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These essays are for my godchildren, Ellie and Cal Shearer. Lucy Reynolds. Lucy is studying the past in order to understand the present and the future. (That is what the humanities are for.) Ellie is writing her own books now. Cal is in a lab in Oxford, building a brain.




How These Essays Came About

In 2009 – 4 years after it was published – I read Ray Kurzweil’s The Singularity Is Near. It is an optimistic view of the future – a future that depends on computational technology. A future of superintelligent machines. It is also a future where humans will transcend our present biological limits.

I had to read the book twice – once for the sense and once for the detail.

After that, just for my own interest, year-in, year-out, I started to track this future; that meant a weekly read through New Scientist, Wired, the excellent technology pieces in the New York Times and the Atlantic, as well as following the money via the Economist and Financial Times. I picked up any new science and tech books that came out, but it wasn’t enough for me. I felt I wasn’t seeing the bigger picture.

How did we get here?

Where might we go?

I am a storyteller by trade – and I know everything we do is a fiction until it’s a fact: the dream of flying, the dream of space travel, the dream of speaking to someone instantly, across time and space, the dream of not dying – or of returning. The dream of life-forms, not human, but alongside the human. Other realms. Other worlds.

*

Long before I read Ray Kurzweil, I read Harold Bloom, the American Jewish literary critic, whose pursuit of excellence was relentless. One of his more private books – in that he was unravelling something for himself – is The Book of J (1990), where Bloom looks at the earliest texts that were later redacted and varnished to become the Hebrew Bible. The first 5 books, the Pentateuch, were written around 10 centuries before the birth of the man Jesus – so they are separated from us by around 3,000 years.

Bloom thinks that the author of those early texts was a woman, and Bloom was certainly no feminist. His arguments are persuasive and it delights me that the most famous character in Western literature – God, the Author of All – was himself authored by a woman.

In the exploration of this story, Bloom offers his own translation of the Blessing – the Blessing promised by Yahweh to Israel – but really, the blessing any of us would want. And it isn’t ‘Be fruitful and multiply’ – that’s a command, not a blessing. It is this: More Life into a Time Without Boundaries.

Isn’t that what computing technology will offer?

*

Bloom points out that most humans are fixated on space without boundaries. Think about it: land-grab, colonisation, urban creep, loss of habitat, the current fad for seasteading (sea cities with vast oceans at their disposal).

And space itself – the go-to fascination of rich men: Richard Branson, Elon Musk, Jeff Bezos.

When I think about artificial intelligence, and what is surely to follow – artificial general intelligence, or superintelligence – it seems to me that what this affects most, now and later, isn’t space but time.

The brain uses chemicals to transmit information. A computer uses electricity. Signals travel at high speeds through the nervous system (neurons fire 200 times a second, or 200 hertz) but computer processors are measured in gigahertz – billions of cycles per second.

We know how fast computers are at calculation – that’s how it all started, back in Bletchley Park in World War Two, when the human teams just couldn’t calculate fast enough to crack the German Enigma codes. Computers use brute force to process numbers and data. In time terms, they can get through more, faster.

Acceleration has been the keyword in our world since the Industrial Revolution. Machines use time differently to humans. Computers are not time-bound. As biological beings, humans are subject to time, most importantly our allotted span: we die.

And we hate it.

One of the near-future breakthroughs humans can expect is to live longer, healthier lives, perhaps much longer, even 1,000-year lives, if AI biologist Aubrey de Grey is right. Rejuvenation biotechnology will aim to slow down the accumulation of ageing damage in our organs and tissues, as well as repairing or replacing what is no longer fit for purpose.

More life into a time without boundaries.

And if that doesn’t work there is always the possibility of brain upload, where the contents of your brain are transferred to another platform – initially not made of meat.

Would you choose that?

What if dying is a choice?

Living long, perhaps living forever, will certainly affect our notions of time – but recall that clock-time is really only an invention/necessity of



















Postscript (2022): I Can, Therefore I Am

The Metaverse


In the metaverse you’ll be able to do almost everything you can imagine.

Mark Zuckerberg



When I first published 12 Bytes in 2021, Facebook hadn’t rebranded as Meta. That happened later in the year, along with Mark Zuckerberg’s happy-clappy promise of a utopian virtual world – the metaverse – owned by the company formerly known as Facebook.

Meta will still operate under its Facebook, WhatsApp, and Instagram brands, reaching more than 3 billion users around the world.

Meta is much more to Facebook than corporate logistics. For instance, Google renamed its parent company Alphabet in 2015, but for Zuckerberg, the makeover is many things – including a not-so-subtle way of trying to ditch the negativity that clings to the Facebook image; we use it – but do we like it? Not so much.

Facebook had a split-personality problem from the start: ‘Are we a platform? Are we a publisher? Are we responsible for content or are we not?’ These questions haven’t found effective reconciliation via its much-hyped, independent, oversight board. Facebook is regularly criticised for not doing enough to combat hate speech, privacy invasion and conspiracy theories, while doing too much behavioural nudging to get us to spend more time on the platform, part with personal data and buy stuff advertised on its site.

After whistleblower Frances Haugen released what became known as the Facebook Papers (2021), some of the damage caused by the social media giant seemed to look less like unforeseen consequences for a young company that couldn’t know its own strength, and more like either deliberate carelessness intended to protect profits, or structured policy decisions with an eye on the bottom line.

Facebook number two, Sheryl Sandberg, who left the company in 2022, was the powerhouse-mind behind driving the advertising revenue, but overall strategy points to Zuckerberg himself. If the Facebook Papers tell an accurate story, Zuckerberg’s mild and contrite public statements, regularly asking us to remember that Facebook is an organisation still learning, managing outcomes impossible to forecast, seem to be at odds with his in-house, shareholder obsession with global reach, money and power.

Meta as a rebrand can look like a new departure, a line under the past, especially as Sandberg won’t be part of it.

The word itself – deriving from the Greek, and meaning ‘beyond’ or ‘after’ in the sense of what comes after, when a thing is transformed, or carried over (think metaphor, metabolism, metamorphosis) – is typical of the Zuckerberg hubris. (Another good Greek word for overweening pride – and it usually leads to nemesis.)

Whatever Zuckerberg’s romp among the classics turns out to be, Meta is, above all, a meta-opportunity to build new markets. And new markets are what Zuckerberg badly needs.

Facebook is less popular among younger users than it wants to be. ‘Popular’ may be too kind a word – ‘irrelevant’ may be more accurate, as TikTok is swallowing migrating shoals of users and influencers. How to get back the market share? A new product!

As usual with Facebook, the new product isn’t called a product at all – it’s an open community where everyone can buy virtual real estate, set up their business, and build their own avatar (purchasing lots of expensive accessories). Here’s an opportunity to be part of the non-stop party in beautiful, virtual spaces, built by Meta. Even going to work will be fun.


In the metaverse, you’ll be able to do almost anything you can imagine – get together with friends and family, work, learn, play, shop, create – as well as completely new experiences that don’t really fit how we think about computers or phones today.

Mark Zuckerberg, Founder’s Letter, 2021



No mention here of mining data, personalised advertising, or creating products based around Meta’s Oculus VR system, now known as Quest 2. No mention either of Zuckerberg telling investors that he expects to lose significant quantities of cash pursuing his next connectivity dream.

If it works, perhaps the gamble will pay off for Meta. But there are plenty of other companies, and start-ups, who too want to build metaverses.

So, what is the metaverse?

The metaverse is enabled, immersive, 3D internet, at present only available to us when we wear chunky goggles that make a lot of people feel seasick after an hour or so.

At present, the metaverse isn’t much more than a video game, like World of Warcraft, Fortnite or Minecraft, experienced in 3D instead of 2D.

That will change.

The metaverse isn’t like a Zoom call that stops when everyone goes away. It is a persistent reality. Like the real world we live in. You can close your eyes, but America is still there. And it’s there whether you believe in it or not, participate or not. Will the metaverse be a rival world?

It might be.

Certainly, users will be able to build their own homes and businesses in the metaverse, but there will be public spaces too: concert venues, theatres, dance halls, virtual benches in virtual parks where virtual selves can sit down with their virtual dogs.

And shops. Plenty of shops. As so much of retail is already online, an enhanced experience where your body-double avatar can try on the clothes before you buy them will save fashionistas a lot of trouble. A cute idea is to buy an outfit for your avatar, and one for you in the ‘real’ world too. Two for the price of two. I am sure there will be special offers.

In the world where we live, when a developer pays for an entertainment venue, they want to get a return on their money. In the metaverse, big companies who build virtual architecture in virtual spaces will also want a return. Meta is spending billions on its metaverse. There will need to be a hefty payback.

Inevitably, so much of what is envisioned spirals around retail and services. This isn’t a version of Thoreau’s Walden – simple living in natural surroundings with a small carbon footprint. It’s more bling than being.

But there will be genuine low-carbon life-enhancing opportunities.

Meeting others in the metaverse, wherever those others are physically located, is the logical innovation after the phone call and the Zoom call.

If I am in Manchester, UK, and my friend A. M. Homes is in New York City, we can arrange to meet at a location in the metaverse and send our avatars to sit on a beach in virtual Miami or go to an exhibition happening in real time in a virtual Bilbao.

Maybe my friends in Paris, at Shakespeare and Company, will open a new bookstore, not only to sell books, but to host events. AMH and I can do an event, and you can come along. It won’t feel like the Zoom platforms we all got used to during the pandemic, because the sense of being really you in a real space will be, well, real. Your avatar is going to become a part of you.

What’s an avatar?

Most folks have seen the 2009 James Cameron movie, Avatar.

Avatar is a Sanskrit word. In Hinduism, an avatar is a deity in human form. An avatar is your essence translated to a different substrate or platform. If we ever get to the point where we can upload consciousness, or the ‘self’, whatever that turns out to be, then we will be able to download all of that self into any avatar we like – or perhaps more than one, simultaneously.

The great freedom of not being confined to a physical body made of meat and water is the great freedom of not being confined to a physical body at all. Once you are not in a limited space, not only can you be in any space, but you can be in more than one single space as a self that is more than one single self.

Consider that.

It’s a long way off in real life – that would be a post-human experience – but in a virtual world, it will be the new normal.

In June 2022 I went to see the ABBA Voyage concert in a specially designed, 25-metre high, 3,000-seater arena in London.

The abbatars, as ABBA calls them, were created out of computer-generated images of the band, who performed the set in a studio, over five weeks, wearing motion-capture suits. The choreography was then extended, from the band’s original movements, by body doubles.

The avatars were convincing and thrilling – both as 3D-human lookalikes from forty years ago, and as part of the fairy-tale world where size is unregulated and approximate. If you want to be huge, be huge.

As Benny Andersson put it, or as his avatar put it, walking to the front of the stage: ‘To be or not to be is no longer the question.’

It was a Gnostic experience. Perhaps we really are trapped light. I don’t exactly believe that, because I know we are also embodied experience, but my unmediated feeling – before I thought about anything at all – was one of liberation – even though, obviously, the ABBA experience is programmed. What you get is what you will always get – every time and without fail. These avatars have no interactive agency. The spontaneity, and the audience interaction, happens via the ten-piece live band.

In the metaverse, though, things will be different. A band could play ‘live’ but via their avatars, to you and me, also ‘live’, but via our avatars.

As I looked around the venue, and marvelled at what is, in effect, a lightshow, I wondered how soon it will be before the audience is fully digital too. This ABBA tour could continue after the ABBA members are dead and gone. We, the audience, could bring our own avatars for the price of the ticket.

Your avatar is your own envoy. You can design your avatar, and the design is up to you. Microsoft’s CEO Satya Nadella talks about a ‘digital twin’. That’s what ABBA has just done. But the metaverse is more than digital reproduction; it is an opportunity to extend and expand the self.

Think of it as using yourself as a fictional character – a fiction as well as a fact of life. It’s what I did in print form in 1985, in Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit, when I called myself Jeanette. Oranges is a novel, not auto-fiction or autobiography. It’s a created world – a metaverse, where I am an avatar of myself.

Fiction is always ahead of the game. Writers know that what they create is always made out of themselves. When you create your own avatar, there is no need to stop at just one.

For work, you may need to be a suited and booted version of your everyday self – the one colleagues are used to in meetings, and at the office. Beyond that, it’s 3D cosplay, because what is to limit you?

This isn’t a deception – it’s an exploration. I have hopes that boys can be girls and girls can be boys, and we can experience, or try out, versions of ourselves. This could have positive mental health benefits, as well as deepening our understanding of what it is like to act, and interact, as someone who is nearly us, but crucially different to us too.

Yes, we could be in for another body dysmorphia epidemic, as people (mainly women) who hate their physical body, avoid it in favour of a permanently idealised online presence. This is more significant than Photoshopping yourself. We know from internal documents leaked in the Facebook Papers that Instagram has had a trackable and traceable negative effect on a number of female users. Self-hatred won’t be magically put right by an avatar.

Will users opt to set their age as everlastingly youthful in the metaverse?

Imagine the metaverse as an inverted version, in 3D, of Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891). Our avatars enjoy unlimited pleasure and eternal youth, while we wither away at home; the portrait in the attic.

In my 2007 novel The Stone Gods, humanity on Planet Blue is biologically fixed to look young and beautiful – and while humans will enjoy many ways of looking, or even getting, younger in the future, thanks to developments in stem-cell biology, the metaverse is offering a fully customisable – potentially permanent – self in an alternate reality.

Potentially permanent …

When those of us on earth die, and at present that is inevitable, will we carry forward in the metaverse as an avatar? Will those left behind find comfort in an alternate presence, always there, in an alternate world? Just as there are plans to scrape data from social media profiles to develop an app that will text you and talk to you in the voice and manner of the deceased, why not go further and have a walking, as well as a talking, version?

In The Stone Gods, there are holograms of the dead – and the divorced – who continue to live at home. After all, if your husband leaves you, or dies, what’s to stop you recreating him as an avatar in your metaversal forever-home?

This will certainly happen with pets, and perhaps with children too. Nothing need be lost in a reality that is not biological.

Zuckerberg’s ideas for our online presence include ‘realistic’ and ‘stylised’ avatars – which sound more fun than Microsoft’s ‘digital twin’, but both versions miss the glory of the point.

The point is the possibility of different selves that inhabit different space-time. Why must the metaverse be in the present? Time there doesn’t exist. Does it? I mean, it will, functionally, so that we all know what time the concert starts, but it won’t exist in the way humans presently experience it.

Would time in a metaverse need to be a 24-hour seasonal system like Planet Earth? A metaverse of Mars would be quite a different slice of space-time.

Everyone loves the idea of time travel. In the metaverse (remember, there will be LOTS of them), and with your avatar(s), time travel becomes real in a way that could be both educational – what a great way to learn history – and inspirational – a sense of humanity as a rope slung across time.

In theory, the metaverse can be a fully imagined, unlimited, creative space.

In practice, it could turn its users into digital drug addicts.

In the outside world, maybe you live in horrible accommodation, have little money, and no power. In the metaverse, forget all that, and live your dreams. It’s an extreme version of Clark Kent and Superman.

This opium of the people could be used against us, to keep us passive and accepting. To keep us distracted by phantoms and lured by online riches, like fairy gold. There’s a lot of talk about crypto as the currency of the metaverse – but less talk about how we feed, clothe, and house the body wearing the magic glasses. Maybe we will be given Meta-tokens along with food stamps or a universal basic income. The super-rich might prefer this. No need for social justice when we can experience immersive social media.

There is in China now, a growing group of people who identify themselves as two-dimensionals; that is, their significant life, at work and at leisure, happens online. When that experience is not 2D but 3D, will there be any incentive to be in what we call the ‘real’ world?

If you can’t have the child you want – create an avatar-baby, a human Tamagotchi. If you don’t want a messy human relationship, build a home with an avatar-lover. Would you like a huge library, with a roaring fire, and books you can take down from the shelf to read? Would you like to get on your treadmill at home and walk the coast road in Xanadu? It will feel real – though whether that real is the strange drifting half-life of the vampire kiss, that drains away the daytime and leaves us longing for night, I do not know.

When the heavy clunky goggles improve, they will become sexy smart glasses, light to wear and unintrusive. Glasses will likely cede to brain-computer implants (BCIs). You will be your own device, and able to switch between worlds simply by thinking. But you may also be bombarded by advertising you have to deliberately ‘think away’ from to switch it off.

OK, it sounds crazy, but in the current world, Search Engine Optimisation is big business – how to get the keywords or images to lead to YOUR site or product, and not someone else’s. Imagine an influencer you follow pushing a product. You could ‘experience’ the ad or hype automatically – without any clicks, because your mind has already done the clicking by tuning into some place in the metaverse where you meet your influencer – and that will be popular because it will feel like meeting someone who interests you.

If, and when, we can enter metaverses via our thoughts, there will start to be something like a dictionary of the brain – where emotions and sensations can be transmitted without language. I will be able to sense how you feel. We do that anyway, but this will be a direct experience of the emotion of another. And of course, the marketers will be able to ‘tell’ if you are interested in their product or service. It’s a nowhere-to-hide technology coming our way.

Thomas Oxley, CEO of Synchron – a company based in Brooklyn that is developing BCIs – discussed this ‘dictionary of the brain’ idea with me at the TED 2022 conference in Vancouver.

Oxley is a medical doctor and neurologist. The company’s BCI implant technology has just been given FDA clearance to go ahead, as of July 2022, and the first patient, whose thoughts can turn into text, has successfully had the implant. Oxley believes that this type of surgery will become as simple and normal as LASIK eye surgery. This opens the way for healthy people to become their own device, and to connect to the internet via their brain – and it’s this capacity that would allow us, potentially, to ‘read’ one another’s emotional states, bypassing the need for language as a ‘device’.

What Thomas Oxley and I argued about is whether language itself is a player – not just a communication tool. When we find the words, are we, in fact, shaping the thought, and therefore the feeling, rather than just communicating it? I believe so.

Language is not just a capacity – certainly not a set of instructions – it’s a mental reality.

I guess, though, the hive-mind is likely to be a subset of merged reality, and non-verbal communication is inevitable. Alan Turing was fascinated by hive-mind communication back in 1950. Have a look at his paper Computing Machinery and Intelligence.

The metaverse will be a different kind of communication system, as well as a different kind of experienced space.

What’s for sure is that the brain is not a passive organ meekly processing sense-impressions from a world ‘out there’. The brain creates its own reality. The metaverse could act as a psychedelic experience that radically affects our perception of ourselves back in the ‘real’ world. Mind-altering drugs are being trialled for depression and mental disorder because those drugs change the brain. Anyone who has self-medicated knows the effects of cocaine or LSD or a gentle dose of cannabis. What if the chemical effect of drugs that alter our brain chemistry can be reproduced by readjusting our experience of ‘reality’ in other ways?

Those adapt at meditation know what it is like to leave the body behind while being centred in that same body.

Shamans in non-western cultures have always taught that the physical body remains while the astral body travels. That’s what the metaverse will allow.

We know that the brain will ‘believe’ its meta-experiences and transmit sensations to the body – like fear or happiness or vertigo or a sense of weightlessness – but could our 3D physical body feel things in the way that we do every day?

That’s being worked on right now – though the early results will be as clunky as the VR headsets. Meta is trying out a haptic glove, and has partnered with a Californian start-up company, Emerge, that has developed a device with hand-tracking sensors, using ultrasonic waves. So, when your avatar arrives at a meeting, you can squeeze the handshake, feel the high-five and the backslap, or stroke the office’s digital dog.

A Japanese company backed by Sony, H2L Technologies, is developing a wristband to be used alongside goggles or glasses. Early trials allow the wearer to feel the weight of what they pick up in a virtual space, or to catch a ball. They can also feel real pain if the office’s digital dog bites them.

CEO Emi Tamaki believes her company will have solved the problem of feeling-immersion in virtual space by 2029. As a small, light, woman, she isn’t interested in the oversized boys’ own solutions presently on offer. As we know from mobile phones and countless other objects – including car seats – men assume their body size is the template. Not so, dudes! Women in the metaverse won’t want to be weighed down with what feels like diving gear. More women working on the hardware, as well as the software, will bring real differences to the user experience.

Let’s say a touchy-feely metaverse is possible. This could be a huge plus for mental health issues. The talking cure could include the body, creating warm, beautiful spaces, where the nervous, sad, anxious body can be stroked, or float, be weightless, be held by another, without fear.

And, of course, we will be able to feel the hug from our friend who is far away, when we sit together by the virtual ocean, sieving the gritty sand under our haptic-touch fingers.

This technology could be used in hospitals and care homes – in any circumstances where a virtual visit that feels real will make a difference.

In a future pandemic, a metaverse you can touch will render life less lonely.

All good? Sure! But many of the articles you will read about this, stress the dangers too – and it’s right to be thinking about the dangers.

The mind is a powerful freedom tool, but is also its own jailor, and when we are not jailing ourselves, there’s plenty of others who will oppress us. How this plays out in the metaverse – utopia or dystopia – must be decided early and soon.

This isn’t an accidental universe – we are building it from scratch. We could do better this time than all the times before when we’ve said let’s find new territory and start again. All those utopias that went wrong straight away. The Pilgrim Fathers who landed at Plymouth Rock prioritised a church and a gaol. And strict gender roles. The land was a fresh start; the humans were the same old story. And the story is in our minds. That’s the place where change has to happen, whatever universe we are in.

We know the lessons of history. We know the evil in our hearts. Can we learn from what we are and honestly start again?

Not if it’s just a giant shopping mall, we can’t.

Neal Stephenson’s novel Snow Crash coined the term metaverse in 1992. The world he creates is a dystopia, cynically run for profit and power, understood by just a few. Something like Kafka’s The Castle (1926).

In the Matrix movies, there are layers of virtual reality – but there is still a purely human reality: the resistance movement that operates underground. If the metaverse(s) is built according to its present plan, the stated aim is to blend levels of reality. And ultimately, to alter what we know as reality.

Does it matter? Will it matter?

Throughout the essays in 12 Bytes, I have drawn attention to Shoshana Zuboff’s question in her book The Age of Surveillance Capitalism: who decides? Who decides who decides?

There is basic stuff around the internet, as it is now, that needs to be decided before we can go further – particularly privacy issues and trust issues. Who we can trust out there is impossible to know. In the metaverse we will be open to every kind of deception and scam (yes, I know it’s a caring sharing community – pass the sick bag with the company logo on it).

Big Tech, Meta, especially, in its Facebook and Insta incarnations, has failed miserably to do enough to stop trolling and stalking online. Being trolled and stalked by an avatar every time you enter the metaverse is just as likely as making a new friend.

White supremacists can shoot down whoever they like – it’s not real, is it? But it will still be terrorism. A reign of terror against certain people, companies, charities, is a genuine threat.

Governments can’t keep up with Big Tech, and have swallowed the line that legislation strangles innovation. What we really need, before the metaverse rolls out, is a global governance body, with legal weight – an organisation on the scale of the UN, or the World Bank, or NATO – open to everyone who wants a fair, clear, rules-based alternative universe.

If we do it nation by nation – or even blocs of nations – it won’t be enough. I envisage a public–private partnership for global good. Why would that be so hard to achieve?

Well, OK, we know why it would be hard to achieve, but hell, are we saying we can build an alternative world, but we don’t know how to co-operate with each other?

A global governance organisation could urgently address the access issue too.

According to a 2019 UNESCO report, only 55% of households have an internet connection. In the developed world, 87% of us are connected, but that drops to 19% in the world’s poorest nations. The UN calculates that 37% of the world’s population have never been online.fn1

If there is no money to be made for the providers, then the poor will go on being shut out of even basic internet services. That could be addressed now, with global not-for-profit governance.

Will the metaverse worsen the world’s present unequal divide; who is connected and who is not? Or shall we urgently and deliberately work to connect everyone, at the same time as we are building Web 3.0?

And what about kids in the metaverse? We have only just got general global co-operation over the simple and uncontroversial fact that kids should be protected in the digital world as they are in the real world. In the metaverse, children and young people will be vulnerable in new and terrible ways – we must make sure it doesn’t happen.

These are important and necessary questions – and while we are talking about access, and about kids, we should be talking about women too. Namely, where are they?

Women are not doing much of the deciding/designing of the metaworlds to come. If women don’t design those worlds, then women are tourists, at best.

Feminist Met-opia anyone?

I am worried too about the increasing craziness of right-wing America, where angry voices are calling out-loud for a theocracy. A return to God that will magically end mass shootings, racial violence, and divorce. I can only speculate that too many folks who hate the tolerance and inclusivity of the best of the modern world (and that’s what America used to be) watched The Handmaid’s Tale, and thought: ‘Gilead, there’s the place to live.’

The Great American Desire to control the bodies of women is only the beginning of a western-style Taliban. No one of my generation expected to see a handful of religious judges on the Supreme Court overturn a woman’s right to choose. It has happened. There’s more to come.

There is nothing to stop right-wing Godists building their own metaverse.

Scenario: your curious avatar goes to visit a virtual mega-church in the metaverse’s Paradise City – built by the godly for the godly. Or even a bake-sale on behalf of refugees. Christians do charity, don’t they? Cookies will then track you back into your other worlds – information-gathering and seeking to influence your behaviour.

Scenario: your avatar is found guilty of undermining the moral values of Paradise City. She is captured and tortured. She comes to you via your smart glasses, or implant, begging for help. It’s not you, and you know that, but you don’t feel that way – it would be the most frightening mind game.

As our online selves gain a real presence, we can do real harm – and experience real hurt, in new and ingenious ways.

And even if everything is a rose-bed, your avatar will be a permanent tracking code back to ‘you’ for as long as there is such a thing as ‘you’. You are your own double-agent. You are the spy who spies on yourself. Don’t forget that.

At the same time, there is such capacity for beauty here. For freedom and enrichment – but what’s new? Humans have endlessly invented machinery and technology that could benefit the many, not the few, and always, the benefits go to the few, and the burdens, physical, mental, environmental, to the many.

Whatever we invent, our solutions soon become our problems.

There is no hi-tech solution to human stupidity and greed.

Unless, that is, we do consciously begin to seek a transhuman, and eventually a post-human future. An evolutionary choice that is in our hands. Might that mean creating a new god? A superpower intelligence? Maybe.

Maybe the freedom from physical limits that we will experience in the metaverse will give us a sense of what a fully evolved Homo sapiens could be.

It is important that Mark Zuckerberg, and what some might view as his surveillance company now known as Meta, doesn’t control the metaverse. Other big players will want their share, of course, and at present, metaverses will be like medieval walled cities – you won’t be able to move your ‘stuff’ from one place to another. There’s no virtual U-Haul yet.

Adam Mosseri, CEO of Instagram, spoke in his TED talk in 2022 about a passport system run by Meta that would allow passage of goods and services and stuff, and ‘you’, to happen between worlds (platforms). Sounds great, but in effect, is Meta planning to control immigration in cyberspace? There will have to be a revenue stream – it’s not going to be a Good Deed.

But perhaps we will have to have identity cards in the metaverse. I don’t think humans are ready for unregulated space. I hope we are ready for invented space.

As someone who makes a living out of inventing worlds, and who knows that reading a book has been the key to the lock for so many people across time and place, I believe in inventing worlds. Invent as much as you can – especially yourself; don’t be a prisoner of your own facts – be the pioneer of your own fiction.

We are more than the data-sets we were trained on. There is escape.

That’s not the same thing as escapism – which might be all that Meta has to offer, as the planet heats, and wars threaten what’s left.

The metaverse has the potential for all of us to explore our inner space; the creative self not confined by physical or practical limits – certainly not by gender or skin colour.

Every child is a world builder. If she has no toys, she will sit on the kitchen floor, and make a world out of pots and pans. Children are born into a blended reality. Their dog and their teddy bear sleep on the same bed. The story of the wicked witch is as real as the man on the bus who pulls funny faces. We teach children what is real, and what is not, with the bizarre exception of religious teaching, where kids are encouraged to believe in a whole panoply of immortal, invisible beings, keenly interested in their welfare – at least until the sins pile up. Humans come pre-loaded for the metaverse, and its seductions of augmented, blended, virtual, and eventually, indistinguishable worlds.

And what about our human interaction with non-human systems? In the metaverse the Turing Test – can you tell it’s a machine and not a person – may not be relevant.

In June 2022, Google suspended software engineer Blake Lemoine, part of the artificial intelligence development team, for going public with his claim that a Google LaMDA chatbot he was working on was sentient.

Language Model for Dialogue Applications AI is trained on vast amounts of text, and works by predicting what letters, and therefore what sense, will follow – and so it appears to respond as humans do (or better than a lot of humans do) when in fact it is stringing together plausible responses to prompts – in effect, going through all the variables at lightning speed.

Lemoine’s claims have been roundly trashed. In July 2022, Google fired him for breaching confidentiality policies. Lemoine refuses to back down.

But are we missing the point here? Are we asking the wrong question? If there’s a chatbot out there that humans will form a relationship with (see the essay here, ‘My Bear Can Talk’), then that is more interesting, to me, than deciding whether the program is sentient.

Of course, our brains anthropomorphise any interaction. We are always looking for connection. In the metaverse, being biological isn’t where it’s at. Why wouldn’t chatbots be a full and fascinating part of our metaverse reality? Those chatbots can be embodied – and shift their embodiment, just as we can.

As I’ve said elsewhere in these essays, a significant number of people have always, and do still, experience their most profound relationship with a non-bio entity that likely doesn’t exist: a sky-god.

The metaverse will be a place of challenge. A place where assumptions won’t help us. It’s a place to be open-minded and see what human feels like when it doesn’t feel confined to a single physical self in a time-bubble.

Perhaps the metaverse is the next step on our evolutionary journey – but towards what? Not one thing, not one time, not one place, not one experience, not one life. Not one self. More life into a time without boundaries?

And there is one last thing for me to say – at least for now – given how fast this world is moving.

A metaverse is a persistent, alternate world. You go there as an avatar. This seems to be what Shakespeare understood in those plays of his known as ‘comedies’ (because they have a happy ending, kind of). Think about A Midsummer Night’s Dream, or As You Like It, where characters who are, and aren’t, themselves (avatars twice over, because they are actors playing characters who aren’t themselves) find themselves in a forest – a look-alike world where the rules are slightly different. We could talk about All’s Well That Ends Well, a shipwreck to shore situation, where characters in disguise mix with the ‘local’ inhabitants, just as human avatars will mix with avatars specially created for the metaverse.

Above all, there is The Tempest. On an island (metaverse), Prospero lures in the humans who must discover that they are really playing a part – and always were. Shakespeare sums it up pretty well:


Our revels now are ended. These our actors,

As I foretold you, were all spirits and

Are melted into air, into thin air:

And, like the baseless fabric of this vision,

The cloud-capp’d towers, the gorgeous palaces,

The solemn temples, the great globe itself,

Yea, all which it inherit, shall dissolve

And, like this insubstantial pageant faded,

Leave not a rack behind. We are such stuff

As dreams are made on, and our little life

Is rounded with a sleep.



Do you see? Not solid. Not 3D. Not biological. The only thing Shakespeare got wrong is that our revels are ended. I expect they are about to begin.
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Footnote

Postscript (2022): I Can, Therefore I Am


fn1 Guardian, 30 November 2021.
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