
[image: Book cover image]


[image: Mark O’Connell To Be a Machine Adventures Among Cyborgs, Utopians, Hackers, and the Futurists Solving the Modest Problem]



[image: ]

Copyright © 2017 by Mark O’Connell

All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Doubleday, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York, and distributed in Canada by Random House of Canada, a division of Penguin Random House Canada Limited, Toronto.

www.doubleday.com

DOUBLEDAY and the portrayal of an anchor with a dolphin are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: O’Connell, Mark, [date] author.

Title: To be a machine : adventures among cyborgs, utopians, hackers, and the futurists solving the modest problem of death / Mark O’Connell.

Description: First edition. | New York : Doubleday, 2017.

Identifiers: LCCN 2016021725| ISBN 9780385540414 (hardback) | ISBN 9780385540421 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Humanism. | Medical technology—Social aspects. | Technological innovations—Social aspects. | Prosthesis—Social aspects. | BISAC: COMPUTERS / Intelligence (AI) & Semantics. | SCIENCE / Biotechnology. | COMPUTERS / Social Aspects / Human-Computer Interaction.

Classification: LCC B821 .O365 2016 | DDC 306.4/61—dc23 LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2016021725.

Ebook ISBN 9780385540421

Cover design by Mark Abrams
Cover illustration © CSA Images

v4.1_r2

ep

Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Epigraph


System Crash


An Encounter


A Visitation


Once Out of Nature


A Short Note on the Singularity


Talkin’ AI Existential Risk Blues


A Short Note on the First Robots


Mere Machines


Biology and Its Discontents


Faith


Please Solve Death


The Wanderlodge of Eternal Life


A Short Note on Endings and Beginnings


Acknowledgments
A Partial List of Works Consulted
About the Author



For Amy and Mike, for everything



This is the whole point of technology. It creates an appetite for immortality on the one hand. It threatens universal extinction on the other. Technology is lust removed from nature.

—Don DeLillo, White Noise



System Crash

ALL STORIES BEGIN in our endings: we invent them because we die. As long as we have been telling stories, we have been telling them about the desire to escape our human bodies, to become something other than the animals we are. In our oldest written narrative, we find the Sumerian king Gilgamesh, who, distraught by the death of a friend and unwilling to accept that the same fate lies in store for him, travels to the far edge of the world in search of a cure for mortality. Long story short: no dice. Later, we find Achilles’ mother dipping him in the Styx in an effort to render him invulnerable. This, too, famously, does not pan out.

See also: Daedalus, improvised wings.

See also: Prometheus, stolen divine fire.

We exist, we humans, in the wreckage of an imagined splendor. It was not supposed to be this way: we weren’t supposed to be weak, to be ashamed, to suffer, to die. We have always had higher notions of ourselves. The whole setup—garden, serpent, fruit, banishment—was a fatal error, a system crash. We came to be what we are by way of a Fall, a retribution. This, at least, is one version of the story: the Christian story, the Western story. The point of which, on some level, is to explain ourselves to ourselves, to account for why it’s such a raw deal, this unnatural nature of ours.

“A man,” wrote Emerson, “is a god in ruins.”

Religion, more or less, arises out of this divine wreckage. And science, too—religion’s estranged half sibling—addresses itself to such animal dissatisfactions. In The Human Condition, writing in the wake of the Soviet launch of the first space satellite, Hannah Arendt reflected on the resulting sense of euphoria about escaping what one newspaper report called “men’s imprisonment to the earth.” This same yearning for escape, she wrote, manifested itself in the attempt to create superior humans from laboratory manipulations of germ plasm, to extend natural life spans far beyond their current limits. “This future man,” she wrote, “whom the scientists tell us they will produce in no more than a hundred years, seems to be possessed by a rebellion against human existence as it has been given, a free gift from nowhere (secularly speaking), which he wishes to exchange, as it were, for something he has made himself.”

A rebellion against human existence as it has been given: this is as good a way as any of attempting to encapsulate what follows, to characterize what motivates the people I came to know in the writing of this book. These people, by and large, identify with a movement known as transhumanism, a movement predicated on the conviction that we can and should use technology to control the future evolution of our species. It is their belief that we can and should eradicate aging as a cause of death; that we can and should use technology to augment our bodies and our minds; that we can and should merge with machines, remaking ourselves, finally, in the image of our own higher ideals. They wish to exchange the gift, these people, for something better, something man-made. Will it pan out? That remains to be seen.

I am not a transhumanist. That much is probably apparent, even at this early stage of the proceedings. But my fascination with the movement, with its ideas and its aims, arises out of a basic sympathy with its premise: that human existence, as it has been given, is a suboptimal system.

In an abstract sort of way, this is something I had always believed to be the case, but in the immediate aftermath of the birth of my son, I came to feel it on a visceral level. The first time I held him, three years ago now, I was overcome by a sense of the fragility of his little body—a body that had just emerged, howling and trembling and darkly smeared with blood, out of the trembling body of his mother, from whom many hours of fanatical suffering and exertion had been required to deliver him into the world. In sorrow thou shalt bring forth children. I couldn’t help but think that there ought to be a better system. I couldn’t help but think that, at this late stage, we should be beyond all this.

Here’s a thing you should not do as a new father, as you perch uneasily on a leatherette maternity ward chair beside your sleeping infant and his sleeping mother: you should not read a newspaper. I did this, and I regretted it. I sat in the postnatal ward of the National Maternity Hospital in Dublin, turning the pages of The Irish Times in gradually mounting horror, browsing through a catalog of human perversity—of massacres and rapes, of cruelties casual and systemic: splintered dispatches from a fallen world—and wondered about the wisdom of bringing a child into this mess, this species. (I seem to remember having a mild head cold at the time; this would not have helped matters.)

Among its many other effects, becoming a parent forces you to think about the nature of the problem—which is, in a lot of ways, the problem of nature. Along with all the other horrors and perversities of the broader human context, the realities of aging and sickness and mortality become suddenly inescapable. Or they did for me, at any rate. And for my wife, too, whose existence was so much more entangled with our son’s in those early months, and who said something during that time that I will never forget. “If I had known how much I was going to love him,” she said, “I’m not sure I would have had him.” The frailty is the thing, the vulnerability. This infirmity, this doubtful convalescence we refer to, for want of a better term, as the human condition. Condition: an illness or other medical problem.

For dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return.

In hindsight, it seems like more than mere coincidence that this was the period during which I became obsessed with an idea I’d first encountered close to a decade previously, and which was now beginning to consume my thoughts—the idea that this condition might not be our ineluctable fate. That like nearsightedness or smallpox, it might be set to rights by the intervention of human ingenuity. I was obsessed, that is, for the same reason as I had always been obsessed by the story of the Fall, and the notion of original sin: because it expressed something profoundly true about the deepest strangeness of being human, our inability to accept ourselves, our capacity to believe we might be redeemed of our nature.

Early on in the pursuit of this obsession—a pursuit that had, at that point, yet to lead beyond the Internet into what is fondly referred to as the “real world”—I came upon a strange and provocative text entitled “A Letter to Mother Nature.” It was, as its name suggested, a kind of epistolary manifesto addressed to the anthropomorphic figure to whom, for the sake of clarity, the creation and husbandry of the natural world is often attributed. The text, in an initial tone of mild passive aggression, began by thanking Mother Nature for her mostly solid work on the project of humanity thus far, for raising us from simple self-replicating chemicals to trillion-celled mammals with the capacity for self-understanding and empathy. The letter then smoothly transitioned into full J’accuse mode, briefly outlining some of the more shoddy workmanship evident in the functioning of Homo sapiens: the vulnerability to disease and injury and death, for instance, the ability to function only in highly circumscribed environmental conditions, the limited memory, the notoriously poor impulse control.

The author—addressing Mother Nature as the collective voice of her “ambitious human offspring”—then proposed a total of seven amendments to “the human constitution.” We would no longer consent to live under the tyranny of aging and death, but would use the tools of biotechnology to “endow ourselves with enduring vitality and remove our expiration date.” We would augment our powers of perception and cognition through technological enhancements of our sense organs and our neural capacities. We would no longer submit to being the products of blind evolution, but would rather “seek complete choice of bodily form and function, refining and augmenting our physical and intellectual abilities beyond those of any human in history.” And we would no longer be content to limit our physical, intellectual, and emotional capacities by remaining confined to carbon-based biological forms.

This “Letter to Mother Nature” was the clearest and most provocative statement of transhumanist principles I had encountered, and its epistolary conceit captured something crucial about what made the movement so strange and compelling to me—it was direct, and audacious, and it pushed the project of Enlightenment humanism to such radical extremes that it threatened to obliterate it entirely. There was, I felt, a whiff of madness about the whole enterprise, but it was a madness that revealed something fundamental about what we thought of as reason. The letter was, I learned, the work of a man who went by the thematically consistent name Max More—an Oxford-educated philosopher who turned out to be one of the central figures in the transhumanist movement.

There was, I came to see, no one accepted or canonical version of this movement; but the more I read about it, and the more I came to understand the views of its adherents, the more I understood it as resting on a mechanistic view of human life—a view that human beings were devices, and that it was our duty and our destiny to become better versions of the devices that we were: more efficient, more powerful, more useful.

I wanted to know what it meant to think of yourself, and more broadly your species, in such instrumentalist terms. And I wanted to know more specific things: I wanted to know, for instance, how you might go about becoming a cyborg. I wanted to know how you might upload your mind into a computer or some other hardware, with the aim of existing eternally as code. I wanted to know what it would mean to think of yourself as no more or less than a complex pattern of information, as no more or less than code. I wanted to learn what robots might disclose about our understanding of ourselves and our bodies. I wanted to know how likely artificial intelligence was to redeem or annihilate our species. I wanted to know what it might be like to have faith in technology sufficient to allow a belief in the prospect of your own immortality. I wanted to learn what it meant to be a machine, or to think of yourself as such.

And I did, I assure you, arrive at some answers to these questions along the way; but in investigating what it meant to be a machine, I must tell you that I also wound up substantially more confused than I already was about what it meant to be a human being. More goal-oriented readers should be advised, therefore, that this book is as much an investigation of that confusion as it is an analysis of those learnings.

A broad definition: transhumanism is a liberation movement advocating nothing less than a total emancipation from biology itself. There is another way of seeing this, an equal and opposite interpretation, which is that this apparent liberation would in reality be nothing less than a final and total enslavement to technology. We will be bearing both sides of this dichotomy in mind as we proceed.

For all the extremity of transhumanism’s aims—the convergence of technology and flesh, for instance, or the uploading of minds into machines—the above dichotomy seemed to me to express something fundamental about the particular time in which we find ourselves, in which we are regularly called upon to consider how technology is changing everything for the better, to acknowledge the extent to which a particular app or platform or device is making the world a better place. If we have hope for the future—if we think of ourselves as having such a thing as a future—it is predicated in large part on what we might accomplish through our machines. In this sense, transhumanism is an intensification of a tendency already inherent in much of what we think of as mainstream culture, in what we may as well go ahead and call capitalism.

And yet the inescapable fact of this aforementioned moment in history is that we, and these machines of ours, are presiding over a vast project of annihilation, an unprecedented destruction of the world we have come to think of as ours. The planet is, we are told, entering a sixth mass extinction: another Fall, another expulsion. It seems very late in the day, in this dismembered world, to be talking about a future.

One of the things that drew me to this movement, therefore, was the paradoxical force of its anachronism. For all that transhumanism presented itself as resolutely oriented toward a vision of a world to come, it felt to me almost nostalgically evocative of a human past in which radical optimism seemed a viable position to take with respect to the future. In the way it looked forward, transhumanism seemed, somehow, always to be facing backward.

The more I learned about transhumanism, the more I came to see that, for all its apparent extremity and strangeness, it was nonetheless exerting certain formative pressures on the culture of Silicon Valley, and thereby the broader cultural imagination of technology. Transhumanism’s influence seemed perceptible in the fanatical dedication of many tech entrepreneurs to the ideal of radical life extension—in the PayPal cofounder and Facebook investor Peter Thiel’s funding of various life extension projects, for instance, and in Google’s establishment of its biotech subsidiary Calico, aimed at generating solutions to the problem of human aging. And the movement’s influence was perceptible, too, in Elon Musk’s and Bill Gates’s and Stephen Hawking’s increasingly vehement warnings about the prospect of our species’ annihilation by an artificial superintelligence, not to mention in Google’s instatement of Ray Kurzweil, the high priest of the Technological Singularity, as its director of engineering. I saw the imprint of transhumanism in claims like that of Google CEO Eric Schmidt, who suggested that “Eventually, you’ll have an implant, where if you just think about a fact, it will tell you the answer.” These men—they were men, after all, almost to a man—all spoke of a future in which humans would merge with machines. They spoke, in their various ways, of a posthuman future—a future in which techno-capitalism would survive its own inventors, finding new forms in which to perpetuate itself, fulfill its promise.

Not long after I read Max More’s “Letter to Mother Nature,” I came across a film on YouTube called Technocalyps, a 2006 documentary about transhumanism by a Belgian filmmaker named Frank Theys, one of only a very small number of films I’d been able to find about the movement. Midway through the film, there is a brief sequence in which a young man, fair-haired and bespectacled, dressed entirely in black, stands alone in a room and performs an odd ritual. The scene is dimly lit, and shot on what seems to be a webcam, and so it is difficult to tell exactly where we are. It looks to be a bedroom, though there are computers on a desk in the background, so it could just as easily be an office. These computers, with their beige desktop towers and their squatly cuboid monitors, seem to date the film to around the turn of this present century. Against this background, the young man stands facing us, both arms raised above his head in an oddly hieratic gesture. In a lilting Scandinavian staccato that lends his voice a mechanistic quality, he begins to speak.

“The data, the code, the communications,” he says. “Forever, amen.”

With these invocations, he moves his arms downward, then outward to either side, before clasping his hands to his chest. He turns about the room, bestowing a gesture of esoteric benediction on the four points of the compass, speaking in each of these positions the hallowed name of a prophet of the computer age: Alan Turing, John von Neumann, Charles Babbage, Ada Lovelace. Then he stands perfectly still, this priestly young man, arms outspread in a cruciform posture.

“Around me shines the bits,” he says, “and in me is the bytes. The data, the code, the communications. Forever, amen.”

This young man, I learned, was a Swedish academic named Anders Sandberg. I was fascinated by the explicitness of Sandberg’s curious ritual, its cultic acting out of transhumanism’s religious subtext, but could not accurately gauge how seriously to take it—whether the performance was partly playful, partly parodic. I nevertheless found the scene strangely affecting, even haunting.

And then, shortly after I watched the documentary, I learned about a lecture Sandberg was due to deliver at Birkbeck College on the topic of cognitive enhancement. I made plans to go to London. It seemed as good a place as any to begin.


An Encounter

IT OCCURRED TO me, as I established myself in the back row of a packed lecture hall in Birkbeck and took brisk stock of the assembled crowd, that the future, such as it was, looked a lot like the past. Dr. Anders Sandberg’s lecture had been organized by a group called London Futurists, a kind of transhumanist salon that had been meeting regularly since 2009 to discuss topics of interest to aspiring posthumans: radical extension of life spans, mind uploading, increased mental capacity through pharmacological and technological means, artificial intelligence, the enhancement of the human body through prostheses and genetic modification. We had gathered here to contemplate a profound societal shift, a coming transfiguration of the human condition, and yet there was no ignoring the fact that we were an overwhelmingly male group. Aside from the fact that almost all these faces were lit by the pallid luminescence of smartphone screens, this could be happening at almost any point in the last two centuries: a group, composed of mainly men, arranged in tiered seating in a room in Bloomsbury, there to listen to another man talk about the future.

A middle-aged gentleman with vigorous red eyebrows approached the lectern and took command of the room. This was David Wood, the chair of the London Futurists—a prominent transhumanist and tech entrepreneur. Wood had been a founder of Symbian, the first mass-market smartphone operating system, and his company Psion had been an early pioneer in the handheld computer market. He talked, in a meticulous Scottish accent, of how the next ten years would see more “fundamental and profound changes to the human experience than in any preceding ten-year period in history.” He talked about the technological modification of brains, the refinement and enhancement of cognition itself.

“Can we get rid,” he asked, “of some of the biases and mistakes in reasoning that we’ve all inherited from our biology? Instincts that served us well when we roamed the African savanna, but which are not now very much in our favor?”

The question seemed to encapsulate the transhumanist worldview, its conception of our minds and bodies as obsolete technologies, outmoded formats in need of complete overhaul.

He introduced Anders, who was these days a futurist of note, and a research fellow at Oxford’s Future of Humanity Institute—an organization, founded in 2005 with an endowment from the tech entrepreneur James Martin, where philosophers and other academics were charged with conjuring and thinking through various scenarios for the future of the human species. Anders was recognizable still as the priestly young man whose strange and solitary observance I’d watched in the YouTube video, but he was in his early forties now, a fleshier and more substantial figure, adhering more or less to the disheveled house style of professional scholarship—the rumpled suit, the air of abstracted conviviality.

He spoke for the better part of two hours on the topic of intelligence, on how it might be increased at the level of the individual, and at the level of the species. He spoke of methods of cognitive augmentation, both existing and imminent—of education, smart drugs, genetic selection, brain implant technologies. He spoke of how as humans age, they lose their capacity to assimilate and retain information; life extension technologies, he allowed, would go some way toward addressing this situation, but we would also need to improve how our brains functioned through the course of our lives. He spoke of the social and economic costs of suboptimal mental performance, of how misplaced house keys alone—the time and energy invested in trying to find them—ran the U.K.’s GDP a deficit of £250 million every year.

“There are a lot of these little losses in society all the time,” he said, “because of stupid mistakes, forgetfulness, and so on.”

This struck me as an extreme manifestation of positivism. Anders spoke of intelligence as essentially a problem-solving tool, a function of productivity and yield—as something closer to the measurable processing power of a computer than any irreducibly human quality. In a general sense, I was fundamentally opposed to this conception of the mind. And yet in a personal sense I could not help but reflect on the fact that I myself had, through my own absentmindedness, only that morning squandered about £150, having somehow managed to book a hotel room in London for the night before I’d arrived, and having subsequently had to fork out for another one. I had always been somewhat scattered and forgetful, but since becoming a father—and resulting, at least in part, from such early parental phenomena as interrupted sleep, general distraction, and too much time spent watching episodes of Thomas and Friends on YouTube—my processing power, my memory capacity, had begun noticeably to decrease. And so as much as I was temperamentally resistant to the profoundly instrumentalist view of human intelligence Anders was advancing in his lecture, I couldn’t help but feel that I could probably stand a little enhancement myself.

The thrust of his lecture was that biomedical cognitive enhancements would facilitate improved acquisition and retention of mental ability, of what he referred to as “human capital,” allowing for better reasoning and functioning in the world. He addressed the questions of social justice that arose from this—questions of what he called “the fair distribution of brains”—given that those in a position to afford enhanced brains were likely to be those people already occupying an elite position within society. His suggestion, though, was that less intelligent people would wind up benefiting more from enhancement technologies than those who were already very intelligent, and that the overall effects of increased general intelligence would inevitably benefit society as a whole—a kind of trickle-down economics of intelligence.

All of this—the setup, the situation—was utterly familiar to me, and yet utterly strange. I had lately abandoned the sinking ship of an academic career for the hardly less precarious vessel of freelance writing. I had used up several years of my unextended life span getting a PhD in English literature, only to confirm my suspicion that a PhD in English literature was never going to lead me to the promised land of actual employment. I had spent much of my twenties and thirties trying to pay attention to people standing at lecterns and saying things. And yet the sorts of things that Anders Sandberg was saying were very different to the sorts of things I was used to hearing from people standing at lecterns. I was, yes, sitting in the back of a lecture hall and trying to focus on the matter at hand, an activity in which I was deeply and intricately experienced. But in no sense was I among my people. In no sense was this my world.

—

After the lecture, a contingent of assorted futurists migrated to an oak-paneled pub in Bloomsbury for some early afternoon drinking. By the time I sat down at the table with my pint of bitter, word had spread around the group that I was writing a book on transhumanism and related matters.

“You’re writing a book!” said Anders, apparently delighted by the idea. He pointed to a hardback volume that sat in front of me on the table, a cultural history of severed heads I had been carrying around with me since I’d acquired it earlier that day. “Is that the book you’re writing?”

“What, this?” I said, unsure as to whether I was missing some intricate transhumanist joke about cryonic head storage, or possibly time travel.

“No, that one’s already been written,” I said, unnecessarily. “I’m writing a book about transhumanism and related topics.”

“Ah, excellent!” said Anders.

I wasn’t sure what to say. I almost told him that the book I was planning to write might not be the sort of book that he, or transhumanists in general, would believe to be excellent. I felt suddenly conscious of myself as an interloper among these rationalists and futurists, an odd and perhaps even slightly pitiful figure, with my antediluvian notebook and pen, an emissary of letters in the world of zeros and ones.

I noted that Anders wore a pendant around his neck, a thing with a large medallion not unlike those devotional medals worn by especially pious Catholics. I was about to ask him about it when his attention was seized by an attractive Frenchwoman who wanted to talk about brain uploading.

An aristocratic young man who had been sitting to my left now turned toward me and asked about this book I was writing. He was elegantly attired, his hair punctiliously crafted. His name was Alberto Rizzoli, he told me, and he was from Italy. (At one point, in reference to my book, he mentioned that his family used to be in the publishing business. Only later that evening, as I glanced through my notes, did it occur to me that Alberto was surely a scion of the Rizzoli media dynasty, which would make him the grandson of Angelo Rizzoli, who had produced Fellini’s La Dolce Vita and 8½.) He was studying at the Cass Business School in London, but was also working on a beta-stage tech start-up, which provided 3D printing materials for primary classrooms. He was twenty-one years old, and had considered himself a transhumanist since his teens.

“I certainly can’t imagine myself at thirty,” he said, “without some kind of enhancement.”

I myself was thirty-five, like Dante at the time of his vision—midway upon the journey of my life. And I was, for better or worse, unenhanced. As disturbed as I was by the idea of the cognitive augmentations Anders had spoken of in his lecture, I was nonetheless intrigued by the thought of what such technologies might do for me. Such technologies might, for instance, have freed me from the burden of having to take notes while talking to transhumanists, allowing me instead to record everything through some internal nanochip for purposes of later perfect recall, as well as, say, furnishing me with the extra-contextual information—in, as it were, real time—that the grandfather of the young Italian man I was speaking with had produced a bunch of Fellini films.

A silver-haired man in a sport coat and expensive-looking shirt sat down across from Alberto and me. He had positioned himself snugly beside Anders, and was waiting for a gap in his conversation with the Frenchwoman. In the meantime, he had helped himself to a couple of pistachios from Anders’s snack bowl, one of which he had fumbled on the way to his mouth and dropped down the neck of his shirt, open to the ideally entrepreneurial three-to-four buttons. I watched him as he hooked a finger through a gap between two lower buttons and poked around momentarily before capturing the truant pistachio and popping it discreetly into his mouth. Our eyes met as he did so, and we smiled blandly in each other’s direction. He handed me a card, from which I learned that he was in the professional futurism business. (I considered making a lighthearted joke about how a business card, attractive as this particular one was, seemed an oddly old-fashioned method for a professional futurist to be announcing his status as such, but I thought better of it, and crammed the card into the section of my wallet that served as the somewhat overcrowded final resting place of such printed disjecta.)

He had started out in artificial intelligence research, he said, but now made his living as a keynote speaker at business conferences, informing corporations and business leaders of trends and technologies that were going to disrupt their particular sectors. He spoke as though he were doing a brisk and slightly distracted run-through of a TED talk; his physical gestures were both emphatic and relaxed, suggesting a resolute optimism toward a horizon of vast and terrible disruptions. He spoke to me of those changes and opportunities that were at hand, of a near future in which AI would revolutionize the financial sector, and in which a great many lawyers and accountants would become literally redundant, their expensive labor made superfluous by ever smarter computers; he spoke to me of a future in which the law itself would be inscribed in the mechanisms through which we act and live, in which cars would automatically fine their drivers for breaking speed limits: a future in which there would in fact be no need for such things as drivers, or car manufacturers, given that vehicles would soon be sailing calmly out of showrooms like ghost-ships, still warm from the 3D printer from which they had lately emerged, according to the precise specifications of the consumer for whose home or workplace they were now setting course.

I told him that the one reassuring aspect of my job as a writer was that I was unlikely to get replaced by a machine anytime soon. I might not make a lot of money, I admitted, but I was at least in no immediate danger of being ejected outright from the marketplace by a gadget that did exactly what I did, but more cheaply and efficiently.

The man tilted his head from one side to the other, pursing his lips, as though considering whether to permit me this limited self-consolation.

“Sure,” he conceded. “I mean certain kinds of journalism will probably not be replaced by AI. Opinion writing, in particular. People will probably always want to read opinions generated by actual humans.”

Although hot takes were under no immediate threat, certain plays and films and works of prose fiction had, he said, already been written to order by computer programs. It was true that these plays and films and works of prose fiction were not very good, or so he had heard, but it was also true that computers tended to improve very quickly at things they initially did not do well. His point, I supposed, was that I and people like me were just as expendable as everyone else, just as fucked by the future. I considered asking him whether he thought computers might eventually replace even keynote speakers, whether the thought leaders of the next decade might fit in the palms of our hands, but realized that whatever answer he provided to this question would be cause for smug vindication on his part anyway, and so I resolved instead to include a description in my book of his retrieving a dropped pistachio from inside his expensive shirt—an act of petty and futile vengeance, and the kind of absurd irrelevance that would certainly be beneath the dignity and professional discipline of an automated writing AI.

Anders and the attractive Frenchwoman to my right were engaged in what seemed to me an impenetrably technical discussion about the progress of research into mind uploading. The conversation had turned to Ray Kurzweil, the inventor and entrepreneur and director of engineering at Google who had popularized the idea of the Technological Singularity, an eschatological prophecy about how the advent of AI will usher in a new human dispensation, a merger of people and machines, and a final eradication of death. Anders was saying that Kurzweil’s view of brain emulation, among other things, was too crude, that it totally ignored what he called the “subcortical mess of motivations.”

“Emotions!” said the Frenchwoman, emotionally. “He doesn’t need emotions! That is why!”

“That might be true,” said Alberto.

“He wants to become a machine!” she said. “That is what he really wants to be!”

“Well,” said Anders, poking thoughtfully among the bowl of empty shells, searching in vain for an uneaten pistachio. “I also want to become a machine. But I want to be an emotional machine.”

—

When I finally spoke at length with Anders, he expanded on this desire of his to become a machine, this literal aspiration toward a condition of hardware. As one of the foremost thinkers within the transhumanist movement, he was known as much as anything for his advocation and theorizing of the idea of mind uploading, of what was known among the initiates as “whole brain emulation.”

It wasn’t, he insisted, that he wanted this right away; even if such a thing might be possible in the near future—and he stressed that we were nowhere close—it wouldn’t be desirable for humans to start getting uploaded into machines all of a sudden anyway. He spoke of the potential dangers of the sort of sudden convergence that techno-millenarians like Kurzweil refer to as the Singularity.

“What would be a nice scenario,” he said, “is that we first get smart drugs and wearable technologies. And then life extension technologies. And then, finally, we get uploaded, and colonize space and so on.” If we managed not to extinguish ourselves, or to be extinguished, what we now think of as humanity would be the nucleus, he believed, of some greatly more vast and brilliant phenomenon that would spread across the universe and “convert a lot of matter and energy into organized form, into life in a generalized sense.”

He had held this view, he said, since childhood, since consuming wholesale the contents of the Stockholm municipal library’s sci-fi section. In high school he read scientific textbooks for pure diversion, and kept a scrapbook of equations he found especially stimulating; he was excited, he said, by the movement of the logic, the lockstep progression of the thought—by the abstract symbols themselves more than the actual things they signified.

One especially rich source of such equations was a book called The Anthropic Cosmological Principle by John D. Barrow and Frank J. Tipler. At first, Anders read the book primarily for these tantalizing calculations—“weird formulas,” as he put it, “about things like electrons orbiting hydrogen atoms in higher dimensions”—but like a kid with a copy of Playboy who eventually turns his attention to a Nabokov story, he began to take an interest in the text that surrounded them. The view of the universe advanced by Barrow and Tipler was as an essentially deterministic mechanism, in which “intelligent information processing must come into existence,” and increase exponentially over time. This teleological premise led Tipler, in his later work, to the idea of the Omega Point, a projection whereby intelligent life takes over all matter in the universe, leading to a cosmological singularity, which he claims will allow future societies to resurrect the dead.

“The idea was a revelation to me,” Anders told me. “This theory that life will eventually control all matter, all energy, and calculate an infinite amount of information—that was kind of awesome for an information-obsessed teenager. This was something I realized we needed to work on.”

And this realization was, he said, the moment when he became a transhumanist. If the goal was to maximize the amount of life in the universe, and thereby the amount of information that would be processed, it was clear to him, he said, that humans needed to expand into the outer reaches of space, and to live for an extremely long time. And for those things to become a reality, it was clear that we were going to need AI, and robots, and space colonies, and certain other things he had read about in those sci-fi books in his local library.

“What is the value of a star?” he asked, and did not pause for an answer. “A star in itself is kind of interesting, if you have just one of them. But if you have trillions of them? Well, they are actually fairly alike. There is very little structural complexity there. But life,” he said, “and in particular the life of individuals—that is highly contingent. You and I have a life story. If we reran the story of the universe, you and I would end up as different human beings. Our uniqueness is a thing we accumulate. That is why the loss of a person is something very bad.”

Anders’s vision of getting uploaded, of the conversion of human minds into software, was central to this ideal of transcending human limitations, of becoming a pure intelligence that would spread throughout the universe. In many ways, he seemed very different to the person I’d seen in that documentary, the slightly chilling figure making priestly gestures of technological benediction; he seemed not just older, but less machinelike, more fascinatingly human in his desire to be a machine.

But the visions of the future he was outlining were overwhelmingly strange and unsettling to me—more alien, and alienating, than any of the actual religious ideas I did not subscribe to, precisely because the technological means to their realization were at least theoretically within reach. Some essential element within me reacted with visceral distaste, even horror, to the prospect of becoming a machine. It seemed to me that to speak of colonizing the universe—of putting the universe to work on our projects—was to impose upon the meaningless void the deeper meaninglessness of our human insistence on meaning. I could imagine no greater absurdity, that is, than the insistence that everything be made to mean something.

The pendant that Anders wore around his neck—the silver medallion that looked very much like a Catholic religious medal, and which added to the overall clerical impression he gave off—was in fact etched with instructions for cryonic suspension of his earthly body in the event of his death. This, I understood, was a wish he held in common with a great many transhumanists: that their bodies would be preserved upon death in liquid nitrogen, against the day when some future technology might allow their thawing and reanimation, or when the 3.3 lbs of neural wetware inside their skulls might be removed, scanned for their repository of information, converted into code, and uploaded into some new type of mechanical body, not subject to decrepitude or death or other human defects.

The place where Anders’s earthly body was to be sent, according to the instructions etched on the medallion, was a facility in Scottsdale, Arizona, called Alcor Life Extension Foundation. And it turned out that the man who ran this cryonics facility was Max More, the same Max More who had written the “Letter to Mother Nature.” Alcor was where transhumanists went when they died, so that their deaths might not be irrevocable—where abstract concepts of immortality were brought into the physical realm. And I myself wanted to go there to be among those suspended immortals, or at any rate their frozen corpses.


A Visitation

IF YOU FLY to Phoenix, and then drive north for half an hour or so across a landscape reclaimed from the radiant emptiness of the Sonoran Desert, you will reach a squat gray block of a building, constructed for the purpose of preparing and storing bodies very much like your own for their eventual return to life. If you press the buzzer, and if someone lets you in, you will enter a vestibule decorated in a manner you might find suggestive of a mid-1990s straight-to-video sci-fi film—gleaming metallic-feature walls and chrome-effect furniture, all suffused in a gentle blue luminescence—and you will be invited to sit on a long and angular couch, there to await your guide to the afterlife.

In front of you, on a glass coffee table, you will find a slim volume you might care to flip through as you wait: a copy of an illustrated children’s book called Death Is Wrong, the cover of which depicts a small boy scowlingly directing an index finger toward the eponymous leveler, with his hooded robe, his scythe, his terminally grinning skull. You will note, as you wait, the silence of this place, the absence of buzzing phones and humming printers and chattering staff, of all the ambient discourse you would expect in a typical place of business. It is possible that for long stretches of time, the only sounds you will hear will be the low whine of light aircraft taking off and landing at Scottsdale
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