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The Paradox of Evolution : Yes, I am an Obsolete
Human Being
Paz Tornero
new media artist and researcher in Art-Science-Technology, Ph.D. Candidate Fine Arts Studies,
Complutense University of Madrid, Spain.
Translated from Spanish by Isabel Porras, Ph.D. Candidate Cultural Studies, UC Davis.

Technoscience is increasingly present in our daily lives, establishing new social rules and patterns of communication
and interaction in a physical space which implements electronic devices and telematic systems in its design. In the
race for scientific progress, the goal is making man a God, like Nietzsche’s Superman, without determining how the
new human morphology will be fitted. This paradigm is treated by artists who warn of the possible fate of humanity
while the technoscientific, as if he/she was Prometheus, dares to defy the laws of nature. Art exposes the actual
course of science. Some artists complain that the false promises of scientific discourse, which is dominated by male
vision, fails to be aware of the impossibility that technology is going to improve the moral dimension of human
being. Some artists say the science sermon does not deal with humanity and the building of our future is merely
phallocentric; an excessive anthropocentric vision.

Post-corporal Visions in the XIX Century
In The Craftsman, Richard Sennett explores the literary figure of Frankenstein drawing on the experimental studies
of Luigi Galvani, who utilized electric currents on frogs and various other animals.

i

These works demonstrated

the existence of an “electric animal flow” that gave muscles movement. This was a groundbreaking discovery at
the time given that the possibilities announced over corporal issues such as energy, life, and death were unusual.
Positivism toward a scientific future was a clear symptom of Romanticism, and with said discoveries scientists were
considered prophets. Science signaled humanity’s progress, this being the largest common feature of the romantic
understanding of nature and science through the transgression of the rules hitherto used. ii

Years later, in 1803, Giovanni Aldini, Galvani’s nephew, published the results of similar experiments using the cadavers
of criminals. At the end of the XVIII Century, Erasmus Darwin, grandfather of the theorist of modern evolution, dealt
with similar questions in “The Temple of Nature.” iii

Mary Shelley wrote Frankenstein in 1816 at 19 years old. The text was the product of a simple game, a pastime that
led her to develop a horror story. The Creature, a being larger and more powerful than any human, was created
thanks to doctor Victor Frankenstein. Curiously, this inordinate being longed to be loved by the people, but his
appearance terrorized the town. Once rejected, the anguished Creature kills the doctor’s younger brother, his best
friend, and his woman.
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The author’s husband, Percy Shelley, became interested in experiments related to electricity and bodies during
his university years. In her literary work, Mary Shelley reflects on Galvani’s investigations via the figure of Doctor
Frankenstein, which lent the story some credibility. There is no doubt that fictional theories about the relationship
between life and death that defy natural laws would make readers shudder. In fact, this story’s relevance persists in
modern science fiction literature as being a precursor of this style.

iv

Feminist Techno-activism: The Church of Nano Bio Info Cogno
Praba Pilar grew up in Colombia surrounded by electronic components, a consequence of her father’s work in the
computer industry.

ix

She later moved to New York City with her mother, which allowed her to form part of Los

Cybrids: La Raza Techno-Critica. x During this period, her focus was performative and activist, questioning the control
of the human environment via war and surveillance systems. Later, she felt her participation concluded, as she was
interested in gender issues not dealt with in the group. Since then, she explores the role of women in the cyber-

Scientific discoveries of the 19th Century, when the understanding of Nature reigned, constitute in Frankenstein the

world and the relationship this has to information technologies. In recent years, Praba Pilar has been especially

idea of man-machine and man-monster: the man-machine is formed through the union (or the organic assemblage)

active in conversations related to techno-scientific innovations, particularly the convergence of nanotechnology,

of diverse bodies which give way to a new being; instead, the monster arises as a result of this corporal collage,

biotechnology, information technology and cognitive science- understood as the relationship subject-body and

an anthropomorphic being that despite being created via a search for power and grandiosity equal to a divine

subject-environment seen from a neurophysiological point of view.

search, results in a replicant lacking acceptance. Artificial life is represented through the human body as canon, an

term, to talk about this relationship.

xi

Pilar uses the Nano Bio Info Cogno (NBIC)

appearance that will supposedly aid in social inclusion, but ends with rejection. A quasi-divine being, similar to a
golem. The first ‘Adam’ of science; an animated created born of inanimate objects.

Before discussing the artist’s work further, it is necessary to clarify that the goal of techno-science (contemporary
science) is to transform the world, be it through natural, social, or artificial means. xii The origin of this union comes

Mary Shelley’s visionary imagination shows the hidden side of scientific progress, contrary to reality where it

on the heels of the four main areas mentioned above, Nano, Bio, Info, Cogno, whose origin in the year 2000 was

was greeted with fervor, and where the author reflects about the possible Dantesque scientific future. The work,

thanks to the convergence of nano and bio-technologies. xiii Praba Pilar argues that technology is strongly linked

therefore, poses the devastating consequences of not taking morality into account in scientific work, a question

to the political, military, entrepreneurial, and even religious spheres. She demonstrates this through the creation

that remains relevant today. v

of numerous performances such as The Church of Nano- Bio- Info- Cogno, which was created in 2006 and remains
active.

Currently, this divine creation is manifested through androids and cloning. The clone, a modern Creature, was born

xiv

The performance is presented as a catholic ceremony celebrating the arrival of the new millennium.

xv

Pilar represents the church’s priestess (or guru), and irradiates excessive enthusiasm and positivism regarding

when scientist Ian Wilmut extracted a cell from an adult female sheep, named Dolly, in 1997. Later, in 2004, the
Scottish scientist requested permission to produce an essay on the human therapeutic effects of cloning. vi
In 2006, Britain’s Department of Science and Innovation published “The Robot’s Rights.” Henrik Christensen, director
of the Center for Robotics and Intelligent Machines at the Georgia Institute of Technology notes, “If we make
conscious robots they would want to have rights and they probably should”. vii

Against this background, the exposure of scientific duality (the politically ethical or not) is found throughout
contemporary literature, which is replete with tomes regarding cybernetic organisms (cyborgs) and biotechnology.
Donna Haraway’s Cyborg Manifesto not only contains a valuable thesis about the relationship between technology
and feminism, it relates to technophobia and the masculine domain over the scientific world. Women are segregated
from the technological sphere by the masculine figure- it contains, moreover, a critical message about scientific
institutions: “Manipulations, concepts, organizing principles – the entire range of tools of the science – must be
seen to be penetrated by the principle of domination.” viii Rebellious female voices have been relevant especially
in the information age and the “explosion” of technoscience during the twentieth century, as we find in the artistperformer Praba Pilar’s work. What follows is a discussion of one of Pilar’s most relevant performances.
Cross design utilized in The Church of Nano Bio Info Cogno, Praba Pilar, 2006.
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technoscientific prophecies, all through a liturgy designed to commune with new technologies.

One of the decisive influences in this work was the argument put forward by historian and activist David Noble who

The artist reflects on obsolete anthropological theories: cultural, social, and biological human relationships are

says that technology is the product of the Christian impetus because it relies on the divine, which now means the

transformed by the arrival ofNBIC. Praba Pilar exposes the links (and tensions) between the human and the post-

opposite of human welfare since it is a threat despite the promise of immortality.

biological human; the cyborg, automaton, and robot; between the macroworld (globalized technology) and the

Praba Pilar’s performance begins with praise for the Techno Holy Spirit: Google. xxvi Later, she invites parishioners to

nanobit, incarnation, and informatics. xvi

confess their sins and blasphemy against technology and science while offering penitence and absolution. After

“As I began to look into the NBIC field more deeply, I read Eric Drexler, learned of the Foresight Institute and began to

the technological sermon, the performance’s conclusion depends on the artist. xxvii Sometimes she simulates sexual

attend their conferences on the convergence, ultimately becoming a member. The sharing of technological advances

intercourse with a rudimentary machine rented for the event. The phallomorphic machine is attached to her pelvis.

at these conferences is rapturous: in descriptions of immortality promised by information uploads; in prophesies of

The artist remains standing throughout the performance, evoking a male position attached to a suction machine.

the end of material want promised by nano manufacturing; in the promise of the end of illness brought about by

Meanwhile, someone sings a live technological version of Amazing Grace. Other performances have ended with

nano medicine.” xvii

Pilar and the audience singing together.

xxv

According to Claudia Giannetti, in the biotechnological and digital age the artist assumes the difficult task of
constructing new conceptual tools out of materials. xviii In Praba Pilar’s case, posthumanism is the representation of
a hybrid, electric, and biological morphology that gives way to artificiality. The Cartesian divide between mind and
body leads to the ‘dematerialization of the body’ due to scientific and technological progress. xix As Vilem Flusser
states, “the human mind is incapable of comprehending (much less taking advantage of ) the progress it has triggered
so lightly.” xx Likewise, Roy Ascott exposes the urgent need for a techno-ethic aesthetic as a possible solution to postbiological cultural questions, and for this the artist is vital. xxi Globalization not only means being connected, but
also that our identities are in constant flux—something analyzed by numerous artists. Ascott goes even further to

Conclusion
Praba Pilar comments on the technological domain:
“I am deeply interested in appropriate and sustainable technologies and in pointing out the interconnections
between technology, the military, and the socio economic and environmental spheres. (…) Rather than reinventing
a new world where all of humanity will benefit, as is claimed, only a narrow band of the population that will be
‘uplifted’ in beneficial ways.” xxix

postulate that the artist will intervene in the construction of a new reality, in the creation of evolution, which he
understands as the definition of the human being and its reconstruction. In contrast to Praba Pilar’s thought, he
sees technology as a vehicle that brings us closer to nature, in what he calls cyberbotanics xxii, sees the possibility
of totally eliminating the real world from the virtual, which is quickly disappearing: “Telematic space makes actors
of us all. There can be no outside observer.” xxiii Ascott assures us that the artificial is already part of nature and that
nature is to some degree artificial.

Roy Ascott’s futurist theories, are similar to the general thought of Romanticism: a better future thanks to Science
(Technoscience in the 21st Century.) This is antagonistic to Praba Pilar’s artistic trajectory given that she exposes the
danger inherent in believing that technology will solve the world’s economic, social, and political problems. xxiv Her
work is a critique of the way technological discourses are developed.
In The Church of NBIC, the religious institution boasts of being able to perform miracles through the use of
technology, thereby addressing these problems. This Church is not opposed to technology, but, through satire,
articulates a mythic-religious speech, highlighting the lack of ethics in technological development dominated by
Western governments, multinational corporations, military weapons industries, advanced robotics, and universities
that promote their laboratories. Praba Pilar’s argument is to question whether the interests of these institutions
include addressing the poverty, disease, and hunger related to technological progress. The NBIC Church encourages
the implementation of new technologies throughout the world while showing their inconsistencies.
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Praba Pilar in a performance The Church of Nano Bio Info Cogno (left) and installation of the same (right) at the Center for the Arts at Yerba Buena, San Francisco,
California. 2006-2008. Photography by Myles Boisen.

The Prometheus myth repeats itself. From Frankenstein or Modern Prometheus by Mary Shelley to now, when
technoscience governs global hegemonic discourses, the human being works with (excessive) devotion in the
search for progress in the hands of NBIC. If in Romanticism the scientist sought truth, the origin of the human
race, and the Universe; today those efforts are directed toward the modification of nature in favor of humanity. xxx
Many Gods scattered across laboratories promise eternal life, a perfect world; benefactors of the human being like
Prometheus. Perhaps the Hope contained in Pandora’s box is now represented by artists who construct their works
in response (and resistance) to a society under panoptic trans-human control.
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