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E
volution does not happen quickly. It’s a meandering process of trial 
and error and there are people out there who are, quite frankly, sick 
of waiting to become the future. 

Meet the transhumanists, individuals who are eager to help the 
evolutionary process along through scientific and technological 

means. For them the human species is not an end point but punctuation in a 
story far from over.

Just as the limits of humanity are hard to define, the shape of the 
transhumanist ‘movement’ also resists pinning down. It does have international 
representation however – Humanity+, ‘the Earth’s only reasonably prominent 
organisation devoted to transhumanism’ as chairman Ben Goertzel explains.

“It’s a fairly heterogeneous, fuzzily-defined collection of individuals, united by 
a common passion for helping humanity transcend the legacy human condition 
and become something grander and more wonderful and fulfilling.”

In a lot of ways the ideas inherent in transhumanism are already a basis 
of modern life; we use medicine to become more resilient, IT to process vast 
amounts of information, we have hardware to enhance various senses. Take 
the long view and we no longer seem all that similar to the humans who lived a 
few hundred years ago.

Many who identify as transhumanists want to put even more distance 
between what we are now and what we could be in the next few decades. 
They are looking at extending life, possibly indefinitely; creating artificial 
general intelligence (AGI) superior to the human brain; building a better body 
through nanotechnology and super-charging the mind with nootropic drugs. 

“I expect the first effective longevity pill to come out in the next couple 
decades... and probably the first human-level AGI sometime in the range 2020 
to 2030 as well. Effective brain computer interfaces will obviously be a big 
deal… the ability to plug Google and so forth into the brain,” says Goertzel. 

“All these things are coming, and probably in our lifetimes, though it’s not 
easy to predict exactly when.”

One scientist currently aiming for the ‘our lifetime’ goal is Joel Pitt, a New 
Zealand-educated transhumanist currently working with Goertzel in China on 
an AGI project dubbed OpenCog.

“By AGI we mean a generally intelligent system in a similar way humans are 
smart,” Pitt explains. “Computers and machine-learning algorithms are already 
very impressive in narrow domains, like predicting a type of cancer from the 
gene expression in a tissue sample, but they cannot generally make decisions, 
learn about the world and interact with it.”

In due course Pitt hopes to develop OpenCog into an entity capable of 
learning through language, reasoning and understanding scientific journal 
articles enough to uncover new scientific insights.

He acknowledges the goal of human-level AI has been pursued since the 
field first emerged in the '50s and has so far resulted in decades of failure, but 
takes such skepticism in stride.      

“Humanity failed at flight for hundreds of years too, with jests about the sanity 
of the people wasting their time on it. Yet birds can fly and now so do we.”

The OpenCog foundation predicts achieving human-level AI by 2021 and 
then plans to move the project into the area of advanced self-improvement in 
subsequent years.

“For me, the ultimate success will be when an instance of OpenCog can 
reflect about it’s own internal state and appears to comprehend the meaning of 
‘I’. In other words, when it becomes conscious.

“Less profound, I’ll be pretty stoked when OpenCog tells an original joke.”
However, moving towards this achievement OpenCog will also require 

increased safety measures as it approaches the ‘technological singularity’, 
where advancement of super-human intelligence makes outcomes difficult to 
predict. Pitt isn’t coy about the worst-case scenario either.

“On a grand scale? The end of humanity.
“The problem with AGI is that there are no in-built guarantees that they’ll 

generally act in ways beneficial to humanity. If you’ve seen any number of 
movies with AI in them, such as Terminator, this may sound like it’s the plot to 
a science fiction film. But it’s a legitimate concern, particularly when dealing 
with the potential creation of entities that are many times smarter than the 
smartest human.”

It is, in fact, one of a great many legitimate concerns posed by the rapid 
development of technologies advocated by transhumanists. The University 
of Otago recently established the Centre for Law and Policy in Emerging 
Technologies to examine the legal, ethical and social issues surrounding such 
transformative developments.

In August the centre’s director, Colin Gavaghan, organised a two-day 
symposium called The Future of Fairness, which examined the many ways 
emerging technologies are affecting ideas of justice and equality in society. 
Gavaghan is concerned that these ‘enhancements’ for humanity might bypass 
those whose situations most need improving.
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“Both in terms of life expectancy and life quality, the rich 
world already enjoys vastly more than the poor world… 
I think it’s legitimate to be concerned and to ask hard 
questions about how new techno-developments will reach 
those who already have the raw end of the deal.”

The professor has witnessed a streak within the 
movement that seems all too willing to remove the 
‘humanist’ aspect from transhumanism altogether.   

“I have a problem with the extropian wing of the 
movement… those radical libertarians who seem to have 
given up on trying to improve the lot of humanity as a 
whole, and who are instead invested in the creation of a 
sort of techno-vanguard. 

“I think they are morally misguided, but also, tactically 
and politically destructive to the movement.”

On the flipside Gavaghan also sees the danger in 
‘making too much of a fetish of the status quo’ and 
welcomes the idea of a society in which most of us can 
look forward to a couple of centuries of relatively healthy 
life.

 “The biggest stumbling block is an attachment to ideas 
of ‘naturalness’. It’s an old philosophical staple that we 
cannot derive an ‘ought’ from an ‘is’, but it’s a common 
thing for people to assume that the way things have 
always been is somehow the way they always ought to be. 

“There will always be those pushing the envelope still 
further, into places where even the relatively techno-savvy 
are uncomfortable. And I suspect that’s OK. Out of those 
sorts of tensions and dynamics a healthy society will arise. 
Or so we have to hope.”

Already these tensions are bleeding into culture, with 
transhumanism adopted by those outside the scientific 
community as a means of artistic expression and 
subcultural identity. Artist and model Rachel Haywire 
is one such acolyte, using the transhuman aesthetic as 
foundation to her work.

“I have always been inspired by transhumanism as a 
subject in my art … I seek to embody the new paradigm 
with the concepts in my photo shoots.”

Like Gavaghan, Haywire worries about the financial 
elitism in elements of the transhuman field. She instead 
prefers a more self-motivated approach to moving along 
the evolutionary chain.

“While I think cosmetic ideas like biomechanical arms 
are sexy, what really interests me is the ability for us 
to function at a higher level. It excites me that we may 
have the chance to mix our brains and our bodies with 

machines. Hacking our own physical interfaces is the 
ultimate excitement for me.”

The artist is particularly interested in the idea of DIY 
biohacking, the meeting ground of body modification and 
transhumanism. Biohacker hobbyists play with their own 
DNA and genetic information much the way a conventional 
hacker modifies software.

This grassroots approach is tied to the transhuman 
aesthetic Haywire and other cultural transhumanists 
broadcast. 

“I picture DNA spiraling in millions of directions and 
neurons exploding. Lots of scientific experimentation. 
Technology taking on a life of its own. Interactive 
experiences with all forms of media, both digitally and 
physically. A new convergence point.”

Without the inward reflection of art, Haywire says 
transhumanism would be a dead end, cautioning that ‘the 
robots will save us all’ attitudes are naive.

“It takes more than technology to evolve as conscious 
beings.”

Similarly Andy Miah, one of the visiting professors at 
The Future of Fairness symposium, sees transhumanism 
as a means for people to truly take ownership of their 
bodies and eliminate genetic inequalities.

“Perhaps its ultimate success would be in creating a 
world where people accept each other for who they are 
or what they want to become. When everybody creates 
their own bespoke biological characteristics – skin colour, 
height, etc – then we may have such great diversity that 
people are more willing to embrace those who have 
previously been seen as outside of their circles of moral 
concern.”

For Miah, director of the Creative Futures Research 
Centre at the University of the West of Scotland, the 
transhumanists are not dreaming of the future, they’re the 
ones paying attention to the present.

“I think we’re already seeing it. We have IVF babies, 
stem-cell storage, cosmetic surgery, cognitive enhancers, 
botox parties, the list is endless. People pick and choose 
which transhumanist interventions they are comfortable 
pursuing.”

Be they millionaires hoping to be cryogenically frozen, 
researchers working on self-replicating molecular 
machines or body-tweakers grafting RFID chips beneath 
the skin – you can’t blame the transhumanist for wanting 
to see a little more of tomorrow.

What’s at stake except everything? 
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