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1. Introduction

On September 3, 2025, on the sidelines
of the Chinese military parade mark-
ing the 80th anniversary of the end of the
Second World War, CCTV microphones
captured a private exchange between Xi Jin-
ping and Vladimir Putin about the possibil-
ity of extended human longevity. Xi Jinping
was reported to have said, “now people in
their 70s are still young”, and Vladimir Pu-
tin was reported to have replied, “in a few
years, with the development of biotechnol-
ogy, human organs can be constantly trans-
planted so that (people) can live younger
and younger, and even become immortal™.
This light-hearted conversation between
the two heads of state triggered countless
reactions, and nouns such as immortal, cy-
borg, superhuman, and posthuman experi-
enced a sudden surge in global media dis-
course over the following days?. Beyond the
anecdote, the universal fascination with the
topic — and the already rich imaginary long
nourished by literature and, more recently,
by cinema — fully explains this intense and
widespread enthusiasm.

Parallel to the explosive immediacy of
media information and commentary, the-
oretical and critical academic discourses
have been developing within the slower



The Posthuman: Literary Usages and Embryonic Forms

temporal framework of the humanities,
aiming in particular to enhance our abil-
ity to grasp intellectually the stakes and
dimensions of any extension, updating, or
rejection of the boundaries by which we
might still define the human. The main
objective of this paper is precisely to inter-
rogate the conceptual gap between the hu-
man and the posthuman in our collective
imaginary. It seeks, more specifically, to
establish an operative, non-Western-cen-
tered definition of the posthuman that
will then allow us to identify its embryon-
ic forms in the literary testimonies of the
past. Such an undertaking must, of course,
begin with a pragmatic delimitation of
what constitutes the common denomina-
tor of all humans and thus forms the core
of the concept.

2.'The Human Root of Feminist
and Postmodern Posthumanisms

Whether one speaks of feminist post-
humanism (initiated by Donna
Haraway®) or of postmodernist posthu-
manism (whose major representative is
arguably Cary Wolfe*), the entire discourse
constructed around the posthuman rests
on a critique of an endemic conception of
the human, one that is tied exclusively to
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Eu-
rope. Although the central aim of these
contemporary discourses is precisely to
challenge this Enlightenment notion of
the human, posthumanist authors seem,
albeit unintentionally, to reproduce an
Western-centric reflex. Indeed, by con-
structing the concept of the “posthuman”
on the basis of the Enlightenment human,
these posthumanist thinkers (Donna Har-
away, Rosi Braidotti, Cary Wolfe, Karen
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Barad) end up contaminating the neolo-
gism with the very Western-centered di-
mension they seek to critique. As a result,
the concept of the posthuman — limited to
a narrow opposition to the European hu-
manist human — becomes far less intuitive
for a non-Western audience shaped by a
different history of ideas.

To this initial reservation is added the
fact that defining the posthuman as a dis-
course opposed to the human — where the
human itself is understood as a humanist
discourse on the human — entails a high
degree of discursive self-referentiality and
an equally excessive adlinguistic extension
in relation to its referent. This extension is
symptomatic of what Jacques Ellul’, and
after him Gilbert Hottois®, have called #he
language inflation.

Without entirely depriving the notion
of the posthuman of the contributions of
the Western-centered and inflationary
definition at issue, the task now is to pro-
pose a more operational and less culturally
situated understanding. To this end, it is
imperative to draw upon a more universal
idea of the human. Whether one takes as a
reference the Li of Confucianism, the Dao
of Daoism, the heimarmené of Stoic philos-
ophy, the huduth of Islamic thought, or the
dukkhba and anicca of Buddhism, the inter-
pretation of the human as the being subject
to a specific condition, the human condi-
tion, appears, mutatis mutandis, as a time-
less and worldwide leitmotif. It is therefore
from this perspective that we propose to
define the human: the human is, in terms
of limitations, that which is subject to the
human condition. This condition is itself
defined by the combination of the ensem-
ble of the human’s natural limitations and
the species-specific Umwelf’.
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In defining the posthuman, we will
therefore keep in mind this inclusive and
pragmatic conception of the human. Par-
ticular attention will be given to what writ-
ers themselves have called “posthuman” in
their literary works. This makes it possible
to work directly with what the concept
already owes to the literary and collective
imaginary. This definitional proposal will
consequently be grounded in literary usage.

3. Some Literary Occurrences

In the following discussion, the focus is
placed on four literary works whose au-
thors directly employed the word posthu-
man or its derivatives (posthumanity, post-
humanist, posthumanism). Two of these
texts are Anglo-Saxon: The Shadow Out of
Time (1936) by H. P. Lovecraft, probably
the site of the very first occurrence of the
word in literature, and Schismatrix Plus
(1985) by Bruce Sterling. The other two
are more recent Francophone works: Une
vie sans fin (2018) by Frédéric Beigbeder
and Le crépuscule des licornes (2023) by Julie
Girard.

'The first posthuman explicitly desig-
nated as such was, in fact, a literary post-
human. Indeed, not until 1936 did readers
of the renowned horror and science-fiction
writer H. P. Lovecraft encounter, for the
first time, while turning the pages of Zhe
Shadow Out of Time, the neologism posthu-
man. This novel of a little over one hundred
pages combines science with horror and
the marvelous in a temporal game of pro-
lepsis and analepsis that can prove disori-
enting on a first reading: “I shivered at the
mysteries the past may conceal, and trem-
bled at the menaces the future may bring

forth. What was hinted in the speech of
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post-human entities of the fate of mankind
produced such an le effect on me that I will
not set it down here®”.

Within this fictional world, the post-
human is represented by a kind of beetle:
“This species does not originate from hu-
mans but is nonetheless tied to their histo-
ry in that it is linked to their extinction. It
replaces them by becoming the new domi-
nant species on Earth™. Lovecraft also uses
the expression pre-human when referring
to a being anterior and apparently inferior
to the human species. The character traits
of robustness and civilizational power con-
vey the motif of superiority:

Of earthly minds there were [...]
three from the furry pre-human Hy-
perborean worshippers of Tsathoggua;
[...] five from the hardy coleopterous
species immediately following man-
kind, to which the Great Race was
some day to transfer its keenest minds
en masse in the face of horrible peril;
and several from different branches of
humanity™.

Lovecraft imagines other superior
lifeforms that clearly escape the bounds of
the human condition. 7he Great Race, for
example, which appears in the passage cit-
ed above, is a highly malleable being that
surpasses the limits of anything resembling
the contours of our condition. It is freed
from the constraints of time and moves
across eras. It emancipates itself from mat-
ter, from the body, and exists in the form
of spirit. This species is also not subject
to gender binarity, its individuals being
neither male nor female. The posthuman
is not, however, at the summit of the hi-
erarchy of beings, for its advent, though it
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marks the end of the human era, is ulti-
mately only one further evolutionary stage
to be claimed by the Great Race: “By the
time of the posthuman beetle race it would
be quite dead. And yet, as I thought of the
native legends, I trembled anew”’.

In the idea conveyed by these ini-
tial occurrences, the representation of the
posthuman reflects, consequently, five mo-
tifs that are relatively interrelated. First,
there is the motif of rupture: whether
through the narrative of the end of an era,
the emergence of another species, or phy-
logenesis (if we return to the Great Race).
Second, there is the motif of specificity
(or of the species): the figure represent-
ing the posthuman is not an exceptional
or singular creature. The posthuman is a
collective of individuals forming a specif-
ic category, or what we would commonly
call, in this case, a species. Third, we find
the motif of posteriority: it is a posterity of
the after-human, with the human always
serving as a point of orientation. Fourth,
there is the motif of superiority: it mani-
fests itself through the posthuman’s greater
civilizational power and robustness. Fifth,
we must underline the combined motif of
refuge and emancipation: the Great Race
safeguards its minds by transferring them
to a new host — the posthuman, in this case
—when the old world is overtaken.

The essential elements of these mo-
tifs are found, with a few differences, in
Bruce Sterling’s posthuman in Schismatrix
Plus. Through this science-fiction text, the
reader follows Abelard Lindsay, a diplomat
and political intriguer, who experiences
through several decades of interstellar up-
heavals, in a future where the Earth has
lost its centrality and where the population
has split into two great factions. Here, the

posthuman is not limited to a superior spe-
cies. It involves at least three dimensions:
ontological, ideological/political, and
metaphysical.

When Sterling uses posthuman as an
adjective or noun, “aren’t we Posthuman™??
or “posthuman solar system”®, he designates,
from an ontological point of view, entities
that are truly modified, biologically and cy-
bernetically. He also designates a modality
linked to the mind: “It had become a second
subconscious, a buried, intuitive layer below
her posthuman mode of thought™*. The
posthuman mode here refers to an concrete
modification at the level of cognition that
departs from the human mode considered
as standard. The author also uses “posthu-
manism”: “The future belongs to Posthu-
manism, Lindsay””, “She embraced Post-
humanism”™¢. Posthumanism here refers to
an ideological and political dimension. In
the novel, posthumanism is a project, a po-
litical current to which the characters may
adhere or not. Finally, the reader also finds
the form posthumanist. “I had been trained
for years to specialize in them, but they had
taken on beauty and meaning for me only
after my posthumanist enlightenment™”.
By speaking of a “posthumanist enlighten-
ment”, the narrator opens a metaphysical,
indeed teleological dimension linked to the
ideas of transcendence developed through-
out the novel.

In general, in Schismatrix Plus, post-
human refers at once to beings truly trans-
formed on the biological/cybernetic/cog-
nitive plane, to an ideological and political
doctrine (Posthumanism) that values proj-
ects of cosmic scope, and to a metaphysical
horizon of surpassing, where the human
condition as we understand it gives way to
radically other modes of existence.
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At the end of the twentieth century,
the expression posthumain/posthuman/
post-human began to proliferate. It ap-
peared in a variety of contexts. Instances of
the term can be found in art exhibitions,
such as Post Human (1992) by Jeftrey De-
itch, or in academic studies (articles or es-
says), for example Robert Pepperell’s Zhe
Post-Human Condition (1997). But it is
above all in the twenty-first century that
the term became common in literature, the
media, and the university.

Contemporary Francophone literary
occurrences display uses that are markedly
more realistic and less rooted in escapism
than those observed in the texts men-
tioned above. In Une vie sans fin (2018) by
Frédéric Beigbeder, the posthuman is pri-
marily linked to the dream of amortality,
the narrator-protagonist’s foremost quest:
“There are many methods to defeat death,
but they are reserved for a few Chinese or
Californian billionaires. Better to be a liv-
ing posthuman than a human reduced to
dust”®. The author even proposes a com-
parative table listing, on one side, the char-
acteristics of the human being and, on the
other, those of the posthuman. Among the
main differences, the reader finds great-
er longevity, multiplied physical strength,
brain—machine interfaces, corrected DNA,
and so on. The posthuman thus essentially
corresponds to the transhumanist idea of
the enhanced human.

This same perspective of the gradu-
al enhancement of the human species is
present in Le crépuscule des licornes by Julie
Girard. Through the character of Eléonore,
a science journalist with a particular in-
terest in new technologies, the reader fol-
lows the adventures of Juergen Gadamer,
a physicist, former Google employee, and

Mohamed-Sami Alloun

tounder of Higgs World, a start-up seeking
to revolutionize human communication by
combining quantum computing and neu-
ral chips. In the transhumanist circles that
the journalist frequents during her investi-
gations, the human being — and especially
the human brain — is viewed as naturally
handicapped, suffering from numerous im-
perfections. It is therefore considered im-
perative to modify and enhance the human
species:

‘The human being is constantly subject
to a dozen biases that impair their ca-
pacity for judgment. In addition to be-
ing biased, the human brain possesses
only a limited capacity for abstraction.
[...] Our goal is to enhance the power
of the human brain through the use of
a quantum computer. The implant will
enable this connection®.

The human species is designated as a
stage to be surpassed: “You, as a human, are
only capable of anticipating two to three
moves ahead””.

Julie Girard’s entire novel is built
around the ethical issues arising from an
ongoing experiment intended to lead hu-
manity toward the posthuman. Through
the leitmotif of the evolution of the species,
the author gradually reveals the dissensions
among the novel’s different voices and the
principles guiding the characters. Eléonore
remains critical of the claims made by the
scientists she interviews, yet she also won-
ders whether this might be “the natural
course of evolution™.

The word posthuman itself appears
only once in the text, in the form of posthu-
manité (posthumanity). Yet this passage en-
capsulates the core of the novel’s narrative
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tension. This key scene stages the physicist
Juergen in conversation with Aditya Vijay,
the second-in-command of Neurathink
(an obvious reference to Neuralink). Vijay
proposes that Juergen combine his quan-
tum technology with Neurathink’s neural
chips. The reader understands that the fu-
ture of the human species depends on Juer-
gen’s answer: “Your technology combined
with our implants would usher in the era
of posthumanity”?. The individual and on-
togenetic stories of Juergen, Eléonore, or
Vijay, which in a conventional novel would
constitute the heart of the fiction, are here
relegated to the status of secondary plots.
The main plot concerns phylogenesis. In
this context, the posthuman designates an
alternative evolutionary path based on new
technologies aimed at enhancing the hu-
man being and freeing humanity from the
defects of its condition.

4. From Literary Usage to Theory

he Francophone academia has recent-

ly seen the publication of several sub-
stantial studies that analyze the figure of the
posthuman and its treatment in literature.
In this context, we may cite, by way of il-
lustration, Le roman posthumain: Houelle-
becq, Dantec, Gibson, Ellis (2010) by Maud
Granger Remy, Fictions and Theories of the
Posthuman: From Creature to Concept (2019),
a doctoral dissertation by Carole Guesse, Le
Roman du posthumain: Parcours dans les lit-
tératures anglophones, francophones et hispano-
phones (2020), a book — also derived from a
dissertation — by Amaury Dehoux, as well as
The Cambridge Introduction fo Literary Post-
humanism (2024) by Joseph Tabbi.

Amaury Dehoux proposes to distin-
guish, through an original typology, three

categories of posthumans in literature.
The first category concerns the posthu-
man shaped on the basis of an operation
of molding or manipulation of the human
being — through genetic engineering, for
example. The second category relates to the
cyborg, to any fusion of the human and the
machine. The third and final category cor-
responds, for the author, to artificial intel-
ligence. Amaury Dehoux defines the post-
human as “a being, any being, whose one or
several usual faculties radically transcend
those recognized in the traditional human.
The notion itself and the definition it en-
tails therefore place at the center the ideas
of succession and surpassing”®. Although
this conception can, to some extent, be
reconciled with our own analysis, the pro-
posed typology and a particular nuance in
Dehoux’s work nonetheless prompt us to
clarify our argument.

It is necessary, through a commen-
tary developed along two lines, to specify
what leads us to partially redefine the no-
tion. First, it is important to keep in mind
that the ideas of species or collectivity are
fundamental, from the very first occur-
rence of the term, in Lovecraft as well as
in the other authors mentioned. Indeed,
from a morphological standpoint, Love-
craft’s neologism suggests a relationship
and an association with the human spe-
cies. It therefore seems more coherent to
observe the categorical equivalence that
exists morphologically between the two
words: human and posthuman. The issue
here is thus not to establish an opposition
between a species (a collective entity) and
an exceptional being (an individual en-
tity), but rather between one species and
another species. Second, the figures of the
posthuman and their descriptions move
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increasingly, within posthuman literature,
away from the classical science-fiction
tropes. The work of Nick Bostrom offers an
illuminating case. A leading figure of the
longtermist current of transhumanism and
a major reference in posthuman thought,
Nick Bostrom fictionalized, in his tale
The Fable of the Dragon-Tyrant (2005), the
phylogenetic narrative of the transhuman-
ization of the human into the posthuman.
In this text, humanity’s triumph over the
dragon — an allegory of death and senes-
cence — frees the human being from the
condition of mortality (or of aging) and
grants access to surpassing. As has been
shown, from a strictly morphological level,
the term posthuman already contains the
lexeme human, indicating that humanity
remains semantically embedded within any
of its possible reconfigurations. Wheth-
er the prefix post- suggests opposition,
replacement, augmentation, or transcen-
dence, the human persists as the linguistic
and conceptual matrix of the posthuman.
The posthuman cannot be detached from
the species that engendered it: it expresses,
rather, a collective process of self-surpass-
ing. In Bostrom’s allegory, the overcoming
of death symbolizes not the quest for in-
dividual immortality but the communal
aspiration of humankind to transcend its
own finitude. The same applies to Bruce
Sterling, Frédéric Beigbeder, and Julie Gi-
rard: the issue is always collective; it is the
shared future that is at stake in the idea of
posthumanity.

In line with this commentary, and
drawing on the meaning assigned to the
word in literary usage, one may conclude
that the term posthuman generally refers to
any species (or collective) that originates
from, or remains closely connected to, the
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human substrate and wholly or partially
transcends the human condition.

5. 'The Frankenstein Shortcut

In contemporary criticism and literary
theory, a genealogical connection is of-
ten drawn between the figure of the post-
human and that of Victor Frankenstein’s
creature. The idea that the latter was cre-
ated under an inspiration sharing certain
affinities with transhumanist aspirations
has become increasingly widespread.

Mary Shelley’s major work, Franken-
stein; or, The Modern Prometheus, is an epis-
tolary novel published in the first half of the
nineteenth century (1818). It is only toward
the end of that century that, as Corin Braga
explains: “utopias change their narrative ve-
hicle and begin to graft themselves, instead
of extraordinary voyages, onto science-fic-
72, From this perspective,
Mary Shelley’s novel stands as a forerunner
of a new literary tendency.

It is also during this period that the
figure of the “mad scientist” proliferates.
The Island of Dr. Moreau (1896) by H. G.
Wells, for instance, narrates the genet-
ic manipulation of the human species. In
Wells, the monster is disconnected from
natural magic and becomes the outcome
of a laboratory process. The novel’s main
character, Edward Prendick, is rescued by a
ship after being shipwrecked and brought
to a remote island where Dr. Moreau has
taken refuge in order to carry out his un-
ethical experiments without constraint.
The doctor’s island turns into an open-
air laboratory populated by semi-human
creatures produced through grafting and
cloning performed by Moreau. Corin
Braga observes about Dr. Moreau: “He

tion adventures
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belongs to the typology of those brilliant
and slightly mad scientists, in the lineage
of Frankenstein and Dr. Jekyll”®.The nine-
teenth-century mad scientists share a com-
mon obsession of playing God, to fabricate
a human being or come as close to it as
possible. Indeed, Dr. Moreau “sets himself
the demiurgic task of assisting nature, of
raising the lower links of the great gene-
alogical tree of living species toward the
final stage, that of humankind™®. In Kar-
el CapeKs play Rossum’s Universal Robots
(1920), which introduced for the first time
the word robot, derived from rabétla (work,
labor), Rossum, a young scientist, seeks,
like Frankenstein and Dr. Moreau, to rec-
reate the human. Capek’s robots are origi-
nally organic creatures; it is only later that
the same term would come to designate
beings more often imagined as metallic. It
is important to keep in mind that, in the
spirit of these fictions staging the figure of
the mad scientist, the human is regarded as
the ultimate phase of evolution. The idea
is not to conceive phylogenesis from the
human but rather up fo the human: “Start-
ing from the idea that phylogenesis entails
evolution toward the human condition, Dr.
Moreau attempts to endow his creatures
with reason, language, civilized behavior,
and a code of rules of conduct™.

In H. G. Wells, in Karel Capek, as
well as in Mary Shelley, the experiments
end in failure. Moreover, Corin Braga clas-
sifies these texts within the category of
anti-utopias: failed utopias, at the extreme
opposite of outopias, yet sharing with them
the dimension of the historical impossible®®.
Victor Frankenstein’s creature, like those
of the mad scientists who descend from it,
are failed humans. Yet many authors assert
the existence of a line of filiation between

Frankenstein’s creature, transhumanist as-
pirations, and the figure of the posthuman.
We will return here to three cases of au-
thors and scholars who explicitly establish
this genealogical link.

Mathieu Terence, in Le transhuman-
isme est un intégrisme (2012), undertakes a
kind of value judgment, using a social-class
metaphor to assess what he calls the “true
origins” of transhumanisms:

Of recent extraction, much like a com-
moner purchasing a particle of nobil-
ity, transhumanism delights in claim-
ing the lofty lineage of Dante, who
coined in his Divine Comedy the term
Trasumanar, designating a spiritual
transcendence of the limits of human
nature. Further upstream, however, it
would readily find numerous advan-
tageous precedents. [...] Closer to us,
Collodi with Pinocchio, Shelley with
Frankenstein, or Villiers de I'Isle-Ad-
am with IEve future offer versions
of this same question of the creation,
from scratch, of a new form of life?.

Mathieu Terence links Frankenstein
to transhumanism by taking as a point of
similarity the desire to create from scratch
some form of life. Yet this desire, in this
particular sense, never actually appears, at
least not explicitly, in transhumanist texts.
It seems rather to be the author’s own in-
terpretation. In the same move, he also as-
sociates transhumanism with a character
whose presence is even more surprising
in this context: Pinocchio. From a similar
perspective, Mara Magda Maftei writes:

Transhumanism, which moves “be-
)
yond humanism”, seems at last to
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allow the doubles — so fascinatingly
portrayed by Mary Shelley (Fran-
kenstein), Auguste de Villiers de
I'Tsle-Adam (I Eve Jfuture), and Rob-
ert Louis Stevenson (7he Strange Case
of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde) — to be-
come reality®.

Mara Magda Maftei evokes this
genealogical  link
posthumanistes.

A specialist in the posthuman in lit-
erature, Elaine Despres, in Le posthumain
descend-il du singe 2 (2020), devotes a sec-
tion to the origins of posthumanism. The
focus is no longer so much on the origins
of transhumanist ideas as on those of the
posthuman figure:

again in  Fictions

Although the term posthumanism
only emerged in philosophy in the late
1970s — and drew the interest of liter-
ary criticism only in the late 1990s and
the 2000s — posthuman figures have
abounded in fiction for much longer.
In embryonic form, they already ap-
pear in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein®'.

Victor Frankenstein’s creature would
thus be, according to Elaine Despres, an
embryonic form of the posthuman??. Yet one
question remains unresolved: what similar-
ities bring Frankenstein’s creature closer to
the figure of the posthuman? According to
the authors who sustain this filiation, the
connection essentially comes down to two
ideas: the manipulation of living matter
and a demiurgic attitude. The first idea ex-
tends far beyond the boundaries of trans-
humanism, all the more so because the dif-
ferent strands of the movement address the
subject only within the precise framework
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of surpassing the human condition—never
as a principle of imitating humans or for
the pleasure of a mad scientist creating new
life forms. The same observation applies
to the second idea. It should nonetheless
be noted that, within transhumanist dis-
course, the issue is less an opposition to the
divine (even if that dimension exists) than
a replacement of Mother Nature®.

A motif, one must concede, brings
Mary Shelley’s work into closer proximity
with transhumanist and posthuman dis-
courses: the creature that escapes its cre-
ator. Extensively explored in Superintelli-
gence: Paths, Dangers, Strategies (2014) by
Nick Bostrom, this motif is indeed signif-
icant in posthuman thought. Conversely,
several elements compel us to draw a much
sharper distinction between Frankenstein’s
creature and the figure of the posthuman.
It must be acknowledged that while, in
Frankenstein and the other fictions men-
tioned, the human is conceived as the ulti-
mate stage to be reached — surpassing it is
not even a consideration; it lies outside the
discussion — the posthuman, by contrast, is
conceived from the perspective of moving
beyond the human. Far from viewing the
human being as an ultimate entity to be
imitated or replicated, transhumanists see
it as imperfect, weak, and defective, some-
thing that must be surpassed. The two per-
spectives are logically incompatible.

Moreover, the posthuman designates
a species in a categorical sense. The concept
does not refer to an isolated being or an
exceptional individual. Frankenstein’s crea-
ture is unique, solitary, exceptional: it is re-
jected by society and in no way constitutes
a species. Its relation to the human species
can in no sense be described as interspe-
cific. Likewise, the posthuman is expected
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to surpass the human through its capaci-
ty for action and/or its heightened degree
of freedom, freedom of action, movement,
and thought. Frankenstein’s creature, on
the contrary, is diminished in Mary Shel-
ley’s text. Its descriptions are degrading:

How can I describe my emotions at
this catastrophe, or how delineate the
wretch whom with such infinite pains
and care I had endeavoured to form?
His limbs were in proportion, and I
had selected his features as beautiful.
Beautiful! Great God! His yellow skin
scarcely covered the work of muscles
and arteries beneath; his hair was of a
lustrous black, and flowing; his teeth
of a pearly whiteness; but these lux-
uriances 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*.

The description highlights the con-
trast between the scientist’s intentions and
the outcome of his experiment. This con-
trast emerges in the interplay of beautiful
features, such as the black hair and white
teeth, with the most repulsive aspects —
the yellow skin, barely concealed arteries,
watery eyes, straight black lips. This kind
of double postulation underscores the pre-
mature nature of the new creation, which
heightens the creator’s sense of repulsion.

Victor Frankenstein’s creature is hor-
rible, monstrous, watery-eyed, shrivelled,
wretched, miserable: a failed attempt to
imitate the human. No resemblance can
be drawn between this description and the
idea evoked by the posthuman, which is

meant to imply greater evolutionary matu-
rity, superior intelligence (in opposition to
the dull, watery look of the creature’s eyes),
or the dream of eternal youth (in opposi-
tion to shrivelled complexion).

6. Embryonic Forms
of the Posthuman

In order to avoid merely developing what
would amount, if that were the case, to a
harsh critique following a tabula rasa logic,
it is necessary to search for the existence
of a more appropriate literary lineage — to
identify works that share stronger similar-
ities and more common ground with the
transhumanist spirit and the figure of the
posthuman — in order to offer a more con-
structive perspective. Without returning
to the ancient fictions already widely re-
visited (7he Epic of Gilgamesh, the figure of
Daedalus, Dante’s trasumanar) by several
authors®, we find the transhumanist leit-
motifs of surpassing the human condition,
of dreaming of the emergence of a superior
species (the posthuman), of disembodi-
ment, and of criticizing the deficiencies and
handicaps of the human species in a signif-
icant number of literary works that have
largely overlooked in studies on the origins
of posthuman literature, even though they
are, from this perspective, more fitting than
Frankenstein. We will give four examples
here.

In 1676, Gabriel de Foigny narrates,
in La Terre australe connue, the encounter
between the human (Nicolas Sadeur) and
the Hermaphrodites. Believing that sexual
impulses constitute the principal flaw of the
human species, Gabriel de Foigny imagines
a race (the Hermaphrodites) free of this
handicap. This race is described as superior
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to the human race. At the beginning of the
fourth chapter, entitled “Description de la
terre Australe, la Carte Géographique de
la terre Australe”, Nicolas Sadeur describes
the way he is received: “My lodging and my
food had been provided for me: with a care,
diligence, and honesty surpassing the civili-
ty of the most refined Europeans™®.

The Hermaphrodites are presented as
wiser, more civilized, more reasonable. Nico-
las Sadeur perceives them as superior beings.
'This superiority is largely due to the absence
of animal ardors. Each hermaphrodite is ca-
pable of reproducing alone, without sexual
commerce with another. The elimination of
this defect, intrinsically associated with the
human, generates, in Gabriel de Foigny’s
mind, a surpassing of our condition.

The physician and scientific writer
Charles-Frangois Tiphaigne de La Roche
imagines, in Giphantie (1760), a disem-
bodied species: a community of intelligent
spirits endowed with instantaneous and
total knowledge. During his first encoun-
ter with one of these spirits, the narrator
describes it as follows:

I perceived a kind of spot, a kind of
shadow fixed in the air a few steps
away from me. Like murky water de-
ceiving the hope of the shepherdess
who comes to consult it, it rendered
only a confused image of her charms.
I continued to gaze more intently, and
I thought I discerned a human form
and recognized a countenance so
gentle and considerate that, far from
frightening me, this encounter be-
came for me a new cause for joy*’.

These spirits, like humans, manifest

themselves through the faculty of speech.
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'The narrator is addressed as soon as he ar-
rives on the island: “Stop, I was told, look
straight ahead, and see the one who in-
spired you to undertake the perilous jour-
ney you have just made™®. An artifact in
the shape of a globe allows these beings
to learn and hear everything that happens
on Earth, functioning like a kind of satel-
lite listening device. A mirror grants them
vision over all things. Yves Citton consid-
ers that Tiphaigne de La Roche “is one of
those who can best help us think about the
impact of technical objects on the devel-
opment of our civilization™. In Giphantie,
Tiphaigne de La Roche “had the genius
or the luck to foresee photography, phero-
mones, DNA, or geo-surveillance™.

These beings, who share several an-
thropomorphic traits, clearly transcend the
human mind and the limits of the human
condition. Corin Braga, who classifies this
text in the category of oufopia®, discerns
in Giphantie a dual utopian system: “Ti-
phaigne thus undoes the human, from a
spiritualist standpoint, between its extremes,
the beast and the angel. Babylon and Giph-
antia are constructed in opposition, posit-
ing a separation and an ‘extreme reduction’
of the animal and the genius™. Beyond this
particular text, Tiphaigne is highly critical
of human nature, which he conceives as the
source of the problem: the reason for the
impossibility of the perfect city®.

'The third example we present is Mary
Bradley Lane’s Mizora (1890). This novel
follows the pattern of the extraordinary
voyage and, more particularly, the regres-
sus ad uterum — the regenerative penetra-
tion into the womb of Mother Earth that
is found in what are commonly called the
Jctions souterraines or the [littérature de la
Terre creuse. A scientific and technological



269

The Posthuman: Literary Usages and Embryonic Forms

dimension is also woven in from the very
first lines of the prologue:

Having little knowledge of rhetor-
ical art, and possessing but a limited
imagination, it is only a strong sense
of the duty I owe to Science and the
progressive minds of the age, that in-
duces me to come before the public in
the character of an author. True, I have
only a simple narration of facts to deal
with, and am, therefore, not expected
to presentartistic effects, and poetical
imagery, nor any of those flights of
imagination that are the trialand test
of genius*.

Through these opening lines, Mary
Bradley Lane establishes a realist conven-
tion with the reader. This is fairly common
in the literature of her time, but what inter-
ests us more in her text is the valorization
of science and of a progressive ideology,
since our aim here is precisely to present
works more appropriate for tracing a liter-
ary lineage of transhumanisms and post-
human literature.

Mizora is a feminist utopia — which
can also be described as racist given the
discourse directed against what is consid-
ered the black race; however, this qualifica-
tion must be nuanced in view of the den-
igratory function of Vera Zarovitch, the
novel’s main character. Corin Braga clas-
sifies this novel among feminist outopias®.
Vera Zarovitch, an aristocrat exiled from
Serbia, is drawn into a maelstrom while in
a region of the North Pole. In the bowels
of the Earth she encounters the Mizorans,
a people of women who tell Vera that the
disappearance of men from Mizora dates
back more than three thousand years.

These women are able to give birth without
the involvement of the male sex. They re-
produce by parthenogenesis. The Mizorans
are of the white race (to use the author’s ex-
pression), blonde and vegetarian. Their ho-
mogeneity is essentially due to eugenic and
racist selection. This people is perceived by
the narrator as superior to the humanity of
the Earth’s surface in more than one re-
spect. Beyond the comparison of the two
topographies undertaken by Vera — Mizora
is judged richer and better organized than
the surface world — the Mizorans are far
more advanced in science and technology.
'They claim eternal youth and possess high-
er intellectual faculties:

Their brain was of a finer intellectu-
al fiber. It possessed a wider, grand-
er, more majestic receptivity. They
absorbed ideas that passed over me
like a cloud. Their imaginations were
etherealized. They reached into what
appeared to be materialless space, and
brought from it substances I had nev-
er heard of before, and by processes 1
could not comprehend. They divided
matter into new elements and utilized
them*.

The Mizorans therefore surpass the
human condition and embody at least
two major transhumanist dreams: eternal
youth and heightened intellectual per-
formance. We can also establish a more
precise lineage, in this case, between this
feminist outopia and the transhumanism
of Natahsa Vita-More* or the perspec-
tive of Donna Haraway. The figure of the
posthuman is not foreign to feminism.
Posthuman scholar and philosopher Fran-
cesca Ferrando has, moreover, proposed a
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feminist genealogy of the posthuman in the

arts, focusing mainly on visual works. She
specifically addresses the idea of a radical
re-elaboration of the self in the feminine
world and of cyberfeminism*.

'The people of Mizora come even clos-
er to the figure of the posthuman because
the novel describes a phylogenetic evolu-
tion, as Corin Braga observes: “Western
humanity belongs to a bygone past, where-
as the Mizoranians belong to a phyloge-
netic future”™. Mizora is thus an instructive
example of an embryonic form of transhu-
manist ideas and of posthuman literature.

As a final example, we briefly return
to Odd John by the British writer and phi-
losopher Olaf Stapledon (1935). The novel
takes the form of a biography, recounting
the life of John, the main character, from
his birth to his death. John possesses su-
perhuman abilities; he “develops faculties
of intelligence and understanding that al-
low him to ‘critically recapitulate’ all the
knowledge of Homo sapiens™’. Over the
course of his development, he also learns to
communicate telepathically, to read minds,
and to dissociate his body from his mind.
At first glance, one might think that the
protagonist follows the conventional and
exclusive pattern of the exceptional hero
or the chosen one among ordinary mortals,
which would fundamentally distance Odd
John from a possible connection with post-
human literature. Yet what interests us here
is precisely John’s desire to constitute a new
species; he “sets as his life’s goal the estab-
lishment of a new line of evolution™". His
enterprise bears fruit, since the new species,
superior to the human species, begins to
proliferate and “the selection of the char-
acter’s ‘superior’ anthropological traits is
amplified by extrapolating these traits to an
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entire colony of mutants™2 Moreover, Olaf
Stapledon’s work carries a scathing critique
of the human, one that recalls transhuman-
ist positions: “Homo sapiens has little more
to contribute to the music of this planet,
nothing in fact but vain repetition. It is
time for fimer instruments to take up the
theme”*. In this respect, Odd John aligns in
several ways with a diachronic and filiative
perspective on the posthuman in literature.

In the four works we have presented,
the human is perceived as deficient in re-
lation to a species (or race) that is superior
to it. Whether it is the hermaphrodites,
the beings of Giphantie, the Mizorans, or
John’s mutants, this does not involve “a
simple addition of a new faculty, nonex-
istent until the moment of its emergence,
but rather a compensation for a deficien-
cy or handicap, conceived as such through
the comparison of the concrete human
condition with ideal anthropological [or
post-anthropological] models™*. Similar-
ly to the anatomical condition of being
wingless (aptére), the mortal, fleshly, and
sexually differentiated nature of the hu-
man being represents anthropological (and
ethnological) imperfections that these
writers highlight, dismantle, compensate
for, and redesign according to aesthetic
preferences and ideological sensibilities.
This corresponds, to a large extent, to the
transhumanist ideal projected through the
posthuman when it is approached through
the prism of transhumanization.

7. Conclusion

arly on, writers and utopists developed
fictions featuring diverse alternative
evolutionary paths. The enhancement of hu-
mans and the total or partial removal of the
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human condition are far from new motifs.
It should be clarified here that this does not
concern the actualization of the demiurgic
dream of creating man. The idea of creating
man and that of surpassing the human spe-
cies have no genealogical relation. They have
always coexisted and responded to different
stakes and sensibilities. The posthuman thus
owes more to Mizora than to Frankenstein.
It is a fiction of surpassing which, however,
today is marked, for the first time, with the
scientific stamp. Human evolution is no lon-
ger imagined solely for comparative, critical,
or pedagogical purposes. It is now envis-
aged. And the evolutionary paths depicted
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