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Abstract: Artificial intelligence (Al) and robotics have transitioned from speculative concepts in
science fiction to tangible entities capable of reshaping societal landscapes. The convergence of
human and machine realms is increasingly blurred owing to swift technological advancements.
Francesca Telenti's theatrical work, "The Uncanny Valley," delves into this complex domain,
fostering dialogues on the ethical implications and outcomes associated with the pursuit of posthuman
or transhuman futures. This examination inspects the challenges presented by posthumanism and
transhumanism as depicted in Telenti's play. The impact of digital technologies on modern artistic
expression and cultural creation is indisputable. In the realm of performing arts, technology has
significantly altered the interaction with audiences and narrative development, providing a platform
for exploring current dramaturgical methods.
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“ An inventive cybernetic fairy tale staged with poetic grace”
Rachel Kerry

1. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The term "robot" was initially introduced in 1920 within Karel Capek's play "R.U.R
(Rossum's Universal Robots)" (Capek & Novack, 2004). Within the narrative of the play, the
term "robot™ does not refer to a mechanical being, but rather denotes an artificial and
synthetic human designed for industrial work. The integration of robotic technology into the
realm of performing arts signifies the convergence of traditionally distinct disciplines. This
fusion of science, engineering, and the arts serves as a reflection of societal progress and can
also be viewed as a critical examination of these advancements. In the latter part of the 20th
century and the early years of the 21st century, there was a notable increase and broadening
of robots' involvement in the arts, particularly within the realm of performing arts. This trend
has been characterized by a heightened focus on the independent capabilities of robots and
their ability to engage in social interactions with humans. Masahiro Mori (2012) explores the
impact of human-like features in robots on eliciting human empathy, as discussed in the
theory of the Uncanny Valley. This theory posits that as robots closely resemble humans,
individuals may experience feelings of aversion towards them due to the unsettling nature of
their likeness. The emotional bond established between humans and robots plays a significant
role in the dramaturgical aspects of the performing arts. This connection is pivotal in shaping
narratives that revolve around themes of servitude and companionship, depicting robots as
either allies or adversaries.

The British company Engineering Arts is also involved in creating commercial robot
actors like the Robot Thespian, which can be rented out. The extent to which these practices
will grow in the future is uncertain, but if they do, it could have notable implications for
theater. This might result in a uniformity of robot performers, potentially restricting the
creative exploration of robots in performances and diminishing opportunities for
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collaboration between artists, scientists, and engineers. The robot's performance was designed
to enhance social interaction by incorporating elements of theatre and performance theory.
More specifically, it drew inspiration from Richard Schechner's seminal work in performance
theory. Schechner, a pioneer in the field of Performance Studies, reshaped the landscape of
theatre by redefining performance through a fresh interpretation of rituals, play, social
dynamics, and everyday activities. Performances are considered actions in performance
studies, which places a strong emphasis on behavior in four key aspects. Firstly, behavior is
the main focus of study in performance studies. Secondly, there is a close connection between
studying and engaging in artistic practices. Thirdly, fieldwork, particularly participant
observation, is utilized to understand different cultures. Lastly, performance studies actively
participates in social practices and advocacy efforts. (Schechner 2013, p. 1-2)

2- Posthumanism and Transhumanism Visions: Rethinking Humanity on the Stage

Technological progress continues to push the limits of human experience. Drama and
theatre offer a distinct avenue for investigating these changing paradigms, specifically in the
context of posthumanism and transhumanism. These two philosophical ideologies in modern
theatrical works, scrutinizing the ethical and existential dilemmas they present regarding the
trajectory of human civilization. Throughout history, humans have been closely connected
with technology, starting from the creation of the wheel to the development of artificial
intelligence. Innovations and tools have continuously influenced our perception of both
ourselves and our environment. Recently, the ideas of posthumanism and transhumanism
have gained significance as ways to explore the potential fusion of human and machine.
Posthumanism challenges the conventional understanding of what it means to be human,
suggesting that advancements in technology could lead to a future where humans undergo
significant changes that merge biological and artificial elements. Transhumanism, a subset of
posthumanism, specifically looks at how technology can be utilized to surpass current human
constraints like illness, aging, and cognitive limitations.

Posthumanism: Deconstructing Humanity

Posthumanism is a comprehensive intellectual movement that offers a critical analysis
of the traditional humanist concept of an independent and self-contained human subject, as
articulated by Hayles (1999). The argument presented is that humans are not static beings, but
are shaped by continuous interactions with technology, culture, and the environment.
Posthumanists such as Katherine Hayles highlight the growing fusion of technology with
human bodies and minds, leading to a blurring of the limits of biological and artificial
elements. Donna Haraway, a notable scholar in the field of posthumanism, introduces the
notion of the cyborg, which represents a hybrid entity that integrates elements of both human
and machine (Haraway, 1991). Posthumanism emphasizes the drawbacks of
anthropocentrism and advocates for a broader perspective that acknowledges the
interconnectedness of all living beings (Braidotti, 2013). Posthumanism highlights the ethical
considerations associated with advancing technologies, particularly those that prompt
inquiries into the essence of humanity. An example of this is the advancement of artificial
intelligence, which sparks concerns regarding the possibility of machines exceeding human
intelligence and challenging the distinction between human and non-human entities
(Bostrom, 2014).
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Transhumanism: Humanity Augmentation

Transhumanism differs from posthumanism in its support for actively improving
human abilities using technology. Proponents of transhumanism argue that progress in
genetics, artificial intelligence, and nanotechnology can help address issues like illness,
aging, and cognitive decline. This quest may result in the development of a "transhuman"
condition, in which individuals are enhanced beyond their existing biological limitations.
Advocates such as Nick Bostrom stress the moral obligation to seek these improvements,
suggesting that they could reduce suffering and enhance human capabilities (Bostrom, 2003).
Transhumanists imagine a future in which humans can surpass the limitations of aging,
illness, and cognitive restrictions by utilizing technologies such as genetic modification,
brain-computer interfaces, and sophisticated prosthetics (Fukuyama, 2002). The quest for
human enhancement is motivated by a wish to enhance human capabilities, leading to a state
known as "transhuman."

Posthumanism and transhumanism present differing yet interconnected viewpoints on
the future of humanity in a technology-driven world. Posthumanism calls for a critical
reassessment of human identity and the ethical implications of technological integration,
while transhumanism emphasizes the potential advantages of using technology to enhance
human abilities. These contrasting stances offer a valuable framework for discussing the
direction of human development and the impact of technology on our future. As technology
progresses rapidly, a thoughtful and balanced conversation that considers both posthumanist
and transhumanist perspectives is essential to ensure that technology benefits all of humanity.

uncanny valley

In 1970, Masahiko Mori, a robotics researcher, introduced the concept of the
"uncanny valley." Mori's theory suggests that as a robot's appearance becomes more human-
like, there is an initial increase in familiarity and empathy. However, once the robot reaches a
point of near-human resemblance, there is a sudden decline in empathy, leading to feelings of
unease and repulsion. This phenomenon is believed to be caused by the noticeable
imperfections in the robot's appearance as it approaches human likeness. The concept of the
uncanny valley is not limited to robotics but also applies to areas such as animation, CGI
characters, and medical prosthetics. Any entity that closely resembles a human but falls short
in some aspects can evoke this unsettling response.

Originally named The Uncanny Valley, the play was later changed to The Immortal
when the playwright found out that another play with the same title was being performed in
New York in October 2014. This particular play is unique in that it features a RoboThespian
as a significant actor in the production. Talenti's work demonstrates the potential for a
machine to outperform a human without being adversarial. The production in question is
recognized as one of the rare instances worldwide where a RoboThespian is prominently
featured as a key actor in a theatrical performance. The demand for technological solutions
has increased, bringing with it the challenge of autonomy and control, which is considered a
key aspect of humanist philosophy (Nida-Rumelin 17). Humanists argue that human
distinctiveness from machines lies in capacities such as sentimentality and sociability, with
responsiveness being viewed as indicative of cognitive and moral capabilities. This trait
enables individuals to use their intellect to regulate their actions and responses to external
stimuli, considering not only sensory input but also the potential outcomes of their behavior.
Humanists assert that these qualities underpin human superiority, advocating for the
integration of digital assistance in daily activities while emphasizing the importance of
human essence and centrality despite the increasing presence of machines and robotics in
everyday life.
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Transhumanist scholars believe that by transferring our cognitive functions to non-
biological entities like computers or robots, humans can surpass the constraints of their
biological brains. FM2030 predicts that achieving cyber-immortality by moving brain content
to a non-biological entity will likely be possible by the late 2030s. According to the
transhumanist researcher Kurzweil, it is anticipated that individuals will exist as software-
based entities, residing on the internet and manifesting physical forms as required or desired,
such as virtual bodies within various virtual reality environments(324). Consequently,
humans are envisioned to retain their physical bodies while simultaneously transforming into
adaptable representations of their intellect. Transhumanist inquiries revolve around the
feasibility of achieving immortality by relinquishing human characteristics, and the potential
transformation of humans into non-human entities upon attaining cybernetic immortality
(Drozdek 11).

The discourse of Transhumanism is characterized by its perceived ethical superiority
and compassion, qualities that proponents argue are lacking in cyborgs and robots. An
illustration of this is the attribution of the term "humane" to actions that are non-violent or
non-cruel, often used interchangeably with this term. The discourse tends to emphasize the
triumph of humanity over machines when discussing their potential rivalry, particularly in the
context of safeguarding humanity against existential threats. Within the framework of
Transhumanism, individuals are viewed as not yet Posthuman, but are believed to be
progressing towards this state through the utilization of technology and the profound
confidence placed in its transformative capabilities. In theory, technology is leading to the
evolution of the human into what is known as the Posthuman, characterized by a dualistic
functioning as a hybrid entity or cyborg. This transformation involves the integration of
immaterial data-driven cognition, essentially replacing the traditional concepts of the mind or
soul, alongside a physical prosthetic body (LePage 138). In her book "How We Became
Posthuman™ (1999), N. Katherine Hayles argues that information and cognition are
prioritized over the physical body, which she sees as a non-intelligent entity. This perspective
allows for the preservation of the human subject's identity through a technologically
advanced Posthuman form, contrasting with the previous approach of cryonics for achieving
immortality by preserving the physical body. This is distinct from Digital Immortality, which
allows individuals to remember deceased individuals by accessing their accounts, viewing
their photos, or interacting with virtual representations of them such as holograms or virtual
humans. Hayles's idea of Posthumanism is concerning to some because she suggests that
humans may lose their dominant position and be replaced by cyborgs. She argues that
Posthumanism blurs the lines between physical existence and digital simulation, as well as
between cybernetic mechanisms and biological organisms(3). Posthumanists believe that
human nature can be enhanced through technology such as computer and bioengineering,
artificial intelligence, and Radical Life Extension, potentially leading to cyber immortality.

The use of cyborgs or robots that resemble humans for replacing humans instead of
just helping them has created numerous opportunities in various industries. While robots have
been assisting with repetitive tasks in fields like agriculture, construction, hospitality, and
healthcare for some time, their presence in the art world has been limited. This is because
artistic fields demand originality, uniqueness, and rely heavily on individual creativity.
Thanks to advancements in Artificial Intelligence, RoboThespians were developed for
entertainment purposes. These life-sized humanoid interactive robots are designed for
theatrical performances, capable of playing pre-recorded sequences or generating their own
routines using a variety of pre-programmed features like poses, sound effects, eye graphics,
body movements, and multilingual text-to-speech capabilities (Bogue 670). RoboThespians
are robotic actors created by Engineered Arts, a company from the UK. They are equipped
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with a variety of expressions, greetings, songs, and movements. Engineered Arts collaborates
across disciplines, involving artists and computer engineers, to produce these entertainment
humanoids.

The RoboThespian used in The Uncanny Valley was initially owned by the
Department of Computer Science at UNC Chapel Hill, where Talenti, a film production
professor, conducted research on the robot's abilities and used her findings as inspiration for
her play. The play delves into a scenario where a young man named Edwin agrees to take part
in a study where his mind is transferred into a robot named Dummy in return for riches and a
good reputation. Through Artificial Intelligence, Dummy replicates Edwin's essence,
resulting in an enhanced version of him. As the story unfolds, the audience is left to ponder
whether this pursuit of cyber-immortality by creating a duplicate or an Avatar is a realization
of the dream of eternal life or a pact akin to Faust's bargain. The dramatist states on the play‘s
website “I am convinced that we will blend with machines; yes, the singularity is right around
the corner ... who among us will be the first immortal?” (https://uncannyvalleyplay.com/).

The Uncanny Valley is involving two human actors and one robotic performer.
Written by Francesca Talenti, this innovative play delves into the ethical considerations
surrounding the convergence of human cognition and artificial intelligence. Through a blend
of horror and humor, the production offers a thought-provoking examination of the
vulnerability of the human spirit. The play main theme is presented in the question : “What
do we gain in our quest for immortality? What might we lose? Is technological progress the
product of free will, or a Faustian bargain?” Young Edwin, plagued by a computerized
doppelganger, volunteers to participate in a study conducted by the enigmatic Professor
Southcott. Edwin's contract promises him fortune and a clean slate in exchange for uploading
his mind into Dummy, an artificial intelligence-powered robot that can replicate Edwin's
being. The play suggests that achieving cyber-immortality by merging with robots and
transforming into a powerful machine free of disease and death may initially be viewed
negatively, but it will eventually gain acceptance among the general public. Talenti's play
distinguishes itself from earlier Humanist/Transhumanist writings by introducing Dummy, a
robot. Her character deviates from the traditional evil robot archetype seen in previous works
of art.

Talenti's play distinguishes itself from other Humanist/Transhumanist writings by
introducing Dummy the robot in a unique way. Her character contradicts the common evil
robot motif seen in older works of art. When Edwin first meets Dummy, he informs him that
he is being investigated for fraud. He claims that another person who looks exactly like him
is popping up everywhere on social media and using his name to steal his online identity.
This evil duplicate engages in drinking, drug use, posting topless photos, purchasing a sex
robot, and using a stolen credit card, prompting others to unfriend Edwin as they mistake him
for his evil double. Dummy offers to assist Edwin by recovering his online identity in
exchange for his participation in a study in which he would inhale NERVS on a daily basis to
stimulate his automatic recall. Wearing Google eyewear allows Dummy to collect data on his
regular activities. Dummy clarifies that Professor Southcott and his group are searching for
his soul rather than just his appearance or movements. "Just imagine that we (the
experimental team) can keep you alive forever," he says (Talenti 17). The Vitruvian Man, a
drawing by Leonardo Da Vinci that is mentioned as to represent the link between the human
form and the universe in quest of Man's soul, is mentioned. In return for money and the
opportunity to clear his image, Edwin consents to the 24-week experiment. The contract is
signed in blood in a Faustian referencel3, as Edwin stabs himself in the flesh and signs it
with his gushing finger. In order to represent how man rejects his humanity and body in
search of a higher self—his duplicate, or avatar—the playwright employs a popular literary
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ritual. Talenti's play uses Gutenberg's printing press as a metaphor for how people perceive
the use of cyborgs/robots today. According to Dummy, Johann Fust, Gutenberg's business
partner, was accused of witchcraft and imprisoned for facilitating copying after the French
court discovered letter-for-letter similarities between bibles. Some even thought he was in
league with Satin, and his grandson changed his name from Fust to Faust. According to
Dummy, technical improvements have faced significant resistance (Telenti 47). The reference
is extended in Posthumanist writings showing that any invention that is ahead of its time is
perceived as unnatural or even demonic at the beginning but is soon accepted by the masses
once they grow accustomed to it and get to know its advantages:

EDWIN (peers closer): You — you kind of look like me ... and it‘s creepy

DUMMY:: People say that. We hope you will get used to it (13).

Technology promotes freedom and the ability to envision new possibilities. The
intermediate stage that some people go through is the boundary between rejection and
adopting the plausible notion that humanity can transcend its limitations. Talenti presents the
character of Atropos, who represents common people throughout this transitional period. She
is someone who, according to Dummy, thinks that a biological person's soul is distinct and
limited in time. It hurts her to see it replicated (Talenti 49). Man (Edwin) and Machine
(Dummy) discuss the "soul" subject. Edwin characterizes it as "something that connects us all
- and when we die, it goes back to something big and universal” (49). Dummy continues like
a huge iCloud, with every data bit connected meaningfully (50)! The comparison between
Heaven and iCloud for robots is both humorous and accurate. When comparing a robot's
immaterial data-based cognition to a human's soul, iCloud serves as the source and
destination for data. Considering that Dummy is a RoboThespian designed to appear in a play
rather than a human actor portraying a robot, viewers are actually seeing a digital revolution
in presentation. They witness an anthropomorphic robot created in the likeness of Manl4 as
the power of technology is unveiled before their very eyes.

The mirroring or doubling process ends. The merger is complete, and what was
previously personal is now shared and networked. After the experiment, Edwin mentions a
double that his friends and lover see. Many people like the double of Edwin above the
original. He tells Dummy, "I used to have an evil twin and now it's like I have a perfect twin,
one that is much better than me.” (55) Dummy reveals that he has been recreated. The avatar
in question is Edwin's duplicate. He is governed by Dummy, his soul, who plays the role of
his body: he is us forever. You will not diel (58). Dummy's face swells and becomes covered
with blood as Edwin begins to kick the trash, scream, fall to the ground, have convulsions,
and beg Dummy to end the experiment. Dummy refers to Edwin as "my friend. My very
soul" and expresses that there is no purpose in living if it causes him misery. He begins
destroying the data and hence their avatar. The playwright's choice of an ending in which
Dummy does not oppose Edwin demonstrates that there is no need for individuals to be afraid
of technology, as it can provide a beneficial and long-lasting version of life without turning
against them. She proposes using this advancement for humanity's benefit, as unity is
inevitable.

To conclude, While some transhumanists believe that technological breakthroughs
might help people overcome their limits and become more capable, Telenti's play raises
questions about the possibility of dehumanization. The protagonists' reliance on the robotic
duplicates and their blending of human and machine memories point to a concerning trend in
which technology may eventually take the place of real interpersonal relationships and
emotional closeness. This paradox of dehumanization draws attention to the possible risks
associated with depending too much on technology to meet our emotional needs. The play
invites us to evaluate how technology advancements affect our sense of self. As the
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protagonists wrestle with the possibility of human augmentation or connection with advanced
Al, they are forced to confront issues of identity. Explain how a particular individual deals
with their identity in the light of posthuman or transhuman technologies. This character's
journey emphasizes the difficulties of defining oneself in a world where human and
technological capabilities are beginning to converge. The Uncanny Valley is a location on the
psychological map of humans as well as a nascent area of theatrical exploration of novel
narratives, performative ideas, and technological advancements. Robot Thespians have a lot
of promise to advance theatrical performance in interesting ways. The ability to effectively
use modern technology that has been adapted for stage performance is still, for the most part,
in its infancy. It's necessary to experiment with dramatic storytelling and potential production
designs, but not at the expense of close relationships. This is where art and science meet to
form a vivid compass for navigating beyond the uncanny valley.
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