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In Hito Steyerl’s In Free Fall: A Thought Experiment on Vertical Perspective (2012), using the 

horizon as a metaphor for stability, she discusses a state of falling in which your orientation and 

sense of boundaries are lost, rendering ‘traditional modes of seeing and feeling… shattered’ 

(Steyerl, 2012, p.13). Steyerl describes this moment of the in-between, in which gravity’s 

forceful pull disconnects the spectator from the certainty of the horizon, as ‘the departure of 

a stable paradigm of orientation, which has situated concepts of subject and object, of space 

and time, throughout modernity.’ (Steyerl, 2012, p.13) Therefore, once the horizon becomes 

distorted, our structures of understanding and experiencing the world become equally distorted; 

‘perspectives are twisted and multiplied. New types of visuality arise’ (Steyerl, 2012, p.13).

This potential to reimagine accepted modes of seeing and understanding is echoed in Kathryn 

Hayles’ How We Became Posthuman (1999). Posthumanism discusses the ‘union of the human 

with the intelligent machine’ (Hayles, 1999, p.2), using the context of the cyborg to deconstruct 

our understanding of the human condition. Hayles writes that ‘in the posthuman, there are no 

essential differences between bodily existence and computer simulation, cybernetic mechanism 

and biological organism’ (Hayles, 1999, p.3), drawing parallels between organic growth and 

artificial constructions of the real - which suggests a potential to expand the natural world 

through the realm of the digital. As in a state of free fall, this dissolution of traditional boundaries 

between the organic and the technological acts as a catalyst, sending our understanding of the 

human condition, and perceptions of reality into free fall. 

Hayles describes the body as the ‘original prosthesis… so that extending or replacing our 

body with different prostheses becomes a continuation of a process that began before we 

were born’ (Hayles, 1999, p.3). This establishes the body as fluid, implying the potential to 

adapt and enhance the biological boundaries of the human, synthesising the organic with the 

mechanical to create a single system.  This union between human and machine is arguably 

reliant on the ‘erasure of embodiment’ (Hayles, 1999, p.4); the understanding of the human 

being as a ‘set of informational processes’ (Hayles, 1999, p.4), for which the body is a vessel. 

As an extension of Descartes’ Cartesian dualism, this ideology paves the way for example, for 

human consciousness to be uploaded to a computer, as an independent flow of information, 

disconnected entirely from its shell (the body). However, in reaction to this popular departure 

from embodiment in cybernetics and philosophy, Hayles is critical of the idea that we are 

merely bodiless information. She argues that this disregard of the material body is common in 

both the model of the Liberal Humanist subject and the cybernetic notion of the disembodied 

subject, undermining the potential for the body to be intertwined with the ontology of the 

human, or posthuman. Looking towards a ‘post-dualistic’ (Ferrando, 2013, p.27), posthuman 
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existence that recognises life’s interconnectivity with material, she contends ‘for information 

to exist, it all must be instantiated in a medium’ (Hayles, 1990, p13): attached to something 

material, grounding being in the context of the material world.

By embedding the ontology of the human in the physicality of the material world, Hayles 

establishes posthumanism as a tool that not only deconstructs the human condition but 

redefines our relationship to materiality in a world unrestricted by biological or ecological 

constraints. Reflecting on this deconstructive character of posthumanism, I intend to speculate 

into the philosophical and ethical implications of embracing the posthuman1 with regards to 

embodiment and subjective experience. Grounding the text in a holistic approach towards mind 

and body, I will focus part I primarily on the synthesis of the organic and the technological, 

and part II on the relationship between simulation and reality. Both sections aim to reassert 

the holistic nature of these dualisms, rendering the mind, the body and the material world 

interconnected, thus embracing Steyerl’s state of freefall. In the dissolution of these boundaries, 

I strive to maintain the idea of the embodied subject, understanding the artificial not as cold 

and disconnected, but considering the potential of interconnectivity between the organic and 

the material of simulation. 

1  
I should clarify that it is important to distinguish between the use of posthuman, and posthumanism in the text; I 
am using the term posthuman as an umbrella term – incorporating the deconstructive character of posthumanism 
with aspects of transhumanism, which primarily ‘problematises the current understanding of the human… through 
the possibilities inscribed within its possible biological and technological evolutions.’ (Ferrando, 2013, p.27) 
This focus on the physical enhancement of the body sets transhumanism apart from posthumanism in its vision 
of enhancing and possibly transcending the biological body with the technological. However, the focus of my 
paper is on Katherine Hayles’ interpretation of the posthuman, which I align to posthumanism due to her holistic 
approach to being, which interconnects mind and body, maintaining an emphasis on deconstructing the current 
understanding of the embodied subject in the context of the material world.
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I

Considering posthumanism as a deconstructive tool, with regards to the human subject, is 

reliant first on defining what it is to be human – Hayles discusses the posthuman in relation 

to deconstructing the liberal humanist subject, referring to C.B Macpherson’s ‘analysis of 

possessive individualism’ which refers to ‘human essence [as] freedom from the will of others’ 

(Hayles, 1999, p.3), emphasising individual freedom and ownership of one’s own being and 

actions as defining qualities of the human condition. Liberal humanism is centred around 

Descartes’ Cartesian Dualism, which establishes a dualistic relationship between mind and 

body, creating a hierarchical relationship in which the mind is superior. Hayles challenges 

this dualism, contending that the traditional emphasis on the ‘rational mind’ at the centre of 

our being restricts the liberal humanist subject to merely possessing, as opposed to ‘being’ 

a body (Hayles, 1999, p.5). This holistic understanding of mind and body reflects the post-

dualistic nature of posthumanism, suggesting an interconnectivity between consciousness and 

materiality that embeds being in the material world. 

Figure 2
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Looking Beyond Logical Worlds

Considering the deconstructive nature of posthumanism in the context of Science Fiction 

provides the potential to push the boundaries of this discourse to the extreme. Margaret Atwood’s 

speculative fiction novel Oryx and Crake (2013) extends the posthuman conception of the body 

as the original prosthesis, into the construction of an entirely new posthuman subject. In the 

face of a dystopian future, in which overpopulation and underproduction leaves the human 

population at risk, Crake, a prestigious geneticist, designs and adapts an artificial species fit to 

overcome what he considers the weaknesses of the human condition. Crake’s species, known 

as Crakers, are biologically conditioned not to experience lust or love, their mating ritual is 

purely practical; beginning when the woman’s abdomen turns bright blue, ‘a trick of variable 

pigmentation filched from the baboons, with a contribution from the expendable chromospheres 

of the octopus’ (Atwood, 2013, p.193). This feature is intended to eliminate the negative 

effects of sexual frustration, such as rape, war and aggression. Despite their physicality being 

grounded in the model of the human, the Crakers transcend our biological boundaries, existing 

as an entirely constructed posthuman species. In the mood of posthumanism the Crakers act 

as a deconstructive tool, prompting the reader to question what makes us human and exposing 

the physical inadequacies of our biology in the context of a rapidly changing ecology. In the 

apocalyptic context of the novel, the dichotomy set up between Jimmy, seemingly the last 

human, and the posthuman Crakers establishes the Crakers as physically superior. From the 

outset of the novel Jimmy is portrayed as a victim of the natural world, covered in mosquito 

bites and unable to step into the unbearable heat of the sun. His half-existence is reflected in 

his chosen name of ‘Snowman’, referencing the abominable snowman in its state of ‘existence 

and non-existence’ (Atwood, 2013, p.3). In contrast, the Crakers are described as beautiful 

and ‘unwary’ (Atwood, 2013, p.2), Jimmy describes them ‘glistening’ (Atwood, 2013, p.2) 

on the beach after their swim, envious as he wouldn’t dare dip a toe in the lagoon, conscious 

of what might infest it. This hierarchy of physicality and resistance that Atwood establishes 

arguably embraces the notion of free fall, opening up the boundaries of the human subject, and 

in exposing our biological limitations, advocating a shift towards the posthuman. 

Figure 2
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Crake borrows desirable attributes that pre-exist in nature to form his genetically modified utopian 

species; he contends, ‘think of an adaptation, any adaptation, and some animal somewhere will 

have thought of it first’ (Atwood, 2013, p.194). This concept is echoed in Dunne and Raby’s 

Designs for an Overpopulated Planet (2009), which similarly speculates about the future of 

technological development in the context of rapidly changing ecological, cultural and social 

conditions. In response to the projection that by 2050 food production won’t meet the needs of 

the human population, Dunne and Raby ‘speculated that we might use technology to modify 

human digestive systems to exist within the limits of the environment rather than modifying 

the environment to meet our ever-expanding needs’ (Royal College of Art, 2018). Foragers 

(2009), a work within this series presents a set of large tube-shaped objects, which appear like 

giant green straws, looming over the backs of the posthuman bodies they are connected to (see 

Fig.3). The speculative objects are designed to ‘extract nutritional value from synthetic biology 

and develop new digestive systems like those of other mammals, birds, fish and insects’ (Eco 

Visionaries: Art and Architecture after the Anthropocene, 2018). Although rooted in scientific 

research to provide a sense of plausibility, Foragers (2009) are presented as aesthetically 

fantastical, the garishly green, synthetic, sculptural forms of the objects clash with the natural 

environment they are photographed in, appearing more outrageous than functional. Dunne and 

Raby emphasise the importance of this distance from hyper-realism, ensuring the fictional 

nature of their design is clearly signified so that the viewer engages with their work as an idea 

as opposed to a product. (Dunne and Raby, 2013, p.151) Their utopian narrative therefore 

predominantly exists to promote new ways of thinking, redefining the impossible and occupying 

what the artists call a ‘What if’ space (Dunne and Raby, 2013, p.141), a title they use to frame 

each of their exhibitions as questions. This space of ‘what if?’ is a speculative space, intended to 

stimulate discussion and ‘act as a catalyst for collectively redefining our relationship to reality’ 

(Dunne and Raby, 2013, p.2). The designs therefore embody a fictional character and aesthetic 

to emphasise their provocative and engaging nature. Atwood’s representation of synthetic 

nature in Oryx and Crake (2013) often holds a similarly ironic and humorous character; the 

fake rocks designed as natural lawn regulators, named ‘Rockulators,’ are described as ‘huge 

fake rocks, made from a combo matrix of recycled plastic bottles and plant material from 

giant tree cacti’ (Atwood, 2013, p.235). Ironically, they’re also known to explode during heavy 

rainfall, leading one to imagine a garishly tentative and fantastical DIY aesthetic similar to that 

of the Foragers (2009). Like Dunne and Raby, Atwood’s creations are all grounded in current 

research which she ‘extrapolates into imaginary but not too far-fetched commercial products’ 

(Dunne and Raby, 2013, p.78), emphasising the significance of this space between scientific 

plausibility and the garishly fantastical as a provocative space for thought. The futuristic and 
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fictional nature of these speculative posthuman entities therefore aims to problematise the 

traditional relationship between human, technology and the ecology, as opposed to offering 

a logical solution. Despite the dystopian context of Oryx and Crake (2013) this relationship 

between Dunne and Raby and Atwood reflects how dystopian literature can be speculative, in 

line with Katherine Hayles’ posthumanism, looking beyond logical worlds to deconstruct the 

human condition and our relation to technology as we know it.

Arguably one of Atwood’s most contentious speculative creations are her Chickienobs, organisms 

designed to grow and farm artificial chicken breasts, without the ability to feel pain. Atwood 

depicts a headless fleshy beast ‘covered in stippled whitish-yellow skin… [and] thick fleshy 

tubes’ (Atwood, 2013, P.238). Their fleshy, visceral materiality prompts an uneasiness in the 

Figure 3



12

Post-Dualism and the Posthuman Condition: Rediscovering Embodiment in the Material World

reader - consequently bringing into question ethical concerns about the possible consequences 

of embracing the posthuman. Despite the reassurance that the Chickienobs feel no suffering, 

Atwood’s visceral illustration of the creature’s mutated, monstrous form provokes an image 

of inhumanity in the mind of the reader. Unlike Foragers (2009) this posthuman creation is 

entirely constructed, not adapted from existing organisms. The monstrous characterisation 

of the Chickienob provokes ethical questions about genetic engineering - what does a post-

dualistic approach to being suggest about the consciousness of a Chickienob? Set apart from 

a naturally evolved chicken in its physicality and inability to feel pain, if mind and body are 

interconnected is this creature not equally as sentient? These ethical considerations have more 

recently been brought to light in the media, when researchers at Cambridge University developed 

the appropriate mix of nutrients to imitate the conditions in the womb, keeping an embryo alive 

outside of the body for 13 days. The researchers discontinued their study due to the current legal 

limit for storing an embryo, which is 14 days (Sedgwick, 2017). This legal limit for growing 

and sustaining artificial life reflects the current uncertainty and scepticism towards genetic 

engineering that Atwood illustrates in the grotesque materiality of the Chickienob, causing the 

reader to question the consequences of these technological advances. This scepticism is further 

developed in Atwood’s emphasis on commodification in relation to genetic engineering; the 

Chickienobs can feel no pain, but confined to the boundaries of a lab, their artificial nature 

seemingly detracts from cultural perceptions of their sentience. However, in the context of 

Dunne and Raby, this monstrous and unethical picture of the Chickienob could be interpreted 

as a form of dark design, not sceptical but ‘driven by idealism and optimism… cautionary tales 

and satire can jolt the viewer out of a cosy complacency that all is well’ (Dunne and Raby, 2013, 

p.43). Their Huggable Atomic Mushrooms (2007-8) serve this purpose, visually representing 

the explosive and menacing form of an atomic bomb, the soft, childlike form of the mushroom 

slumps to the ground, both welcoming and disturbing the viewer in its tactile quality and dark 

humour (see fig.4). Designed in response to phobia treatment, in which the subject is exposed to 

their phobia in an attempt to rationalise their fear or anxiety, the speculative objects attempt to 

engage the viewer with a problem, or a potential reality in order to ‘trigger shifts in perception 

and understanding that open spaces for as-of-yet, unthought-of possibilities’ (Dunne and Raby, 

2013, P.43). In this sense, despite its dystopian nature, Atwood’s cautionary and emotive use 

of visceral imagery in relation to simulated nature in Oryx and Crake (2013) again plays an 

optimistic role in problematising the future of genetic modification, bringing to light questions 

relevant to existing technological advances in the hope of a conscientious development of the 

posthuman.
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Figure 4
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Figure 5
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Deconstructing the Human 

In the discourse of posthumanism, Stelarc contends that ‘we’ve always been prosthetic bodies’, 

connecting the prosthesis to the construction of artefacts and ‘amplifications of the body’ 

throughout history, stating that it is ‘part of what we are as a human species’ (Stelarc, 2000, 

quoted in Goodhall, 2005, p.1). In this sense, it could be argued that information systems 

already exist between our bodies and artificial entities. In How We Became Posthuman (1999), 

Hayles discusses the boundaries of the human subject in relation to Social Scientist and 

Cybernetist Gregory Bateson, who equated the flow of information between a blind man and 

his cane to a cybernetic system in which ‘the cane funnels to the man essential information 

about his environment’ (Hayles, 1999, p.84). This idea that the boundaries of the human subject 

are constructed as opposed to given provides a key structural basis for posthumanist thought, 

providing the potential for the body to be extended and adapted. Grounding this relationship 

between the body and the tool in Phenomenology, Heidegger reflects on the tool in relation 

to our experience of being. Using the example of a hammer, he refers to the object when 

it is observed as ‘Present-at-Hand’ (Heidegger, 2001, p.91) and the object in use as ‘Ready 

to Hand’ (Heidegger, 2001, p.99). He suggests the act of hammering ‘uncovers the specific 

“manipulability” of the hammer’ (Heidegger, 2001, p.98), allowing the hammer to manifest 

itself in its own right, revealing its true being. Whilst the hammer is in use it disappears from 

our consciousness; as I lose myself in the act of hammering, lifting and striking, the tool 

becomes an extension of my hand – the weight of my body and the force of the hammer 

entangled as one movement, one entity. In this sense, whilst in use, the blind man’s cane can be 

understood as Ready to Hand, this totalising experience resulting in man and cane uniting as a 

single posthuman body. In his book Phenomenology of Perception (1989) Maurice Merleau-

Ponty further analyses this symbiotic relationship between a blind man and his cane, arguing 

that active engagement with the tool transforms it from being an object that he perceives to 

‘an instrument with which he perceives. It is an appendage of the body, or an extension of 

the bodily synthesis’ (Merleau-Ponty, 1989, p.154). Like Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty illustrates 

the nature of the tool as a bodily prosthesis, transforming one’s experience of embodiment 

in the world. This phenomenological notion that engaging with the artificial might transform 

the physicality of our being contextualises the posthuman idea that the body is the original 

prosthesis, equating the organic body with inorganic matter in a single information system, yet 

grounding this experience in the physicality of the body.
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Evolution of the Posthuman Body

Hayles’ interpretation of the body as the original prosthesis is grounded in the idea that we 

each exist as a ‘posthuman collectivity’ (Hayles, 1999, p.5). Within this model of subjectivity, 

Hayles perceives herself transformed into a collective of ‘autonomous agents operating 

together to make a self’ (Hayles, 1999, p.5). To illustrate this model, she states; ‘My sleep 

agent wants to rest, but my food agent says I should go to the store’ (Hayles, 1999, p.5), 

describing her bodily processes as a collective system. This model of collectivity provides the 

basis for Hayles’ team of agents to grow and expand beyond the biological boundaries of the 

body, reinforcing the notion that we are already posthuman. Stelarc’s performances with Third 

Hand (1980) offer an example of a posthuman collectivity - the organic interacting in harmony 

with a technological prosthesis. Existing as a posthuman body composed of both biological 

and synthetic components, in these performances the artist attached a mechanical third hand 

to his body, controlled by electrical signals from his muscles. The interconnectivity between 

human and machine is reinforced in Stelarc’s relationship with his Third Hand (1980), which 

is entirely instantiated in the physicality of his body; the tensing of a muscle prompting a 

response from the prosthesis, which creates a symbiosis, or feedback loop between mind, body 

and machine. In his first performance with Third hand (1980), titled Obsolete Body (1980) 

Stelarc attempted to mimic the motions of the artificial hand with his real hand, which in 

turn appeared ‘clumsy and jerky’ (Paffrath and Stelarc, quoted in Goodhall, 2005, p.8). This 

attempt to create a harmonious relationship between body and machine draws attention to the 

physical limitations of the human body in relation to the impossibly smooth mobility of the 

mechanical hand. Like a calf stumbling on its first steps, the initial inferiority and failure of 

Stelarc’s biological hand appears to look optimistically towards the evolution of the posthuman 

collective body, adapting as opposed to erasing our experience of embodiment. Despite its 

title, Obsolete Body (1980), which appears to disregard the significance of the body, I would 

argue that Stelarc’s performance actually reinforces the holistic nature of mind and body – the 

seamless coexistence of mind, body and simulated prosthesis in the performance establishes an 

intimate relationship between being and materiality, depicting a vision of the posthuman that 

grounds itself in the material world.

Revisiting Dunne and Raby’s Foragers (2009), this speculative design similarly roots the 

posthuman in the physicality of the material world (see fig.6). The objects act as an extension 

to the body, designed to develop human digestion in response to a changing ecology. This 

technological intervention proposes to dramatically alter the relationship between our bodies 
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and the environment. The physicality of the foraging equipment seems to disrupt the established 

relationship between food and the body. Human hands play a less direct and intimate role in 

the consumption of food – perhaps only used to support the tubes which take over the role of 

consumption, therefore transforming the act of eating into a seemingly indirect and practical 

experience. However, Alex Burrett’s narrative The Way You Move (2010) reflects on the close 

and intimate relationship the foragers appear to have with their surrounding environment. 

Analysing their postures and patterns of movement he suggests that as with any type of social 

group ‘their physicality is forged by their environment’ (Burrett, 2010, quoted in Dunne 

and Raby, 2013, p.152). Burrett writes that the relationship established between the external 

systems of digestion, their bodies and the environment, allows the foragers to ‘recapture 

the grace of the animal kingdom’ (Burrett, 2010, quoted in Dunne and Raby, 2013, p.152), 

suggesting an alternative form of intimacy with the organic that could emerge in Dunne and 

Raby’s speculative posthuman reality. Burrett’s analysis of Foragers (2009) therefore aligns 

them with Hayles’ trajectory of posthumanism, grounding their being in relation to their bodies, 

the environment and the technology that enhances them. This intimate relationship between the 

self, the artificial and the external world establishes the potential for the embodied subject to 

evolve and adapt in relation to technology.

Figure 6
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Due to their speculative and fictional nature, Dunne and Raby’s designs exist as sculptural 

models, engaging primarily with materiality to imagine the evolution of a posthuman reality. 

The alluring physicality of their scale models allows the viewer to visualise the interaction 

of these artificial entities with the body, imagining themselves in the place of the foragers, as 

they are pictured looming over fields of vegetation. This tactile and alluring engagement with 

materiality is echoed in Pakui Hardware’s exhibition The Return of Sweetness (2018). The 

collective’s synthesis of the artificial and the organic consists of sculptural artificial bodies, 

their natural forms contrasting the self-conscious use of synthetic, rigid and reflective materials 

(see fig.7). Constructed human stomachs hang in the space, the coloured glass appearing both 

fluid and still due to its transparency. These forms are connected by rubbery fallopian tubes 

to hybrid, bodily structures cast in PVC; the environment appears alluringly tactile, yet sterile 

– perhaps resembling the inner depths of Crake’s lab. The alluring materiality of these digital 

hybrid bodies appears beautifully yet intimidatingly sublime in contrast to the clunky, child-like 

aesthetic of Foragers (2009), the uncanny objects creating a sense of enchantment and tentative 

unease. The exhibition’s description states that ‘metabolism is not personal. It is engineered’ 

(Tenderpixel, 2018), in conjunction with posthumanist discourse, suggesting that the body is 

malleable and adaptable – and that it might be ‘rewired to get more efficient. To grant [it] 

the ability to generate new products’ (Tenderpixel, 2018). The synthesis of organic form and 

synthetic material in The Return of Sweetness (2018) allows it to occupy a speculative space, 

testing the boundaries between the natural and digital worlds. The overwhelming tactility of the 

sculptures arguably creates a heightened sense of embodiment in the space, perhaps allowing 

the viewer to imagine how bodily experience, and our interaction with an increasingly artificial 

material world might evolve in a posthuman future.
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Figure 7
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Figure 8
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II

Encountering the Material World

Further embedding the nature of being in the material world, Heidegger, like Hayles, rejects 

Descartes’ Cartesian Dualism. This interconnectivity between mind and body inherently 

undermines the conceptual grounding for a disembodied consciousness merely possessing a 

body, thus maintains a relationship between being and materiality. In Being and Time (2001) 

Heidegger establishes Dasein as the prominent mode of existence, a self-reflexive understanding 

of being, which ‘is always already contained in everything we apprehend as beings’ (Heidegger, 

2001, p.3). This definition of being differs to that of Hayles’ in its intricacy, focusing neither on 

the liberal humanist subject, nor the biological boundaries of the human body, perhaps creating a 

slightly problematic contradiction as to what the term posthuman might mean in these differing 

contexts. However, the ontological relationship Hayles forges between the posthuman and the 

material world arguably has grounding in Dasein. Heidegger contends that ‘Dasein tends to 

understand its own being in terms of that being to which it is essentially, continually and most 

closely related – the “world”’ (Heidegger, 2001, p.14), this condition of ‘Being-in-the-world’ 

(Heidegger, 2001, p.40) instantiates being in its material context, like Hayles, establishing a 

trajectory of humanism, or posthumanism, that interconnects body and mind.  

Due to this interconnectivity of being and materiality, emphasised by both Heidegger and Hayles, 

deconstructing the ontology of the human also involves deconstructing our phenomenological 

relationship with the material world, with regards to sensory experience. In the context of 

the posthuman, in which a post-dualistic approach renders reality increasingly intertwined 

with technology and the virtual, considering the nature of being in the world therefore enters 

into a discussion about the relationship between reality and simulation. Reflecting on the role 

technology plays in posthumanism, Francesca Ferrando draws parallels between posthumanism 

and Heidegger’s The Question Concerning Technology (1977).  Heidegger portrays technology 

as a force that reveals, with the potential to transform the essence of the natural world. He 

illustrates this mode of revealing through a hydroelectric plant on the river Rhine, describing 

the interconnected processes that transform the current of the Rhine into electricity. These 

processes transform not only the physicality of the current but the essence of the Rhine itself, 

into ‘a water supplier’ (Heidegger, 1977, p.16) that becomes rooted in the essence of the power 

station. Despite Heidegger’s depiction of a discordant relationship between technology and 

nature, Ferrando argues that posthumanism similarly investigates technology ‘as a mode of 

Figure 8
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revealing’ (Ferrando, 2013, p.29), reconsidering the ontological significance of technology in a 

contemporary setting. Ferrando’s interpretation of this posthuman investigation into the ‘non-

separateness between the human and the techno realm’ (Ferrando, 2013, p.29) as an ontological 

issue therefore reaffirms an interconnectivity between mind, body and the material world - 

leading me to question in what way technology might transform the nature of being in the 

world. Relating back to Steyerl’s In Free Fall: A Thought Experiment on Vertical Perspective 

(2012) – how might this ‘non-separateness’ (Ferrando, 2013, p.29) of the human and technology 

create new visualities, confusing the boundaries between simulation and the real? Moreover, 

is it possible for our experience of simulation to transcend our experience of reality – i.e. what 

makes simulation too real?

Revisiting Oryx and Crake (2013), the separation of the Crakers from culture allows them 

to function as an apt metaphor for Steyerl’s state of free fall; their naivety towards everyday 

cultural constructions such as digital imagery disrupts established relationships between 

signified and signifier, allowing the reader to encounter simulation through illiterate eyes. 

Jimmy’s relationship with the Crakers therefore provides a construct for the discussion of the 

semiotics of simulation; ‘They’d struggled with pictures, at first – flowers on beach-trash lotion 

bottles, fruits on juice cans. Is it real? No, it is not real. What is this not real? Not real can 

tell us about real’ (Atwood, 2013, p.118). Due to their total isolation from culture, having 

only experienced the natural environment, the Crakers can’t distinguish the difference between 

the representational imagery of fruit and real fruit. Their naïve interaction with the artificial 

allows the viewer to encounter an alternative visuality, deconstructing our engagement with the 

representational image. Acting as an example of an unconsciously post-dualistic understanding 

of simulation, the Crakers arguably embody the character of posthumanism, rendering 

simulation and reality interchangeable – the interaction therefore ‘initiat[ing] new experiences 

of embodiment’ (Hayles, 1999, p.28) for the reader. This encounter, in which the boundaries 

of simulation and reality become blurred, could be compared to the first screening of the early 

Lumiere Brother’s film Arrival of the Train (1896), depicting the everyday scene of a train 

pulling into a station. The movement of the train directly towards the camera is said to have 

caused ‘fear, terror, even panic’ (Karasek, 1994) to an audience unaccustomed to medium of 

cinema; the reaction of the audience suggests that instinctively, they encountered the image as 

reality. As with the Crakers, the audience’s lack of familiarity with the mediation of the digital 

distorted and consequently challenged their perception of the real. Hayles discusses the effect 

of this mediating presence of the digital in relation to technologies of text production: 



23

Post-Dualism and the Posthuman Condition: Rediscovering Embodiment in the Material WorldPost-Dualism and the Posthuman Condition: Rediscovering Embodiment in the Material World

‘A book produced by typesetting may look very similar to one generated by a computerised programme, but the 

technological processes involved in this transformation are not neutral. Different technologies of text production 

suggest different models of signification; changes in signification are linked with shifts in consumption; shifting 

patterns of consumption initiate new experiences of embodiment; and embodied experience interacts with codes 

of representation to generate new kinds of textual worlds’ (Hayles, 1999, p.28).

As with simulated imagery, although the content may be perceived as identical, a computer-

generated text differs from a hand written or typeset text due to its context and process, which 

alters our encounter with the text. Hayles describes the physicality of the type writer, with 

its ‘emphasis on spatially fixed and geometrically arranged letters… lend[ing] itself to a 

signification model that links signifier to signified in direct correspondence’ (Halyes, 1999, 

p.26), due to the clear and coherent relation between the key pressed and letter produced. 

She compares this to the experience of electronic media, with its many complex functions, 

for example my ability to change the colour of my text in the touch of a button is far more 

complex than the absolute certainty that a key with a ‘T’ symbol is going to produce the 

letter ‘T’ on a typewriter. For Hayles the computer therefore reinforces ‘the sense of word as 

image… in which no simple one-to-one correspondence exists between signifier and signified’ 

(Hayles, 1999, p26). This changing mode of signification contributes to the constant feedback 

loop between ‘production, signification, consumption, bodily experience and representation’ 

(Hayles, 1999, p.28), reflecting not only the potential for technology to create new visualities, 

but the significance of materiality in this chain of development, altering the physicality of our 

bodily experience in the world.

Dunne and Raby emphasise the inspirational value of literature in their speculative thinking, 

stating that fiction has the freedom to imagine a future ‘beyond logical worlds’ (Dunne and 

Raby, 2013, p.71). In relation to semiotics, this provides a speculative basis from which to 

imagine the possible limits of technology, and the ways in which a posthuman body might 

encounter simulation in this context. Ray Bradbury’s The Veldt (2008) imagines a future in 

which domesticity is entirely digitalised, the protagonists, George and Lydia Hadley, live in an 

artificially intelligent home which feeds them, clothes them and cares for them. Most intriguing 

in the short story is the construct of the nursery, a forty-by-forty-foot room consisting of four ‘all 

dimensional, superraectionary’ (Bradbury, 2008, p.12) crystal walls, with the ability to simulate 

the environment of the Hadley children’s desire. Throughout the tale Bradbury personifies 

the nursery, describing the ‘purr’ (Bradbury, 2008, p.10) of the walls as they recede into a 

simulation of the African Veldt, characterising it perhaps as a kind of posthuman consciousness. 
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Their relationship with the room as a commodity establishes the character’s awareness of its 

artificial nature, yet Bradbury’s use of sensory language suggests that the characters encounter 

the simulation as they would reality - George putting his hand up to ‘shield off the burning 

light from his squinted eyes’ (Bradbury, 2008, p.13) in response to the simulated sun. The 

room therefore has a hyperreal quality, as the characters exclaim that it is ‘too real’ (Bradbury, 

2008, p13), which creates an ambiguous relationship between reality and the materiality of 

simulation in the text. Throughout The Veldt (2008) there are references to material that suggest 

the simulation may have transcended the boundaries of the screen, such as the old wallet George 

finds in the nursery which is infused with the smell of grass and lion, having ‘been chewed… 

[with] blood smears on both sides’ (Bradbury, 2008, p.16), until eventually the nursery appears 

to swallow up George and Lydia Hadley entirely. This chilling ambiguity between simulation 

and the real reflects Bradbury’s uncertainty about the future of our relationship with technology. 

The story’s climax playfully justifies the initial terror ensued by the first screening of Arrival 

of the Train (1896) – a reaction that is also echoed in George and Lydia’s first encounter with 

the nursery in the text in which they run out of the room in response to its ‘clinical accuracy’ 

(Bradbury, 2008, p.12), a reaction that ironically appears paranoid at this point in the text. 

In contrast to the posthuman, which celebrates the interconnectivity of simulation and the 

real, this dystopian reality critically questions our control over the thin line between reality 

and simulation – implying the potential for technology to warp and confuse our relationship 

with reality. This notion of control is key in distinguishing attitudes towards simulation. In 

embracing post-dualism, posthumanism actively blurs the boundaries of simulation and reality, 

whereas Bradbury portrays this synthesis as a dangerous loss of perceptual awareness, negating 

from our transparency with the material world.

Huxley’s Brave New World (2007) similarly plays with the boundaries of simulation in his 

construction of the ‘Feelies’ in the novel - the dystopian cinema equivalent in which one not 

only sees and hears but also feels and smells. One of the feelies is infamous for depicting a 

love scene on a bear skin rug, of which ‘every hair … could be separately and distinctly felt’ 

(Huxley, 2007, p.146), the precise nature of this digital reconstruction renders the experience 

‘far more real than reality’ (Huxley, 2007, p.146), further suggesting the potential for simulation 

to transcend and perhaps replace reality. As with Atwood’s Crakers, the character of John, 

the savage, fulfils the role of the other – naïve to the social context of the ‘civilized’ utopian 

society of the novel (Huxley, 2007, p.162). As he is raised in the primitive reservations, without 

access to technology, through John the reader encounters the constructed hyper-sensational 

experience of the feelies through fresh eyes, unacquainted with the literacy or semiotics of 
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the screen. As in The Veldt (2008) the simulation appears hyperreal, not only visually but 

tactically blurring the boundaries between the characters’ experience of reality and simulation, 

the audience experiencing a great ‘Thump!’ (Huxley, 2007, p.146) on the forehead as the 

feely portrays a helicopter accident and their lips tingling ‘with almost intolerable galvanic 

pleasure’ (Huxley, 2007, p.146) as the protagonist’s lips meet. John describes the characters as 

‘stereoscopic images, locked in one another’s arms… [appearing] dazzling and incomparably 

more solid-looking than they would have seemed in actual flesh and blood’ (Huxley, 2007, 

p.146), this description appears almost paradoxical in its emphasis of his awareness of the 

artificial nature of the image and the extreme sensuality of its transcendental quality. This 

paradoxical relationship with the image and reality brings to mind Laure Prouvost’s moving 

image work Into All That Is Here (2015), in which she explores the edges of imagery and 

language. Through her soft and playful narration, Prouvost transforms the viewer into the 

video’s protagonist, entering them into the world of the screen - in which the lines between 

the real and the fantastical become blurred. As the narrative reaches its sensational climax, 

an on-screen voice exclaims ‘the images are sweating… you are melting like I am’ (Into All 

That Is Here, 2015) whilst water crawls down the flat surface of an image covered in skin-

like tones and body-like curves. Interspersed with this are visceral cuts of streaming water 

and flowers erotically ‘drowning in pleasure’ (Prouvost, 2015); in a more abstract way the 

tactility of the sound and imagery engineers a similar sensation of synthetic pleasure in the 

viewer to that of Huxley’s feelies. Prouvost embraces the ambiguous relationship between 

synthetic imagery and the natural world in this sequence; in anthropomorphising the image 

through her emotive language and surreal micro shots she equates the coarse materiality of 

paper to the soft curves of the body as the image takes on its own fantastical life, transcending 

the boundaries of the paper. Prouvost explores this transcendental potential of the image in 

a playful manner, experimenting with the edges of language and the physicality of material. 

Speculatively Into All That Is Here (2015) embodies the language of post-dualism, interpreting 

the hyperreal sensuality of simulation that Brave New World (2007) depicts as a potential for 

play and experimentation; redefining our relationship to the image in a posthuman context.

 This ambiguous line between simulation and reality is ultimately depicted in a contrastingly 

dystopian light in Brave New World (2007) and The Veldt (2008). In both narratives immersing 

oneself in the virtual appears to create a binary relationship between sensory and emotional 

experience, in which the hedonism of the senses prevails. Having been raised in the simulated 

world of their nursery, the Hadley children in The Veldt (2008) appear disconnected from any 

feeling or sensation that exists outside of the fantastically visceral possibilities of their nursery 
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walls; requiring only their sensory functions they exclaim ‘I don’t want to do anything but look, 

listen and smell, what else is there to do?’ (Bradbury, 2008, p.19). This intimate relationship 

between simulation and the sensory appears to replace the Hadley children’s desire for human 

relationships and any physical or emotional connection to the real. This emotional disconnect is 

emphasised by the sinister climax of the narrative, in which the children trick their parents into 

the jaws of the simulated lions of the Veldt, the all-encompassing walls of the nursery having 

displaced their desire for parental love or affection. The sinister tone of the narrative represents 

simulation as a deceptive force – having the potential to fool the senses and act as a barrier 

to authentic and intimate experiences of the real, therefore reinforcing the very dualisms that 

posthumanism aims to expose. The nursery functions as a similar construct to that of Huxley’s 

feelies in Brave New World (2007), acting as a means of social control they invoke communal 

pleasure as a tool to displace solitary experience and monogamous relationships, eliminating 

the character’s desires for emotional intimacy. As an outsider, naïve to the social conditioning 

of the civilised world, John is the most familiar construct through which the reader encounters 

the feelies. Ashamed by the hedonistic desire it evokes in him, he claims the experience to be 

‘ignoble’ (Huxley, 2007, p.147), reflecting his disgust at the level of emotional disconnect in a 

society that values hedonistic pleasure over love and monogamy. John’s eventual submission 

to this seduction of the senses at the climax of Brave New World (2007), in which the reader 

is led to believe that he partakes in a drug infused orgy before hanging himself, depicts the 

sinister consequences of displacing the fullness and complexity of authentic experience with 

a hollow shell of sensory imitation. As the only familiar construct of the other in the novel, 

through John’s tragic fate, Huxley leaves the reader feeling vulnerable to what he depicts as 

the deceptive and irresistible pull of simulated experience. In the context of the tumultuous 

period of the Industrial Revolution, both authors exploit this speculative correlation between 

simulation and emotional disconnect to project their (perhaps premature) scepticism towards 

the ideologies underlying the posthuman. Looking outside of logical worlds, the dystopias 

arguably offer a pessimistic extreme to what Hayles acknowledges as a potential for shifting 

signifiers and altered experiences of materiality in the context of a posthuman synthesis of 

authentic and simulated experience.
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The Authentic Real

In embracing the synthesis of traditional boundaries between reality and simulation, the 

posthuman brings into question the value of authenticity. Inherently the posthuman notion that 

the biological limits of the body are adaptable is reliant on an equivalent relationship between 

biological organism and cybernetic mechanism – rejecting a need to maintain the distinction 

between simulation and the authentic real. Whereas, as previously discussed, Science Fiction 

texts tend to fetishize authenticity, catastrophising the inability to distinguish between authentic 

reality and simulated experience. These contrasting representations of authenticity lead me to 

ask if there is a need, in the context of posthumanism, to maintain any kind of relationship with 

what we consider authentic reality? 

Figure 9
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The genetic engineering in Oryx and Crake (2013) provides an interesting construct through 

which to explore the value of authenticity. Throughout the novel, Crake and Jimmy, the central 

protagonists, discuss the modification of nature, in relation to our perception of the real. When 

observing a genetically engineered butterfly ‘with wings the size of pancakes’ (Atwood, 2013, 

p.235) Jimmy asks Crake if it is real. In response, Crake compares the nature of bio engineering 

to teeth whitening, or breast enlargement, placing emphasis on the quality of the simulation or 

modification, and denying the significance of the process of construction; ‘These butterflies fly, 

they mate, they lay eggs, caterpillars come out...if you could tell they were fake… it was a bad 

job’ (Atwood, 2013, p.236). Crake’s logic places emphasis on sensory experience, as opposed to 

our contextual understanding of the butterfly as a simulation of nature. This interchangeability 

of simulation and reality that Crake advocates disregards the significance of authenticity – for 

Crake the animal’s origin is irrelevant as long as the imitation of reality is convincing. Crake 

further comments that he doesn’t believe in nature, ‘not with a capital N’, drawing parallels 

between ‘Nature’ and God (Atwood, 2013, p.242). In the context of this rejection of God, 

Crakes’s reference to Nature as a proper noun characterises authenticity as a kind of divine and 

mystical concept. His rejection of this concept undermines and mocks overly romantic attitudes 

towards the authentic that treasure the sacred memory of a world untainted by simulation. This 

correlation between Crake’s ideas and posthumanism leads me to question if a post-dualistic 

approach to simulation and bodily experience inherently rejects authenticity?

Baudrillard’s Simulacra and Simulation (1988) embodies this romanticism towards authenticity 

that Crake taunts, defining simulation as the active replacement of the real. Based on the idea 

that authentic experience no longer exists, Baudrillard argues that we have already lost the 

ability to distinguish between simulation and reality, ‘substituting the signs of the real for the 

real’ (Baudrillard, 1988, p.167). To illustrate this, Baudrillard recounts a tale by Jorge Luis 

Borges in which imperial mapmakers produce a scale map so detailed that it covers the whole 

empire, replicating the land underneath it to the extent that the people mistake the map for the 

empire itself. Underneath the map, the territory has become a ‘Desert of the Real’ (Baudrillard, 

1988, p.166) rendering the map, a simulation of reality, all that is left. For Baudrillard, this tale 

is an allegory for postmodern culture in which we have lost the ability to distinguish between 

nature and artifice. This scepticism towards simulation creates a hierarchical relationship 

between authentic reality and simulated reality, setting up an almost antithetical relationship 

between Baudrillard and posthumanism. As in Huxley’s Brave New World (2007), where the 

characters take Soma to engineer a state of synthetic bliss, Baudrillard characterises simulation 

as a tool for displacement, depriving the spectator of the unique and superior experience of 
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authenticity. Huxley’s depiction of this state of synthetic joy appears to uphold Baudrillard’s 

hierarchical relationship between authenticity and simulation; John the savage is alarmed to 

find his mother in a state of ‘imbecile happiness’ (Huxley, 2007, p.175) whilst hooked on the 

drug, repulsed by this contradictory state of ignorance and joy. Arguably, through the eyes 

of John, the reader experiences Huxley’s dystopian world in the context of a nostalgia for 

authenticity. Reminiscent of Baudrillard, he exclaims that he would ‘rather be unhappy than 

have the sort of false, lying happiness’ he has experienced in the civilised world (Huxley, 

2007, p.119). In Against the Novelty of New Media: The Resuscitation of the Authentic (2017), 

Erika Balsom discusses authenticity as ‘a subjective ideal’ (Balsom, 2017, p.71), arguing that 

‘traditional forms of experience are valorised because they are seen to offer a reassuring escape 

from the instability and uncertainty of the rapidly changing present’ (Balsom, 2017, p.72). In 

this context, it can be inferred that John’s nostalgia towards what he perceives as authentic 

experience is reactionary, maintaining hope of an escape from the civilised world that he 

detests. This interwoven relationship between nostalgia, subjectivity and authentic experience 

problematises authenticity, rendering its definition ambiguous and the notion itself outdated, 

ultimately undermining its conceptual value.  In this context, revisiting the posthuman notion 

that ‘there are no essential differences between bodily existence and computer simulation’ 

(Hayles, 1999, p.3) leads me to question whether establishing an interchangeable relationship 

between reality and simulation renders them indistinguishable, as Baudrillard suggests?

Despite my scepticism towards authenticity, considering Baudrillard’s Simulacra and 

Simulation (1988) in the context of posthumanism arguably creates an interesting contradiction 

in light of the posthuman emphasis on being in the world. Although a post-dualistic approach 

to simulation and reality appears to reject authenticity, might blurring these boundaries detract 

from our experience of embodiment – distancing us from our understanding and awareness of 

the material world? As Hayles argues in her discussion of text production, technology proposes 

to alter traditional relationships between signified and signifier, suggesting that a transparent 

awareness of this altered mode of signification is necessary to aid our understanding of the 

evolution of being in a posthuman context. Posthumanism’s holistic approach to being (in the 

world), therefore brings into question the extent to which the lines between simulation and 

the real should be blurred. This leads me to believe that a post-dualistic approach towards 

simulation and the real, in the context of posthumanism, involves the appreciation of these 

entities as equal and interrelated however not entirely indistinguishable, therefore maintaining 

some affinity with authenticity.
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Figure 10
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III

Free Fall

In her post-dualistic interpretation of being, Hayles distorts and challenges the model of the 

liberal humanist subject, sending our understanding of the human condition into a perpetual 

state of free fall. My investigation into posthumanism, has led me to the conclusion that a 

holistic understanding of mind and body, that grounds being in the physicality of the material 

world, is crucial in maintaining an intimate relationship between technology, our ontology 

and the ecology. This interconnectivity between mind, body and the technological proposes 

to evolve and adapt the posthuman body, as illustrated in Dunne and Raby’s Foragers (2009), 

as well as Stelarc’s Obsolete Body (1980). In both of these examples, technology appears 

to develop and enhance the subject’s experience of embodiment, acting as a tool to reveal 

undiscovered potential in the physicality of the body. Hayles emphasises the role materiality 

plays in the evolution of the posthuman subject in her assertion that ‘the body is the net result 

of thousands of years of sedimented evolutionary history’ claiming that ‘it is naïve to think that 

this history does not affect human behaviours at every level of thought and action’ (Hayles, 

1999, p.284). In a world increasingly integrated with the technology, this interconnectivity 

between materiality and the human condition arguably establishes the potential for the human 

subject to gradually evolve and adapt in a posthuman context. 

Moreover, this affinity with materiality is arguably what separates posthumanism from the 

dystopian logic of science fiction. In contrast to dystopian narratives that catastrophise the 

inability to distinguish between simulation and reality, posthumanism looks towards a 

conscientious interpretation of post-dualism, perceiving simulation and reality as interrelated 

and equal, but not entirely indistinguishable. Demonstrating the potential for science fiction 

to be speculative, the dystopian worlds of Brave New World (2007), Oryx and Crake (2013), 

and The Veldt (2008) consequently reinforce the importance of maintaining an affinity with the 

material world in the context of the posthuman. Deconstructing our relationship with simulation 

and the technological, posthumanism therefore embraces an interconnectivity of mind, body 

and the material world that allows the posthuman subject to maintain an intimate understanding 

of the nature of embodiment.

Figure 10
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Figure 11


