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All of the artworks and research presented in “Robot and Cyborg Art” strive to create sentience, and from what I’ve gathered, it is Jack Burnham’s conjecture that to create a “conscious artwork” is the ultimate goal of art. Surely he presents an abundance of material to show his reader that this is the concern of a large number of creative and scientific minds. I was surprised, however, by how little time he dedicated to why this should be. The chapter is far reaching survey of efforts by man to create objects that mimic (or actually embody) the sort of sentience that “biological” creatures exhibit. Though not a completely exhaustive list, it surely reads that way. 

So much of technologically motivated art glosses over questions of what an artist should accomplish, instead focusing on questions of what one can accomplish with modern tools. The assertion that to create consciousness is the ultimate goal of art (and perhaps humanity altogether) is a fair one, and  is certainly not unfounded. But again, the philosophical implications of this are monumental. The progress that scientists have made in the field of artificial intelligence are extraordinary, and the response of the general public seems to be that of eagerness and fascination. Look what our science is capable of! Futurist Raymond Kurzweil has predicted that a computer will be able to convince a human being of its consciousness by 2029 (Kurzweil has placed a ten thousand dollar wager behind this speculation, http://www.longbets.org/1).

Here is where I think wee see Edward Shanken’s argument that the intersection of art and technology is not an arbitrary one begin to falter. I believe that a lot of Media Art is driven by the fetish of technology, to the point where what is possible becomes the sole criteria motivating a given piece of artwork. Perhaps Rafael Lozano-Hemmer’s piece “Frequency and Volume” does not itself aim for the sky in terms of conceptual legitimacy. I’m not sure if he considers the work a piece of entertainment or work of art, but in either case, the rules steering piece seem arbitrary (radio frequency proportional to the size of a participant’s shadow?), the piece itself more of an exercise than a finished work.

Returning to the idea of life as the ultimate goal of art: I do not believe that this issue is of special pertinence in regards to Media Arts as a field, nor  is to art, or even technology. Instead, I think the assertion that our ultimate goal is to create consciousness is of special importance to man as a species. It seems like a lot of people are rushing to the finish line, striving to create or at least simulate sentience, while in my opinion, the artist need not address the question of whether or not this is possible, but instead, address the origin of man’s need to supercede his creator, or “wrest power” from his hands.  I’m no Luddite, nor am I any sort of religious fanatic, but I’m skeptical of anyone who claims forthright that to create life is the ultimate goal  of art without defending such a claim at length.
