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“You Aren’t You, Are You?”

Transhumanism, the Person,

and the Resurrection
in Black Mirror’s “Be Right Back”

Introduction

STRETCHING BACK TO ANCIENT MYTHS like the tale of Orpheus and
Eurydice, the lover’s desire for a resurrected beloved has long been
a theme explored in art and literature. Hans Urs von Balthasar sug-
gests an intriguing relationship between this longing and the Chris-
tian vision of resurrection: “Eros contains a promise . . . which is
always pointing beyond the sentiment that sighs ‘Abide a while, thou
art so beautiful!” and which, therefore, if it is not transposed onto the
Christian level, must condemn itself to eternal melancholy and self-
consumption. This total structure of beauty can be redeemed only if

»1

the risen Lover is met at the other side of death.”" Balthasar’s com-
ments establish eros almost as a barometer of resurrection, finding
fulfillment when “transposed” or “redeemed” by Christ’s Resurrec-
tion (“the risen Lover”) but disappointment everywhere else.

One modern variation on this theme comes from an episode of the
series Black Mirror entitled “Be Right Back.” The episode tells the story
of Martha’ (Hayley Atwell), whose deceased lover Ash (Domhnall
Gleeson) is “resurrected” through a service that creates a version of

him based on his digital footprint. Thus, the mode of resurrection
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that “Be Right Back” reflects is of a transhumanist variety,* not too
far removed from current speculation about “digital resurrection.”
In keeping with Black Mirror’s usual assessment of transhumanism,®
the episode is hardly optimistic about the outcome of such a res-
urrection; Martha’s desire for a resurrected Ash could well be said
to end in Balthasar’s “cternal melancholy and self-consumption.” In
this article, I will consider the failed resurrection of the beloved in
“Be Right Back” in conversation with Christian doctrine surrounding
Christ’s resurrection. I will ultimately contend that the resurrected
Ash is insufficient for Martha because he is not a “person,” intending
with that term to evoke the Catholic personalist movement,” par-
ticularly as outlined by Jacques Maritain.® I will begin with an out-
line of Maritain’s personalism and then discuss the Enlightenment
conception of the self that Charles Taylor has called “the ‘punctual’
self ”” and its relation to transhumanism. These competing accounts
of personhood will frame a discussion of “Be Right Back,” in which
I will contend that the resurrected Ash is a hyperpunctual self and
that his lack of personality makes true loving exchange between him
and Martha impossible. Finally, I will draw on Augustine’s teaching
on the Resurrection and the New Testament resurrection accounts
themselves to consider how Christ’s Resurrection affirms the cen-
trality of persons and love, fulfilling the desire for a resurrection of
the beloved’s person that is implicit in the critiques of a nonpersonal-

ist resurrection in “Be Right Back.”

1. Jacques Maritain’s Personalism: Depth and Wholeness

According to David Schindler, Jr., the term personalism describes a
number of twentieth-century movements with a shared emphasis on
personhood as “a special kind of being” and “the ultimate value or
reality to which all things are relative”'® Schindler maintains that
these movements were motivated by concerns about the dehuman-
»11

izing effects of “the mechanistic tendencies of modern science.

He also notes that many Catholic personalist thinkers emphasize the
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significance of personhood in trinitarian and Christological theol-
ogy;'? Balthasar maintains that “the term person . . . receives its spe-
cial dignity in history when it is illuminated by the unique theological
meaning.”"’ Thus questions about our relationship to technology and
the divine are at the heart of personalism.

Maritain gives an account of personalism that is heavily influenced
by Thomist philosophy." He follows other personalist thinkers'
in intimately associating the concept of person with love, suggest-
ing that “the most apposite approach to the philosophical discovery
of personality is the study of the relation between personality and
love.”® In his following attempt to delinecate personality through a
phenomenological description of love, Maritain emphasizes two key
aspects of the person: depth and wholeness. His description of the
person’s depth is worth quoting at some length:

Love is not concerned with qualities. They are not the object
of our love. We love the deepest, most substantial and hid-
den, the most existing reality of the beloved being. This is a
metaphysical center deeper than all the qualities and essences
which we can find and enumerate in the beloved . . . Love
secks out this center, not, to be sure, as separated from its
qualities, but as one with them. . . . For love is not concerned

with qualities or natures or essences but with persons. 17

Maritain establishes personality as the deepest object of love. The
qualities of the beloved are not entirely irrelevant (“Love seeks out
this center, not . . . as separated from its qualities, but as one with
them”) but do not constitute what one loves in the beloved. They
are of secondary importance in comparison with the depths of the
beloved’s “metaphysical center,” the personality.

The other aspect of the person that is essential for Maritain is
wholeness. He insists that “the person . . . is a whole” and that “the
concept of part is opposed to that of person.”"® Wholeness requires
that a person exist “in self-possession, holding itself in hand, master

of itself.””” This follows from the fact that the person is “ordained
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directly to God as his absolute ultimate end”in a way that “transcends
every created common good.” Thus the beloved cannot exist for the
lover but remains a whole person whose existence is directed toward
God. Yet this wholeness also makes love possible. The whole person-
ality is “capable of . . . giving itself)” and “capable of receiving . . .
another self as a gift,” allowing love to be “a dialogue in which souls
really communicate.”" The initial act of self-possession allows one
to “bestow oneself” upon the beloved and receive her self in return.
This type of love is typified in the Holy Trinity, “three wholes who
are the Whole .

Finally, we should note that Maritain’s personalism, while per-
haps privileging the soul,”’ also preserves the importance of the
body. Maritain rejects Cartesian dualism and maintains that “soul and
matter are the two substantial co-principles of the same being** He
goes so far as to say that “a soul separated from its body is not a per-
son.””* His thought is consistent with the broader personalist claim

that “my body is constitutive of the identity of my ‘P e

1. The Punctual Se]f and Transhumanism

In contrast to Maritain’s personalism, the punctual selfis a conception
of subjectivity identified by Charles Taylor that is inherited from the
Enlightenment and particularly the work of John Locke. It is defined
by the attempt “to take an instrumental stance to one’s given proper-
ties, desire, inclinations, tendencies, habits of thought and fecling, so
that they can be worked on, doing away with some and strengthening
others, until one meets the desired specifications.””’ Taylor maintains
that this stance has consequences for our conceptions of the self. The
act of disengagement causes one to “identify oneself with the power
to objectify and remake” and “distance oneself from all the particu-
lar features which are objects of potential change.”” This reduction
of the self is the source of Taylor’s geometrical metaphor: “The real
self is ‘extensionless’: it is nowhere but in this power to fix things as

objects.””
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Here we can note important similarities and differences between
the notion of the punctual self and Maritain’s description of the per-
son’s depth. Both diminish the importance of qualities but for differ-
ent reasons and with different consequences. Maritain does this in
order to affirm the “metaphysical center” that lies beneath a person’s
qualities. Qualities are unimportant only relative to the person, the
real object of love. The notion of the punctual self, on the other hand,
casts qualities as arbitrary in establishing the subject’s “power to ob-
jectify and remake.” This process, as Taylor describes it, is defined by
negation rather than affirmation; we are “none of [our particular fea-
tures],” the self is “nowhere but in this power to fix things as objects.”
When we get past a person’s qualities, we do not discover a rich meta-
physical center but the arbitrary fixed point of her consciousness.”

Taylor’s discussion of Locke’s understanding of embodiment
hints at the connections between the punctual self and the trans-
humanist movement. The notion of the punctual self makes possible
the idea of the “perfectly detachable consciousness.”” If the self con-
sists in the power to objectify and remake, which exists in conscious-
ness, then the body is unessential to selfhood. Thus Locke engages in
various thought-experiments about “the same consciousness inhabit-
ing different bodies, or two consciousnesses sharing the same, or
bodies exchanging consciousness.””’ These speculations foreshadow
the transhumanist idea of “uploading,” by which, according to Nick
Bostrom, “the original mind, with memory and personality intact,
[is] transferred to the computer where it would then exist as soft-
ware; and it could either inhabit a robot body or live in a virtual real-
ity.”** This shared ambivalence about embodiment suggests a thread
of continuity running between the Lockean punctual self and trans-
humanist thought. **

Yet a deeper continuity exists in a shared emphasis on the in-
dividual as something to be “worked on.” The idea of improving
on the human person is essential to transhumanism, as expressed
in the Transhumanist Declaration’s support for the use of “human

modification and enhancement technologies.”36 We can see how this
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commitment, often referred to as “morphological freedom,”” is

worked out in Nick Bostrom’s “Letter from Utopia.”* Writing in the
voice of a future transhuman, Bostrom urges the reader to embrace
technological enhancement. In doing so, he situates both bodies and
minds as raw material that can be improved. He not only encourages
the reader to improve on the “deathtrap™ of the body but also to
seck out “skills and instruments for the cultivation of your neuronal
soil™ in order to enhance cognition and eradicate suffering. In dis-
sociating from both body and mind in this way, Bostrom casts the self
as nothing more than the power to change out component parts and

features at will, continuing in the tradition of the punctual self.

I11.“Be Right Back™ —The Failure (yrthe Punctual Lover

Pseupo-AsH As THE HYPERPUNCTUAL SELF

In “Be Right Back,” the resurrected Ash (henceforth, Pseudo-Ash)
represents an outworking of the logic of this punctual, transhuman-
ist conception of the person. He is defined by the ability to objec-
tify and adapt appearances, behaviors, and characteristics at will. His
hyperpunctuality is exemplified by his initial unindividuated body
that is, in Psecudo-Ash’s words, “blank till you activate it.”*' He is a
true tabula rasa, ready to take up or discard qualities to meet “desired
specifications.”

Throughout his interactions with Martha, Pseudo-Ash objectifies
and adapts various aspects of his person. He does this to his body
when, prompted by Martha that “[Ash] had a mole there,” Pseudo-
Ash spontaneously grows one. He does the same with speech, adding
“threw a jeb™’ to his vocabulary after Martha tells him that it was
phrase that she and Ash used. When Martha is later disturbed by his
ability to gather information from online, he says, “I'll only do it again
if you ask.”** Yet his ambivalence towards all that he says and does
is most poignantly demonstrated at the episode’s climax when Mar-
tha tells Pseudo-Ash to jump off a cliff edge. After a mild protest,

he calmly accepts her wishes until Martha protests, “Ash would’ve
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been scared . . . he would have been crying” When Pseudo-Ash’s de-
meanor shifts to match Martha’s description, we see that he is able to
adopt and discard both calm acceptance and fear, neither correspond-
ing to any deeper reality. He is nothing other than a point onto which
appearances, behaviors, and characteristics can be attached at will.

Yet Pseudo-Ash is a fulfillment of the logic of the punctual self
in a deeper sense than just in how he functions. To see this, we must
clarify in what sense Pseudo-Ash purports to be a resurrected Ash.
Pseudo-Ash is essentially an entity that can imitate Ash’s qualities.
When Martha’s friend signs her up for the service that provides
Pseudo-Ash, she acknowledges that “it’s not [him], but it helps.™*
Pseudo-Ash therefore does not necessarily purport to be a resur-
rection of Ash in the sense of reviving Ash’s consciousness. But he
does purport to be a resurrection of Ash for Martha. Thus, any clarity
about Pseudo-Ash not really being Ash becomes confused in his rela-
tions with her. We see this in how he encourages Martha not to refer
to Ash and himself as distinct persons. When Martha says “That’s just
the sort of thing he would say,”” Pseudo-Ash responds, “that’s why I
said it.”** When Martha uses the past tense to describe Ash, Pseudo-
Ash objects, “You speak about me like I'm not here.”™

Pseudo-Ash represents the implicit claim that the beloved and an
entity that perfectly imitates the beloved’s qualities are interchange-
able from the perspective of the lover. And this claim rests on the
anthropology of the punctual self. If beneath the beloved’s qualities
is nothing more than “the power to objectify and remake,” then an
entity with this power and the same qualities would be identical from
the lover’s perspective. Pseudo-Ash is defined by this power and
adopts Ash’s qualities. Thus, according to this logic, he represents a

true resurrection of Ash with regard to Martha’s experience of him.

Pseupo-AsH’s LACK OF PERSONALITY
One might suggest that Martha ultimately rejects Pseudo-Ash sim-
ply because he is a poor imitation of Ash. He lacks qualities that

Ash had or basic human qualities, forgetting Martha’s sister or not
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breathing as he sleeps, for example. Martha does react negatively
when Pseudo-Ash fails to imitate Ash. By this logic, the problem is
just a failure of technology; given technological improvement or
more data, Pseudo-Ash could be a true resurrected Ash for Martha.
But a fuller account of Martha’s rejection can be found in Pseudo-
Ash’s lack of personality. We can see this by analyzing Pseudo-Ash’s
divergence from the two key aspects of the person in Maritain’s ac-
count: depth and wholeness.

Martha’s rejection of Pseudo-Ash is caused by the absence of
Ash’s deepest “metaphysical center” (the person). This is suggested
through two scenes involving the appropriately titled Bee Gees song,
“How Deep is Your Love.” Before Ash’s death, Martha is surprised
to learn that he likes the Bee Gees, objecting that “in ten years, you
haven’t played them once.””’ When Ash names “How Deep is Your
Love” as his favorite of their songs, Martha protests, “It’s not very
you,”? obviously seeing Ash’s affection for the song as uncharacteris-
tic. Later, when Martha puts on “How Deep is Your Love” in the car
with Pseudo-Ash, he smirks and calls it “cheesy.”* Martha says noth-
ing, but her disdainful look suggests that his reaction has confirmed
his inadequacy.

These two scenes verify Maritain’s observation that “love is not
concerned with qualities . . . but with persons.” Ash’s affection for
the Bee Gees is not just another quality that Pseudo-Ash fails to imi-
tate; it represents the depths of Ash’s person that could not be fully
known to Martha even after years of relationship. Martha does not
react negatively to Pseudo-Ash because Ash’s affection for the song
was a quality that she loved or even was accustomed to. Rather, it is
an indicator that beneath however many Ash-like qualities he might
possess, Pseudo-Ash is not Ash. This constitutes Martha’s ultimate
rejection of Pseudo-Ash: “You aren’t you, are you? . . .You're just a
few ripples of you.””* Martha realizes that “you” was not an adjective
to describe Ash’s qualities (“it’s not very you”) but an address to his
person. Beneath his qualities lies not just “the power to objectify and

remake,” but the true object of love.
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The other reason for Martha’s rejection of Pseudo-Ash is his lack
of wholeness. Here the project of resurrecting the beloved not for
his own sake but for the sake of the lover falls apart. Pseudo-Ash’s
hyperpunctuality is intended to please Martha, allowing him to imi-
tate Ash according to her wishes. But a person who exists for an-
other will never be whole enough to participate in love’s dialogue
of souls. We see the effect of this dynamic in Martha’s reaction to
Pseudo-Ash’s complacency when told to sleep downstairs: “No . . .
Ash would argue over that. He wouldn’t just leave because I'd or-
dered him to.”” Her subsequent anger at Pseudo-Ash’s inability to
act for himself shows her desire to engage with a whole person. She
shoves him and tells him to fight back in an effort to provoke any
meaningful response, telling him, “You’re not enough of him!You’re
nothing!™* Her first comment entertains the possibility that the dif-
ference between Ash and Pseudo-Ash is merely quantitative, but the
second suggests that this is not strong enough to describe Pseudo-
Ash’s inadequacy. He is not a dialogue partner but an embodied void,
and her words echo into his vacuity.

“Be Right Back” refuses the idea that an assembly of the beloved’s
qualities combined with “the power to objectify and remake” could
constitute the beloved’s resurrection for the lover. In its portrayal
of Martha’s desire for the depths and wholeness of Ash’s person, it
affirms the centrality of the person in true loving exchange. Greg
Singh maintains that Martha’s final decision to keep Pseudo-Ash in
the attic means that “this new Ash is worthy of protecting in his cur-
rent form.”’ But this could be true only in the sense that the photos
of the dead also stored in the attic, which Ash mentions earlier in the
episode,”® are worthy of protecting. Pseudo-Ash’s placement there
suggests that he is no more than an image, perhaps capturing some of
Ash’s qualities but not his person. He cannot represent Ash’s resur-

rection any more than a photo could do so.
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IV The Personal Resurrection gf Christ

The critiques of the nonpersonalist, transhumanist resurrection in
“Be Right Back” lead into a consideration of the place of the person
in Christ’s Resurrection. Christianity and transhumanism generally
have a strange relationship, with their parallels only serving to high-
light their differences. Both refuse to take death for granted as the
ultimate destiny of humanity and envision a better mode of being
that we will attain in the future. But the source of our escape from
death and eventual beatitude obviously greatly differ, with trans-
humanism placing its hope in technology and Christianity look-
ing to the Resurrection of Christ as the promise of new life. These
visions of resurrection imply different understandings of what is
and is not essential in the preservation of the human person. While
transhumanist visions of resurrection (as we have seen) often priori-
tize conscious will as the essence of the person, the Resurrection of
Christ affirms a vision of the person’s existence beyond death that
is more in keeping with Maritain’s account of personhood, although
involving transformation as well. Maritain maintains that “no per-
sonality is more magnificently asserted than that of Christ.”” In this
final section, I will consider how Christ’s existence as a person is af-
firmed in his resurrection, endowing Christian hope with a promise
of the person’s ultimate fulfillment in loving relationship with the
Triune God.

Tae Bopy As GUARANTOR OF THE PERSON
In one sermon, Augustine tells parishioners wondering about the
nature of resurrection, “It’s enough for you to know that your flesh
will rise in the same form as that in which the Lord appeared, in
the form, of course, of a human being” Christ’s Resurrection as a
human being and, we might add, as a person is crucial to the Chris-
tian doctrine of the Resurrection. Gerard O’ Collins, building on Au-
gustine’s understanding of the Resurrection, maintains that Christ’s

Resurrection “brought no loss of personal identity.”61 In secking to
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establish this continuity of identity, O’ Collins breaks with the am-
bivalence towards the body that we noted as a feature of the Lock-
can punctual self and transhumanism. O’ Collins understands bodily
continuity to be the guarantor of personal identity: “To be and to be
recognized as the same person, we must remain ‘the same body’.”
This understanding coincides with Maritain’s claim that “a soul sepa-
rated from its body is not a person.”®’

These claims lend new weight to Augustine’s insistence that “our
Lord rose again in the very same body in which he had been buried.”*
Christ’s bodily continuity signifies the continuity of his identity and
personhood. O’Collins emphasizes the importance of “embodied
histories,” noting that through embodied interaction we “make and
suffer our history.” This connection is affirmed in the scars that
remain on Christ’s resurrected body, which Augustine suggests are
there “in order to remove from people’s hearts the wound of unbe-
lief.”** These markers of Christ’s embodied history become evidence
of the continuity of his identity and personhood. Thus, Thomas’s
verification of Christ’s body gives him faith in the Resurrection of
Christ’s person, provoking his response, “My Lord and my God!™’

There is a marked contrast in Martha’s response to Pseudo-Ash’s
“body.” She notes that Pseudo-Ash looks like Ash “on a good day,”*
owing to the fact that his appearance is based on flattering photo-
graphs. Thus, Pseudo-Ash’s body omits parts of Ash’s embodied his-
tory. While this might make him more attractive, it betrays the fact
that Pseudo-Ash is not Ash. In a scene perhaps intended to evoke
Christ and Thomas, Martha puts her hand up to Pseudo-Ash’s when
touching his body for the first time. But where Thomas finds evi-
dence of Christ’s embodied history, Martha experiences the unnatu-
ral smoothness of Pseudo-Ash’s fingertips, verifying that “the really
tiny details [of Pseudo-Ash’s body] are visual.”” His body bears the
marks not of Ash’s life but of his own artificiality. Martha’s experi-
ence of Pseudo-Ash’s body is perhaps reflected in her complaint that

“there’s no history to you.”70
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CHRrisT’S DEPTH, WHOLENESS, AND LOVE

Beyond the continuity of his body, the Resurrected Christ also
exhibits the depth and wholeness of personality that Pseudo-Ash
lacks. Christ’s depth is evident in that his Resurrection is not con-
stituted in imitation of the qualities that he had before his death.
He maintains the metaphysical center, the personality that the lover
seeks beneath the beloved’s qualities. This allows people to receive
him as resurrected and love him despite differences in his preres-
urrection and postresurrection modes of existence. This is evident
when Christ appears to the disciples in a locked room.” Whatever
quality allows him to do so, it does not seem to be one that he pos-
sessed in his preresurrection state. Yet despite this incongruity, the
disciples are still “glad when they saw the Lord.””” They receive back
from the dead not an assembly of Christ’s qualities but the person
of Christ himself. His resurrection can involve transformation and
yet still bring “no loss of personal identity” because of the continuity
of his person.

Although Christ’s resurrection appearances emphasize his avail-
ability to his followers (“I am with you always”),” they also make
clear that he retains his wholeness. We see this in Christ’s words to
Mary Magdalene: “Do not cling to me, for I have not yet ascended
to the Father; but go to my brothers and say to them, ‘I am ascend-
ing to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.””*
These words make clear that Christ’s Resurrection has not occurred
merely for the sake of reunion with those who love him. His de-
sire to ascend to the Father emphasizes that, like all persons, he is
“ordained directly to God as his absolute ultimate end” in a way that
“transcends every created common good.” The fact that he is able to
realize his ascension is thus the ultimate example of a personality
existing “eminently, in self- possession, holding itself in hand, master
of itself.” This act of self-possession makes him supremely capable
of bestowing himself and receiving the gift of other selves in love.”

Christ’s risen existence and ascension promise the fulfillment

of love and personality. O’ Collins maintains that Christ’s glorified
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body enables him to relate to “the Father, human beings, and the
whole cosmos in a manner that has shed the constraints of his earth-
ly existence.”” We can therefore imagine resurrection “maximizing
our capacity to relate and communicate,””” thus fulfilling the desire
of the lover. Commenting on Christ’s Ascension to heaven, Augus-
tine urges parishioners, “What has first taken place in him we too
should be hoping for at the end.””* Thus Christ’s Resurrection and
Ascension promises fulfillment of what Maritain describes as the
person’s ultimate end: “participation in the very life of God so that,

in the end, [she] might know and love Him as He knows and loves

Himself.””

Conclusion

This article has attempted to establish that Black Mirror’s “Be Right
Back” and the doctrine of Christ’s Resurrection share a concern
for the centrality of the person and love between persons in resur-
rection. Whether the source of this concern in “Be Right Back” is
the influence of Christian doctrine or a persistent human longing
that Christian doctrine addresses is an intriguing but perhaps unan-
swerable question. Nevertheless, the concerns that the episode ex-
presses pose a challenge to the anthropology that undergirds much
transhumanist thought. These concerns suggest that resurrection
projects that seek to reduce the person to a mere fixed point of
consciousness or the experience of the beloved to a mere assembly
of qualities will not pass the test of the lover. “Be Right Back” takes
us no further than this critique, perhaps provoking the “melancholy
and self-consumption” that Balthasar describes. Yet the episode’s
conclusion may also be a fertile site from which longing for the
beloved can reemerge in the form of desire for the person of Christ

as “the risen Lover.”
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