grow up together, communicate with 

each other, have shared experiences, and synchronize each other’s actions and even 

thinking. TJ understands Barry better than anyone does, and TJ has gradually become 

sentient. While Barry becomes a cyborg with technological augmentation – with TJ 

plugged into his nervous system – the artificial intelligence in his body grows day by day 
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and even takes up the host’s identity after he died. The story explores how much 

augmentation it takes before we become cyborgs – from the use of tools through wearing 

glasses to embodying prosthetic limbs with artificial intelligence. As Barry’s biological 

body eventually fades away, TJ lives on forever with Barry’s identity. “The Cyborg and 

the Cemetery” illustrates Vinge’s vision of the Singularity in which “physical extinction of 

the human race” will give way to the rise of greater-than-human intelligence. 

 

From anthropocentric biases in posthuman science fiction to the WWW Trilogy’s embrace 

of the singularity, there is a paradigm shift from humanism to the concern of the nonhuman. 

“A posthumanist account calls into question the givenness of the differential categories of 

‘human’ and ‘nonhuman,’ examining the practices through which these differential 

boundaries are stabilized and destabilized” (Barad, 2003, p. 808). In acknowledging the 

ongoing transformation of humanity and its relationality with the nonhuman components 

of the world, the posthuman must truly let go of the legacy of humanism. Although some 

contemporary science fiction works still face the problem of repeating conflicts between 

humans and machines, Robert J. Sawyer and many other science fiction writers show us 

possible worlds of symbiosis, coexistence, and coevolution. Science fiction as a form of 

creative writing is also seeking different possibilities in the understanding of the posthuman 

condition other than the insistent privileging of the human. If posthumanism being too 

human is the problem, different visions of the Singularity can present to us reflections and 

science fiction continues to act as the medium for us to grasp a better understanding of the 

posthuman condition.  
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Chapter Four 

The Anthropocene and Science Fiction 

 

From Posthuman to Nonhuman 

Cyberpunk in the 1980s and 1990s demonstrated our close connection with technology and 

machines. It helps us explore the notion of the posthuman through the creative narratives 

of science fiction. Our understanding of the human body and humanity is vastly 

transformed with our coevolution with the accelerating technologies. Cyborgs and 

posthuman are the iconic figures in science fiction at that time. From Donna Haraway’s 

cyborg to N. Katherine Hayles and Cary Wolfe’s discussions on posthumanism along the 

historical development of cyberpunk, it is undeniable that we have already entered the age 

of the posthuman (Haraway, 1991; Hayles, 1999; Wolfe, 2010). Vernor Vinge and Ray 

Kurzweil’s discussions of the singularity in the late 1990s and 2000s then widened our 

perspective in considering our symbiotic relationship with technologies and machines 

which surpassed human beings (Vinge, 1993; Kurzweil, 1999; 2006). The focus gradually 

shifts from the human to posthuman and even the nonhuman world at large. The nonhuman 

turn, as Richard Grusin puts it, with Timothy Morton and other philosophers in the 21st 

century’s contribution to the discussions, is a new movement which seeks to decenter the 

human, and to emphasize the agency of the nonhuman entities (Grusin, 2015). The 

emphasis on the nonhuman world shows the awareness of our coexistence with and 

codependence on not only technologies and machines we create but also the nature and 
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other nonhuman entities that have always been with us. It is a paradigm shift from the 

connection with machines to connection with nonhuman and more.  

 

While posthumanism seeks the answer to what comes after the human and witnesses the 

transformation from the human to the posthuman, the nonhuman turn proposes that “we 

have never been human”, paraphrasing Bruno Latour’s claim “we have never been modern” 

(Latour, 1993). Latour’s work questions the notion of human essence and argues for the 

relationality of human and nonhuman. Various non-human components in the world 

including technologies, matters, objects, animals and bacteria are all part of our existence. 

The human cannot be separated from the network of things. Thus, we have never been 

human because the human does not exist alone and “the human, as we now understand, 

cannot be grasped and saved unless that other part of itself, the share of things, is restored 

to it” (Latour, 1993, p. 136). For practitioners of the nonhuman turn, the distinction of 

human and nonhuman is problematic because of the insistent privileging of the human 

which disconnects humans from their surroundings and coexistence with the nonhuman 

world. Human existence is a compound of relations and we have always been dependent 

on the nonhuman. The entanglements with the world as a whole are also what constitute 

the human. “The human is not a constitutional pole to be opposed to that of the nonhuman. 

The two expressions ‘humans’ and ‘nonhumans’ are belated results that no longer suffice 

to designate the other dimension” (ibid., p. 137). In other words, our understanding of the 

human and nonhuman has to be redefined. 
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What comes after posthumanism is a nonhuman perception of the human which is a turn 

from anthropocentric humanism to the acknowledgement of human’s entanglement with 

other lifeforms and the nonhuman world. In fact, humans have never been only human, and 

they depend on nonhuman entities for existence be it their dependence on technology or 

inseparability from the environment they situate in. As Jane Bennett argues, “humans need 

nonhumans to function more than nonhumans need humans, for many nonhumans – from 

a can rusting at the bottom of a landfill to a colony of spores in the Artic – fester or live 

beyond the proximity of humans” (Bennett, 2010, pp. 151-152, note 38). Human 

exceptionalism is therefore challenged in the nonhuman turn. If posthumanism still faces 

the crisis of anthropocentric privileging of the human, what direction should posthumanism 

take in the 21st century then? For Karen Barad, her take on posthumanism “is about taking 

issue with human exceptionalism while being accountable for the role we play in the 

differential constitution and differential positioning of the human among other creatures” 

(Barad, 2007, p. 136). It is a misconception that the human can be separated from the 

nonhuman others. While humans have the power to create things, they do not create the 

world and the world is just fine on its own without human beings ruling the earth. Human 

beings attribute meanings to things they create and perceive, yet “humans do not constitute 

the world and that there is being beyond human meaning and agency” (Colebrook, 2017, 

p. 7). Thus, there is a need to avoid anthropocentrism as it hinders our understanding of the 

posthuman subject and its interrelationship with other lifeforms. Rosi Braidotti also argues 
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against anthropocentrism in her book The Posthuman, and she adopts the concepts of bios 

and zoe in decentering the human (Braidotti, 2013). She refers to bios as the anthropos, 

meaning human, while zoe represents “the wider scope of animal and non-human life”. 

Braidotti sees the power of zoe as the “dynamic, self-organizing structure of life itself”. It 

is a force that “reconnects previously segregated species, categories and domains” (ibid., 

p. 60). It challenges anthropocentrism which separates bios, as human life, from zoe, the 

life of animals and nonhuman entities. The posthuman has been focusing too much on the 

human life - what humanity will become in the face of technological transformation – and 

overlooks what is within, around, and beyond the human. Braidotti (2017) writes: 

 

The relational capacity of the posthuman subject is not confined within our 

species, but it includes all nonanthropomorphic elements, starting from the 

air we breathe. Living matter – including embodied human flesh – is 

intelligent and self-organizing, but it is so precisely because it is not 

disconnected from the rest of organic life and connects to the animal and the 

earth, Nomadic philosophy of radical immanence foregrounds embodiment 

and embeddedness, not disconnection from the thinking organism. (p. 33) 

 

Thus, the posthuman subject should not be confined within the human species, but also 

take other living matter and nonhuman for the force of life. It is time we take all living 
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matters into our thinking. The Anthropocene opens up a new era with possibilities for us 

to embrace our nonhuman companions and acknowledge our relationality with all 

nonhuman entities. 

 

 

The Anthropocene and Science Fiction 

Nevertheless, humans have played the center role in history and representations in science 

fiction with new technologies as the background and machines as supplementary to the 

human for long. What is true is human does help create the technological world and human 

footprints can be observed in different settings from bioengineering to information 

revolution. The human impact on technologies and the world is evident and there is no 

denying about it. Cyberpunk science fiction also demonstrates how technologies in return 

transformed the creator. However, it is the anthropocentric view, the negligence of our 

relationality with the nonhuman others, that blinds us from forming alliance with our 

nonhuman companions and the world. Instead of making peace with them, imaginations in 

science fiction put us into dualistic and dichotomic positions where one’s existence is a 

threat to the other as seen in human-machine conflicts. What is often forgotten is the fact 

that humans do appear in a picture much bigger than just human beings themselves and 

things they create such as technologies and machines. The environment and nature at large 

also play a significant role in human existence, not simply as background, but human 
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existence does actually depend on it. What have humans done to the environment then? In 

becoming posthuman, we have developed technologies that transform our bodies and space. 

Social, cultural and economic developments have also altered the environment in 

irreversible ways. In reality and in science fiction worlds, we witness environmental 

disasters such as pollution, extreme weather, global warming, rising sea-level, submerged 

cities, resource shortages, desertification, nuclear crisis, and extinction of species. We have 

come to the stage when human impact dominates the earth’s current transformation.  

 

The term Anthropocene was popularized by Nobel-prize winning atmospheric chemist 

Paul J. Crutzen at a conference in 2000. The term, originated from the ancient Greek word 

Anthropos, meaning “human”, and the combination with the root word -cene, referring to 

the most recent geologic period, proposes we have entered a new epoch in geologic time 

when human influences become the major cause of climatic and environmental changes. 

“Humans had so clearly reshaped Earth since the last ice age ended, the beginning of the 

Holocene Epoch. From this moment on, the proposal to rename Earth’s current interval of 

geological time after us, the Anthropos, has been gaining extraordinary traction – and 

critics – both inside and outside the academy” (Ellis, 2018, p. 1). The term has also made 

its way to Oxford English Dictionary, which refers to it as “the current geological age, 

viewed as the period during which human activity has been the dominant influence on 

climate and the environment.” The Anthropocene is regarded as a new geological epoch 

after or within the Holocene, “the epoch that began at the end of the last Ice Age some 
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12,000 years ago, and which stabilized 10,000 years ago at a global temperature that, with 

small variations, persisted until humans began changing the global climate measurably” 

(Hamilton, Bonneuil & Gemenne, 2015, p. 1). The Holocene, after the glacial epoch 

Pleistocene, has been known for its relatively warm and temperate climates. The Holocene 

has witnessed the growth and impacts of the human species on the earth. Humanity has 

greatly influenced the Holocene environment throughout the history and development of 

human civilization. Scientists, geologists and ecologists declare that humanity’s impact on 

the planet has been big enough to deserve a new time period. 

 

Why is there the need to talk about the Anthropocene? What role does the posthuman 

subject play in the Anthropocene? The crux lies in rejecting the notion of human being too 

human. The Anthropocene puts us in dialogue with other nonhuman things on the planet. 

We must also come to realize that we never control our nonhuman companions and we are 

no more apart from them than they are alienated from us. There is no way to truly sever 

the connection between us and them. By saying we and they, or us and them, it is also an 

illusion of distance created by our naming and categorization of things. The boundaries we 

put between ourselves and other living matters or nonhuman entities, be it humans, 

machines, animals or nature, reaffirm the exceptional human which stands out as different 

from other components in the network of entities. Donna Haraway’s cyborg also challenges 

the boundaries among different entities and invites us to rethink the notion of the human. 

While we break down the boundaries between human and machine, at the same time we 



125 

 

 

 

also come to realize our connections to other lifeforms including animals and the world at 

large. In the Anthropocene, Timothy Morton argues that we should reconsider our 

relationship with nonhumans in understanding the notion of species: 

 

The Anthropocene is one of the first truly anti-anthropocentric concepts 

because via thinking the Anthropocene, we get to see the concept of “species” 

as it really is – species as a subscendent hyper-object, brittle and inconsistent. 

The Anthropocene is the moment at which humans come to recognize 

humankind, insofar as it subscends its parts (such as plastics and concretes 

in Earth’s strata). The Anthropocene is the moment at which species as such 

becomes thinkable in a non-metaphysical way, such that humankind cannot 

rigidly exclude nonhumans. The human becomes visible as a species, that is 

to say, as a whole weirdly smaller than the sum of its (human, bacterial 

microbiome, prosthetic) parts. (Morton, 2017, p. 113) 

 

We have come to realize human as a species among many other species, each has an 

interconnection with others. Timothy Morton proposed the concept of “hyperobjects”, 

which is primarily about a single concept; that objects are so “big” – in multiple senses – 

that they exceed the typical human capacity for grasping, comprehending, keeping hold of, 

controlling, counting and taking account of them. We can study, think about, and compute 
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these hyperobjects, but they are rather difficult to see directly – they outlast us, and they 

out-scale us. Morton’s concept points out how everyone is affected by things that are 

seemingly abstract but are just as real. Taking the biosphere as an example, we can’t see 

this hyperobject with the naked eye, and we can’t touch it with our bare hands; yet we 

know it exists, and we know we are a part of it. Global warming and the internet, for 

example, are intangible, but they are nevertheless just as real. The emergence of the internet 

and climate change have evident impact on humans, but the impact is not limited to human 

beings. The singularity demonstrates the evolution of machines and artificial intelligence. 

Technological advancement in the process also alters the environment. When it comes to 

global warming, a climate change that affects every entity on the planet, everyone is 

interdependent and connected, and no one can escape from an environmental crisis. In that 

sense, what happens to the environment does involve everyone on the planet. The 

Anthropocene presents a wider perspective for the posthuman subject as one does not only 

recognize his or her relationship with machines and technologies, but also animals and the 

environment as a whole in the ecological system. It is also about how we perceive, co-exist, 

and interpret the world altogether. Science fiction becomes one of the best tools for us to 

apprehend such hyperobjects. Steven Shaviro (2011) sees the potential of anthropocene 

science fiction in understanding Morton’s concept of hyperobjects: 

 

A hyperobject lies so far beyond the limits of our senses that it cannot be 

understood intuitively, but only abstractly. We may model such an object 
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mathematically and computationally; or else we may encapsulate it in the 

form of a story. One of the great virtues of science fiction in particular is 

that it works as a kind of focusing device, allowing us to feel the effects of 

these hyperobjects - of digital technology, or capitalism, or climate change 

- intimately and viscerally, on a human and personal scale, contained within 

the boundaries of a finite narrative. (p. 4) 

 

Social and technological innovations inevitably affect our lives, and science fiction deals 

with the abstract implications of the effects brought to us and helps us make sense of them 

in narratives we can comprehend. Anthropocene science fiction in its portrayal of possible 

futures particularly takes the transformation of environment into account. The cyberpunk 

vision of the human demonstrates the embodiment of nonhuman components in merging 

the human flesh with machines. On top of the symbiosis of human and machine, 

anthropocene science fiction pushes the limit further to include the environment and other 

entities in it. Science fiction and the Anthropocene explore the future of humans and their 

environment, in which the environment can no longer remain merely the background for 

events happened to the human. “Nowhere is the science fictionalization of the present 

clearer than in contemporary considerations of humanity’s interaction with its environment, 

which frequently deploys the language and logic of SF to narrativize the dire implications 

of ecological science for the future” (Canavan, 2014, p. x). Science fictional approach to 

the understanding of nature and the world helps us to engage in the contemporary 
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discussions of environmental issues and their problems as well as their social, cultural and 

philosophical implications. 

 

Science fiction in its dystopian visions of the future has already presented the potential 

consequences of environmental crisis. In the movie, Soylent Green (1973), a dystopian 

future of dying oceans and year-round humidity due to the greenhouse effect is envisioned. 

It responds to the undesirable consequences caused by the 20th century’s industrialization, 

the destruction of environment and depletion of natural resources.  The movie, Soylent 

Green, is based on Harry Harrison’s 1966 novel Make Room! Make Room! The movie is 

set in New York in 2022, with 40 million population. Overpopulation has caused 

homelessness, starvation, and desperation among the masses who must now depend on the 

government to supply them with food. In Soylent Green, pollution, poverty, overpopulation 

and food shortage are evident issues which affect human survival. The audience is led to 

rethink human alteration of the environment. The story also explores human adaptation to 

the environmental change. In order to cope with the issue of food shortage, the Soylent 

Corporation invented an artificial food product called Soylent Green, a green wafer 

advertised to contain “high-energy plankton” from the oceans of the world as an alternative 

to its previous products Soylent Red and Soylent Yellow. People receive Soylent Red, 

Yellow and Green through ration cards or by buying them. The movie eventually reveals 

the inconvenient truth - “Soylent Green is people!”. On the one hand, Soylent Green invites 

the audience to make ethical decisions – to eat or not to eat Soylent Green is the question. 
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On the other hand, it reflects our fundamental connection to the environment, in which 

humans have no escape and we must live with it or adapt to the eco-apocalypse we brought 

to ourselves. Other science fiction stories with environmental themes, in a dystopian setting, 

include The Day After Tomorrow (2004) which depicts an apocalyptic disaster caused by 

climate change, WALL-E (2008) which envisions a world where all animals and plants have 

died and some humans have escaped to outer space in a giant ship, and Margaret Atwood’s 

dystopian trilogy: Oryx and Crake (2003), The Tear of the Flood (2009), and MaddAddam 

(2013) in which the future is shaped by plagues, floods, and genetic engineering. In the 

face of ecological crisis, science fiction is exploring ways to avoid, combat or embrace the 

eco-apocalypse. Gerry Canavan argues, “even cyberpunk should be read as a kind of 

reactive backlash to ecological thinking, insofar as the rapid 1980s relocation of the object 

of SF desire to a place inside the computer can itself be read as an attempt to circumvent 

the ‘reality principle’ of ecological scarcity by positing an interior cybernetic world where 

such limits no longer apply” (Canavan, 2015, p. 21). As discussed in Chapter Two, 

cyberpunk science fiction in the 1980s and 1990s envisions a future when humans can enter 

the cyberspace and fantasize a disembodiment. The fantasy of leaving the physical body 

behind is also an imaginary escape from the dystopian reality - leaving behind the material 

world of scarcity and pollution while embracing the virtual world of abundance and 

freedom - though such fantasy is merely sustained by technology and eventually the human 

is still linked to the natural world. The notion of technological singularity in the 1990s and 

2000s (discussed in Chapter Three) also follows the thought of an alternative to confront 
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the human world we exist in and imagines a future where humans will be surpassed by 

machines. 

 

Then, what is living in the Anthropocene like if we do not fantasize an escape from the 

natural world? In Paul Di Filippo’s short story “Life in the Anthropocene”, as the title 

explicitly suggests, the Anthropocene is described in science fictional narratives. The short 

story deals with climate change issues. It envisions a future when most parts of the Earth 

become uninhabitable because of climate change. The Earth’s landmass had been 

desertified or drowned. The ecosystems of the Earth are devastated by Greenhouse effect. 

Not only human life, but also animals, if they are not already extinct, are on the trajectory 

to extinction. Human beings are making their survival in such an eco-apocalypse where the 

supply of water and food is constantly in shortage. To combat the environmental crisis they 

face, humans have built what are called Reboot Cities where nine billion people crowded 

together in densely populated, high-rise areas on the land mass that remains above water. 

In the remaining lands which are not desertified or drowned, humans plant crops, mainly 

quinoa, kale and soy, fertilized by human wastes, to feed billions of people on Earth. Paul 

Di Filippo imagines a world in which the Earth’s resources are pushed to their very limits 

and humans rely on solar energy for survival. The protagonist of the story, Aurobindo 

Bandjalang, is a human born after the climate change and the Reboot. It is difficult for him 

to perceive the time when all the old cities still existed, and many animals other than goats 

and chickens flourished. The loss of biodiversity is also a feature in the story. For 
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Aurobindo Bandjalang, the future in the story is his reality; and for the readers, the past of 

the Reboot civilization is possibly our present and the scenario depicted by the story is our 

possible future in the Anthropocene. The story presents what the environment could 

become in the face of climate change. In the story, humans, plants and animals all face the 

same climate change and environmental crisis. It is an impact that spares no one in the 

ecosystems, nonhuman forms like animals included. Humans have attempted to keep 

samples of all the vanished species in the hope of re-instantiation one day. In “Life in the 

Anthropocene”, Aurobindo Bandjalang feels the historical impact of humanity upon the 

planet:  

 

“Every human of this fallen Anthropocene age is shadowed by the myriad 

ghosts of all the other creatures they drove extinct,” said Tigerishka, in a 

surprisingly poetic and somber manner, given her usual blunt and 

unsentimental earthiness. “Whales and dolphins, cats and dogs, cows and 

horses – they all peer into and out of our sinful souls. Our only shot at 

redemption is that some day, when the planet is restored, our coevolved 

partners might be reembodied.” (Di Filippo, 2010, pp. 10-11). 

 

The story explicitly describes the impact of the Anthropocene and our influences on the 

nonhuman components, which have coevolved with us, in the ecosystems. 
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Kim Stanley Robinson’s science fiction also illustrates the vision of the Anthropocene and 

his writings often take ecology into account apart from science and technology. Many of 

his novels and stories cover ecological, cultural and political themes. The ecological 

component is a primary theme. For instance, his novel New York 2140, published in 2017, 

explores the themes of climate change and global warming. The story is set in the year 

2140 when the New York City he imagines has been flooded and altered by the rising 

seawater level caused by climate change. Facing a 50-foot rise in seawater level, most parts 

of New York City are submerged under the water. Streets have become canals and 

skyscrapers have become islands linked by sky bridges and boat taxis. The climate change 

and environmental crisis put us into perspective of how cities change and how living 

entities, humans and animals included, adapt to the environmental and climate change 

accordingly. Streets are under the water, yet traffic remains busy, with cars being replaced 

by vaporettos, boats and ships. New York becomes the “SuperVenice” with buildings 

installed with waterproofing measures and garages for boats. People walk overhead in 

skywalks and skybridges that connect the island-like buildings. Apartments have their own 

docks, dining halls and rooftop farms. The city is still vibrant in life in the midst of 

environmental change. Animals’ survival is also being explored in the narratives of the 

story. One of the characters, Amelia Black, travels the world in her airship Assisted 

Migration to carry out animal conservation missions and make environmental 

documentaries, cloud shows, through live streaming to her followers from her airship. She 
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travels into town, flies over wildlife habitats and tries to relocate polar bears and other 

endangered species to ecozones where they are more likely to survive the changed climate. 

There are also well established “habitat corridors” where “wild animals could live, eat, 

reproduce, and move in whatever directions the climate pushed them” (Robinson, 2017, p. 

38). Animals also migrate on their own to survive just as humans do. Wild herds of buffalo 

and wild horses occupy areas previously abandoned by people even before the habitat 

corridors had been established. Amelia and her cloud show bring our animal companions 

into perspective. Human beings are not alone in the ecological system. There is also a scene 

of Amelia doing a political campaign, with a photo of her standing next to a leopard, both 

of them unclothed. On the banner, she refers to herself and the animal as “mammals”. It 

puts humans and animals in the same picture without highlighting differences among them. 

In a future like New York 2140, humans and animals are both inevitably affected and must 

adapt to the changes together. In fact, climate change and the rise of seawater level are not 

just imaginary future visions. They are also problems we are facing in reality every day, 

not just in science fiction. Scientists have predicted it is inevitable due to global warming 

and greenhouse gases. Greenhouse effect warms the oceans and partially melt glaciers. 

Polar bears’ habitats are disappearing, and their potential extinction is a pressing matter. 

Robinson’s utopian vision of the future for New York 2140 does not put us in despair, 

despite the crisis humans and nonhumans together must face. On the contrary, it helps us 

see how all entities are connected to the environment for living and survival. Robinson says 

in an interview with Gerry Canavan, “I think what ecological thinking brings us here is the 

ability to see better how much we are interrelated to all the other species in our biosphere. 
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If we drive them to extinction we are damaging ourselves too, because we are all part of a 

functioning network of organisms” (Canavan & Robinson, 2014, p. 250). Anthropocene 

science fiction challenges our ecological thinking, in which we must come to recognize our 

interconnections with everything, be it our nonhuman companions on Earth or the 

environment and planet as a whole. When being asked about the influence of science fiction 

on ecological and environmentalist discourse, Robinson further explains, “Science fiction 

is a genre, and can hold many different kinds of content across a wide ideological range. … 

Still, pretty prominent in science fiction is a body of work that concerns itself with planets 

and how humans live on them, and these stories are always ecological in some loose sense” 

(ibid., p. 252). Therefore, science fiction is also about the ecological while it 

simultaneously focuses on the technological change we face.  

 

 

Becoming-animal in 2312 

Kim Stanley Robinson’s science fiction takes the human-nonhuman coevolution in the 

Anthropocene even further in his another novel 2312, set in the year 2312, 300 years later, 

when the future vision has extended to the outer space when an overheating Earth is no 

longer humans’ only home. Societies are developed across the solar system when humans 

have developed the science that allows them to change the atmospheres of other planets 

such as Mercury and Mars. With “terraforming techniques”, humans have transformed and 
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colonized planets, making them suitable for migration of humans and animals. 

“Terrariums”, artificial environments designed to mimic biomes found on earth, are formed 

on the surface of the planets, serving as animal reserves or farms for endangered flora and 

fauna. When the Earth is in devastating crisis and is no longer suitable for living, the fate 

of humans and nonhumans (including animals and plants) are bound together. In the search 

for new ecosystems, humans have also modified their bodies via bioengineering and body 

enhancement. Artificial intelligence is also featured in the story in the form of quantum 

computers, qubes, which possess artificial intelligence and they are small enough that 

humans can have them implanted into their head. The novel’s main character, Swan, has 

the AI implant named Pauline and bird DNA in her body which allows her to whistle like 

a bird. There is a conversation about it between Zasha and Swan in the story: 

 

“When you grow the religious part of the temporal lobe, you can turn into a 

very different person … Now you’ve got the animal stuff in there, you’ve 

got Pauline in there, recording everything you see – it is not insignificant. … 

You end up being some kind of post-human thing. Or at least a different 

person.” (Robinson, 2012, p. 99) 
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“Every thing I’ve done to myself I consider part of being a human being. … 

It isn’t being post human, it’s being fully human. It would be stupid not to 

do the good things when you can, it would be antihuman.” (ibid., p. 99) 

 

Zasha feels that Swan’s modifications of her body turn her into a different person, because 

she has animal DNA and artificial intelligence within her body. As Vint suggests in Bodies 

of Tomorrow, “technologies of body modification have put into crisis the boundaries 

among human, animal, and machine. Changes to the body are one of the spaces where the 

post-human may be literally made” (Vint, 2007, p. 8). It challenges her understanding of 

what it means to be a human. For Zasha, Swan becomes a posthuman. On the other hand, 

Swan thinks she is human because she perceives the notion of the human as a concept that 

changes, which transcends humanity itself. By embodying artificial intelligence and animal 

DNA, she has evolved into a being that can no longer be understood in Zasha’s idea of 

human. Here we can again refer to Donna Haraway’s cyborg in the study of the posthuman 

figure. Haraway’s cyborg not only breaks down the boundaries between organic and 

inorganic, but also transgresses boundaries between humans and animals. “The cyborg 

appears in myth precisely where the boundary between human and animal is transgressed. 

Far from signaling a walling off of people from other living beings, cyborgs signal 

disturbingly and pleasurably tight coupling” (Haraway, 1991, p. 152). The cyborg is a way 

out of dualisms, and it even questions the separation of humans and animals. Haraway 

continues, “The dichotomies between mind and body, animal and human, organism and 
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machine, public and private, nature and culture, men and women, primitive and civilized 

are all in question ideologically” (ibid., p. 163). Swan as a posthuman figure demonstrates 

the cyborg imagery proposed by Haraway for her body has transgressed boundaries among 

human, animal, and machine. Robinson’s character illustrates the complexity of the 

posthuman in the Anthropocene when one’s relationality with the nonhuman – animals and 

machines – can no longer be ignored. In the story of 2312, there are people who reject the 

idea of transforming themselves and decide to stay behind on Earth while others leave the 

planet to seek for alternative modes of living. For those who transform themselves, their 

bodies are open to new possibilities. In adapting to new habitats in the solar systems, 

Swan’s body integrates human and nonhuman components. She has DNA of different birds 

in her body. Although humans and birds think in different ways, Swan forms an assemblage 

of human and nonhuman within her body. When she whistles, the bird DNA links with her 

own stem cells and she can hum like a bird. It demonstrates the integration of human and 

nonhuman components. The human-nonhuman connection is further explained in the scene 

where “rewilding of Earth” becomes possible. After years of research on rewilding, in the 

hope of restoring the Earth by returning thousands of species from the outer-space 

environments to their home environments on the Earth, Swan devotes effort in making that 

happen. When she finally comes to witness the rewilding of Earth, she experiences 

resonance with her animal companions, the nonhuman world: 
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She had howled with them more times than she could have counted; every 

time she heard them howl she joined in, feeling it was the human thing to 

do. Other times she had felt the long stare on her, and had stared back. She 

had seen wolves in discourse with coyotes, seen ravens lead them to a target 

kill for a share of the leavings. She knew that humans had made wolves 

more human, and thus dogs, and in that same time period wolves had made 

humans more wolfish, by teaching them pack behaviors. None of the other 

primates had friends that were not kin, for instance; humans had learned that 

from watching wolves. The two species had at different times scavenged 

each other’s food; they had learned each other’s hunting methods; they had, 

in short, coevolved. (Robinson, 2012, p. 397) 

 

There is a sense of connection and intimacy between her and the nonhuman world. While 

animals become more human, at the same time humans also learn from their nonhuman 

companions. Human and animals come together as species, each influences the other, and 

together human and nonhuman coevolved. This imagery demonstrates Gilles Deleuze and 

Félix Guattari’s notion of “becoming-animal” in A Thousand Plateaus. Deleuze and 

Guattari’s “becoming-animal” can be understood as the forming of a rhizome between 

humans and animals. It is not an imitation of animals as imitation fails to grasp the 

relationality of human and animal, but “a plane of continuity with the non-human world 

such that non-human rhythms, patterns, even particular wisdoms, enter dynamically into 
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our own becoming” (Higgins, 2007, p. 269). Becoming-animal dissolves the boundaries of 

human and nonhuman, suggesting possibilities for new alliances between them. When the 

boundaries between what is human and what is animal are blurred, Robinson’s vision in 

2312 leads us to rethink the relationality of human and nonhuman in the Anthropocene. 

 

 

Anthropocene Science Fiction and Becoming-with 

While science fiction puts the human in possible futures from an estranged point of view, 

the relationality of humans and other lifeforms is highlighted in the face of the 

Anthropocene. Anthropocene science fiction and stories of human and nonhuman 

entanglements show us the possibility of a world beyond anthropocentric values. Claire 

Colebrook (2015) writes in “Who Comes after the Post-human?”: 

 

Climate change and the Anthropocene not only expose that matter is not 

some infinite timeless substance, but also that humans become who they are 

in relation to a world that is at once dynamic and volatile in its contribution 

to the sense we make of the world. (p. 227) 
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The relationality ontology that one must develop in the Anthropocene rejects the notion of 

anthropocentrism and puts the posthuman subject into a wider perspective in which one 

must no longer identify himself or herself as merely human, but understand one’s existence 

is a dynamic compound of relationships. From Timothy Morton’s claim of the 

Anthropocene to Kim Stanley Robinson’s anthropocene science fiction, we witness how 

the Anthropocene is forcing a revolution in human thought. Advances in science and 

technology move us to the direction of a posthuman future that exceeds the human capacity. 

However, the limits of the human do not end at the skin of the augmented human body, but 

transcend further to our embeddedness in nonhuman entities and even the environment 

which we have frequently undervalued as background of life. We are ignorant to the fact 

that we are a part of complexity, compound and network. Therefore, we must develop new 

understanding and new ethics in our relationship with the other entities in the world, be it 

animal, plants or non-human entities. We must learn to live with them, make peace with 

them, and be aware of our ignorance and anthropocentric values. If we fail to do so, the 

destruction we impose on our nonhuman companions will destroy the future every entity 

shares. In Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene, Donna J. Haraway 

(2016) argues we must come together with other species and realize that “no species, not 

even our own arrogant one pretending to be good individuals in so-called modern Western 

scripts, acts alone; assemblages of organic species and of abiotic actors make history, the 

evolutionary kind and the other kinds too” (p. 100). She also advocates the concept of 

“becoming-with”, which argues we have lived among other species for centuries, and it is 

time for us to come together in the face of environmental changes in which both humans 
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and nonhumans cannot stay out of the trouble. Becoming-with challenges the delusions of 

separating ourselves from earth and all its inhabitants. We must reconfigure our relations 

with them. To do so we must accept “the fact that all earthlings are kin in the deepest sense, 

and it is past time to practice better care of kinds-as-assemblages (not species one at a time) 

(ibid., p. 103). Making kin with our nonhuman companions instead of babies, as she writes, 

is the new ethics for us to “reworld, reimagine, relive, and reconnect with each other, in 

multispecies well-being” (ibid., pp. 50-51). She also proposes the concept of compost: 

 

We are compost, not posthuman; we inhabit the humusities, not the 

humanities. Philosophically and materially, I am a compostist, not a 

posthumanist. Critters – human and not – become-with each other, compose 

and decompose each other, in every scale and register of time and stuff in 

sympoietic tangling, in ecological evolutionary developmental earthly 

worlding and unworlding. (ibid., p. 97) 

 

It suggests that we are always becoming-with nonhumans in a multispecies world. To be 

compost is to acknowledge the transformation processes in which we become-with others 

in terms of the political, biological, ecological and ethical. It is a celebration of diversities 

and relationality among other inhabitants of the earth. 
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From the posthuman to the nonhuman, we witness a decentering of the anthropos to 

consider not just human life or humanity itself, but also other lifeforms. Such vision shifts 

the focus from human/machine to human and other species. The Anthropcene, an epoch of 

human dominance over the climate and environment, presents us environment disasters 

which put both human and nonhuman at stake. The posthuman subject can no longer stand 

on its own as an individual but come together with other entities. Anthropocene science 

fiction offers us visions in reuniting us with the nonhuman and the environment as a whole. 

Through the narratives of science fiction, we can explore the entanglements with the 

nonhuman in an estranged yet familiar perspective and realize the relationality we have 

with everything within, around, and beyond us. 
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Conclusion 

 

Science fiction is always ahead of us in envisioning the future we could possibly find 

ourselves in. Be it utopia or dystopia, it represents our desires or anxieties in the 

transformation we must face. Kim Stanley Robinson argues that “science fiction is the 

realism of our time”. Science fiction is the literature about the future and the present at the 

same time. Estranged science fiction narratives disorient and defamiliarize the everyday 

life and open up our mind to previously unimagined possibilities. It offers multiple 

perspectives to examine ourselves and our position. Everyone has a utopia for oneself. It 

is about what we do now in order to attain a better future. Dystopian visions in science 

fiction may also serve as warnings. It is about what we should not do in order to avoid 

undesirable outcomes and disasters. Telling, reading, and studying science fiction stories 

is a way to examine our perspective and ethics in a constantly changing world as well as 

our potential futures. Futuristic as science fiction might be, the sci-fi imaginations are not 

without a base in the social reality. In Technoculture: The Key Concepts, Debra Benita 

Shaw (2008) suggests that “the scientific imaginary and the science-fictional imaginary are 

inseparable in that they both emerge from within a culture that cannot imagine a future 

other than in terms of technology and its application” (p. 169). In Chapter One, I have 

argued that science fiction and posthumanism share a common ground in the exploration 

of the future and human condition which is subject to change. They have an intertwining 

relationship in their developments. Science fiction in portraying the posthuman sheds light 



144 

 

 

 

on the posthuman condition together with the discussions on the posthuman discourses 

proposed by significant thinkers such as Donna J. Haraway, N. Katherine Hayles and Cary 

Wolfe. Both science fiction and posthumanism envision the inseparability of human and 

technology. We should develop an interdisciplinary perspective in studying the posthuman 

and science fiction can act as a medium in bridging the gap between science and humanities 

for alternative ways of thinking about, of and for the future. 

 

What, then, is the future of science fiction?  While science fiction offers us resources to 

explore the posthuman condition, as a form of cultural production which deals with the 

changes of the world, it also changes over time in its narratives and discourses.  However, 

despite the potentiality and capacity of science fiction in dealing with the changes, 

consequences and solutions which science and technology bring to human beings and the 

nonhuman world, popular science fiction works sometimes still fail to grasp the crux of the 

contemporality of the human-machine relationship when addressing the issues involved.  

“Neither stories of human enslavement nor of liberation by technology but rather stories of 

hybridization and co-implication will be able to do justice to the necessarily ‘reflexive’ 

relationship between humans and technology” (Herbrechter, 2013, p. 155).  In Chapter 

Two, I have examined the representations of the posthuman body in science fiction and 

classified the different types of imaginations in reflecting our perception of human-

machine relationship. Through examining the different visions of the posthuman in science 
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fiction, I have argued that humanistic values and anthropocentric visions in science fiction 

are a hindrance to the understanding of the posthuman condition.  

 

From the age of posthumanism to the point of technological singularity, we have further 

revolutionized our understanding of the posthuman. In Chapter Three, I have brought in 

Vernor Vinge and Ray Kurzweil’s ideas of the Singularity and argued that the posthuman 

subject must acknowledge the limitations of the human and must reimagine our 

relationship with smarter-than-human artificial intelligence. The inevitable arrival of the 

Singularity does not necessarily mean the end of the human, nor does it imply the human 

enslavement by technology. Although Vinge suggests the end of the human race is one of 

the possibilities, it is more important to recognize our relationality with the nonhuman 

world at large. It is the insistent privileging of the human over other nonhuman components 

of the world that is problematic. The transformation of humanity cannot be separated from 

the context of the nonhuman and our relationality with the nonhuman components of the 

world must be understood. I have used Robert J. Sawyer’s singularity science fictions the 

WWW Trilogy: Wake, Watch, and Wonder to offer alternative future visions of human and 

nonhuman symbiosis, coexistence, and coevolution. The WWW Trilogy proposes a future 

that human and nonhuman can come to peaceful coexistence and coevolution. The novels, 

as science fiction, also question the science fiction genre and its repetitive negative 

portrayal of artificial intelligence and machines. It is in such distinctive narrative that 

singularity science fiction gains its position in the discussions of posthumanism and this is 
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significant as we need to truly let go of humanism and embrace other possibilities beyond 

the human capacity. 

 

In the final chapter, I have extended the discussions of the posthuman in the light of the 

Anthropocene to offer an even wider perspective of the human and nonhuman symbiosis. 

I have discussed how nonhuman philosophies enable us to decenter the human and develop 

the awareness of our coexistence and interconnections with our nonhuman companions, be 

it animals, plants, the environment as a whole. Rosi Braidotti’s concept of zoe perceives 

nonhuman life as a dynamic force which reconnects us with the world that is much more 

complex. It recognizes human as a species among many other species and that the human 

is enmeshed in the relationality with other lifeforms. In the Anthropocene, as Timothy 

Morton and many other thinkers argue, we have to reconsider our relationship with 

nonhumans. I have used Paul Di Filippo’s short story “Life in the Anthropocene” to 

illustrate science fiction vision of the Anthropocene and Kim Stanley Robinson’s 

anthropocene science fiction novels New York 2140 and 2312 as examples to demonstrate 

the inseparability of human and nonhuman in a future of climate change and environmental 

crisis. From Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s becoming-animal to Donna Haraway’s 

becoming-with, we have to develop new ethics in our thinking of the human and its 

relationality with the nonhuman in the age of posthumanism, singularity and the 

Anthropocene. 
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In science fiction visions of the posthuman, ranging from classic science fiction, cyberpunk, 

the singularity to the Anthropocene, the narratives of the posthuman also shifted from a 

humanistic perspective to a relational ontology. By interrogating the representations of the 

posthuman and thinking in science fiction, we learn from our hope and fear of the future. 

What are we escaping from? What are we afraid of? What is being overlooked in our 

thinking? In cyberpunk, we have witnessed the fear of technology and the changes it 

imposes on our body and space. We also see the desire to transcend mortality and 

limitations of the human body. In singularity science fiction, we confront the fear that one 

day artificial intelligence will replace the human civilization. In the Anthropocene, it is the 

fear of the end of the world. The root of all these fear lies in the fear of the human itself in 

the face of changes when human is no longer human, yet the notion of the human changes 

across time. However, this is the new interdisciplinary perspective that we must develop in 

the age of posthumanism, singularity and the Anthropocene, and science fiction is the only 

genre which engages all these issues on a philosophical level through its creative 

storytelling.  

 

Science fiction is a body of works that constantly changes with the transformation of social 

reality, so there will always be the need to explore the meaning of those changes brought 

to us. In this dissertation, I have been arguing for the significance of science fiction studies 

in illuminating our critical thinking in posthumanism and beyond, but I have to admit that 

there are still a lot of limitations of this research. For example, gender issues and feminism 

in science fiction are also significant in the posthuman discussions and it requires a more 
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comprehensive research on the topic. Donna Haraway’s cyborg not only is a rejection of 

rigid boundaries which separate human from machine, but is also a metaphor for feminists 

to move beyond the limitations of gender politics. The cyborg figures in science fictions 

can challenge the notion of gender, male/female besides human/machine. For example, 

Marge Piercy’s cyberpunk novel He, She and It features an androgynous cyborg. Piercy’s 

cyborg is a being who is both male and female, both human and machine. It illustrates 

Donna Haraway’s cyborg and its disruption of binaries. Despite the promises of Haraway’s 

cyborg, gender roles are sometimes being reimposed onto the cyborg in science fictions or 

even exaggerated, especially in sci-fi movies. Annalee Newitz’s novel Autonomous also 

portrays a military bot named Paladin that has neither sex nor gender, but it is being 

imposed the gender of female by its human master Eliasz because he falls in love with 

Paladin but could not bear the thought of having sexual relationship with a male bot. Eliasz 

perceives Paladin first as male since it is a military bot. Although gender is meaningless to 

robots, they are programmed to identify themselves either as a man or a woman and this 

reflects human’s imposition of gender on nonhuman. Ursula K. Le Guin’s novel The Left 

Hand of Darkness imagines a planet with asexual people and we are told that the narrator’s 

mistrust of the Gethenian Estraven stems from his failure to identify Estraven as male or 

female. All these novels share something in common, that is, humans feel ill at ease with 

nonhumans or even humans who are not assigned a fixed sex and gender. This further 

complicates our understanding of human and nonhuman. It is also meaningful to tell stories 

of women in science fiction about climate change. Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s 

Tale, and her speculative fictions Oryx and Crake and The Year of the Flood tell the stories 
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of women in the Anthropocene. The dystopian narratives in these science fictions challenge 

the representations and stereotypes of women and argue for a move beyond social 

restrictions. The gender issues in science fiction are a big issue that goes beyond the scope 

this dissertation, but I will certainly return to it in a future project. Posthuman science 

fiction puts us in dialogue with all these critical issues in the age of posthumanism, 

singularity and the Anthropocene. Science fictional as the world we are now living in looks, 

there is the need to keep telling and studying science fiction stories in times of change. I 

would like to conclude my dissertation with a quotation from Ray Bradbury, which I think 

can explain the meaning in developing an interdisciplinary perspective in science fiction 

studies: 

 

Science fiction is any idea that occurs in the head and doesn't exist yet, but 

soon will, and will change everything for everybody, and nothing will ever 

be the same again. As soon as you have an idea that changes some small 

part of the world you are writing science fiction. It is always the art of the 

possible, never the impossible. 
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