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The Value of Imagining the Trans/Posthuman
Victoria Peake, University of Warwick
Imagination is more important than knowledge. For knowledge is limited
to all we now know and understand, while imagination embraces the
entire world, and all there ever will be to know and understand.
— Albert Einstein
I’m not sure that imagination is more important than knowledge, but I do agree that
imagination is the starting point for all there will be to know. I am interested in the value
of imagining or visualising human enhancement technologies for shaping future
scientific and technological innovations. Imagining or envisioning is fundamental for
innovation and progress.
During the KIT-ITAS conference that I attended in July of this year, entitled ‘Imagining
the (Post-) Human Future: Meaning, Critique and Consequences’, many discussions
were had around transhumanism, the ideology that aims towards enhancing and
perfecting the human using science and technology, to advance our capabilities. One
key theme that arose was this idea of visualising what a transhuman might look like,
with examples of visual depictions of Gods and Goddesses in Religion. I remember that
someone asked what the point was of imagining or visualising the transhuman because
often these figures seemed to be unrealistic, abstract or unattainable. However, I would
argue that by visualising what a transhuman, or posthuman might look like, we can
begin to orient our attitudes towards the moral, ethical and political issues that arise
from the enhancement of the human, since visual representation has the power to evoke
emotive responses. After forming an opinion it becomes possible to ask and attempt to
answer questions such as what is possible? What is moral and ethical? What should we
allow? Are there boundaries that should not be crossed, if so where? How can we
institutionalise and implement innovations that we would allow?
For my undergraduate dissertation I exhibited this painting of myself as a human-robot
hybrid and collected viewer responses through questionnaires, interviews and natural
discussion, without explaining the intentions of the piece or what it was depicting. I
found that the exhibition sparked strong emotions from viewers using words with
positive and negative connotations in their answers, which defined their opinions of
human enhancement. Thus, in this instance visual representation created emotive
responses suggesting that imagining and visualising does help to orient our attitudes
towards future possibilities.
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Moreover, I also argue that imagining or visualising a post/transhuman is not only
powerful in invoking an emotive response to orient our attitudes towards such
innovations, but also has the potential to produce knowledge. Interestingly, what I also
found was that viewers understood and discussed some of the main debates around
transhumanism, even in cases where the viewers had no previous knowledge or
understanding of the topic. For example the respondents raised questions as to the
distinction (or not) between therapy and enhancement, and the fear of disparity and
disadvantage that would arise in society if only some could access such enhancements.
Thus the visual can be a powerful tool for producing knowledge even in the absence of
written explanation. As Eyerman and Ring (1998, 283) argue, ‘artworks can evoke a
reflexive, cognitive response from viewing publics, in which powerful emotion and
recognition can combine to extraordinary effect.’
So why not imagine or envision? Regardless of whether what we imagine is possible,
desirable or too abstract to become a reality, it can orient our feelings towards the broad
notion of enhancement, and encourage us to debate and ask the right questions in order
to move forward. Furthermore, my dissertation has proven that visual representation of
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one’s imagination can also produce knowledge. As Einstein said, ‘imagination embraces
the entire world, and all there ever will be to know and understand.’
Contact details: victoriapeake3@gmail.com
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