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Reply: Three arguments why post- and transhumanism need to
be viewed from a long-term historical per spective. A commentary

on issue No. 2
Barbara E. Hof (University of Zurich)

This reply to the second issue @n Educationasks
whether the current debate on post- and transhsmani
does not merely reflect and repeat cultural pastefithe
human-machine relationship. My question is basethen
observation that frequently, in the context of teabgy-
related trends or crises, little attention is pidbossible
precursors. This observation also applies to pastd
transhumanism when they are perceived as ideas that
foster or respond to innovations, if not radicahegavals.
However, today's accelerated technological changsed

on advancements in artificial intelligence, neural
networks, machine learning and increasing computing
power, should be understood in the context of paeng
albeit sometimes abrupt, transformations that eotist
pose new challenges. | therefore contend that #iite

on post- and transhumanism should take greateruatco
of historical perspectives. The ahistorical mode of
presentism, an epistemological position associatet
the risk that phenomena are viewed only in thetligh
current experience, is of limited help in estimgtithe
relevance of these two conceptShree examples will
illustrate why post- and transhumanism need to dens
historically and in the context of cultural devetognt.

First, the suggestions made in this issue could be
further specified by reference to intellectual higt
Considering Janina Loh and Céline Lafontaine, it ba
argued that the term posthumanism was charged with
meaning in a particular historical context; thatiiswas
given more relevance when other “post” words became
popular (like poststructuralism and postmodernism).
Even though posthumanism echoes the idea of thealib
subject from the Enlightenment, its proximity toeth
cybernetic tradition is interesting, as N. Katheridayles
illustrates — arguing that three distinct waves of
cybernetics shaped the concept of posthumanismiand,
this sense, the interplay between embodiment aed th
liberal subject In my reading, this is illustrated by the
fact that posthumanism is associated with the idka
adapting to the environment as a system (be ihtlmean
or the machine). Céline Lafontaine, on the othemndha
shows that posthumanism is also to be understocal as
critique of modernity and as a reaction to post-war
antihumanism. In its most radical form, it becomes
transhumanism, meaning that when any politicaloziad
utopia has become obsolete, at least humanity can
transform at the level of the individdaiComplementing
the reflections presented in this issue, it cobtefore be
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asked whether in the second half of thé" 2fentury,
social visions were replaced by the idea of indiaid
adaptation and improvement measures, and what this
means for education.

Second, every landmark technical invention — sich a
the steam engine, the car or the computer — hakeaed
new hopes and raised new fears. Epochs of rapidgeha
add to impressions of crises and uncertainty andhin
basis, concepts are developed to grasp and tdube. in
the eighteenth century, for example, the art ofding
automatons, the reconstruction of the body withhbkp
of dolls and a mechanical understanding of the huma
state became increasingly relevaiwithin the context of
a discourse on progress (and belief in it), thestjoe of
whether a machine develops consciousness through
adapting to a human became virulent, and the apalog
between living beings and machines became pertinent
This was expressed in literature such as “Frankénrist
and “The man that was used up”, both of which esgplo
the question of whether an artificial figure coulevelop
emotions and therefore experience suffering ane Jov
According to Kate Meyer-Drawe, the android, a papul
figure of that period, should be interpreted as ieran
embodying the metaphysical uncertainty of human
existence. These fears were allayed in literatyreither
ensuring the android was destroyed or ridiculed and
presented as a fairground sensafiohechno-optimism
and -pessimism (the idea that machines becomeuske
and the fear that they might become ultimately sope
culminating in human obsoletion) must thereforesben
as old phenomena, which in turn are newly integaten
trans- and posthumanist theory. This means that the
guestion of how we can grow up in a technologicatleh
is not necessarily new, yet, the question of whoukh
adapt to whom does indeed become more relevant with
increasing computing power and is therefore an napo
concern of society and education.

A third cultural pattern was mentioned briefly by
some authors, but not elaborated on; that of wigi
However, transhumanism can be considered a
contemporary variant of belief in transcendence. As
Oliver Kriger argues, the belief that the mind damn
removed from our natural body and uploaded onto a
computer is to be understood both in the contexthef
Cartesian body-mind dualism and as a reinterpostadf
Jesus' resurrectidhCryonics (i.e., the idea of cooling the
human body in the hope of a future resuscitatioeams
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nothing less than the hope of a life after (biotad)i
death. The debate in this issue would thereforee hav
benefited from the consideration of a longue durée
perspective, that is engagement with the view that
transhumanism or the improvement, perfection and
overcoming of being human — including belief in the
immortality of the mind after its separation frohetbody

— is embedded in the long history of the Occid@®ust-
and transhumanism are thus not necessarily idéntica
despite often being mentioned together. What both
concepts do have in common is that they are ndieto
viewed as the result of recent developments buthas
companion and product of a longer transformatiorthef
relationship between humans and technology.

In summary, debates on post- and transhumanism
benefit from historical perspectives because higation
helps us better understand the reasons why, whennan
what context concepts are created or given new imgan
An abstraction of the present and a reflection omw h
civilization became what it is today also allows tas
compare different currents of contemporary and past
critique of modernity and high technology cultuigy
bringing the dimension of time into play and refiag
from presentism, historical perspectives create a
framework for diagnosing contemporary developments
and help us localize and relativize current hygexpes
and fears.

! There is a large body of literature on the phildscgl concept and logical implications of presantior the historical

perspective see: Jiri Benovsky. 2009.

Presentismd aersistence. Pacific Philosophical

Quarterly 90(3),

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0114.2009.01341.xnathan Tallant. 2018. Presentism, persistence taas-temporal
dependence Philosophical Studies175(9) https://doi.org/10.1007/s11098-017-0955B8an W. Zimmermann. 1996.
Persistence and presentidpmilosophical Papers25(2), https://doi.org/10.1080/05568649609506542.

2 Janina Loh. 2018[rans- und Posthumanismus zur EinfiihruHgmburg: Junius; Janina Sombetzki. 2016. How “PDst
We Want to Be — Really?: The Boon and Bane of Etdigment HumanisnCultura International Journal of Philosophy of
Culture and Axiology13(1), 161-180; Céline Lafontaine. 20@4dempire cybernétique. Des machines a penserpefsée
machine.Paris : Edition du Seuil ; La vie des idées #14&Téline Lafontaine : Demain, la post-humanitéetrieved

from: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v4nnWyxRPSg

% N. Katherine Hayles. 1998iow we became posthuman. Virtual bodies in cybesditerature, and informaticsChicago

& London: Chicago Press.
* La vie des idées #14. 2016.

® Jessica Riskin 2003. Eighteenth-Century Wetwaepresentations3(1), 97-125.

® Mary Shelley. 1818Frankenstein; or, the modern Prometheusndon: Lackington, Harding, Mavor & Jones; Edgédan
Poe. 1839The man that was used Wphiladelphia: Burton's Gentleman’s Magazine.

" Kate Meyer-Drawe. 2007. Menschen im Spiegel iMaschinen. Miinchen: Wilhelm Fink, p. 29f.

8 Oliver Kriiger. 2004Virtualitat und Unsterblichkeit. Die Visionen dessthumanismus:reiburg: Rombach Verlag; Oliver
Kruiger. 2007 .Die Vervollkommnung des Menschen. Tod und Unstb#a#it im Posthumanismus und Transhumanismus
Retrieved from: https://www.eurozine.com/die-vetkommnung-des-menschen/

Recommended Citation

Hof, B. E. (2018). Reply: Three arguments why Pastd Transhumanism need to be viewed from a long-testorical

perspective. A commentary on issue No. 8n
https://doi.org/10.17899/on_ed.2018.2.9

About the Author

Education.

Journal for Research and Debate(2).1

Barbara E. Hof is a doctoral candidate at the tutgtiof Education at the University of Zurich. Hesearch interests include
nuclear history, the social history of big scienites, intersection of cybernetics and educationztinelogy and the cultural
history of artificial intelligence. Her recent afgé “From Harvard via Moscow to West Berlin: edusaal technology,
programmed instruction and the commercialisatiolearfning after 1957” was publishedHtistory of Education2018/4.

@ @ @ on_education Journal for Research and Debate _ISSN 2571-7855 _DOI 10.17899/on_ed.2018.2.9

_vol. 1_issue # 2 2



