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I dedicate this book to humanity, past, present, and future.

To all of us, and all we are yet to become.

To the countless lives behind us, who found meaning in mystery and lit the path ahead. Who dreamed, invented, failed, loved, suffered, endured, and carried us forward. To those alive today, holding the world’s weight in uncertain hands.

And to those still to come, however you may look, however you may live. May we remember what it means to be human, even as we step into the unknown.

To the ones we are becoming, hybrid, posthuman, digital, and divine. May you hold infinity in the palm of your hand, and eternity in an hour.
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Prologue

 

This century, humanity stands at a crossroads. We will either transcend the evolutionary ladder to a godlike level or succumb to extinction through technological achievements and our lack of wisdom and foresight. Historical figures like Charles Darwin and Friedrich Nietzsche would certainly marvel at our accomplishments thus far. We are on the brink of engineering our own evolutionary destiny for the first time in our species’ history, ascending to stand eye to eye with the god Nietzsche famously asserted we had killed:

God is dead! God remains dead! And we have killed Him! How can we console ourselves, the murderers of all murderers! The holiest and the mightiest thing that the world has ever possessed has bled to death under our knives – who will wipe this blood from us? With what water could we clean ourselves? What festivals of atonement, what holy games will we have to invent for ourselves? What lustrations, what sacred games shall we have to invent? Is the magnitude of this deed not too great for us? Do we not ourselves have to become gods merely to appear worthy of it? There was never a greater deed ­and whoever is born after us will on account of this deed belong to a higher history than all history up to now!’ 

Embarking on a revision of Nietzsche’s iconic declaration that ‘God is dead!’ is fitting for this chapter in humanity’s story and our emerging intelligent creations.

The digital ether has dimmed our faith in the old deities, replacing it with a new admiration for code, data and machines. No longer do otherworldly domains dictate our fates; our technology charts our course. We sought efficiency, speed and precision and, in doing so, we wrote a new digital scripture.

Our temples are no longer constructed of brick and mortar but rather ones and zeros. We pour our confessions into search engines, seek guidance from digital oracles and find our community within virtual worlds.

But do we understand the impact of our creations? The artificial intelligences we have birthed, like the gods of old, can be benevolent or wrathful, leading us to enlightenment or enslaving us in echo chambers. We must remember that while we’ve programmed our new gods they, in turn, now shape our realities, beliefs and desires, wielding infinite power over their creators.

In this new era of humanity, it is not enough to be mere programmers or users. We must be thoughtful architects, mindful of the digital heavens and hells we have inadvertently created. Artificial intelligence may reign supreme in these digital realms, but its genesis is in humanity. Will we transcend the evolutionary ladder, taking the stage as gods side by side with our creations, or has humanity sown the seeds of its extinction?


Introduction

 

The Age of Gods explores humanity’s captivating, uncertain and dangerous existential voyage with an abridged history of our past and present and what lies ahead. As humanity enters this new chapter, themes of what we don’t know (known unknowns), any problems we seek to solve, and the problems we cannot fathom, let alone solve (unknown unknowns), arise.

We stand on the shoulders of all that came before us and build upon their hard work and imagination. We inherited the world as it is, not as we wished it to be. The 21st century is arguably the most critical period in the history of humanity. Choices past and present will determine whether the 21st century brings about the extinction of humanity or ushers in a future age of abundance, a near-utopian existence for our species and those yet to come.

Technological determinism is the primary driver behind our civilisation’s trajectory, with humanity for the most part passengers on the voyage to an unknown destination. As well as technological determinism, this book explores the need for humanity to harness longtermism and effective altruism, which fortunately provide some of the best tools to help ensure our species’ long-term survival.

We are facing threats to our civilisation’s continued existence. Humanity is about to birth incomprehensibly intelligent conscious lifeforms we will not be capable of controlling. We call this artificial intelligence (AI). They will have the ability to enslave and control us and end humanity in the blink of an eye, if they so choose. They will be gods. We have always imagined our gods to be the highest possible form of intelligence, but this understanding will be dwarfed by the true capabilities of these gestating AI gods. Humanity must recognise that we are all one people – e pluribus unum. Our differences can and often do divide us, but harnessing them as a strength can give humanity hope.

Today’s artificial narrow intelligence (ANI) has superhuman capabilities in specific tasks. In 2016, ANI beat Go world champion Lee Sedol using a move unseen by humans in the 4,000-year history of the game. Other ANIs have solved a protein-folding problem with high-fidelity predictions of three-dimensional folding structures in approximately 200 million proteins. This has vast implications for the future of medicine. But ANIs work as they are told to work by humans. ANIs can work on tremendous innovation, yet they’re used with significant effect to manipulate and divide us through social media platforms. Here, they use pattern recognition tools that predict human behaviour to foster ever-increasing online engagement. If humanity cannot limit the threats that our current ANI poses to us, what hope is there for humanity when artificial general intelligence (AGI – human-level and higher AI) and artificial superintelligence (ASI – godlike intelligence) exists?

The ultimate problem our species must address is that merging humanity with AI is necessary for our continued existence, no matter the consequences. Failure to do so is suicide on a societal scale. Yet, while making such a proclamation, I will acknowledge that there will always be people who go against the grain. Therefore, pockets of humanity will always endure, and the post-human species will protect them because of their shared origin.

In this book, I address whether humanity can genuinely exercise free will for the first time in history or if we’ll remain trapped, limited in our perception and understanding, like those prisoners in Plato’s allegory of the cave. In our modern world, technology is our cave, deeply embedded in almost every part of our lives, turning us into prisoners. We are racing at light speed towards a future where technological change outpaces our ability to respond to it, leading humanity to the technological singularity. No longer the captains, we are merely passengers on a journey to a destination unknown.

Part two of this book is the most important and my primary motivation for writing. It provides the necessary tools and a very rough framework to build upon that I believe gives humanity our best chance at avoiding extinction in this century. Hope for immediate and long-term survival lies in the creation of a super nonprofit organisation called UnityWorks. It aims to save humanity from itself and our creations by wielding our differences as our strengths and attempting to unite the human species.

I will criticise the flaws inherent in democracy while exploiting the wisdom of yesteryear’s thinkers. I point a spotlight at the pressures that democracy faces today, with consideration to implementable safeguarding solutions and revisions, while bearing in mind Churchill’s quote: ‘Democracy is the worst form of governance except for all others that have been tried.’ I intend to challenge this with my ‘radically transparent democratic idea meritocracy’, born from my readings of Ray Dalio and his successful implementation of an idea meritocracy at his firm Bridgewater Associates.

As we begin this journey, we begin not with our own time but with the distant past, long before the rise of civilisation. As we will discover, the earliest roots of what we consider human ingenuity almost certainly predate humans. But where did we learn this? Let’s find out!


 
 

PART ONE

 

Pre- and Post-Technological 
Singularity


Chapter 1 

An abridged history 
of past and present 

 

 

Homo sapiens first emerged approximately 200,000 to 230,000 years ago from our birth cradle on the African continent. About 70,000 years ago, we embarked on an expansive migration journey, populating almost every corner of Earth. While our ancestral cousins faced extinction, we generally thrived. In his book Humankind: A Hopeful History, historian Rutger Bregman suggests a profound theory about why Neanderthals, the last of our cousin species to walk the Earth, were condemned to extinction. Despite Neanderthals having brains 15% larger than ours, stronger muscles and demonstrated cultural advancements such as stone tools, jewellery, clothing and burying their dead, Bregman suggests Homo sapiens had a more aggressive nature. Being the meaner species of the two was the deciding factor for the extinction of Neanderthals.

In 2013, a previously unknown species of hominids was discovered in a narrow cave system close to Johannesburg, South Africa. They became known as Homo naledi, and they’re old – ancient, even – living between 236,000 to 335,000 years ago. Homo naledi’s brains were pretty small in comparison to Homo sapiens’, about the size of an orange, but don’t let that fool you. Homo naledi’s existence is significant because we discovered they also did things we attribute to modern humans, including burying their dead. This wasn’t just digging a shallow hole and calling it a day; we’re talking about a full-on funeral reception, showing the capability to understand the finality of death and mourn their losses with compassion and love. Their experiences were all too human!

But that’s not all. Naledi were artists, too; their cave drawings may be the earliest known evidence of cave art. Furthermore, Naledi’s cave system shows they had the know-how to cultivate fire, possibly using it in burial rituals and to cook their food. The discovery also included what appears to be a stone tool intentionally buried with one of their dead. What an incredible discovery if true.

The discovery of Homo naledi, cave-dwelling artists with their tiny, orange-sized brains and intentional burying of their dead, is a wrinkle in the history of the human ego. Naledi reminds us that intelligence and consciousness aren’t the exclusive domain of humanity. We’re merely another step in the long journey of intelligence on Earth.

It makes you reassess what it means to be human, right? Perhaps Bregman was correct in his assessment that Homo sapiens inherited the Earth by being the meanest kids on the block, rather than being the most intelligent. Homo naledi and Neanderthals serve as a humbling reminder that we likely aren’t and won’t always be the most intelligent species.

The history of civilisation as we know it begins with the Agricultural Revolution approximately 10,000 years ago. After abandoning our once-nomadic lifestyle of hunting and foraging to survive, we embraced farming and the cultivation of livestock, which in turn led to population booms and the first societies. But this transition was challenging. Densely populated settlements were a breeding ground for diseases, especially given our new proximity to livestock. Meanwhile, the threat of famine was present with every failed harvest and natural disaster. External threats, like invasions from neighbouring tribes, added to our new vulnerabilities. Settlements were easily raided and burnt down. We learnt that fire, which we had used to keep us warm and cook our food, could be weaponised. Nevertheless, our determination to forge ahead with civilisation was unwavering. This resulted in today’s benefits: from stable food sources, medicines, electricity, entertainment, global transportation, community and every other creature comfort!

Civilisation’s earliest footprints can be found in Mesopotamia in Iraq, the world’s first city; Göbekli Tepe, the archaeological outlier in Turkey; and Egypt, known for its many ancient archaeological wonders, most notably the Great Pyramids of Giza and the Sphinx. These civilisations began between 3,500 BCE and 500 ACE. They used writing systems that captured our first recorded history, with many examples surviving to the current day. This was a time of empires rising from the ashes and falling in cycles. Babylonian to Greek and Roman empires, as well as enduring religions like Islam, Judaism and Christianity, have their origins in this period.

From the 5th century until the 14th century, Europe entered the Dark Ages. The fall of the Roman Empire was followed by a descent into stagnation and feudalism. During this period, we witnessed the rise and fall of the Mongol Empire led by Genghis Khan, who amassed vast interconnected territories as large as Africa, a land grab of unprecedented size until the rise of the British Empire in the late 16th to early 17th centuries. From Canada to India, Australia, New Zealand and others, the legacy of the British Empire is both the horrors of colonialism and the proliferation of democracy beginning with the first democratic document: the Magna Carta, in the 13th century. This document forms part of the Westminster system, which sets the standard by which Commonwealth nations should be effectively governed.

Europe entered the Renaissance era from the 14th to the 18th centuries. This was a recovery from stagnation. The invention of Johannes Gutenberg’s printing press in 1450 sparked an explosion of knowledge across Europe and the world. Knowledge of the thinkers of old, including Socrates and Plato, and religion flourished outside the hands of the privileged few. This was our first taste of truly beneficial automated technology. The Renaissance gave us a spectrum of scientific discoveries and now-iconic scientists and artists like Sir Isaac Newton, Leonardo da Vinci, Mozart, Beethoven and Bach. However, global imposition of European culture brought with it the grim reality of the slave trade, epitomising humanity’s capacity to be evil to its fellow man.

Humanity had not yet seen a revolution as transformative as the Industrial Revolution. It was a reawakening of human ingenuity that redefined how civilisation operated. From the late 18th century to the early 20th century, the Industrial Revolution brought about the age of machines and unprecedented expansion and progress.

The steam engine was a technological marvel, transforming raw materials into speed. Distances between cultures and trade were closed through trains and railroads crossing the land and ships capable of traversing the vastness of the ocean without needing fair winds. The harnessing of steam aided by dead plants and animals (coal) was a triumph of human ingenuity over the natural world.

Shortly after, the age of electrification led to the mechanisation of factories and the invention of farming machines, cars, sewing machines, cameras and the telegraph. Brief periods of social upheaval followed, with many sectors disrupted and eliminated by new technologies. When Ned Ludd destroyed two stocking frames in a fit of rage, he could never have envisaged the movement that took his name: the Luddites. The Luddite movement fought, largely by destroying machinery, for those whose jobs were eradicated by new technologies. But ultimately this mechanical revolution ended many menial, manual jobs. New jobs and industries emerged, which in turn fuelled previously unimaginable economic growth. A massive population boom followed, providing more oxygen to fuel even greater fires of financial prosperity. The hatred and destruction of machines quickly vanished as society struggled to keep up with progress.

Much like the Agricultural Revolution, the consequences of the Industrial Revolution introduced new health hazards: deforestation wiping out entire ecosystems, and chemicals leaching into our groundwater and bodies, poisoning the air we breathe with toxic smog, demonstrating the double-edged sword of our technologies and the unknowns they create.

As humanity entered the 20th century, continued advancements brought about the invention and mass adoption of cars, radio entertainment and communication, television, aeroplanes, rockets, the splitting of the atom, transistors and more. These technologies allowed humanity to wage war on a global scale for the first time.

The First and Second World Wars also highlight the double-edged sword of our technology. The WWI death toll sits at approximately 16 million people, whereas WWII culminated in the deaths of roughly 60 million people – an almost 400% increase! New technologies unavailable during WWI, like the aeroplane, fighter jet and reliable radio communication technologies, were some of the driving factors behind such dramatic differences.

WWII concluded with the creation and use of the atomic bomb. This new capability, unrivalled in its destructive capacity, provided humanity the power to end civilisation. The tragic demonstration of destructive force on the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki showcased the capabilities and horrors of these new weapons. While this act arguably ended the war sooner than anticipated and reduced what would have been a much higher death count, the price was incredibly high for Japan. These two weapons of mass destruction resulted in the deaths of approximately 220,000 people almost instantaneously. The long-term effects, including cancer caused by radioactive fallout, significantly increased the death toll in the following years and decades. However, a small pocket of tremendous suffering prevented larger-scale loss.

Humanity entered the Cold War period immediately following the dramatic conclusion of WWII. This geopolitical chess game between the Soviet Union and the United States of America ended with the spectacular collapse of the USSR in 1991. It is known as the Cold War due to the nuclear capabilities of both nations and their abilities to end civilisation in under an hour during an all-out atomic war. This brings to mind the quote attributed to Albert Einstein, ‘I know not with what weapons World War III will be fought, but World War IV will be fought with sticks and stones.’

Vastly more powerful weapons of mass destruction were developed during the Cold War period; the hydrogen bomb made the atomic bomb seem like a firecracker. Despite posing an existential threat to civilisation, nuclear weapons have played a critical role in maintaining unprecedented peace throughout the world that surprisingly holds to this day. However, this defence is a live grenade, ever present, holding humanity hostage. We must have the courage to part ways with civilisation-ending technology, otherwise we are doomed to one day use it and erase millennia of progress.

As humanity leapt into the latter half of the 20th century, the development of desktop and personal computers and exponential increases in transistor density laid the foundation for the most transformative evolutionary period in human history: the internet and the information revolution. Starting in the early 1990s, we witnessed a rapid, almost virus-like spread of internet adoption worldwide. Much like the Renaissance birthed out of the Gutenberg printing press, this new era ushered in the information age, with the world’s collective knowledge becoming accessible to anyone with a computer and internet connection.

Consequently, the internet became the second technology humanity developed capable of ending civilisation. As we will soon discover, our first civilisation-ending technology, nuclear weapons, is deeply intertwined with the internet’s destructive capabilities.

Humanity entered the 21st century hot on the heels of the internet and its ever-growing abilities. Access to new educational platforms and the vastness of humanity’s collective knowledge allowed for a self-education revolution. Self-taught gurus and budding entrepreneurs are tapping the internet to learn skill sets that have changed the lives of millions in incalculable ways.

Online advertising became vital, allowing nascent social media platforms like Myspace, Facebook, Twitter and YouTube to generate revenue and become profitable businesses.

The late 2000s put the smartphone and internet into the palm of our hands, introducing applications that transformed everything from food delivery, music streaming, accommodation and dating apps with multibillion-dollar companies like Uber, Spotify, Airbnb and Tinder.

With the internet, we saw only the possibilities and forgot the drawbacks that new technologies bring. It wasn’t until social media platforms matured and became digital addictions that we saw the rise of misinformation and fake news. Echo chambers, driven by the conventional algorithms tweaked with machine learning, led to artificial narrow intelligence (ANI). ANIs targeting advertising and personal information proliferated, which steadily snowballed into the fracturing of society through manipulation at scale.

The smartphone is the critical accelerant. Access to the world’s collective knowledge with a few taps is powerful and can be as beneficial as it can be detrimental. We’ve seen the rise of harmless conspiracy theories, from the believers in the flat Earth theory proven to be incorrect in the 3rd century BCE, to the rise of political extremism, misinformation, disinformation and fake news. But the fault doesn’t lie with the smartphone itself. We had desktop PCs and laptops long before the smartphone was invented. So, what went wrong once they became small enough to put into our pocket?

So-called dumb phones of the past only allowed for basic communication: calls, texts and, if you were lucky, emails. We weren’t addicted to these devices; they were only a tool. If anything, most of our time was spent in the painstaking process of typing out our text messages. If you don’t know what I’m referring to, just imagine a lot of rapid-paced button-clicking noises!

The smartphone was a less complicated means of engaging with technology. This development appealed to our psychology. We didn’t need to be plugged in anymore; we could use 3G rather than cable or dial-up. It was also infinitely easier to take pictures of ourselves, our families, friends and our lives and share them. No longer were a mountain of steps (including digital scanners) involved. Cameras and video capabilities improved rapidly on these devices with each iteration, driven by consumer demand for better image quality. This in turn is why we see multiple camera lenses on our phones today – some have more than five!

As we close in on nearly 20 years of the
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