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國立政治大學英國語文學系碩士班 

碩士論文提要 

 

論文名稱：再見人類：蓋瑞•羅伯茲《人類唯一》中的人類流動性 

指導教授：羅狼仁 教授 

研究生：鍾錦樑 

論文提要內容： 

 

本論文以超人類主義來檢視人類發展，並提出人類本性在與環境互動下呈現流動

狀態。科幻小說經常在處理人、科技以及世界之間的關係，然而近年科幻小說在

情節設計上有時會過度偏重科技層面，蓋瑞•羅伯茲的《人類唯一》將焦點轉回

探索人類如何因應環境的改變。本論文也賦予超人類主義新的思考方向，讓理論

不再只是強調人與機器的結合過程，而小說中所展現的流動人性將以「人類流動

性」來指稱，這種流動性是肇因於人類彼此與這世界的互動結果。羅伯茲利用不

時轉換敘事者的技巧，創造了一個多元且混雜的世界，人們看待世界的角度也互

不相同。故事中的反派香朵為了超越人類極限，利用控制身體化學反應及基因工

程來改良並創造出混雜的物種，而基因工程也因為欲望驅使干擾了天擇過程，可

能阻礙物種面對環境不斷變化的適應性。然而，人類本身擁有一種求生機制可以

因應環境改變而調整社會行為，透過「人類流動性」的檢視，超人類過程不再侷

限於人與科技的結合，而是人與環境不斷互動的過程。 

 

關鍵字：《神秘博士》，《人類唯一》，超人類主義，後人類主義，人類流動性，適

應性，基因工程，人類演化 
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Abstract 

    This thesis seeks to explore human development through transhumanism and 

examine human nature as a fluid idea which results from constant interactions with 

the environments. Science fiction is often about the relationship between humans, 

technology and the world; however, the stories sometimes over-emphasize the 

technological aspects. Gareth Roberts’ Only Human draws the attention back to the 

exploration on how humans respond to these environmental changes. This thesis 

provides a different perspective toward the idea of transhumanism which originally 

emphasizes the merging process between humans and machines. The flowing concept 

of human nature in the novel is described as “human fluidity” which results from the 

interactions and the relationships with the others and the world. Through the 

technique of shifting narrations, Roberts creates a diverse and hybrid world where 

everyone perceives the world differently. In order to surpass human limitations, the 

antagonist Chantal creates modified and hybrid beings by manipulating chemical 

reactions and genes. Genetic engineering disturbs the process of natural selection by 

purposely selecting desired traits which may impede the adaptability toward changing 

environments. Nevertheless, humans have a survival mechanism which can help them 

to adapt to changes by altering their social behaviors. Through the examination of 

human fluidity, transhuman process is more than the combination between humans 

and technology; it is a continuing interaction between humans and the environment. 

 

Keywords: Doctor Who, Only Human, transhumanism, posthumanism, human fluidity, 

adaptability, genetic engineering, human evolution 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

   This thesis will explore the latest condition of human development in science 

fiction through transhumanism. Moreover, it will focus on how transhuman ideas are 

arranged and presented in Only Human written by Gareth Roberts. Debates on human 

limitations were brought to the forefront once again during the 2012 London 

Olympics when the length of prosthetic legs caused controversial discussions about 

the competition’s fairness. Viewing medical science as the savior of those with 

terminal diseases, an Italian surgeon—Sergio Canavero is boosting a project of full 

head/body transplant1 and he believes that this operation can become a reality in 

2017. Although he admits that the ethics are the most problematic issue to deal with, 

he still wants to push this project further by gathering more neuroscientists on board 

(Thomson). With the advancement of medical care and technological assistance, the 

way we perceive humanity is changing drastically. The question of what makes us 

human has become a controversial issue because technology bears infinite hopes and 

desires that might lead to unknown consequences. Science fiction plays an important 

role in presenting possible worlds and futures resulting from human activities. The 

development of science fiction has gone through many stages since it emerged around 

19th century. Science fiction in the twenty-first century often pushes too hard on 

technological spectacles and the most advanced achievement that it may overlook 

how humans value themselves and survive during these changes. In an interview, Paul 

                                                 
1 Canavero first proposed the idea of full body transplant in 2013 and he is ready to present the project 

at the annual conference of the American Academy of Neurological and Orthopaedic Surgeons 

(AANOS) in June 2015. 
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Cornell and Louis Savy say that science fiction is all about us being human, not about 

technology (Cornell & Savy). Some science fiction stories may lose focus by 

emphasizing too much on the technological achievement. Facing an unknown future, 

human beings seem to embrace technology instead of disposing of it. The interacting 

process between humans and technology tends to last longer than transhumanists’ 

prospect because of the endless desires to become better. 

    Being optimistic toward the future, transhumanists propose a world where people 

can embrace the help of technology and benefit from it. “Transhumanists, who 

include computer scientists, neuroscientists, nanotechnologists and researchers 

working at the forefront of technological development, believe that we can and should 

try to overcome all our biological limitations by means of reason science and 

technology” (Daly 18). Through constant self-realizations and modifications, humans 

become transhuman. Transhuman process is “an evolutionary transition from being 

biologically human toward a more functional merger with technology” (Vita-More 

35). Often discussed with transhumanism, posthumanism emphasizes a future where 

humans are fully integrated with and dependent on machines. Eventually, a person 

becomes a “Cyborg” (cybernetic organism) whose biological functions extend and 

prolong through the combination of technology (Clynes & Kline). “We have already 

started a transition, a transhuman stage, which we should consider a transition to a 

posthuman stage, where humans will transcend their inherited body, with all its 

physical, social, emotional, and cognitive limitations, and convert it to an enhanced 

body” (Morales 34). This thesis regards transhuman idea as an ongoing process which 

shows the interaction and the partnership between humans and the environments. 

Through examining Only Human, the emphasis is on the interacting process which 

shapes humans constantly rather than the technological advancements. 
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Only Human draws our attention back to human existence and it explores human 

nature through the interactions between people from different times. The novel 

gathers people from the past, the present and the future together in order to show how 

humans acquire information and how they respond to these changes. Only Human was 

published in 2005 as a spin-off novel from the ninth Doctor era of Doctor Who. 

Doctor Who is BBC’s long-running science fiction series which tells the story of a 

Time Lord, known as the Doctor, who travels through time and space with his time 

and space machine—TARDIS (Time and Relative Dimension in Space). He is an 

alien from Gallifrey who takes his human companions (most of the time) on 

adventures. In the story, the Doctor takes Rose back in time to trace an unusual 

disturbance of time travel technology. Their appearance, with future people of 

Osterberg, makes the specific moment at that time a melting pot where humans from 

different times can have the chance to communicate. Apart from these “outsiders,” the 

earth is occupied by Neanderthals and Homo sapiens in past Bromley. They all 

experience the differences which drive them to revalue the possibilities of human 

nature. It is the inseparable bond between humans and the world that makes them 

“human.” Only Human presents an abundant world where everyone shares different 

understandings toward human values. Human values may include the way we 

perceive ourselves, the way we interact with the society and the morality we hold. 

When commenting on the theme of Doctor Who, Ken Chen emphasizes that it is 

the ordinary moments that makes it special (Chen 59). In Only Human, there are many 

trivial moments that seem usual, nevertheless, these ordinary interactions can result in 

exchanging new information from others. For example, Rose purposely goes to a nail 

salon and asks the manicurist about the chaos in the night club. She learns that there is 

a “caveman” around and he is sent to the hospital (Only Human 14-15). After learning 

that he cannot go back, Das—the Neanderthal who is accidently sent to modern 
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Bromley—decides to learns new terms and how to talk to a girl in a club (Only 

Human 98). In order to blend in with the tribe of Homo sapiens in past Bromley, Rose 

teaches them how to manicure their nails (Only Human 131). Although some 

characters are aware of the differences and possible risks, they still strive to survive 

and live with it. According to Chen, the mundane view of the world is the ultimate 

value of Doctor Who (Chen 59). Only Human stands out by presenting three distinct 

groups and making them to participate in the process of human evolution. The 

storytelling is simple yet effective—to create a hybrid world where humans are forced 

to interact with each other. These characters’ responses toward the surroundings are 

valuable because they show how flexible humans can be. According to natural 

selection, humans learn from the environments and they evolve constantly toward 

changes in order to adapt. 

Through interactions, we can exchange information with others who might be 

extremely different. Quilley, one of the Osterbergers, is joined by the Doctor while 

showing Rose his collection from the past. They start to share information about the 

status quo of Osterberg and how the Osterbergers become the master of 

pharmacology. (Only Human 85-91). The struggles and difficulties arise when these 

people try to learn new ideas from others (or not). Some people are changing 

throughout the journey and striving for a world where everyone can live with their 

inherent differences. Although we may hold different perceptions, we still find ways 

to reach the balance between ourselves and the world. At the end of the story, people 

are still learning no matter which time period they are from. People from different 

times possess different responses to environments and these responses force them to 

question their values as human. The ambiguity toward the definition of what it is to be 

human opens up a channel for us to ponder upon. Through the eyes of the characters, 

Only Human presents a hybrid world where everyone is dealing with the most 
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sophisticated human problems and conditions. 

Only Human and Doctor Who 

The author of Only Human, Gareth Roberts, had written Doctor Who adventure 

novels (from 1993) before actually writing for the rebooted TV-series (from 2005). He 

was also known for penning some episodes of Doctor Who’s spin-off TV-series—The 

Sarah Jane Adventures2 which targeted young adults and children. His long 

relationship with the show continued when he wrote a twelfth Doctor episode3 in 

2014. Only Human was republished in 2013 as part of a 50th anniversary collection 

which contained eleven novels of eleven Doctors—one per Doctor. The Doctor can 

regenerate himself into a new form (body/face) when he is in danger of death. Every 

new Doctor is played by a different actor. 

Only Human begins when the Doctor, Rose and Captain Jack Harkness find an 

unusual disturbance of a rip engine (a primitive time machine) in 2005, Bromley. 

They trace the signal back in time to where Homo sapiens and Neanderthals live. 

Also, a group of people who come from the future are studying the history of humans. 

One of the Neanderthals is accidently sent to modern Bromley and is forced to blend 

into the society which is full of Homo sapiens. The future people of Osterberg find a 

way to control chemical reactions in the brain. They all wear badges which have 

buttons for them to type in specific number to reduce their “wrong-feelings.” 

Osterberg is controlled by Chantal Osterberg who creates the badges. The 

Osterbergers are from A.D. 436,000 where a space battle damages many of their 

technologies. They change the focus of their science to biology and pharmacology 

after the disaster and they master brain and body. People of Osterberg are surrounded 

                                                 
2 It was aired from 2007 to 2011 as the side story of a Doctor Who companion—Sarah Jane. 
3Peter Capaldi plays the twelfth Doctor during the writing of this thesis and the first episode of Season 

Eight was aired on 23rd August, 2014. Roberts co-wrote the sixth episode—“The Caretaker” with the 

showrunner, producer and head writer—Steven Moffat. 
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by the whole timeline of human history. They initially observe Neanderthals secretly 

but the appearance of the Doctor disturbs their observation. The Osterbergers travel 

back in time to study the past. They want to restore all the details of human beings 

from the past so their future can be more complete. While the Doctor tries to stop 

Chantal from improving and breeding new humans, the others from varied times and 

tribes try to find a way to survive and blend in the new surroundings. 

In his introduction to Only Human, Roberts notes that the trigger for writing this 

novel about human feelings is that humans are easily troubled by feelings which are 

descended from our ancestors. For example, our ancestors used to fight or kill for a 

living with a surging response of emotions. However, these responses still exist when 

we are stimulated by our surroundings. The difference is, we cannot kill or fight as 

our ancestors did because we live in a more disciplined world now. The feelings of 

irritation and stimulation were useful when our ancestors were chased by animals but 

they were not so “handy” when we no longer needed the reaction under new living 

mode (Only Human VII). Roberts’ personal experience drives him to create a 

villain—Chantal—who is planning to create upgraded humans called the Hy-Bractors. 

Only Human plays with multiple narrations and ambiguous conditions (identities, 

qualities and bodies) of the characters. Humanity no longer possesses fundamental 

meaning and becomes flexible under Roberts’ arrangement. The transhuman process 

becomes multi-directional; that is, it can be viewed more than a merging process 

between humans and technology. It is an interacting process between humans and the 

surroundings which might change both sides. The advancement of technology or 

science is always regarded as the prominent priority for transhumanists. The future we 

envision seems to be linked with the most advanced technology. Most of us forget the 

flexibility and adaptability of being human when we face the constantly-changing 

world. Our interactions and perceptions of the past, the present and the future contain 
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a process of change. Human beings can be easily affected and changed by daily 

information and interactions. The process can result in flowing human nature and 

human body. Various identities can result from different relationships, ethnicity, 

countries and groups. Human qualities include emotion, morality, perception, 

creativity and everything which belongs to humans. As for human bodies, this thesis 

seeks to examine different metamorphosis and combination of bodies regarding 

genetic engineering. These ideas will be further discussed in later chapters. The 

fluidity shown in the novel actually gives us a chance to contemplate our history as a 

whole and to realize the fact that human beings are changing with the environment. 

There are no more essential meanings rooted in the values. The antagonist, Chantal, 

wants to build a Utopia where humans can transcend themselves from pain, disease 

and violence. In order to replace flawed humans (her perception), she creates the Hy-

Bractors who have more adapted minds when facing the rapid-changing world. 

Chantal’s modification of humans challenges the way we perceive ourselves. 

However, her modifications fail because she cannot predict the process of natural 

selection which is dependent on adaptability. Only Human shows how Neanderthals, 

Homo sapiens, and future humans deal with the upcoming changes and share different 

understandings toward the world. 

Previous Critical Reviews of Doctor Who 

Celebrating its 50th anniversary in 2013, Doctor Who has gained its fame not 

only by its emotionally compelling stories but also the exploration of different genre 

elements. Apart from science fiction, it consists of fantasy, thriller, mystery and 

detective fiction.4 Its themes evolve with different writers and producers. Josh Oren 

                                                 
4 There are episodes that specifically pay attributes to some authors’ classic elements. For example, C. 

S. Lewis’ fantasy novel The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe is turned into a new story “The Doctor, 

the Widow and the Wardrobe” (2011). Agatha Christie’s detective and mystery-solving plot can be seen 

in “The Unicorn and the Wasp” (2008) and “Mummy on the Orient Express” (2014). The show also has 
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has commented on the hybridity of the show and says: “Doctor Who is more than just 

science fiction, and it’s more than just fantasy; it’s a huge tossed salad of storytelling 

genres” (Oren). Alec Charles concludes that head writer Steven Moffat’s writings 

present “unconscious perceptions, repressed fears and death itself through storytelling 

techniques” (Charles 1). Moffat often writes themes about childhood nightmares and 

fears5 which make both children and adults feel connected to the stories. Doctor Who 

presents a world where wonders and horrors are co-existed. While Moffat is dealing 

with childhood nightmares, he is also examining adults who are repressing their fears. 

Charles says: “If Moffat’s Doctor Who sees the world through the eyes of a child (and 

therefore sees everything which adulthood seeks to repress), then his perspective is as 

full of horrors as it is of wonders” (Charles 6). 

With these diverse elements, Doctor Who explores more than how human beings 

interact with technologies but also how they interact with the surroundings. In Doctor 

Who’s two eras,6 the show explores what it is to be human, how we deal with 

emotions and how we interact with the world. Through exploration, human beings 

strive to conquer the difficulties and make life better. In the docudrama An Adventure 

in Space and Time which shows the invention of Doctor Who, the head of the original 

series wants the show to attract sports fans as well as kids (Gatiss). This long-running 

show has 10 different themes over the years according to Charlie Jane Anders’ 

categorization. She notes that Doctor Who gained its success by “changing its format 

drastically” (Anders). In an interview, Gareth Roberts says that it was difficult to write 

                                                 
creepy monsters that can frighten the audience such as the Weeping Angels in “Blink” (2007). These 

statue monsters only move when the victims blink their eyes. 
5 A ghostly child who eagers to find his mother in “The Empty Child”/“The Doctor Dances” (2005); 

Young Madame de Pompadour and her clockwork droid monster under her bed in “The Girl in the 

Fireplace” (2006); Young Amelia Pond and her whispering crack on the wall in “The Eleventh Hour” 

(2010); Young Danny Pink who fears the unknown under his bed in “Listen” (2014). 
6 Doctor Who has two periods in its production history—classic who and new who. The first period of 

the show premiered in 1963 and ended in 1989. It was rebooted in 2005 and is running until now. The 

new Doctor Who refers to the series after 2005. 
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Doctor Who because children pay more attention to the plot while adults catch the 

jokes and its changing tone (Roberts 55). However, its path of taking both targets into 

account results in many debates on whether Doctor Who should choose side in its 

target audience. In her essay “Leave Doctor Who to the Kids,” Helen Lewis-Hasteley 

emphasizes that the show “concentrate[s] on the kid-friendly episodes but throw[s] in 

a dark storyline every so often to appease the adult fans” (Lewis-Hasteley 13). She 

does not urge the writers to change their approach. Instead, she urges grown-ups to 

choose those shows designed for adults. Nevertheless, Chen says that Doctor Who 

presents “life as a dark, unceasing slog in which we are epic heroes… whose world 

view is fearful and moral” (Chen 54). The show presents an abundant world where 

everyone can relate to. Its theme is universal and social rather than individual which 

only applies on certain characters. 

Many critics have noted that the show reflects different aspects of society. 

Through their studies on psychoanalytic and sociological aspects of children’s 

literature, Margaret and Michael Rustin found that the show actually “reflects aspects 

of the society in which it is set, including the ways in which it takes advantage of the 

opportunities of time and space travel to encourage its viewers to become aware of 

other ‘possible worlds’” (Rustin 1). This exploration adds positive effects on the 

development of children into adults. As previously mentioned, Chen makes his point 

by saying that the show is successful because of its ordinary moments. When 

examining television studies, Matt Hills has suggested that television studies should 

look at the “moments” instead of the whole text and structure (Hills 26). He notes that 

Doctor Who is all about moments which are coincided with fan’s participation and 
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anticipation7 (Hills 29). Anders thinks Season Eight and the Moffat era8 gives 

“clever, quotable dialogue and keenly observed moments” (Anders). In addition, it 

often presents “unexpected moments of real emotion and profound sincerity” 

(Anders). 

Apart from presenting ordinary moments, Doctor Who is also related to 

transhuman issues since its theme revolves around humanity. In his article “Doctor 

Who and Transhumanism,” Richard Thomas says that Cybermen, which was first 

introduced in 1966, marked the first exploration of humans being replaced gradually 

by technology and machines. Thus, he discusses the awareness of transhuman anxiety 

in which people should not “think of humans as mere biological machines” (Thomas). 

He further states that human morality and emotion are the essential factors that 

distinguish human beings from animals. We will come back to this discussion later 

regarding human nature. The show presents many moments when the characters 

struggle between ambiguous boundaries of morality and emotion. When creating 

Doctor Who’s first monster (the Daleks) in 1963, producer Verity Lambert explains 

the concept of these Big-eyed monsters: “They used to be like us… but radiation has 

made them retreat into these impregnable metal shells and now they hate everything 

that isn't like them” (Gatiss). Compared with Cybermen, the Daleks are actually the 

first example of the emergence between humans and machines. Unlike the robotic 

Cybermen who lose all humanity, the Daleks are living organisms who hide in the 

shells and can feel fear and hatred. In the television episode “Into the Dalek,” the 

Doctor encounters a “moral Dalek” whose brain is affected by radiation. It can see 

                                                 
7 In his review on the 50th Anniversary Episode The Day of the Doctor (2013), Alfred Joyner said that 

it “could not have been a greater love letter to fans of Doctor Who on its 50th anniversary, an episode 

that triumphantly celebrated the show's past while providing an intriguing glimpse of its future” 

(Joyner). The shout-outs are especially to the loyal fans who want their favorite characters or elements 

to be seen again. 
8 Steven Moffat became the showrunner, producer and lead writer of the series in 2010 starting with 

Season Five. 
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beauty of the universe so it is willing to stop killing those who are different from it. 

However, the Dalek becomes “bad” again because the Doctor repairs it. To stop it 

from exterminating the spaceship which keeps it, the Doctor uses telepathy to 

communicate with it and he tries to make it remember the beauty which it experiences 

before. The Dalek tastes the hatred of the Doctor toward all the Daleks and it finally 

uses this hatred to destroy all the Daleks on board. The good or bad opposition is 

categorized by our moral standard. Nevertheless, the episode questions this binary 

opposition and makes it ambiguous for moral judgement. Before leaving, the Dalek 

comments on the Doctor’s remark of seeing it as a good Dalek: “I am not a good 

Dalek. You are a good Dalek.” The twisted morality drives the viewers to reflect on 

themselves. This uncertain similarities blur the definition of what it means to be 

human. From the previous reviews, we can say that Doctor Who is deeply linked with 

society and is profoundly influenced by human desires. And through its growing 

popularity, the show evolves into a new dimension where humans have to face their 

deepest desires and revalue their definition of being a human. Thus, later chapters will 

deal with the definition of humans and why this thesis seeks to re-examine 

transhumanism with the idea of fluidity. 

Chapter Organization 

Before entering the discussion on approaches to transhumanism, we have to go 

into science fiction history and explore some traditions which are related to my 

discussion on transhumanism. The second chapter is “Infinity of Science Fiction: 

Limitation and Illumination of Possible Futures.” In this chapter, the focus will be on 

some landmarks of science fiction and their concepts on human condition. Through 

continuous explorations, science fiction has encountered many obstacles which result 

in never-ending competitions of technological spectacles. On the contrary, Doctor 
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Who has a different take on the exploration which is primarily based on human nature. 

The third chapter is “Transhuman Dilemma: Metamorphosis of Humanity.” In 

this chapter, the definition of what it is to be human will first be discussed and it will 

show how the concepts change. Then, we will encounter the current conditions of 

transhumanism and the related theories. By exploring transhumanism, the emphasis 

will be on the insufficiency of the theory. This thesis seeks to provide the idea of 

human fluidity as a new way of examining the multi-directional transformation of 

human beings. 

The fourth chapter is “Time and Space: Narrative Structure and the Fluidity of 

Human Nature.” In this chapter, we will see how the narrative structures help to create 

the sense of hybridity and fluidity. Moreover, different tribes are scattered through 

time and space which cause the effect of the flowing human nature and quality. It will 

further explore the clashes between the tribes and how they interact with each other. 

And the feeling of being exclusive makes them struggle with the identities. Through 

the struggles, human qualities are shown differently and evolve rapidly regardless of 

time and space. 

The fifth chapter is “Evolution and Manipulation: Multi-directional 

Transformation and the Fluidity of Human Body.” In this chapter, we will continue to 

explore the idea of fluidity and see how the transformation works in the novel. The 

idea of human evolution has become boundless due to the master of brain and body. 

With or without technology, human beings can freely be reformed and modified into 

various shapes. The novel gives a broader view of this transhuman process which is 

influenced by traits from the past, the present and the possible future. In order to 

survive, humans possess the adaptability to evolve with the changing surroundings. 

Through examining Only Human, this thesis proposes that the transhuman process is 

not single-directional but boundless due to inseparable relationship with the 
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environment. The discussion does not mean to justify the ethical problem of 

transhumanism, but to open up another perspective of human evolution through the 

idea of fluidity. 
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Chapter Two 

Infinity of Science Fiction: 

Limitation and Illumination of Possible Futures 

    Science fiction is often about how humans use technology to map out the world 

and how the world responds to us. The advancement of science and technology is 

driven by human desires which drive humans to yearn for the better. As previously 

discussed, Paul Cornell and Louis Savy emphasize that science fiction is about us 

being human. In other words, science fiction writers use their speculated futures to 

examine the real world. Science fiction stories started to emerge in the 19th century 

before science fiction was consider as a genre. The term science fiction was not being 

created until Hugo Gernsback identified it in his first science fiction magazine 

(Amazing Stories) in 1926 (Gunn 27). Since then, the genre has spread out and has 

changed drastically with human activities and technological achievements. In this 

chapter, we will examine how this genre develops and how it encounters difficulties in 

recent years. 

Development of Science Fiction 

    In 1859, Darwin astounded society with his On the Origin of Species in which he 

discussed natural selection and human evolution. As a result, scientists and 

anthropologists strove to find more answers regarding human capabilities and 

evolutionary paths. Influenced by developing science, science fiction started to be 

recognized by the public due to the improvements of science and industrialization in 

the 19th century. “The immediate predecessors of science fiction got started when 

writers noticed the social change created by the Industrial Revolution and the habit of 
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mind derived from Scientific Enlightenment” (Gunn 27-28). As the anticipation of 

technological development soars, science fiction writers explore and speculate 

possible futures and impacts on human beings. Science fiction often provides 

“alternative worlds” and “articulates our present-day concerns and anxieties” (Chown 

46-49). Science fiction writers share the public’s curiosity toward the future and put 

their visions into the stories. These visions are imaginary prospects before they 

actually come true. In an interview, writer William Gibson says that science fiction 

writers cannot predict the future through their works. He says: “I think the least 

important thing about science fiction for me is its predictive capacity. Its record for 

being accurately predictive is really, really poor… Science fiction writers aren’t 

fortune tellers” (Gibson). When commenting on creativity, he says that “if you’re not 

getting it wrong really a lot when you’re creating imaginary futures, then you’re just 

not doing it enough” (Gibson). Through these alternative worlds, readers can place 

their hopes and anxieties in the futures while re-examining the reality. Some science 

fictions carry certain hopes of the people when writers create their imaginary worlds. 

Ria Misra states that science fiction has “incredible inventions that became reality and 

incredible inventions that we hope will become reality at some point in the future” 

(Misra). However, she lists out some inventions that may cause troubles when they 

are actually produced and practiced in reality such as a transporter that can beam 

people from one place to another (Misra). 

The consequences of the appearance of advanced technology in science fiction 

are hard to predict, like science itself, it can be used for good/bad purpose or 

somewhere in between. That is why many science fiction ideas remain unrealized 

despite the fast development of technology. Although technology can have negative 

effects, it surely can bring hopes to those who have disadvantages. (It is common in 

medical use and mobile communication devices.) Human desires and needs are the 
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factors which may drive us to transcend our limitations (mentally or bodily). By 

examining the history of science fiction, we can see how the genre evolves with 

technological development which reflects the flexible changes of human nature. 

When it comes to the history of science fiction, scholars mark various starting 

points of science fiction according to how the authors define science fiction. One 

possible starting point was marked by the “Industrial Revolution with Mary Shelley’s 

Frankenstein (1818)” (Seed 3). Mary Shelley was regarded as one of the 

distinguished writers of science fiction because of her bold experiment on resurrection 

using electricity. Christoph Rehmann-Sutter notes that the topic of Frankenstein was 

clearly “biological technology” (Rehmann-Sutter 158). Shelley explores not only the 

limitation and ambition of science, but also the perception and boundary between 

monsters and humans. The creature’s “powers and stature are also super-human but in 

his heart he is a very human being, with normal needs to communicate, to love and to 

be loved, to have a reliable social environment” (Rehmann-Sutter 167). Frankenstein 

examines the fatal consequences of excessive desires toward using scientific 

knowledge. It also shows how these desires become abusive as the result of humanity 

and how the monstrosity reflects back on humans. 

Apart from dissecting human bodies (literally and symbolically), people started 

to pay more attention on the planet we lived on. Being mostly categorized as science 

fantasy, Jules Verne’s Journey to the Center of the Earth, which was published in 

1864, explored the unknown of this planet and was the first science fiction/fantasy 

that dealt with themes regarding the center of the Earth. Along with Shelley and 

Verne, H. G. Wells was one of the renowned writers who conceived the idea of time 

travel in science fiction history. In his The Time Machine (1895), Wells challenged the 

knowledge of three-dimensional space and conceived theories of time travel using the 

fourth dimension. By encountering the gentle Eloi of the upper world and the vicious 
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Morlocks of the lower world, the Traveller experiences possible futures of human 

evolution. He has some hypotheses of how the Eloi and Morlocks diverge during 

human evolution (The Time Machine 68). Although the story was based on time travel 

adventure, it “was more concerned with where natural selection was taking the human 

race than with the actual nuts and bolts of time travel” (Chown 46-49). These science 

fiction writers tend to explore possible human futures and limitations because people 

are always curious about the unknown. Science and technology is only the mirror to 

examine and reflect the possibilities of human development. 

Discussions and anxiety toward the unknown future unfolded after the 

publication of Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World in 1932. Although Huxley’s 

prospect of technological future may seem ordinary nowadays, it surely drew 

attention at the time it was published. Due to rapidly changing technology and 

science, science fiction has transformed with various approaches and focuses. Most of 

them have tried to explore externally toward the unknown and possible futures. Space 

exploration became so popular that every country tried its best to be the first who 

steps into outer space where no one has ever been. The genre itself also followed this 

change and focused on space voyage. David Seed notes that “space voyage functions 

as a device for estranging us from familiar world, enabling external (and usually 

ironic) perspectives to be set up on Earth” (Seed 6). Most science fictions of the 

Golden Age dealt with space adventures which explored outside our familiar world. 

According to Adam Roberts, the Golden Age of science fiction started around the 

1940s and the plots in this era were often regarded as hard science fiction which 

contained stories about “heroes solving problems or overcoming enemies, 

expansionist humano-centric (and often phallo-centric) narratives, extrapolations of 

possible technologies and their social and human impacts” (Roberts 195). The writers 

in this period envision the consequences of human-centered exploitation and 
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exploration such as Isaac Asimov and Arthur C. Clarke. The exploration of a 

technological future had reached a new stage when NASA’s Apollo mission carried 

the expectation of science fiction community to the moon in 1969 (Seed 21). 

Although these imaginary futures presented a world with great technological 

advancements, the reality did not catch up the pace. The limitation of the 

achievements let science fiction community down because the reality failed their 

hopes. Golden Age optimism was hard to maintain and there was denial of hard 

science fiction (Roberts 230). 

Since the 1960s, new wave authors started to appear to open a new form of 

aesthetics. “What the New Wave did was to take a genre that had been, in its popular 

mode, more concerned with content and ‘ideas’ than form, style or aesthetics, and 

reconsider it under the logic of the latter three terms” (Roberts 231). Comparing with 

“hard” science fiction which focused on forms and scientific accuracy, new wave 

authors emphasized the “soft” ideas of literary experiment. However, cyberpunk 

authors opposed the fact that new wave authors had surrendered under the mainstream 

that called for literary content and left out the essence of science fiction which was its 

technological prospects and scientific advancements. The term cyberpunk was used in 

the 1980s by Bruce Bethke who coined the term in his short story “Cyberpunk” 

(Roberts 311). Cyberpunk genre authors turned away from the optimism towards the 

future and created an “urban dystopia” where society is distorted by cybernetics 

(Roberts 312). They “seem much more interested in the near future and man’s 

immediate evolution in a world of information, than in a far future” (Ilis 155). 

Different from traditional forms, cyberpunk authors dealt with “the things of their 

world, the quiddity, the textures and flavours of actual experience” (Roberts 312). 

Florina Ilis notes that cyberpunk creates a virtual reality where everything is 

actualized only when cybernaut (the traveller in cyberspace) participates in this virtual 
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reality (Illis 156). After cyberpunk, different themes were involved in the genre. When 

discussing current science fiction development, Marcus Chown says that “science 

fiction has morphed into a multitude of forms” in recent years (Chown 46-49). 

Science fiction is deeply related to technological and scientific development whether 

it is based on scientific facts or imaginary prospects. Over the years, science fiction 

continues to include various elements and makes it more vibrant than ever. 

Although science fiction is rooted in science, we may wonder how far the genre 

can go with scientific development. Different from hard science fiction, Doctor Who 

is more a science fantasy9 because it neither over-emphasizes the technology nor 

chooses to explain scientifically as some science fiction stories do. In Only Human, 

the Doctor uses chemicals to make humans spit fire balls in order to defend 

themselves from Hy-Bractors (Only Human 204). This fantasy result is not explained 

scientifically in the story although the reaction has its scientific basis. Some 

technologies also remained unexplained, for example, the operation principles of the 

Doctor’s TARDIS and his sonic screwdriver. The sonic screwdriver can access 

computers, fuse computer controls, open doors, do medical scans, deactivate robots, 

destroy answerphones and others. (Scott & Wright 277). Ken Chen describes the sonic 

screwdriver as “a magic wand that opens doors” (Chen 53). Scientific accuracy is not 

emphasized in Doctor Who because it combines fantasy elements which make the 

stories more powerful. J. R. R. Tolkien emphasizes that fantasy is not exclusive from 

reason. Fantasy and reason cannot live without each other. “The keener and the 

clearer is the reason, the better fantasy will it make” (Tolkien 18). Through the worlds 

of fantasy and science fiction, we can reflect and ponder on our real world with 

various views and perspectives. 

                                                 
9 In their introduction to Who-ology, Cavan Scott and Mark Wright view Doctor Who as a science 

fantasy (Who-logy X). 
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Limitation of Science Fiction 

In his article discussing the future of science fiction, Chown says that some 

writers fear that “science - and its handmaiden, technology - are changing so fast that 

it is impossible for science fiction to keep up” (Chown 46-49). It is true that the 

“furious pace of scientific discovery is making the future ever harder to predict” 

(Chown 46-49). Science fiction writers cannot accurately predict the future because 

technology changes so rapidly that it is hard to imagine future achievements. Every 

discovery can lead to unexpected consequences. In the Golden Age, science and 

technology did not catch up with the pace of science fictions and caused 

disappointment. Prospects and hopes were aimed high when science fiction emerged 

with technological development which flourished in the 19th century. Science and 

technology are so unpredictable that a tiny change can result in huge impacts. 

However, science fiction writers have followed a predictable path in recent years. 

Writers are running out of new ideas that can surpass previous works. Some 

pessimistic writers claim that science fiction “is dead - or, if not dead, in terminal 

decline” (Chown 46-49). Realizing the possible declination of science fiction, Chown 

states that “it is going to be even harder for science fiction writers to predict the 

technological developments which will transform our lives” (Chown 46-49). In an 

interview, science fiction and Doctor Who writer, Paul Cornell, comments on the 

concept of good science fiction and the remake RoboCop film (2014). He says that “a 

great science fiction [story is] always a form of satire about what’s happening right 

now” (Cornell & Savy). Although a story may be set in the far future, “it is often 

about the here and now rather than the future” (Chown 46-49). In recent years, 

science fictions (especially in science fiction films) become the battlegrounds of 

scientific competitions in order to surpass the previous works and to appeal the 

readers. Cornell says that the original RoboCop (1987) was full of satire but he fears 
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that the remake is “replacing some sharp points with action movie” (Cornell & Savy). 

He observes that science fiction doesn’t “have enough new ideas” when reinventing 

old ones (Cornell & Savy). Science fiction seems to encounter a dilemma that writers 

have to keep changing their portrayal of technology in the stories in order to keep it 

new. Although the writers try to put fresh ideas into their works, they might encounter 

the difficulties of envisioning the possible futures due to the rapid changes of 

technology. Even though the writers can freely picture their imaginary worlds as 

Gibson suggests, they still struggle to find new ideas that are more unique and 

original. 

With the highly-developed technology and science over the years, the 

exploration of science fiction ideas is set particularly outward. In other words, high-

tech is excessively used to create these possible worlds and futures. The emphasis is 

more on its spectacle of technological achievements rather than its impact on human 

beings. In 1957, Soviet Union launched the first artificial satellite, Sputnik, and 

marked the beginning of the space race between Soviet Union and United States 

(Boyle). Since the space race, we can find that the exploration or the expedition is the 

result of collective human desires. The ambition to explore the unknown has grown 

stronger since then. Although science fiction cannot be viewed as the fortune-teller of 

our future lives, it surely can broader our views toward the future. David Seed also 

says that the “futures represented in SF embody its speculative dimension” (Seed 2). 

Some of these possible futures might be fulfilled with the enhancement of the 

technology. Google Glass, launched in 2012, made the computer smaller enough to be 

wearable in order to get faster and direct access to internet. Samsung started to test 

new contact lenses with computer inside. In the science fiction series—Continuum, 

the Protectors (“cybernetically-enhanced” police officers) of the city are implanted 

with small chips in order to access the information from the database (O’Neill). They 
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have “built-in tech that can tell if you are lying or can identify different people's DNA 

by sight” (O’Neill). Their vision is combined with computers and can easily 

investigate any case by uploading and downloading every detail. Although this 

technology is set in 2077, the prospect might be accomplished somehow by the 

ambition of human desires. 

Most science fiction stories tend to look forward into the future instead of 

looking backward. That is, science fiction writers try to come up with the most 

innovative ideas in order to avoid clichés and old themes. The stories may easily end 

up with technological competitions between the writers who try to reach the top 

before others. Doctor Who chooses not to overemphasize scientific accuracy but to 

examine closely in humanity and its changes. The freedom of going anywhere in time 

and space “enable[s] a seemingly inexhaustible series of new texts to be generated” 

(Roberts 274). With this premise, many episodes deal with historical events and how 

these events interact with or are affected by humans. Human activities and impacts are 

scattered everywhere into time and space during human evolution. This unceasing 

interaction between humans and the environment breaks the boundaries of different 

species and challenges the nature and qualities of human beings. The spontaneous 

journeys of the Doctor demonstrate the flexibility of interactions with the world. 

Doctor Who examines the fundamental problems of human beings through the fluidity 

of human identities, bodies and qualities, not through technology-centered plot. The 

journeys of the Doctor may be driven by himself, unknown forces, or unexpectedly, 

by the TARDIS. The Doctor likes to explore new destinations and sometimes he 

enjoys asking his companions to choose their destinations. He said to one of his 

companion: “[A]ll of time and space, everything that ever happened or ever will - 

where do you want to start?” (Moffat). The seemingly out-bounded exploration 

becomes retrospective when the adventures encounter different forms of life and 
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different aspects of humanity. 

In order to keep the genre fresh, we have to bear in mind that “science fiction, 

rather than dying, is changing” (Chown 46-49). Chown notices that science fiction 

“themes have infiltrated mainstream fiction” and it “has morphed into a multitude of 

forms” in recent years (Chown 46-49). Thus, we can say that science and technology 

are so common that humans can hardly escape their influences. Human beings 

change, so does science fiction. “Science fiction is the literature of change… [a]s long 

as change is an integral part of our lives, science fiction is likely to survive” (Chown 

46-49). Science fiction can continue to live on only by creating hybrid ideas and 

visions through the experiences of technological impacts. Although innovations keep 

it alive, science fiction still need to come back to its valuable purpose—to show the 

consequences of the explorations, how we deal with these changes and “the impact on 

humanity” (Cornell & Savy). By examining the changes in science fiction, human 

beings may find themselves evolving with it and have the opportunity to re-value 

these changes of human legacies. 
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Chapter Three 

Transhuman Dilemma: Metamorphosis of Humanity 

Through the history of science fiction, many authors have often hoped to create 

imaginary worlds and ideas that no one has ever conceived. However, the stories may 

lose their depth and impact when the focuses are just on technologies without 

reflecting our current conditions. In other words, science fiction stories may become a 

tool of showing off innovative technologies when the examination and focus are no 

longer on human impacts and consequences. With rapid growth of technological 

influences and exposure, imaginary future technologies in science fictions may be 

appreciated by the viewers because we live in a world built on technology (tools, 

machines, and computers). Most people are now experiencing the advantages of 

technology because it brings convenience and other benefits. The advancement of 

medical science and pharmacology alleviates pains from diseases and aging. In Only 

Human, after having a basic understanding of the future people of Osterberg, the 

Doctor explains to Rose that they “introduced genes that cure almost everything, with 

regular updates sprayed out to keep everyone healthy” (Only Human 88). As a result, 

the Osterbergers all wear badges that eliminate what is described in the novel as their 

“wrong-feelings”. 

The surface observer—Reddy—tells Rose how they all feel about the “wrong-

feelings” and the disturbing emotions. He says lightly: “Why disagree when you can 

party?” (Only Human 105). Eliminating the downsides of natural aging is rather 

tempting because the advancements tend to make us feel better. After kidnapping the 

Doctor, Chantal alters his body condition by chemistry so the Doctor may not feel any
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“wrong-feeling” again. To his surprise, the Doctor feels good about his contentment 

and calmness (Only Human 132-33). People tend to choose those feelings that are 

comfortable instead of those disturbing ones although sometimes these disturbing 

feelings can trigger us to strive harder. People embrace the transhuman idea of 

improving the inconvenience while worrying the side effects and consequences of 

these modifications. Transhumanism is criticized for being too optimistic toward the 

combination of humans and technology. Cory Doctorow views techno-optimism as 

“an ideology that embodies the pessimism and the optimism above: the concern that 

technology could be used to make the world worse, the hope that it can be steered to 

make the world better” (Doctorow). Nevertheless, the optimism toward the 

technology-enhanced future keeps society looking forward. This optimism toward a 

better future is practiced by transhumanists who try their best to call for freedom of 

human bodies. As a result, they over-emphasize the good side of enhancing human 

bodies with new technologies. When discussing transhumanism, issues of morality are 

definitely involved. It is hard to avoid any judgment during the debates; however, this 

chapter is going to focus on the transformation of humans and its possible definitions. 

In order to understand human nature, we might want to start with the definition of 

humans and then we can move on to transhumanism and its metamorphosis. 

Definition of Human 

In a recent study, scientists find that the Earth had changed drastically due to 

human activities in 1610 which marked the start point of the “Age of Man” called 

Anthropocene. “To pinpoint the start of this new phase, geologists are looking for a 

clear signal… that will be captured in rocks, sediments or ice” (Morelle). Scientists 

postulate that the arrival of the Europeans in the Americas earlier caused the changes. 

It was the time when global exchange (people, agriculture and diseases) became rapid 
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and the Earth started to transform (Morelle). Since then, human beings have 

dominated the world and have occupied nearly everywhere. What makes us special 

enough to overpower other species and how do we define ourselves? Generally 

speaking, we can say that humans share, feel and create in a more sophisticated 

system. However, “it’s very hard to define what we think is special about humanity 

because it’s we, the humans, who are composing the definitions. Objectivity is 

impossible” (Gee 106). Creativity may be considered one of the qualities that makes 

us human because “we are cultural beings, capable of wondrous works” (Jones). 

Homo sapiens and their close relatives have left drawing of animals on cave walls and 

invented writings. In Only Human, Quilley has a poster on a wall which shows 

“drawings of a variety of animals – bears, wolves, mammoths” (Only Human 68). In 

order to maintain cultural legacy, humans put down their thoughts and store memories 

using language systems. 

In Only Human, there are three forms of record—diary, journal, and data-record. 

At the very beginning of the novel, seven-year-old Chantal describes her weekend 

with a specific date and an interesting event (Only Human 1-2). Then, the novel 

showcases Das, the Neanderthal, is asked by Captain Jack Harkness to keep a journal 

because writing can clear things up (Only Human 71-74). On the other hand, Jack 

Harkness observes Das and put it down as data-records so anthropologists can study 

them (Only Human 75-77). Das explains his recognition of writing: “What it means is 

that instead of keeping your thoughts in yourself, or letting them out by saying or 

singing them, you let them out of your head and put them into small markings” (Only 

Human 71). When the Doctor explains the pros and cons of the disaster of A.D. 

436,000, Quilley is busy writing them down with a pencil (Only Human 86). He is the 

only person from Osterberg who keeps “historical artefacts” as his collection. 

Compared with other Osterbergers, Quilley is the one who is eager to live in the past 
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because the historical records are very limited from his time (Only Human 84). 

What makes this recording system special is its longevity. Through writing, we 

can preserve our minds and thoughts not only for the sharing of this generation, but 

also future generations. “Through language, we can share accounts of what’s going 

on, what might be going on, what cannot be going on, what we would like to be going 

on” (Dawes 279). It is intriguing that humans desire knowledge not only of his age, 

but also the past and the future. The Osterbergers travel to the past in order to learn 

more details about the ancestors (Only Human 81). The ability to desire, to acquire 

and to know everything seems human. “We are driven by an unrestricted desire to 

know; not only to know, but through intelligent inquiry and critical reflection, to 

know correctly; and not only to know well but to know completely” (Dawes 279). By 

keeping records, everyone contributes his or her own experience into our collective 

memories. 

According to research, Homo sapiens dominate the world because they may be 

more adaptive than most species and they can preserve and gain access to knowledge 

using writings and languages. “Intelligence is all about the retrieval of information in 

such a way that its lessons can be generalized and applied to new situations” (Gee 

145). Our close relative—Neanderthals—and Homo sapiens have a lot in common in 

regard to genetic origins10 and social activities. Studies have shown that 

“Neanderthals’ appearance was similar to ours, though they were shorter and stockier 

with angled cheekbones, prominent brow ridges, and wide noses. Though sometimes 

thought of as dumb brutes, scientists have discovered that they used tools, buried their 

                                                 
10 Studies have shown that Neanderthals share a common ancestor with Homo sapiens. Although the 

ancestor is not specifically identified, one popular candidate is Homo Heidelbergensis who populated 

Africa and Eurasia during that time. A group of Homo Heidelbergensis migrated to Eurasia and became 

Neanderthals while another group migrated to Asia and became Denisovans. Homo Heidelbergensis 

who remained in Africa gradually evolved into Homo sapiens. “In the ranks of prehistoric humans, 

Neanderthals were our closest relatives” (Switek). 
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dead and controlled fire, among other intelligent behaviors… and it is even theorized 

that they built boats and sailed on the Mediterranean” (Szalay). Nevertheless, some 

scientists have speculated that Neanderthals’ language ability and brain function may 

not be as complex as Homo sapiens. “Neanderthals used stone tools similar to and no 

more sophisticated than the ones used by early humans, including blades and scrapers 

made from stone flakes” (Szalay). Their ability of producing tools is similar to Homo 

sapiens although they tend to form smaller groups which result in less complicated 

social system. “Neanderthals were a lot less sociable than modern humans. They 

tended to live in smaller groups, had smaller home ranges, and were therefore less 

likely to come across other members of their own species” (Gee 144). In Only 

Human, when Rose asks Reddy about Neanderthals, he comments that they are 

strange and don’t talk much (Only Human 104). It is described in the story that the 

Homo sapiens are more active than the Neanderthals because readers can notice 

abundant activities from the human groups such as playing games, sorting fruits, 

carrying fishes and chatting (Only Human 130). Compared with the activities of 

Homo sapiens, those of Neanderthals are less skillful (Only Human 109). Although 

the postulations and descriptions above have not been confirmed by the scientists, 

sociability may become one of the key factors that distinguish a species. After 

observing the activities of socially-active animals, Henry Gee concludes and says: 

“Perhaps the earth was inherited not by creatures with larger brains, or the most 

intelligence, but with the busiest social calendar” (Gee 144). 

Later in the Neanderthal group, there is an invasion from humans which shows 

different behaviors between Neanderthals and humans (Only Human 117-18). The 

Neanderthals treat Rose and Reddy with friendliness and peacefulness while the 

humans invade and act rudely toward outsiders. Rose later finds out that the humans 

are not as ferocious as she thinks. The atmosphere in the human tribe is rather relaxed 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

30 

 

and cheerful (Only Human 130). As described in the story, we can say that humans are 

more active than Neanderthals in social behaviors. They are more competitive and 

active when interacting with other groups such as exchanging goods with other tribes. 

Rose realizes that human tribes use “trade partnerships” to form strong alliances (Only 

Human 136). As a social animal, humans communicate with each other using 

language system. Rose notices that the men in the human tribe chat “good 

humouredly” to each other (Only Human 130). “By social grooming, social animals 

use different modes of languages to achieve the same outcome (to communicate). 

Language is not specialized for human beings while writing may be a human thing.” 

(Gee 146-156). Humans use writing and recording to reinforce their communication 

system. The ability to write makes human beings preserve many precious cultural 

legacies. With our knowledge derived from generations, human beings have created 

the most complicated social system and many great civilizations. 

In conclusion, in order to achieve the position that we hold, it requires consistent 

contribution of sharing knowledge (languages and writings) under a social system 

which is strengthened by sentience. “A sentient being will be aware of itself as a 

character in the drama of its life, and thus aware of the consequences of its actions on 

others, and to some extent of the internal mental states of the other characters” (Gee 

157). Such complexity performed in a social group can only be enacted by human 

beings. Homo sapiens not only can feel and create, but also can perceive the world by 

acquiring organized knowledge which comes from constant interactions with others. 

Transhumanism and its Dilemma 

With faster transportation and information access, people can travel abroad 

within days and gain knowledge within seconds. The constant interaction results in 

more “made-things” which are based upon human needs (Only Human 39). 
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Technology helps humans to accomplish the impossible far beyond our limitations. 

We can run without using our legs and fly without wings. As a result, human 

behaviors change drastically with these “tools” while these tools are aimed to help us 

become better and stronger. Hoping for an unlimited future, transhumanists propose to 

embrace the help from technology. Transhuman movement “promises results and 

marvels that will free us forever from the woes and evils that have plagued human 

history: death and disease, ignorance and selfishness, will all be overcome” (Jensen 

515). Sonia E. Miller defines transhumanism as “an intermediary stage between 

human and the posthuman” (Miller 61). The process of transhumanism functions as a 

merger between humans and technology (Vita-More 35). Through this process, 

humans’ biological conditions can be reformed and transcended (Miller 61). With the 

help of technological advancement, we have more freedom in deciding what is the 

most beneficial; thus, we tend to make ourselves more adaptive through self-

enhancing. “Homo economicus” means that everyone is his or her own entrepreneur 

and should be responsible for his or her actions (Foucault 147). With this idea, 

transhumanists strive to make this liberation possible. They hope that everyone can 

live without disease or malfunctions and go beyond “current biological limitations” 

(Miller 61). “This movement seeks to enhance human beings, giving them greater 

strength, intelligence, perception, and so on” (Jensen 516). In the novel, Chantal tells 

the Doctor that she is designing an upgraded human race who is more “adaptable, 

intelligent, and creative” (Only Human 188). 

Through constantly self-improving modifications, humans become transhuman. 

Transhuman stage is the merging process between humans and technology which is 

aimed for a future where everyone is free from pains and limitations. This future is a 

vision proposed by transhumanists who are optimistic toward the combination of 

humans and machines. “Posthumanism is an attitude on how to deal with the 
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limitations of the human form. It is a vision of how to move beyond those limits by 

the radical use of technological and other means” (Ust). Posthumanism is seeking an 

extreme human liberation which hopes for full enhancement of body and mind. Miller 

notes that posthuman stage follows transhuman process as it “postulates the 

advancement of unlimited mental or physical augmentation and alteration, 

immortality through self-programming and self-regulating abilities, and age- and 

disease-resistant mechanism” (Miller 62). However, it is difficult to define what it 

means to be human because humans are always changing and evolving. We can say 

that the transhuman process makes humans evolve constantly; nevertheless, it is not 

destined for the posthuman future. Transhuman process is happening right now while 

posthuman future is yet to be achieved. Through the concept of transhumanism, we 

can tell that human essence is flowing because we are deeply influenced by the 

changes of the environment. Transhumanists map out the world where humans can 

embrace the emergence of technological modifications. However, the emphasis on 

technology makes transhuman ideas restricted and incomprehensible. The maximized 

awareness of technological modifications may lead to anxiety and ethical problems. 

Although transhumanists claim that they only explore the interaction between 

humans and the world, not the enhancement of human functions, they still attract 

criticism regarding moral issues (Daly). Of course, there are different groups who are 

supporting transhumanism and they have different foci. Their goal remains the 

same—to accept the condition that humans embrace technology and benefit from it. 

The concerns and anxieties can vary in two ways—one is about the transformation of 

human body and the other is about the attitude of the transhuman propaganda. The 

public gradually aware the fact that humans may be replaced by machines (such as 

stent or life support system) when we try to cure terminal diseases or maintain our 

body functions by using technology. “There is understandable anxiety aroused by the 
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prospect of human as either technologically dematerialised or technologically 

displaced – that is, carrying on in some new form or not carrying on at all” (Pepperell 

28). In Doctor Who’s pilot episode of Season Eight, the Doctor faces a Half-Face 

Man—a clockwork droid—who harvests human parts in order to repair itself into a 

human form. The Doctor questions the Half-Face Man and says: “You have replaced 

every piece of yourself, mechanical and organic, time and time again. There's not a 

trace of the original you left” (“Deep Breath”). The awareness of being no longer the 

“original” self is discussed by the opponents of transhumanism because they believe 

that every person is an original organism which cannot be altered by artificial means. 

However, originality is not easy to define since humans are deeply involved in the 

surroundings and they change with the environment. Alterations are inevitable. 

Studies have shown that human cells are constantly renewing themselves in order to 

replace the deceased. Moreover, “[t]he entire human skeleton is thought to be 

replaced every 10 years or so in adults” (Wade). We are no longer the original selves 

due to the renewal. Even food, water and climate change can change our body 

endurance. As a result, humans are evolving with or without the help of science and 

technology. 

Another concern is of the attitude that drives transhumanism. Wesley J. Smith 

has emphasized that a posthuman future may never come since there are too many 

issues about the rightfulness and the standard of using the technology to improve 

humans in any way. Rather, he notes that humans should worry about the social 

values and the psychological level that are promoted by transhumanists (Smith). 

According to Steven J. Jensen, technology is not the main problem of transhuman 

movement; “it is the attitudes that necessarily underlie the use of these technologies” 

(Jensen 516). Anne Gordon also fears that human beings have unconditionally 

accepted the transhuman evolution when more films have focused on humans being 
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transformed either biologically or technologically. She urges that people should face 

the world with caution in order to avoid the growing exposure of transhuman 

influences (Gordon). The critics have proper reasons to be anxious because 

technology has infiltrated the world in every way, from daily use to medical use. 

Nevertheless, we cannot ignore the fact that “countless lives have been saved and the 

overall quality of life continues to improve over time” (Cocchi, Narisi & White). On a 

larger scale, people tend to accept the benefits from technology because it enriches 

our living quality and enhances our body function. 

The debate on transhumanism—whether on its process or its attitude—may end 

up in a dilemma. Transhumanists seem to be blamed for an ongoing process that 

cannot be reversed. Technology can have different impacts on humans. We cannot 

escape from desiring the better unless we remove our desires. We cannot fully avoid 

or resist the transhuman transformation since we have to live with the world where 

different interactions are inevitable. Human beings have been interacting with the 

environment ever since we were born. N. Katherine Hayles notes that “humans have 

been producing hybridized environments for a very long time” (Hayles). The bonds 

between humans and environments cause changes to the both. We have to bear in 

mind that human conditions are no longer fixed due to the unbreakable bond with the 

changing world. The nature of humanity is so flexible that it can always constitute 

itself through ever-changing environment. Only Human sets a rare example of human 

explorations without putting too much emphasis on technology itself. In the story, the 

bonds between humans, Neanderthals and Osterbergers result in different alterations. 

In later chapters, we can see how the bonds cause multi-directional transformations 

during human evolution. 
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Fluidity of Transhumanism 

From Hayles’ perspective above, we can see that humans have been participating 

in the hybridized world in which transhuman process has become more rapid. In other 

words, “transhuman condition is characterised by an admixture of elements that 

cannot be sorted out into their constitutive parts, ushering in a world of hybrids that 

can no longer be classified” (Halliwell and Mousley 191). There is an unbreakable 

bond between humans and the environment because they are affected by one another 

during constant interactions. These interactions result in flowing changes which 

challenge the concept of human nature. When defending liberal eugenics,11 Elizabeth 

Fenton points out some common assertions of moral judgment toward the natural and 

the unnatural. She argues that those who oppose to liberal eugenics tend to view 

“moral status of human nature as something inviolable” and conclude that it “is under 

threat and must be protected” (Fenton 38). Most critics judge liberal eugenics or 

transhuman movement by drawing lines between what is natural and what is 

unnatural. However, there is no intrinsically moral good/bad judgment between the 

natural/unnatural. “No matter where the line is drawn between the natural and the 

manufactured, the moral rightness or wrongness of an activity will have to be 

grounded in something other than where it falls on this spectrum” (Fenton 40). She 

thus notes that the real threat is “to moralize the status of human nature and demand 

its protection” (Fenton 40). The problem of this moral judgment is that it is driven by 

the effort of trying to define human nature. Genetic engineering “does not violate the 

notion of a fixed human nature” because “science is revealing that human nature is 

not fixed and singular” (Fenton 41). To Fenton, human nature no longer possesses a 

fixed essence as the result of the changing environment and technology. “Advances in 

                                                 
11 “Liberal eugenics is eugenic[s] to the extent that it advocates parental freedom to choose some 

characteristics of offspring based on the parents’ values but limited by the possibility of harm to the 

resulting children” (Fenton 36). 
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genetic technology make possible different conditions for ‘what it means to be 

human’” (Fenton 41). 

Only through participating in nature can humans realize the flexibility of being a 

human. In other words, human beings have constantly “rediscovered human nature” 

during the process of socialization (Only Human 220). According to Jacques Lacan, 

the interaction between the inner mind and the outer world starts as early as the 

mirror-stage.12 The process of constituting a self through subjectification is discussed 

by Giorgio Agamben. The subjectification forces humans to move from zoe to bios13 

and makes us inseparable from the environment. Therefore, it is the constant 

exchanges with the environment that make us human. 

Critics examine transhumanism employing different theoretical concepts and 

perspectives. Technological advancement becomes a double-edged sword that causes 

controversy. However, we should see transhumanism as a process of evolving (not 

entirely for the greater but for the fitter). Human needs drive us to create things that 

may be helpful or to change behaviors that may be suitable. Therefore, we can 

gradually develop new skills and eliminate useless traits that are no longer adaptable 

in order to face the changing environment. Humans evolve with time and the change 

is constant due to cultural blending and self-realization. In Only Human, people from 

different times share customs and behaviors that are initially unfamiliar. They can 

pick up useful skills and drop off inadaptable ones. For example, Das finds out that 

humans no longer need to hunt animals for food because they are now occupied by 

other activities. Although he feels odd about the change, he embraces the fact that 

                                                 
12Lacan has regarded “the function of the mirror-stage as a particular case of the function of the imago, 

which is to establish a relation between the organism and its reality—or, as they say, between the 

Innenwelt [inner world] and the Umwelt [outer world]” (1166). 
13Agamben explains that zoe is the nature form of life while bios is the political existence (form of life.) 

As soon as humans enter the sovereignty (control of the laws) of the society, they are no longer living 

animals. The relations with the world make human beings enter the realm of biopolitics. 
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humans use the spare time to create more delicious food (Only Human 72). This 

realization drives Das to explore more differences and choose what is best for him 

(Only Human 95-98). Since human nature is no longer fixed, human conditions have 

become more flexible and fluid. In this thesis, this flexibility found in humans is 

recognized as “human fluidity”. It means that the nature of humanity is always in a 

liquid state that is ready to change. These human values “are open to change and 

improvement” because humans possess the “most cherished freedom—the freedom to 

evolve” (Fenton 42). The essence of human beings is torn apart during the ever-

lasting exchange with the environment. “Nothing keeps its own form, and Nature, the 

renewer of things, refreshes one shape from another” (Ovid). 

When discussing transhumanism, Jensen is opposed to the concept of treating 

human nature as a “disembodied intelligence” which can be transferred from a body 

to a machine (Jensen 525). Rather, he states that “we are seeking not a solitary good 

but a shared good… that is shared between himself and others” (Jensen 523). 

Although he is right about the shared bond between self and others, he still over-

praises the inviolability of nature in regard to transhuman invasion. Such concerns are 

also raised by Mark Sagoff who believes that natural heritage is gradually replaced by 

technological infiltration. Although Sagoff’s attitude toward genetic engineering is 

ambivalent, he still views human nature as something that needs to be protected. He 

notes: “The more deeply technology penetrates nature and ‘conquers’ it, the stronger 

efforts become to preserve what remains of our evolutionary and ecological heritage” 

(Sagoff 74). He also fears that genetic engineering can become forceful and decisive 

once we use it to achieve personal contentment. He says: “The more control we have, 

the more the genome becomes a matter of intention and choice” (Sagoff 90). 

Similarly, Jensen emphasizes that the intention to use technology to choose for the 

better is “overbearing” (Jensen 539). However, technology is created within nature 
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and its functions are based on nature orders. Human beings always try to accomplish 

their needs by using different kinds of assistance that contain natural elements. Thus, 

it is hard to distinguish what is natural from what is unnatural. 

Most critical examinations focus on how Doctor Who is socially connected and 

how the transhuman process is presented. However, the merging relationship between 

humans and technology is not the only aspect to approach transhumanism. This thesis 

seeks to examine transhumanism as a fluid idea rooted in human history. 

Transhumanism is not just the interchanging process between human beings and 

posthuman condition. It may expand to represent all possible conditions and changes 

during human evolution because the inseparable partnership between humans and the 

nature. 

Human fluidity is presented in three distinct ways in the novel. The first one is 

the narrative structure which shows the diverse perspectives of different people from 

different times and spaces. The second one is the blending tribes which show the 

flexibility and changeability of human nature. The third one is the manipulation and 

metamorphosis of human bodies. The fluidity within humans is a multi-directional 

transformation which can be seen in any part of human history. The posthuman future 

is not only the world where human beings are immerged with machine and 

technology as transhumanists expect. Humans can evolve and acquire knowledge 

from the past and the future in order to become fitter with the environment. The idea 

of evolution is expanded multi-directionally in Only Human. That is, every element in 

the environment can cause changes that aim for the compatible. We might not become 

a super-intellectual being like some transhumanists envision. The fluidity may leads 

us to a place where everyone can live harmonically with the environment. The 

meaning of what makes us human changes through the exploration of human fluidity. 

Upon closer examination of the novel, it challenges our concepts of human nature and 
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explores all possibilities of human past, present and future. 
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Chapter Four 

Time and Space: 

Narrative Structure and the Fluidity of Human Nature 

In the previous chapter, we have discussed how our perception of human nature 

is changing constantly due to our intimate relationship with the world. The idea of 

humanity and the meaning of what makes us human are being challenged and this 

awareness results in human fluidity. Human fluidity presents an ambiguous and fluid 

state when human nature is no longer fixed and determined. By keeping records, 

humans can acquire knowledge from collective memories and learn to adjust 

themselves using these experiences. Gareth Roberts uses diary entries, journals and 

data-records to show the uniqueness of human beings—the ability to create and 

preserve. Only Human presents a hybrid world where different groups and tribes 

attempt to communicate with one another although they might have diverse 

perspectives. In order to show the fluidity of what makes us human, we first have to 

look at the structure of the story which creates a channel which includes different 

perspectives and diverse groups. The chapter arrangement of the story breaks the 

boundaries of time and space by using a nonlinear storytelling. Gareth Roberts makes 

an effort to showcase multiple sides of the characters and makes their minds more 

fluid when facing situations. From these various perspectives, we can have better 

understanding of the differences and the outcomes of these interactions. In Only 

Human, there are two constructs that help the story to create the sense of hybridity 

and fluidity—narrative structure and diverse tribes. 

The constant interactions of these diverse groups will eventually lead to a 

melting pot at the end of the story. Through cultural blending, everyone is seeking his 
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or her own identity which shows how flexible human state can be. Identity is one of 

the key factors which shape who we are. The process of identification is largely based 

on the relationship between self and others. In Only Human, people from different 

times and spaces have different values and views toward the definition of what it 

means to be human. They are eager to identify themselves among various groups. 

Therefore, there are clashes between different groups due to the process of 

identification. However, the clashes are alleviated by multiple exchanges of 

information and knowledge among these groups. The boundaries between self and 

others are blurred during the exchange and humans keep reshaping themselves in 

order to survive. The results of these changes cause the perceived fluidity of human 

nature. 

Narrative Structure 

Only Human uses a limited omniscient point of view although it shifts into first-

person narration in some chapters. When discussing writing techniques, Sherry 

Wilson notes that “[l]imited omniscient basically means that while you have a God-

like perspective of the story, you limit yourself to being in one character’s head at a 

time. It allows you to switch characters as many times as necessary, even within a 

scene” (Wilson). Gareth Roberts uses this technique constantly to create the sense of 

hybridity and to showcase varied perspectives. Through the perspectives of the 

characters, we might understand how they interact and exchange information with 

others and how they perceive the world. In Only Human, the technique of shifting 

point of views (POV) helps readers to examine the world through different 

perspectives. Also, Roberts uses a nonlinear storytelling and shifts between times and 

spaces in order to present a hybrid world where information and perception are 

flowing quickly. “Point of view is one of the most important tools for a writer and 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

43 

 

choosing the most effective POV can help you find the right voice for your novel” 

(Wilson). In Only Human, apart from the limited omniscient point of view, it consists 

of a first-person narration from Chantal, Captain Jack Harkness and Das. Roberts 

notes that these narrations are “diary entries” which give the novel a “distinct flavour” 

(Only Human VIII). 

The opening chapter is Chantal Osterberg’s diary which is titled “My Weekend” 

from A.D. 438,533 when Chantal was 7 years old. This section is the only chapter that 

uses Chantal’s perspective as a first-person point of view. As an antagonist, Chantal 

can easily be blamed for the manipulation of human evolution. She can become a 

villain with no depth whose reasons are incomprehensible. In later chapters, when 

Chantal is explaining her reasons for producing upgraded humans, her argument 

seems tricky and sarcastic. She says to the Doctor: “I examine the historical record – 

sooner or later, for whatever reason, the basic human was going to reassert itself. 

There would be war, horror and misery. My compassionate values couldn’t let that 

happen” (Only Human 188). Readers may be led to believe that Chantal is wrong and 

immoral because her ends do not justify the means. 

However, the intimate diary shows how young Chantal views human/animal 

bodies as inefficient and useless. She thinks that her cat Dusty is too naughty and 

inefficient which causes inconvenience to her family and the neighbors. She describes 

her motive: 

On Saturday, our cat Dusty was giving the whole family too many 

wrong-feelings. She weed on the upholstery again. It’s nice to have pets to 

stroke and we do love Dusty, but she has been too naughty recently. She 

gets in the way. Later a man over the road tripped over her and broke his 

leg. That was inconvenient and the man needed a health-patch. 

That was when I took a long look at Dusty and decided she was very 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

44 

 

insufficient. Animals run about for no reason, and they must feel all sorts of 

odd sensations just like people used to. (Only Human 1) 

As a result, she modifies its tail and makes it stiff and scaly, moves its organs and 

makes them logical, and adjusts its brain and makes Dusty “more ferocious at 

catching mice and better at breeding” (Only Human 2). Chantal is satisfied at her 

work although the improved Dusty still gives her parents “wrong-feelings”. From the 

diary, we can see that humans at that time are already modified beings because 

Chantal can gain access to her mother’s working kit which contains cutters and gene 

sprays (Only Human 1-2). The diary presents to us a basic understanding of how 

Chantal comes up with the idea of removing “wrong-feelings” and how she enjoys 

“improving things” (Only Human 2). Although the diary does not justify Chantal’s 

plan for killing people in order to create an upgraded species, it shows her reason and 

motive. The diary ends with the line: “So that was my weekend” (Only Human 2). It 

gives us a sense of how ordinary this operation is to Chantal as part of her weekend 

plans. 

After Captain Jack Harkness takes the responsibility of looking after Das, he 

suggests to Das that he keeps journals in order to practice writing and to record his 

progress (Only Human 71). Meanwhile, Jack himself keeps data-records of his 

guiding process for future studies. He writes: “Some anthropologists is gonna love 

this stuff, probably pay good money for it, so I’m making a record of my progress 

with the boy that time forgot” (Only Human 75). Das’s journals and Jack’s data-

records always come in pairs and they are the subplot under the main storyline. Their 

recordings last for four weeks. We can see how Das progresses and blends in with the 

society at the end of the story (Only Human 205). Compared with his old world, he 

enjoys the differences and the varieties in this new world. Das writes: “No other 

world could be better than this one” (Only Human 205). Das shows his adaptability 
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and flexibility in dealing with the differences even without using forceful science to 

manipulate his body functions. He has “picked up so much and taken it in his stride… 

He [has] got the Internet in seconds, and learned how to use knife and fork right away, 

even though he thinks cutlery is stupid” (Only Human 99). Although most of the 

events take place in the past Bromley, these records become the evidence of changes 

and keep reminding us that there are people who strive to survive in their own time 

and world. 

The story uses a limited omniscient point of view and it often delves into Rose’s 

perspectives. Sometimes it switches to other characters’ perspectives in order to 

present more thorough details regarding these differences. In the nightclub, Dean is 

one of the partygoers who starts a fight with Das because he mistakenly believes that 

Das is attracted to his girlfriend Nicola (Only Human 4). After Das is sent to the 

hospital, the nurse Weronika takes care of the strange Neanderthal before she notices 

something weird about him (Only Human 17-19). She has seen many patients with 

terrible conditions but Das has “a strange kind of freshness, of outdoorsness” that 

keeps Weronika curious (Only Human 18). She later encounters the Doctor and Rose 

who try to save Das from the doctors who are confused about the situation. The 

doctors speculate that Das is a Neanderthal although they tend to believe in other 

possibilities. When the Doctor claims that Das is only a patient with acromegaly, these 

doctors feel relieved and let the Doctor take Das out of the hospital (Only Human 26-

28). Weronika’s immediate trust of the Doctor and Rose comes from her natural 

curiosity toward the unknown. “Just as Weronika had distrusted the other strangers 

she felt an immediate liking and trust for these two; it was as if a subconscious signal 

somewhere in the back of her mind had been tripped. She just knew they were good 

people” (Only Human 27). The rescue makes her feel so alive that she wants to run 

away with them. “As they entered the lift, she found herself wanting to scream, I don’t 
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know who you are, but take me with you! She looked over at Nurse Tyler and thought, 

If you’re his friend – I wish I was you” (Only Human 28). However, she chooses to 

stay in the hospital in order to complete the distraction for the Doctor. The brief 

encounter makes her feel that “her life was never going to be as exciting again” (Only 

Human 30). After encountering and interacting with the Neanderthal in the 21st 

century, Dean and Weronika view differently toward the Neanderthal—Dean only 

sees Das as another weird bloke who enrages him while Weronika accepts the 

strangeness and is eager to have an adventure. From the author’s use of shifting 

perspectives, we can see that human experiences and encounters can result in varied 

perspectives which show the flexibility in dealing with changes. These experiences 

can be affective or can be trivial; nevertheless, they become part of our collective 

memory which can cause changes at some point during daily interactions. 

The focus also switches to two Osterberg technicians—Jacob and Tina. After 

Jacob learns that his wife Lene has a terminal disease, he presses some numbers on 

his and his wife’s metal packs in order to eliminate “wrong-feelings” (Only Human 

46-47). After knowing that one Hy-Bractor is in need of food, Chantal sends Tina to 

visit the Grey Door where the Hy-Bractor is enclosed. When the Hy-Bractor starts to 

bite Tina, she experiences huge pains. She cannot react properly toward the danger; 

thus, she types some soothing codes and let it go (Only Human 93-94). The surging 

emotions become problematic to the Osterbergers because they have little chance to 

learn how to deal with feelings. Although Tina knows that she is about to die, she still 

wants these feelings to be eliminated: 

Tina had a really bad wrong-feeling about this. She couldn’t see much 

inside the Grey Door, as it was very dark, and then the owner of the hand bit 

into her side and she got a very, very wrong pain-feeling. 

She had enough strength to reach for her popper pack, which sent a 
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soothing balm into her head, and the pain-feeling evaporated. She guessed 

she was about to be terminated and wondered why. But it seemed pointless 

to concern herself with his, so she let the question go. (Only Human 94) 

To Jacob, Tina and most of the Osterbergers, they experience so many “wrong-

feelings” that they have to use packs to eliminate them. The addiction is similar to 

taking strong drugs such as Krokodil (Desomorphine) which causes horrific 

outcomes. Krokodil is highly-addicted, hard to cure and leaves the addicts huge pain 

when they attempt to withdraw from it. They are aware of the fact that they are dying; 

however, they cannot stop taking the drug due to the pains. Gradually, “[f]lesh goes 

grey and peels away to leave bones exposed. People literally rot to death” (Walker). 

The Osterbergers show similar dilemma when using chemical drugs. By examining 

the story, the detailed descriptions of their inner thoughts give us some insights of 

how they cope with these emotions and fears before some of them finally accept these 

natural reactions at the end of the story. 

The story focuses more on Rose’s mind because Roberts uses her to represent the 

present “human perspective” although she struggles to accept the differences of future 

people and questions many human values which she encounters during her journey. 

She often examines the status of human development through self-reflection. In the 

story, the Doctor says that Neanderthals died out because they could not cope with 

climate change or compete with humans. Rose gets the implication behind the 

Doctor’s remark and cannot believe that humans are one of the culprits who finish 

Neanderthals (Only Human 25-26). As a result, she later witnesses a Neanderthal baby 

and keeps considering the fact that they are dying sooner or later (Only Human 115). 

After Rose is kidnapped by the human tribe, she is confused about the hospitality that 

are shown by both the Neanderthal tribe and the human tribe and their hostility toward 

each other (Only Human 129-130). Rose is devastated when she finds out that the 
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Neanderthal tribe is attacked by the human tribe and there are a great number of 

casualties. She cannot accept that the Doctor does nothing but facing the fact of this 

genocide:  

The Doctor looked across at her sadly. “That’s the way it is here,” he 

said uncomfortably. “Neanderthals are better fighters than humans – at least 

in the forest. If we warn them they might stand a better chance, but that’s all 

we can do.” 

She couldn’t take that. “I get it. Different morality. Get used to it. But I 

don’t want to. It’s sick, inhuman.” 

“No,” said the Doctor. “Inhuman, Rose – that’s you. Because you care, 

because you believe in something better. You’ve seen the future. Humanity 

is gonna achieve so much, Rose, out in the stars – in spite of itself.” (Only 

Human 183) 

When defending human values in Chantal’s examination room, Rose—whose body is 

disassembled by Chantal—keeps accusing her of killing Neanderthals and humans. 

However, Chantal defends herself by saying that she is not the one who finishes 

Neanderthals according to historical records (Only Human 189-191). 

When the Doctor and Rose enter the city of Osterberg, Rose is constantly 

disturbed by the blank reaction of the Osterbergers because she cannot feel the 

emotional connections during interactions. “What was disturbing Rose in particular 

was the men’s casual acceptance of them. They didn’t seem surprised or angry or 

pleased to find them here. It was as if they weren’t giving out any reaction at all” 

(Only Human 57). After listening to the Doctor’s explanation about how the 

Osterbergers manipulate genes in order to eliminate all the defects, Rose feels horrible 

and thinks that they are not humans but androids who act without emotional 

interactions (Only Human 88-89). On her journey, Rose learns how to live with these 
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differences and perceptions. Although Rose is irritated by the Doctor’s inability to 

save Jacob’s wife, Lene, who is going to “terminate” soon, she realizes that it is better 

to accept the unavoidable (Only Human 179 & 219). When Rose first meets Quilley 

who refuses to use a control pack, she finds his stares irritating and impolite. 

Gradually, Rose feels rather relaxed because he is the only one who has a natural 

reaction in Osterberg. “Normally she would have found the stare off-putting, but in 

this place the naturalness of the reaction was a relief” (Only Human 65). Through 

examining these records and narrations, we can have a better understanding of 

different people’s perceptions toward the world. The diversity of these narrations are 

presented “visually” like TV channels when readers flip through pages. 

Diverse Tribes 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, human beings can gain access to 

information within seconds and travel to anywhere within days. Time and space are so 

compressed that we have to face vast information which can result in information 

overload. In an interview, Caroline Webb discusses information overload and says: 

“[I]t’s the imbalance between the information that people feel they should absorb 

versus what they can absorb. And of course human progress has been marked by 

advances in technology that make information more available that give people a sense 

that they should be absorbing more of that information, which leads to the sense of 

overload” (Webb). The flowing information may cause changes in our lives and it 

alters our perceptions when we participate in the world. “We experience the world 

through our senses, act within the world through our voices and movements” 

(Herzfeld 119). Much of what we see and feel might be the factors which shape our 

perceptions. Gareth Roberts uses the image of flipping through TV channels and 

viewing monitors to show the flow of information and the diversity of human 
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activities. In Das’s first journal, when he flicks through the TV channels, he is stunned 

by the variety of different “tribes” which show on the television (Only Human 73). He 

does not expect to see so many unfamiliar activities outside hunting and spear-

making. “There are tribes that sing and chant, tribes that play games with many 

different kinds of ball and tribes that fight” (Only Human 74). He thinks that 

“[t]elevision is a machine that shows pictures of what all the different human tribes 

are doing” (Only Human 73). 

Apart from gaining access to information in a short time, transportation makes 

our world more convenient and makes human activities more effortless. Cars and 

planes draw Das’s attention when he first arrives in modern Bromley. He calls 

vehicles “fast walking-things” (Only Human 39). After Das finds out that there are 

more places outside Bromley, he asks Jack if he can fly in an airplane. Therefore, Jack 

takes Das to New York and shows him forests and lands which appear outside the 

plane window. Das uses his experience from watching TVs to examine the places he 

has visited. To his surprises, there are so many differences that exist in this world. For 

example, the Americans have cars, money and restaurants that differ from those in 

Bromley. On his journey, Das enjoys the abundant diversity that he never had the 

chance to experience before (Only Human 95-97). 

Similar representations of co-existing channels are also shown in the control 

center in Osterberg. The engineers install hidden cameras on the ground in order to 

observe both Neanderthals and Homo sapiens without disturbing them. In the control 

center, the observers are gathered in front of “a bank of black-and-white television 

screens” to collect information (Only Human 82). Their screens present every detailed 

activity simultaneously of Neanderthals in the forest and Homo sapiens around the 

cave. After visiting both Neanderthals and Homo sapiens tribes, Rose finds out that 

the life styles and activities in both tribes seem similar. However, the Homo sapiens 
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form a larger group and they are more socially active and efficient at making things 

than the Neanderthals (Only Human 109 & 130). The seeming differences are 

minimized when there are interventions and interactions between various tribes. For 

example, Rose is regarded as a trader from the other tribe when she is “rescued” by 

the human tribe. The wise woman of the tribe explains: “River People, you only come 

down here when you’ve got something to trade for our flint” (Only Human 131). In 

order to gain their trust, Rose decides to help them to manicure their nails and 

instructs them to form a queue (Only Human 131). 

At the end of the story, these people from different times and spaces are forced to 

form a new tribe because they have to start a new life after Chantal commits genocide 

toward humans. The survivors of Osterbergers, Neanderthals, Homo sapiens, and 

even the last Hy-Bractor gather together by a fire and they finally have mutual 

understanding despite the differences (different appearances, perceptions, cultures and 

body functions). Joining the new world, Das gets married in modern Bromley and is 

given a full name—Das Dimitru (Only Human 220-222). Das learns and progresses 

by absorbing information from his surroundings. Intervention or interaction are 

inevitable because few people can exclude themselves from the group or the society 

forever. During the interaction, the diversities found in humans are actually flowing 

from one person to another. In other words, information and knowledge can never be 

fixed when there is an exchanging process around us. 

The technique of shifting narration, voice, time and place is like flipping through 

different channels which show the abundant variety of human activities. By 

introducing TVs to Das, Jack hopes that Das can gain knowledge about this world and 

be more socialized (Only Human 76). Gareth Roberts presents a world that is full of 

voices and perspectives. Every encounter can result in various changes that keep 

affecting others in different ways. Through constant interaction, our perceptions and 
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knowledge can blend with each other. In the next section, we will discuss the blending 

process of different cultures and how identities flow in the story. Different identities 

can shape who we are and what we value as human beings, that is, human nature. 

Segregation and Cultural Blending 

In Only Human, we can find that the characters are experiencing ambivalent 

identities and values because they hold different perspectives toward new 

environments. These characters are sent into different times and spaces and most of 

them undergo “[c]ulture shock” and cultural blending (Only Human 31). Not being 

allowed to disturb the Neanderthals, Reddy breaks the rule by showing Rose the way 

to a Neanderthal tribe and meets his Neanderthal lover, Ka, who shows them a woman 

giving birth. Reddy feels sick while watching the delivery because the Osterbergers 

do not get pregnant and give birth in a natural way. They use genetic engineering and 

chemical drugs to make the process quick and painless (Only Human 111-12). Reddy 

intends to press a soothing code before Rose stops him by saying that it is the “[m]ost 

natural thing in the world” (Only Human 111). When looking at how normal and 

gentle these Neanderthals are, Rose feels “ashamed of being human” because she 

believes that it is humans who cause the extinction of Neanderthals (Only Human 

116). Neanderthals and Homo sapiens are so hostile toward one another that they 

form their own tribes with their own kind. The wise woman (Nan) of the Homo 

sapiens describes Neanderthals as “devils” and regards them as “Them” who are 

abnormal (Only Human 129). Differences are often treated as “not normal” and the 

sense of alienation can easily cause conflicts within society (Only Human 129). It 

occurs to Rose that Homo sapiens’ biased perception toward Neanderthals is like “the 

casual racism of some of her own grandmother’s friends back home” (Only Human 

129). After the Doctor suggests that the human tribe should take refuge in the cave, 
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Nan says arrogantly: “We’re the hardest tribe for miles around… And we don’t take 

the word of an outsider. Anyone outside the Family is a liar” (Only Human 174). The 

distrust toward outsiders prevents humans from learning varied differences and 

perceptions. 

However, the ability to lie turns out to be an important technique for humans to 

survive in the changing world. This ability helps humans to become more flexible in 

facing different situations. During evolution, people who have better communication 

skills may have a better chance to survive. The manipulation of language choices is 

very special to humans because we can put ourselves in others’ shoes and predict 

possible outcomes. If the genes that cause this skill fit well in current environments, 

they are most likely to be passed on to our descendants for generations. We will come 

back to the discussion on lying later in the next chapter. As previously discussed, Rose 

plays an important role as a merging agent and a witness between different tribes. She 

joins different groups accidently and purposely during her investigation and witnesses 

differences and exclusiveness among these groups. People tend to categorize and 

segregate others by using differences and partial understandings. Like Homo sapiens, 

Neanderthals call the Homo sapiens who hate them “Them from the Cave” (Only 

Human 115). However, neither Neanderthals nor Homo sapiens can explain why they 

hate one another (Only Human 115 & 129). The questions throw back to Rose who is 

confused about the alienation which is caused by not being able to provide mutual 

trust. 

Meanwhile, people from Osterberg call anyone who refuses to wear the control 

pack or to cooperate in Chantal’s project a “Refuser” (Only Human 66). Refusers are 

those who refuse to take the chemical drugs from the pack and want to get their 

“wrong-feelings” back (Only Human 90). T. P. Quilley, who claims to be the only 

Refuser in Osterberg, is the one who reacts and feels naturally toward the 
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environment (Only Human 65). When the Hy-Bractors emerge on the streets, Quilley 

asks a group of Osterbergers to follow him in order to survive the attack. The 

Osterbergers refuse because they can feel the “wrong-feelings” which result from the 

lack of chemical drugs (Only Human 171-73). When the Hy-Bractors start to eat 

them, they just stand still and scream (Only Human 173). The uneasiness makes them 

to refuse and resist the changes within their bodies. Only Jacob and Lene decide to 

follow Quilley out of the city. The Osterbergers who remain on the street are killed 

because they cannot adapt and accept the changes. Roberts creates a selection process 

which is much like the natural selection during human evolution. According to natural 

selection, anyone who is unable to change or adapt to new environments will 

eventually be eliminated through evolution. John Gurche says that evolution occurs 

with no sophisticated plan and purpose; “at any one point in time, evolution is only a 

here-and-now adaptation to local conditions” (Gurche xii). The characters who 

survive are the ones who can adapt to the changes and accept the differences. People 

may lose the opportunity to evolve and communicate due to their resistance toward 

varied perceptions. Although these people may sometimes be stubborn in dealing with 

differences, they show signs of change during their daily interactions with others. 

Evolution (Evolutionary Biology) is random and it results from various 

adaptations toward environmental changes. Facing the unpredictable nature, people 

possess different characteristics that may help them to become fitter. Those who 

happen to have the adaptable genes are most likely to survive during the changes. As 

the story goes in Only Human, some people gradually adapt to changes and 

differences during their explorations toward the unknown. By preserving the past 

through writings and “made-things,” humans can revisit these historical traces and 

learn more about the idea of what makes us human. Quilley keeps a collection of 

artefacts from Rose’s time such as CDs, DVDs, a television, an old-fashioned 
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computer and a washing machine in order to make him “feel at home” (Only Human 

84). However, he knows little about his collection because the artefacts are from 

Rose’s time which are far beyond his knowledge. In order to know better of the past, 

Quilley dresses “in the manner of the past” and studies these historical artefacts which 

he barely understands (Only Human 84). According to Martinez Hewlett, unlike any 

other species, humans “have a kind of complete self-awareness, or self-consciousness, 

of our individual past, present, and future” (Hewlett 147). The mission of Osterberg is 

to “deliver value by researching human history in a vibrant world-class environment” 

(Only Human 66). By traveling back in time, Chantal is collecting and examining 

these historical traces in order to envision possible futures. Due to information 

overload, people can easily gain access to multiple information about our past, present 

and possible futures. By constant collecting and eliminating useful/useless traits and 

information, human nature is also in a flowing state. 

Being a Refuser, Quilley is not refusing all the changes and drugs from the 

future. When Rose insists on going to the restroom, Quilley offers her a pill which 

“absorbs and recycles the waste products” (Only Human 85). He refuses to put on a 

pack because those chemical drugs can block his feeling and mind. However, he 

chooses to accept the pill because it “[s]aves a lot of bodily unpleasantness but 

doesn’t cloud the mind” (Only Human 85). On the other hand, although Nan is 

defensive toward outsiders, she still joins the human tribe and lets her nails be 

manicured by Rose. According to her observation, Nan concludes that Rose is sent for 

alliance between tribes and she wants her grandson Tillun to marry Rose. In order to 

escape from the tribe, Rose lies to Nan and makes up a “holy ritual” which should be 

completed outside and is necessary before marriage (Only Human 161). Nan believes 

that marriage can form alliance and make the tribe stronger (Only Human 135-36). 

After seeing the potential and benefit of joining two tribes, Nan trusts Rose and lets 
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her walk out alone. 

 In Only Human, some people show the fluidity and flexibility which results 

from constant adaptation. The interactions between different tribes which come from 

various times and backgrounds create a melting pot at the end of the story. People 

who are adaptive can learn from new environments and change with different 

conditions. Adaptability can help people to adjust themselves in new surroundings and 

to develop proper behaviors. “Our designs and behaviors arise through and out of 

interaction with the environment” (Herzfeld 120-21). The interactions blur the 

boundaries between self and other and make humans more flexible when dealing with 

differences. In her discussion about the aliens presented in Doctor Who, Priya Dixit 

notes how the show blurs the concept of what it means to be human. She says that 

Doctor Who questions “the binary distinction of self (human)/other (alien)” (Dixit 

291). As long as people accept the differences and are willing to communicate, they 

can create a vibrant world where the exchange of information is fluid and flexible. 

Human nature becomes fluid and changeable during the interaction between humans 

and the world. Everything is relative rather than absolute. The tribes can either be 

distant or close to each other as the result of interactions. The Doctor and Rose 

actually act as a merging agent to eliminate the segregations between the tribes. By 

showing the variety, Only Human presents a place where the meanings of human 

nature and identity are no longer fixed. 

At the beginning of the story, Das is sent to a night club in modern Bromley 

where people dress up as different characters such as Roman soldiers, astronauts and 

cavemen (Only Human 3). A diverse world is presented through partygoers’ 

masquerade. Dean thinks that Das’s costume is very real and he does smells like a 

caveman (Only Human 4). However, people do not even realize that Das might be a 

real Neanderthal from the past until he is punched and sent to the hospital. Under the 
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diverse appearances, human nature and identity are flowing. These people are 

exteriorly different but interiorly related to one another. They may share the same 

genetic origins and diverge into different ethnic groups as the result of the adaptation 

toward different environments. Everyone in the story represents people from different 

times and phases.14 At the end of the story, the “tribes” are united through marriages, 

compromises and understandings despite the differences. Das marries a modern 

woman in 2005 and the Osterbergers who survive the attack live with both 

Neanderthals, Homo sapiens and even a Hy-Bractor. Quilley marries the wise woman 

(Nan) of the Homo sapiens while Reddy (an Osterberger) unites with Ka (a 

Neanderthal) (Only Human 221). Although the otherness remains, the process of 

identification has become more fluid as the result of exchanging varied perceptions. 

The experiences they share shape who they used to be, who they are at the moment 

and who they might become. The melting pot becomes a point where everything is 

balanced yet still changing. This renewed group shows the flowing definitions of what 

it is to be human and how humanity may evolve. At the end of the story, Quilley has a 

realization: “He couldn’t change history. But he could help to make this small part of 

it more civilized – more humane” (Only Human 222). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
14 The Doctor is an alien with human body and humanity. Although he is not biologically human, he 

possesses human values which make him “human.” The combination of humanity and alienness makes 

the Doctor the embodiment of human fluidity. 
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Chapter Five 

Evolution and Manipulation: 

Multi-directional Transformation and the Fluidity of Human Body 

In the previous chapter, we have discussed that humans are deeply influenced by 

their surroundings and they have become more adaptive in order to survive. Evolution 

is a random process which distinguishes those who possess adaptive genes from those 

who do not. When some people possess genes which fit current environmental 

changes, these genes have a better chance to be passed on to future generations. As 

long as the environment keeps changing, natural gene selections also change. 

“[E]volution in a broad sense is descent with modification, and often with 

diversification”15 (Futuyma 4). Every generation has inherited with genes which are 

suitable for current environments and with some slight changes. When discussing 

about evolution, it usually refers to biological evolution and is different from social 

evolution. Jennifer Shakeel gives a brief definition of social evolution: 

Social Evolution is a theory that states that social traits are selected over 

time and gradually develop into behavioral or social norms. Social 

Evolution is very similar to Evolution, often called Evolutionary Biology, in 

that particular traits are selected within individuals and over time patterns 

emerge. The primary difference between these two theories is that 

Evolutionary Biology focuses on the physical traits where as Social 

Evolution focuses on behavioral or cultural traits. (Shakeel) 

What Shakeel means by selecting traits must be clarified since it is often 

                                                 
15The phrases are originally in italics. 
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misunderstood as choice with purpose. Social evolution may result from purposive 

choices; however, Evolution Biology is deeply related to the changing environments 

and it selects randomly toward fitter genes with no destined purpose. For example, 

people can agree on a social norm and change their behaviors while they cannot 

choose to alter genes and cause evolution. Different gene sequences among humans 

result in differentiations (body features such as heights and skin colors). These 

differentiations are the potential traits which may be selected according to 

environmental changes. 

Some transhumanists regard their ideal version of evolution as the advancing 

process which shows the combination between humans and technology; however, 

evolution does not have a linear progression toward advancement and perfection. The 

advancement is in fact a modification which helps species to adapt to new 

environments. In this chapter, we will focus on how genetic engineering, which is 

presented in Only Human, fails to function properly during evolution due to its 

inadaptability. When facing fast-changing environments, humans have naturally 

developed a survival mechanism which is adaptive to the changes. In Only Human, 

the Osterbergers and the Hy-Bractors present ambiguous bodies and minds which 

challenge our understanding of what it is to be human. The Osterbergers wear badges 

which can inject chemicals into their bodies and eliminate “wrong-feelings”. Genetic 

engineering has become a tool to select desired traits and outcomes which allows 

people to eliminate possible defects. The means toward transhuman outcomes is the 

reason why some critics oppose transhumanism because they believe that humans will 

eventually be replaced by machines. They fear that the transformations will result in 

loosing human nature or identity. However, without using advanced technology to 

assist the process, humans have evolved a capacity to control thoughts, emotions and 

behaviors due to social norms and survival needs. In order to survive, humans possess 
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a mechanism which helps us to become more adaptive toward the changing world. We 

will see how survival mechanism functions during the path of social/biological 

evolution and how it shows the fluidity toward changes. 

Genetic Engineering 

In Only Human, the Doctor compares the Osterbergers with the 46th century 

humans when he enters the underground city. He believes that the Osterbergers differ 

from the 46th century humans because they look like present humans (like Rose). This 

is how he describes the Osterbegers: “No prongs and pods about, for a start, plus 

everybody’s got hair. And both legs” (Only Human 62). According to the Doctor’s 

experience, we can speculate that future humans may be very different compared with 

our present forms. As the need of technological assistance soars, the anxiety toward 

our unknown future arises. Some opponents criticize transhumanists for embracing 

genetic engineering which may result in changing and loosing human entities. 

However, the results of genetic engineering may not spread like a contagious disease 

since we may wonder if these genes can be inherited or adaptive. There is a recent 

debate by a group of scientists on whether scientists can edit human germlines and 

whether the editing is aimed for therapeutic purposes. Edward Lanphier, president and 

chief executive officer of Sangamo BioSciences who raises the debate, and his 

colleagues believe that “genome editing in human embryos using current technologies 

could have unpredictable effects on future generations. This makes it dangerous and 

ethically unacceptable. Such research could be exploited for non-therapeutic 

modifications” (Lanphier et al.). There is a difference between editing somatic cells 

and germ cells. Unlike germ cells, somatic cells are not heritable. By modifying 

somatic cells, scientists have a chance to cure diseases without altering heritable 

genome. 
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However, many people believe that there are ambiguous areas between 

therapeutic and non-therapeutic purposes. Although these scientists have concerns 

about the unethical purpose of genetic engineering, they are eager to put more efforts 

in researching the modification of somatic cells and hope that moral concerns and 

laws do not impede the development of these potential cures. In a column which 

published in Nature, they call for further dialogue about this issue: 

Key to all discussion and future research is making a clear distinction 

between genome editing in somatic cells and in germ cells. A voluntary 

moratorium in the scientific community could be an effective way to 

discourage human germline modification and raise public awareness of the 

difference between these two techniques. Legitimate concerns regarding the 

safety and ethical impacts of germline editing must not impede the 

significant progress being made in the clinical development of approaches 

to potentially cure serious debilitating diseases. (Lanphier et al.) 

Whether genetic engineering is used for therapeutic purpose or not, it still has to be 

examined by many people who fear unknown consequences (the results of choosing 

genome). The fear toward technological and scientific invasion results from the 

uncertainty toward these actions. 

    Scientific development has undergone changes for centuries; however, every new 

discovery can lead to several alterations toward old theories. The more discoveries 

scientists have, the more questions they have to solve. Until new theories are tested, 

nobody can guarantee if the consequences are positive or not. Therefore, Henry Gee 

says that science is based on doubt instead of truth: 

In reality, science is about neither Facts nor Truth, but the quantification of 

doubt. In the small corner of reality that is available to us, scientists set 

limits on ignorance—but can never banish it entirely… All scientific 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

63 

 

discoveries are provisional, set to be overturned by results gained from 

more data better instrumentation, and new ideas… That is, science is not 

about Truth, but Doubt; not Knowledge, but Ignorance; not Certainty, but 

Uncertainty. (Gee xii-xiii). 

However in Only Human, Chantal wishes to surpass the limits of science (the 

uncertain outcomes) and to make her science more accurate. She wants to create a 

world where everyone is perfect and fulfilled without experiencing any unwanted 

feeling. She says: “No wish unfulfilled, no love to turn away, no life wasted. But with 

their bestial, unadapted hunting minds they could never have it, never triumph against 

themselves” (Only Human 190). In order to achieve this goal, she eliminates the 

Osterbergers’ feelings through the use of chemical drugs and creates Hy-Bractors who 

are designed to be more adaptable than humans. 

In addition, the Osterbergers use genetic engineering to choose their appearances 

and body features. When entering the city, Rose finds out that everyone is “startlingly, 

movie-premiere attractive” (Only Human 62). When Rose meets Chantal, Rose 

notices her beautifully attractive appearance. “Like nearly all the others in the town, 

she possessed even, symmetrical features, but what really set her off were her eyes. 

They were a vivid ocean blue, framed by long, exquisitely curled lashes. She wore the 

uniform denim trousers and a handsomely tailored business suit with large lapels” 

(Only Human 63). In the future where the Osterbergers live, genetic engineering has 

become an industry which offers consumers abundant choices on genetic traits. Thus, 

Jacob concludes that Rose’s big mouth and the Doctor’s big ears are mistakes during 

gene selections. He tells them that the Osterbergers can sue the genetic engineering 

companies if they are not satisfied with the outcomes (Only Human 60). While seeing 

the painful process of delivering a child, Reddy says that all Osterbergers can get 

pregnant and the pregnancy only lasts two days without painful experiences (Only 
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Human 112). With the help of technological advancement, modification of humans 

becomes so convenient that this action challenges natural orders and how we perceive 

humans. 

Witnessing the changes among the Osterbergers, the Doctor concludes that these 

future people know everything about genes and chemical drugs. They choose to 

repress their feelings because they regard these reactions as unnecessary. They can 

choose to live for hundreds of years without being troubled by emotions. The Doctor 

uses a satirical way to comment on this change: 

The human race, with all its wit and intelligence, finally unchained from the 

lavatory. Yeah, they can control all the functions of the body. They know 

every gene, they’ve bred themselves into beauties. Knocked out the genes 

that cause ageing, introduced genes that cure almost everything, with 

regular updates sprayed out to keep everyone healthy. They still die in the 

end, but with the drugs why should they care? Grief and sorrow boiled 

away, till they’re just old mad words. (Only Human 88) 

Human achievements are not only found in laboratory experiments, but also realized 

in reality. Therefore, humans are deeply tied up with science and technology since we 

are dependent on the assistance provided from the environment. As soon as we start to 

use tools to assist ourselves from an early stage, we can hardly avoid their influences. 

Chantal realizes that humans can be easily disturbed by emotions when her cat Dusty 

causes troubles. Having this realization in mind, Chantal designs a plan which is 

aimed for upgrading humans into a species who can act and adapt faster than before. 

Chantal explains that she outwits everyone in the Osterberg because her mother, who 

is an expert on pharmacology, improves her intelligence. She describes her experience 

and says: 

On my seventeenth birthday she implanted an experimental patch designed 
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to increase intelligence exponentially… My intelligence raced ahead. I 

learned everything there was to know. I designed new patches and worked 

on hundreds of different bio-projects. I patched out my empathy with other 

humans – it kept getting in the way… Then I designed Hy-Bractors. An 

upgrade of human race. (Only Human 188) 

It seems that genetic engineering can be beneficial in enhancing human abilities. 

However, the use of technology has both benefits and downsides depending on the 

purposes. Like genetic engineering itself, there is an ambiguous line between what is 

right and wrong regarding the usage of technology. In Only Human, it is intriguing to 

see that sometimes the Osterbergers act like androids while the Hy-Bractors act like 

humans. By presenting ambiguous forms and conditions in human bodies, Only 

Human once again blurs the definitions of what it is to be human. 

Although Chantal tries hard to make sure that her plan of eliminating human 

feelings remains intact, the created Hy-Bractors sometimes seem more human than 

the Osterbergers. The Hy-Bractors have incredible speed and the ability to 

impersonate any human. The Doctor is confused by the “monster” when he 

encounters a Hy-Bractor behind the Grey Door for the first time. “[T]he expression on 

its ugly, sunken-cheeked face was one of playful politeness under a full head of 

glossy, neatly parted hair. And it was dressed in a smart black suit, with a long grey 

tail lashing like a whip from an opening in the seat of its trousers” (Only Human 121). 

Although they are unfinished experiments created by Chantal, they possess many 

human features. The Hy-Bractors can impersonate human voices in order to trick 

people into entering the door (Only Human 121). Chantal creates Hy-Bractors in order 

to surpass humans; however, she implants tails in them. The ancestors of Homo 

sapiens once had tails before they became useless due to the change of living 

environment and the use of hands. In another BBC television series, Orphan Black, 
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the director of the “Neolution” movement, Olivier Duval, implants a tail upon 

himself. He claims that the tail is their great achievement (Elliott). It is a proof of 

concept rather than an evolutionary success. To view from current human form, this 

modification of the appearance can only be viewed as an achievement in surgery. As a 

modern human, Olivier’s tail serves no purpose and function. Nevertheless, Chantal 

somehow considers implanting tails in Hy-Bractors as an advantage in surviving. 

When she improves her cat’s tail, she makes it scaly. In doing so, she believes that the 

tails can act as weapons and make her creations more competitive. Knowing the 

potential of the Hy-Bractors, the Doctor describes them as new predators who are 

going to feed on humans if humans do not fight back (Only Human 165). 

The invention of the control badges make the Osterbergers function like robots 

because they do not have natural reactions and can be easily controlled if someone 

presses the right number on their badges. As soon as Rose meets two Osterbergers on 

the surface, she knows something is wrong about them: 

The weirdest thing about them, Rose decided, was their utterly casual 

manner. They looked as if they were just walking down a high street, and 

they seemed completely unfazed by the presence of two strangers and the 

close proximity of some savage beast… Normally when you look someone 

in the eye, you get something back. A tiny non-verbal signal, a kind of 

spiritual contact. She gets nothing from Tom. His eyes remained exactly the 

same, as if there was nothing inside to interact with. (Only Human 56-58) 

The Osterbergers use the badges so often that they nearly forget the words which 

describe emotions. The observer on the surface, Tom, says that their project has been 

delayed since they were supposed to leave the place nine days ago. However, he 

cannot find a proper word to describe his anxiety. Rose suggests that he might want to 

use the word “worried” to describe his surging feeling (Only Human 57). When being 
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asked by the Doctor if she is interested in the project of the Osterberg, Lene says that 

the Osterbergers are implanted with interest patches which help them to be devoted. 

She says: “We all had interest patches implanted before we left… so of course I’m 

interested and enthusiastic. We all are… For Chantal” (Only Human 81). They have a 

blind faith toward Chantal because they know Chantal is intellectually enhanced 

(Only Human 80 & 92). When Tina recalls some missing technicians who are sent to 

the Grey Door, she chooses to trust Chantal’s cleverness instead of keeping 

questioning (Only Human 92). By deleting her empathy, Chantal is a typical sociopath 

who seeks control over the others. Her ultimate goal is to create an upgraded species 

instead of enhancing the Osterbergers. This is the reason why she uses chemical drugs 

to control them like robots. Only when she takes control of everything can she fulfill 

her goal. While Chantal tries to catch the Doctor and Quilley, she uses a remote 

control to order Jacob and Lene to catch them. Even though the Doctor and Quilley 

run at a high-speed, the controlled Jacob and Lene keep up the pace with ease. “Jacob 

and Lene were, impossibly, almost upon them, faces contorted with rage and hate, 

snorting and growling like animals. The genetic perfection of the Osterbergers made 

them incredibly healthy and they ran with the ease and grace of wild things” (Only 

Human 126-27) Genetic engineering gives them advantages while preventing them 

from natural contacts. Experiencing the lack of interaction, Rose concludes that the 

Osterbergers are “pre-programmed, plasticized people” who are sometimes worse 

than “robots with more personality” (Only Human 105). 

In order to control human genes, Chantal seizes every chance to learn everything 

she can about human brains and bodies. She shows her interest in examining the 

Doctor since he is an alien with human form and mind (Only Human 141). Moreover, 

she split Rose into pieces and reconstructed the orders (Only Human 193). With 

Chantal’s delicate operation and the use of chemical drugs, Rose can still live without 
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the connection between her head and the body. This display of sophisticated science 

can be viewed as the exploration of external storage. In 1929, a Russian scientist, 

Sergei Brukhonenko, succeeded in removing a dog head and keeping the head alive 

for three hours by using arterial and venous pumps to maintain its circulation. 

Followed by this experiment, Brukhonenko invented a heart-lung machine in order to 

revive a dog after he drained its blood and caused clinical death. By using the 

machine, he successfully revived the dog after ten minutes of its death (Experiments 

in the Revival of Organisms). In addition, the idea of mind storage is now being 

proposed by many scientists. In 2012, a Russian media mogul launched a project of 

transferring human minds onto the computers in order to have immortality (Dillow). 

The act of prolonging human life is largely driven by human desires. In fact, 

external memory storage “happens as early as humans drawing animals and figures on 

cave walls to convey information about hunting and ritual activities” (Hayles). After 

humans developed a language system, writing has become a common way to store 

human experiences and memories. With the assistance of technology, various forms of 

human body become possible. In Doctor Who’s television episode “New Earth,” Lady 

Cassandra regards herself as the last human by storing her face skin on a life support 

machine with her brain operating in a tank. Ironically, the last human only consists of 

a skin and a brain (“New Earth”). In Only Human, Chantal masters surgery and 

pharmacology so she can complete her neat operation without using life support 

system. At the end of the story, the Doctor uses a chemical mixture to make people 

spit fire balls in order to defend themselves from the Hy-Bractors. He says that this is 

an advantage and a gift for both humans and Neanderthals (Only Human 200). 

Although Chantal manipulates human emotions by repressing their inner desires, 

she chooses to give Hy-Bractors the capacity of impersonation which shows signs of 

learning. The Hy-Bractor behind the Grey Door tricks the Doctor and Quilley by 
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impersonating Tina and makes them believe that Tina is in danger. After they open the 

door, it is pleased and says “mockingly in Tina’s voice” (Only Human 121). The 

Doctor says that these Hy-Bractors are like children who are still learning and “their 

brains haven’t properly formed yet” (Only Human 124, 167 & 182). Unlike the 

Osterbergers, the Hy-Bractors are very cautious toward any claim from humans 

except Chantal. At first, the Hy-Bractors cannot distinguish humans from themselves 

so they have to ask their prey before eating them. They repeatedly ask: “Are you 

humans?” (Only Human 121). Knowing the weakness of the unsettled Hy-Bractors, 

the Doctor tries to threaten a Hy-Bractor by saying that humans are superior beings 

who can surpass it. It refuses to believe and says: “Humans lie! You could be humans, 

and lying!” (Only Human 124). After Chantal’s plan is revealed, she asks the Hy-

Bractors to slaughter all the humans. She draws a sketch and explains that: “They’re 

all humans… All the talking ones. Except for him in the leather jacket… Kill 

everybody, except each other, and except him, and except me. Don’t bother to ask if 

someone’s human or not, you can just work it out for yourself. I’m not always going 

to be there for you, am I? And so you’ve got to learn” (Only Human 170). She makes 

an exception to exclude the Doctor, the Hy-Bractors and herself. The tricky thing is 

that, Chantal does not have to exclude them if they are distinguishably different from 

humans. Although Chantal spares the Doctor in order to use him to get the TARDIS, 

she knows that it is hard to clarify the definitions of what it is to be human. 

By modifying body parts, both Olivier and Chantal create hybrid bodies which 

are composed of different traits and elements. Chantal delves more into the functions 

and operations of human brains and bodies in order to modify them from the inside. 

The bodies have become a hybridity of flowing traits and parts. The “better” humans 

are composed by different elements from the process of evolution, either from our 

ancestral past or possible futures. The transhuman process has become multi-
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directional. The hybrid bodies give us an ambiguous perception regarding human 

existence. The Hy-Bractors are presented as human-like figures. One of the Hy-

Bractors is described as: “It was at least seven feet tall and appeared to be vaguely 

humanoid, with a head, two arms and two legs. It looked strangely lumpy and 

unfinished, as if its grey, putty-like skin hadn’t quite settled yet” (Only Human 121). 

When the Hy-Bractors enter the observation room, the Osterbergers think that the four 

Hy-Bractors who dress “in sharp business suits” look the same (Only Human 162). 

Similar situation can apply to the Hy-Bractors. The confusion arises from both sides: 

“To the humans the Hy-Bractors were practically indistinguishable. To the Hy-

Bractors the humans were practically indistinguishable” (Only Human 162). Although 

the Hy-Bractors show signs of learning, their genes are pre-selected for Chantal’s own 

purposes. Chantal’s modifications may become adaptive when suitable environments 

appear. However, they may become fatal when these traits are fixed and pre-

programmed. For example, the Osterbergers’ emotion control is effective when they 

dedicate themselves to work. The repressed feelings become a weakness when they 

face the Hy-Bractors. 

Chantal’s failure results from her misperception of human adaptation. Genetic 

engineering can alter our features and become beneficial; however, it cannot 

guarantee the actual response when facing drastic changes. Although Chantal 

envisions her humans to be perfect, she still cannot predict possible environmental 

changes. Chantal believes that humans cannot fully adapt themselves when facing 

changing environments. Thus, she wants to create a superior beings and make the 

change “permanent” (Only Human 189). 

There is a self-destructive drive in humankind… Homo sapiens adapted as 

hunters in a cold environment. But in just a few centuries’ time, the climate 

will change again. Humans will thrive in the warm. They will very quickly 
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abandon the life of the hunter, for which they are adapted, and become 

farmers… Every human generation building on the achievements of the last 

– fast-paced cultural evolution. There will be social stratification, class and 

caste distinctions, violence and inequality. Because the violent, competitive 

hunting brain of the human will remain. Humans can adapt their 

environment, but they cannot adapt themselves. (Only Human 188-89) 

According to Chantal’s explanation, humans often get used to environmental changes 

without actually changing their biological constructs. She believes that humans 

become farmers while having their primitive instincts (Early humans may have been 

both hunters and scavengers.) During the process of evolution, the adaptation comes 

from the mutual interaction between humans and the world. While humans affect the 

environment, the environment reshapes us. “Humans increasingly reshape nature into 

the social and political environments they desire, and in turn exploit them in 

fashioning themselves into the beings they wish to become” (Waters 198). Although 

the hunting instincts may remain, they are reformed into something useful toward our 

present situation. For example, these hunting instincts are useful when facing dangers. 

Evolution is about how humans adapt to the changing environments and how they 

reshape their body and mind in order to survive. These survival instincts are the 

reason why Chantal fails because she overlooks the flexibility of these instincts and 

leaves no room for adaptation. In the following section, we will discuss how survival 

mechanism is presented in Only Human and helps to show the fluidity toward 

changes. 

Evolution and Survival Mechanism 

As Martinez Hewlett notes, humans may have the awareness of their past, 

present and future. Although we may not know every detail of our existence, we still 
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sense our relationships with the world. We can examine histories, experience present 

sensations and envision possible futures. Like the Osterbergers, scientists are eager to 

understand the history of human evolution and activity. Studies in searching our 

genetic ancestors and cousins have undergone for years and there has not been a 

confirmed theory yet regarding human evolution. In recent studies, scientists have 

found that our “genetic Adam” can be traced back between 174,000 and 321,000 

years ago and this period of time is more recent than previously thought (Devlin). 

Therefore, with the influence of rapidly changing information and environment, 

humans evolve and change more constantly and drastically than our ancestors did. 

The migrations and splits during human evolution make humans more diverse and 

adaptable in dealing with local environments. According to recent studies, Hannah 

Devlin says: 

[H]umans are evolving more quickly now than at any time since the split 

with the ancestors of modern chimpanzees 6m years ago. The study, by the 

University of Wisconsin, found that at least 7% of human genes have 

undergone recent evolution. Some of the changes included the emergence of 

fair skin and blue eyes in northern Europe, greater resistance to malaria in 

some African populations and the appearance of a gene that allows lactose 

to be digested. (Devlin) 

The changing of the environment in human evolution has resulted in varied 

adaptations which alter humans socially and biologically. These adaptations come 

from the environmental changes which help people to evolve certain traits which fit 

the surroundings. For example, if the temperature drops in one area, people who have 

better endurance toward cold temperature may survive. Gradually, those who have 

less endurance may become minorities and will finally be eliminated. Those who 

cannot follow the changes are most likely to be eliminated by natural selection. 
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Survival mechanism gives humans the capacity of adjusting behaviors toward the 

changes. Survival mechanism cannot directly result in evolution; however, it can 

make humans more flexible when facing dilemmas. 

In his introduction to Only Human, Gareth Roberts says that those survival 

instincts from our past may sometimes be irritating when we face situations like 

waiting in a long queue (Only Human VII). We cannot uncontrollably express our 

emotions in public and break the social rules because we live in a civilized and 

organized world which requires order. As a result, our behaviors and biological 

characteristics may find ways to alter with the changing situations and environments. 

Douglas J. Futuyma says that evolution causes biological variations and mutations in 

generations. The adaptation toward the environment is the result of natural selection. 

“[O]ne reasonably stable, inherited state of a characteristic is somehow transformed 

into a different reasonably stable, inherited state” (Futuyma 4). Apart from biological 

modification, Futuyma notes that “cultural phenomena” are also evolutionary such as 

languages and inventions (Futuyma 4). As previously discussed, biological evolution 

does not result from the choices we make while social evolution may be dependent on 

the choices we make. Generally speaking, evolution can be regarded as the 

transhuman process which is largely based on the interaction and adaptation between 

humans and the world. “Evolution is a word we use to describe changes in organisms 

due to the interaction of hereditary variation, superabundance, environmental change, 

and time. Evolution has neither memory nor foresight. It has no scheme, design, or 

plan… The patterns we see in life are the results of evolution, and are contingent” 

(Gee x). 

Although scientists have the ability to create new species by manipulating genes, 

these species have to get involved in the natural selection in order to survive out of the 

laboratory. Chantal creates the Hy-Bractors in order to surpass humans; however, her 
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plan fails because the Hy-Bractors are not “adaptable, intelligent, and creative” 

enough to compete with humans (Only Human 188). She releases the Hy-Bractors 

early because she needs them to stop the Doctor. Chantal admits that the Hy-Bractors 

are not ready (Only Human 151). Thus, the Hy-Bractors are eliminated due to their 

lack of adaptability. The remained one is deceived and led to believe that Chantal 

gives it a new order for not killing any human. It survives by its ability to accept the 

new change. When commenting on the surprised reaction from the Hy-Bractor, the 

Doctor says cheerfully: “It was designed to be better than a human, remember” (Only 

Human 217). Like Tina and the Osterbergers who remain on the street in front of the 

Hy-Bractors, the addiction to the chemical drugs prevents them from trying to avoid 

the danger. Although Chantal uses “genetic engineering” to create her perfect humans, 

she still cannot control the natural selection which results in her failure (Only Human 

125). 

Henry Gee uses genetically modified crops as an example to explain the process 

of natural selection and artificial selection. He says: “Creatures won’t be ‘artificially’ 

selected by farmers for this trait or that, but ‘naturally’ selected by the ever-changing 

environmental conditions in which they live” (Gee 21). The statement implies that 

people cannot purposely design desired traits regardless of the environment. These 

traits can only be chosen by nature if they are suitable for the current environment. 

When discussing about genetically modified organisms, humans have been selecting 

various traits for a very long time since we have different needs and preferences. 

Some biologists use domestic selection to keep these organisms breeding in a natural 

way. Domestic selection does not manipulate genes; they select those who have 

desired traits and breed them over generations in order to create a new breeding. The 

artificially modified organisms (which are created in laboratories) can survive in 

certain environments which are specifically designed for them (as in laboratories). 
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Nevertheless, if they do not have the capacity to adapt to the surroundings, they are 

likely to be eliminated by natural selection without passing down their traits from 

generations to generations. Scientists may have many visions toward human 

evolution; they still cannot predict what is to come because modifications and 

variations are dependent on nature itself. Therefore, evolution cannot be treated as a 

process of advancement. It is just an adapting process which alters humans 

biologically and socially. “Natural selection, therefore, does not demand what we 

from our human perspective think of as ‘improvement’… there is nothing in natural 

selection that allows you to predict any particular pattern that it might generate” (Gee 

39). 

In order to become more socially competitive, humans tend to adjust their 

behaviors toward new changes when it is necessary. Although the adjustment process 

may be slow, it gives humans more flexibility in responding to the changes. Without 

using forceful science such as chemical drugs or genetic engineering to manipulate 

ourselves, many people have the capacity to deal with different situations and 

changes. Driven by survival mechanism, human brains can lead us to choose the best 

reaction when facing present situations. When absorbing information, humans tend to 

choose what is the most urgent and beneficial situation instead of those minor 

incidents. There is a priority when it comes to dealing with more than one event. 

Although Rose criticizes the Osterbergers for having no spiritual contacts and 

emotions, she sometimes manages to put her surging worries or “wrong-feelings” 

aside. Upon knowing that Tom’s sister gets three spare eyes for a refund, Rose feels 

awkward and does not want to delve into this subject. “Rose decided this was one of 

those conversations she wasn’t going to follow” (Only Human 60). After the Doctor 

explains what the 46th century humans look like, Rose chooses to “let that one pass” 

(Only Human 62). Rose finds out that the Doctor hides the truth from Quilley about 
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the possibility of returning home. The Osterbergers may end up being trapped in the 

past because of their unsafe time travel (which accidently sends Das to the modern 

time). “The thought raised so many complications in Rose’s mind that she decided, as 

the Doctor apparently had, not to worry about it yet” (Only Human 101). Witnessing 

the dying Neanderthal tribe, Rose is devastated about how brutal the human tribe can 

be. However, “Rose tried to push her feelings to the back of her mind and ran out into 

the clearing” (Only Human 184). Although negative feelings can sometimes become 

motives to move us forward, humans tend to repress these feelings. After deceiving 

Nan about her own ritual, Rose escapes from the human tribe and walks into the wild 

alone. “She liked to think she’d never panicked in her life. Panic was pointless. But 

there was a rising sense of fear in the pit of her stomach at the prospect of being out 

here alone in the wild when darkness fell” (Only Human 167). Rose tries to convince 

herself that panic is not helpful. This perception toward negative emotions is similar 

to the Osterbergers’. 

The most common survival mechanism is the manipulating of language. Like 

one of the Hy-Bractors says, humans are good at lying. Using the technique of 

deception, humans can turn unfavorable situations into something beneficial. In 

modern Bromley, Das is learning new terms and how to distinguish lying from truth. 

He cannot tell if someone is lying because he believes that “[a] thing is either true or 

mistaken” (Only Human 96-7). With the help of Jack, Das starts to understand lying 

and he realizes that a “lie is when a human doesn’t want another human to know the 

truth and instead makes them think a mistake is true” (Only Human 153). Therefore, 

lying becomes a useful tool when dealing with situations which “endanger” our 

current conditions. When the Doctor and Rose enter the Osterberg in order to 

investigate, they make everyone to believe that they are sent by the Committee to 

examine the project (Only Human 66). As a time traveler, the Doctor has a “psychic 
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paper” which is often used as a fake ID pass. It is a technology which causes a viewer 

to believe whoever he/she unconsciously thinks the holder is. The Doctor uses it to 

tame a wild horse and make it thinks that he is the god of horses (Only Human 173). 

After realizing the fact that she might not escape from the human tribe, Rose comes 

up with an idea of lying to Nan about her holy ritual (Only Human 161). Das has 

finally learned how to lie by telling an employer in a building site that he is from 

Romania and has similar working experiences (Only Human 154). He gets the job by 

telling lies and gradually learns how the technique works. Das feels relived because 

his wife does not ask too much about the past and accepts his identity in this world. 

Das says: “She thinks I’m from Romania and doesn’t ask me many questions about it, 

so I don’t have to make up too many lies” (Only Human 205). 

The survival mechanism is a response which helps humans to have better 

chances to survive in different surroundings. The responses are natural reactions 

which cannot be separated from our bodies. If we eliminate certain responses, humans 

may be disconnected with the environment and impede their ability to adapt. In other 

words, most alterations of human traits are connected with and result from the 

environments. When the Doctor warns Chantal that he is going to stop her plan, 

Chantal has no reaction and simply says: “That will only work on a person with what 

you’d call conscience” (Only Human 185). She has eliminated her conscience because 

she believes that it may prevent her from conducting her plan. Moreover, when the 

Doctor calls Chantal an evil person, Chantal only utters: “Morality exists only as an 

evolutionary safeguard in primitive conscious species. It has no physical existence or 

meaning outside their minds” (Only Human 194-95). Although conscience and 

morality do not have physical forms outside human body, they exist due to survival 

needs. “[I]ntelligence, consciousness, and yes, probably the soul as well, are 

meaningless outside the context of the human organism as a whole within its 
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environment. Intelligence requires a being with body and brain, in a web of 

relationship with other beings” (Herzfeld 129). Chantal does not realize the truth that 

these spiritual or emotional reactions can become saviors when confronting drastic 

changes. 

Although humans possess the ability to control their emotions and reactions by 

nature, they cannot fully remove these instincts without the interference of 

technology. Chantal’s plan fails because she tries to restraint people and limits their 

reactions toward the world. Once the survival mechanism fails to function properly, 

humans can easily become numb toward the stimulations around them. As a result, 

people become less adaptive and competitive because of the modifications. In Only 

Human, only those who strive to adapt and respond can survive at the end. Emotions 

are reactive and proactive and they are the mixture of our responses toward 

stimulations. For example, stress can be a reactive response which is stimulated by an 

overwhelming impact. It can also be a proactive emotion which motivates us to do 

something. Being a Refuser, Quilley is fascinated by the variety of emotions because 

he never has the chance to feel properly with other Osterbergers. He says: “Fear, 

anger, resentment. And there were so many different shades of resentment – 

simmering resentment, open resentment, guilty resentment…” (Only Human 90). 

Therefore, we cannot clearly distinguish good feelings from bad feelings because 

there are so many mixed emotions. Sometimes the Osterbergers do feel both “good-

feeling” and “wrong-feeling” at the same time (Only Human 117). When the Doctor 

explains why the Osterbergers use chemical drugs, Rose cannot tell if he is “angry or 

impressed” (Only Human 88). Evolution makes these reactions more fluid than we 

think. By interacting with the environments, humans show the fluidity toward 

environmental changes. This human fluidity helps them to become more adaptive 

during evolution. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

79 

 

In Only Human, the emphasis is no longer on the advancement of technology, 

but the acknowledgement of human limitation and adaptability. Evolution makes 

human potential more boundless and fluid because the changes are not fixed and 

destined. The blurring lines between different forms of humans cause the fluidity of 

both human minds and bodies. Survival instincts are crucial factors during human 

evolution because humans can gradually adapt to the surroundings. Genetic 

engineering is a mean to assist humans; however, the changes cannot be excluded 

from natural orders. By examining human evolution, we realize that humans possess 

potentials and flexibility to change and evolve as the result of the environmental 

changes. Neither human emotion nor human body is fixed because we live in a fast-

changing world. The influences from the world make evolution flexible and multi-

directional. The transhuman process becomes more “humanly-based” than we 

previously think. 
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Chapter Six 

Conclusion 

In this thesis, we explore the latest condition of human development in science 

fiction through transhumanism and examine human nature as a fluid idea which 

results from constant interactions with the environments. By examining Only Human, 

we can have a better understanding toward human existence and how we perceive 

humans. Only Human presents three distinct groups which happen to share the same 

world—Homo sapiens, Neanderthals and the Osterbergers from the future. Their 

perceptions toward the world sometimes cause conflicts; however, the segregation is 

minimized through interactions and adaptations. Without over-emphasizing on the 

technology, the story reminds us how intimate humans and environments can be. 

Science fiction is mainly about human activities and their consequences. However, 

science fiction writers have experienced difficulty in showing originality because the 

futuristic visions have been explored for years. In order to keep the stories original, 

science fiction writers sometimes push too hard on the technological advancement 

instead of focusing on how humans deal with these changes. Therefore, science 

fiction stories may lose impacts by presenting only the technological aspects. 

Although science fiction cannot predict the future, it can surely create possible worlds 

which reflect on our present world. 

Those imaginary worlds in science fiction stories may easily be understood by 

the audience because technology has become an inseparable influence on our lives. 

Most people are now experiencing the advantages of technology because it brings 

convenience and other benefits. With technological and environmental influences, it 
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becomes difficult to define what it means to be human since we are experiencing 

changes. In a broad sense, we can say that humans have the ability to preserve 

cultures by using languages and writings. We can perceive the world by acquiring 

organized knowledge which comes from the interactions with others. When it comes 

to human divergence, there are no confirmed studies on whether or not Neanderthals 

(our close relative) are less intelligent than humans. However, their extinction may 

result from their inadaptability toward environmental changes. 

With technological assistance, people can transcend their limitations and creates 

a convenient world where everyone can benefit from it. Transhumanists are optimistic 

toward these changes and they embrace the concept of emergence between humans 

and machines. They hope that technology can free everyone from our physical 

limitations such as pain, disease and aging. Transhumanism attracts criticism due to 

its emphasis on technological modifications. The concerns can vary in two ways—one 

is about the transformation of human body and the other is about the attitude of the 

transhuman propaganda. Transhumanists seem to be blamed for an ongoing process 

that cannot be reversed since we have to live with the world where different 

interactions are inevitable. This thesis presents a new way to examine transhumanism 

by proposing that the concept of human nature is no longer fixed due to the 

inseparable bond between humans and the world. As Elizabeth Fenton states, human 

nature no longer possesses a fixed essence as the result of the changing environment 

and the influence of technology (Fenton 41). Since human nature is no longer fixed, 

human conditions have become more flexible and fluid. Human fluidity presents an 

ambiguous and fluid state when the nature of humanity is no longer fixed and 

determined. 

Human fluidity is presented in three distinct ways in Only Human. The first one 

is the narrative structure which shows the diverse perspectives of different people 
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from different times and spaces. The second one is the blending tribes which show the 

flexibility and changeability of human nature. The third one is the manipulation and 

metamorphosis of human bodies. Gareth Roberts uses diary entries, journals and data-

records to show the uniqueness of human beings—the ability to create and to 

preserve. In addition, Roberts uses a limited omniscient point of view and he 

sometimes shifts the narration to first-person point of view. By using this technique, 

he creates the sense of hybridity and showcases varied perspectives. Through the 

perspectives of the characters, we might understand how they interact and exchange 

information with others and how they perceive the world. Chantal’s diary is a side 

story which gives the readers a different perspective toward her motive. By keeping 

journals, Das records his learning process and how his perceptions change. In the 

meantime, Jack acts as a tutor to Das; his data-records provide a different aspect 

toward the same world. 

By using different narrative structures, the hybrid world is presented “visually” 

like TV channels to the readers. In the story, when Das flips through TV channels 

which show the abundant variety of human activities, he regards them as different 

tribes. In the control center of Osterberg, there are screens which show both human 

and Neanderthal activities on the surface. These channels and screens become an 

important way for people to acquire knowledge and information. The flowing 

information may cause changes in our lives and it alters our perceptions when we 

participate in the world. During the interaction, the diversities found in humans are 

actually flowing from one person to another. 

Like Das, many other characters are experiencing ambivalent identities and 

values because they hold different perspectives toward new environments. These 

characters are sent into different times and spaces and most of them undergo 

“[c]ulture shock” and cultural blending (Only Human 31). Differentiations are seen 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

84 

 

between different “tribes” (sometimes happen in the same group) because they 

possess different perspectives. Rose sometimes acts as a merging agent between the 

tribes whether she is acting on purpose or not. Throughout the journey, Das, Quilley 

and some Osterbergers show a tendency toward changes. The interactions between 

different tribes which come from various times and backgrounds create a melting pot 

at the end of the story. Although they possess different traits and perspectives, they 

finally reach the balance through interacting constantly with others and the world. 

On the other hand, the antagonist Chantal is trying to manipulate the process of 

evolution by eliminating emotions and creating an upgraded species called the Hy-

Bractors. The Osterbergers are modified humans whose appearances are perfect and 

attractive. By using genetic engineering, Chantal seeks to transcend the limitation of 

both science and humans and she delves more into the functions and operations of 

human brains and bodies. Chantal selects her desired traits and creates the Hy-

Bractors who are designed to be more adaptive than humans. The creatures have 

become a hybridity of flowing traits from the process of evolution, either from our 

ancestral past (tails) or possible futures (incredible speed). By experimenting, Chantal 

challenges the concept of human body and our perceptions toward the definition have 

become more fluid. 

Nevertheless, Chantal’s plan fails because she ignores the flexibility of humans 

and makes her creations fixed and destined. Evolution is a random process which 

distinguishes those who possess adaptive genes from those who do not. When some 

people possess genes which fit current environmental changes, these genes have a 

better chance to be passed on to future generations. As long as the environment keeps 

changing, natural gene selections also change. Henry Gee notes that evolution is 

described as the changes in organisms as the result of the interaction toward 

environmental changes and it has no predestined plan or purpose when selecting traits 
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(Gee x). 

Evolution can be both social and biological; only social evolution may be 

dependent on the choices we make. Biological evolution is largely based on our 

relationship with the environment. It cannot be controlled or altered by individuals. 

However, humans have developed a survival mechanism which helps us to face the 

drastic-changing environments. By altering our social behaviors, humans have 

become more flexible when dealing with differences and changes. As presented in 

Only Human, without using forceful science such as chemical drugs or genetic 

engineering to manipulate ourselves, many people have the capacity to deal with 

different situations and changes. In the story, Rose knows how to control her surging 

emotions and thoughts without using drugs. In addition, the ability to lie becomes a 

protective mechanism toward unfavorable situations. These adaptations can help 

people to adjust their cultural behaviors toward the changes. However, we cannot 

purposely choose to alter genes or evolve biologically because evolution is a random 

process and it can take a long time within a species. 

In Only Human, the emphasis is no longer on the advancement of technology, 

but the acknowledgement of human limitation and adaptability. Transhuman stage is 

not a technologically advancing process which helps us become better. It is an 

interacting process between humans, technology and the world. With the idea of 

human fluidity, the transhuman process has become multi-directional. After realizing 

the hybridity in our bodies, maybe we can say something like Das: “I was wrong to 

fear the future” (Only Human 73). We have already become transhuman as soon as we 

started to use tools to assist ourselves from an early age. This thesis concludes that 

transhumanism shows more than the combination between humans and machines; 

more importantly, it shows how humans interact with the changing world and how the 

relationship shapes who we are. In this sense, humans have become so boundless that 
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we can no longer define what it is to be human. Hopefully, the idea of human fluidity 

and the flowing state of humanity can provide a new angle regarding human 

existence. Through the closer examination of Only Human, we hope that this thesis 

can bridge the lack of transhumanism and open up a channel for further discussions. 
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