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THE SPIRITUAL SIDE OF CYBORGS

Rev. Allen Wells

Delivered at The UU Fellowship of St. John, USVI, Jan. 13, 2013


“Within thirty years, we will have the technological means to create 


superhuman intelligence. Shortly after, the human era will be ended.” Vener Vinge

In the early 1970’s, at a UU conference on Religion in the Age of Science held on Star Island, I met Dr. Manfred Clynes and Marvin Minsky.  Minsky was co-founder of the MIT Artificial Intelligence Laboratory.  Dr. Clynes is a world renowned neuro-scientist, and not incidentally, a world class pianist.  A decade earlier, Dr. Clynes and his colleague, Nathan Kline, coined the term “cyborg”. A  cyborg is a being that is partly biological and partly electronic/mechanical. Clynes and Minsky spoke about how they foresaw us fast evolving into hybrid beings. They opened my mind to the likelihood that we truly are about to evolve into a new life form, a probability I would once have believed to be only possible in science-fiction. 

Those in the forefront of human/computer interfacing, now believe in much more.  They predict that we will quickly pass through the cyborg stage and become wholly bionic beings, or dissolve into superhuman, intelligent computers.  That is those of us who want to, or can afford to, or who can’t afford not to.

I. Two Trends

It is not incidental that our advance towards artificial intelligence occurs within the context of degrading natural environment. These two momentous trends are related, and neither receives the attention they deserve, perhaps because the consequences are so mind blowing, that we just don’t want to go there.  But, as intelligent, conscionable UUs, I believe that we can first face our future and then guide it.   

I’ve used the term cyborg to title this talk, but the development of artificial intelligence is one of four technologies that are drastically modifying ourselves and our environment.   Joel Garreau, author of Radical Evolution coined the acronym GRIN to describe these, and I am indebted to his research. (2)They are or genetic, robotic, intelligence that is artificial, and nanotechnology.

Not only are GRIN technologies changing our world, the rate at which they are changing it is different from that of all former technologies.  Whereas former technologies grew at a linear rate GRIN technologies are expanding at an exponential rate.  The Google glasses that are now in preparation and which will allow us to choose whether to live in reality or virtual reality are the bare beginning of a new kind of life.  Retinal implants which will soon follow stand to alter how we live even more.    

Environmental degradation and GRIN development multiply the effect of each other.  As the natural world deteriorates; and natural resources such as water, fuel, crops grow shorter in supply or become contaminated, we will be motivated to develop more and more artificial technologies to try to protect ourselves.  And the more we remove ourselves from the natural world, the less we will care about it, and the more artificial we will want to become. We end up in a feedback loop with unpredictable consequences. (3) 
 II.  Trade Off   

GRIN technologies are not evil.  They promise much benefit.  The problems is that we rarely acknowledge that every new technology comes  with a trade off. (4) One analyst of technological change has said that the prime motivation for a new technology is to remedy the unintended effects of the previous one.  As our technologies become more powerful so do the unintended trade offs. 

The unintentional consequences of GRIN could very bad.  Bill Joy, the co-founder of Sun Microsystems, predicted in the April 2000 issue of Wired Magazine the possible “extinction of the human race as a result of. . . the use of nanotechnology and the take over by elite intelligent machines.”  He was inspired to write his article by the letter Albert Einstein sent in 1939 to FDR to alert him to the possible disastrous consequences of atomic energy.  Joy opines that if the elite machines are soft-hearted liberals they may keep the rest of us on welfare for a time, but he worries that they might not be of such generous persuasion. (Radical Evolution, p. 143)
III.  Five Motivations for GRIN Technologies  

a.  Fear

Our intention in creating new technologies is critically important.   Unfortunately the creation of GRIN technologies is frequently motivated by fear.  The military spins most of them off.  The primary military agency is the United States Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, DARPA for short. President Eisenhower created DARPA in 1958 after the shock of Sputnik because he feared Soviet military advantage. 24 DARPA exercises an influence far greater than its funding because it utilizes research laboratories in universities and industries all over the country.  The bad guys in Michael Crichton’s book Prey were all funded by DARPA.  DARPA pioneered the internet, and email, and was a key player in in GPS, the cell phone, and night-vision seeing. Its Defense Science Office now spends $14 million per year to develop an interface between the human brain and computer (s19) 5), that is, to create cyborgs.
b. Fun

However, many of the people who work at DARPA or in GRIN technologies, do not do so from fear but for the fun of it. To work for fun is wonderful, but we also need to be reflective.  When I consider the lack of reflection that often exists among GRIN technologists, I am reminded of folk singer Tom Lehrer’s satire about the German engineer, Werner Von Braun who built the German V2 rocket and after the war came to work for the US military.  Lehrer sang: “Don’t say he’s hypocritical, Say rather that he’s apolitical.  ‘Once the rockets are up who cares where they come down? That’s not my department,‘ says Werner von Braun.”   

c.  Profit

Thirdly, motivation for profit also looms large in GRIN development as it does in most technological development.   Mindful of this, arguing against the development of human/computer interface feels like arguing against the development of the plow.  

d. Human Betterment 

And of course, we develop GRIN technologies to relieve human suffering.  A friend of mine has been able to restore her hearing by having a very small computer implanted near her ear.  Her cochlear implant consists of a small chip with a microphone that converts sound waves into an electrical signal that it then transmits directly to the brain, by-passing the brain’s malfunctioning natural nervous system connection. (6)

Two years ago I saw an exhibit on The Brain at the Museum of Natural History, which demonstrated a Transcranial Magnetic Stimulation device. This TMS collects the brain wave patterns associated with thoughts.  This will be very helpful for those with prosthetic limbs.  Just by thinking it, a person could move her/his prosthetic arm and pour a cup of tea. And unfortunately, just as easily, a person at a console in Colorado could think about dropping a bomb in Yemen and so with a drone. 

DARPA is now researching how to connect implants in our brain wirelessly with implants in the brains of others, so we can do entirely without mobile devices.  When this happens we will have achieved a kind of Vulcan Mind Meld.   What will it be like to know at any moment what our lover is thinking! Wow! 

e. Destiny

But, the most important motivation for many A.I developers is that they believe that increasing in A.I. is our destiny. Whereas the old school of Christianity believed we humans devolved from God, fell from heaven, and were banished from Eden; the newer, transhuman, scientific school believes we are steadily evolving, climbing a virtual Babel’s tower, and reaching into heaven for the first time.  The ultimate goal is to literally become God. As Ray Kurzweil writes: (7)


“ the freeing of our thinking from the severe limitations of its 
biological form may be regarded as an essential spiritual quest”  (v.also 262)

 
We will be part of this very rapid explosion of intelligence, and beauty, 
and a 
very rapid acceleration of this evolutionary process.  And that, to 
me is 
what God is.  Evolution, I think, is a spiritual process because it 
moves closer to what we have considered God.” (p. 128)  
IV.  Transhumanism

A large number of scientists, engineers, and  common citizens involved with GRIN technologies are formally or informally associated with the movement called Transhumanism that is focused on transcending ourselves. The first Secretary of the World Transhumanist Association, now called “Humanity +” was James Hughes. Hughes describes himself as a former Buddhist monk and “attenuated” UU.”  He attends the UU Fellowship in Storrs, Connecticut and is a member of the UU Buddhist Fellowship as well UUs for Economic Justice. (8)  A few years ago, Hughes and other transhumanist UUs formed TUUN, the “Transhumanist UU Network which affiliated with the UUA. 

I suppose that I am a Transhumanist in the sense that I do not believe we homo sapiens represent the final stage in evolution.  I have always been inspired by the famous words of Frederich Nietsche spoken through his fictional profit, Zarathustra, that “man is something to be surpassed”. (9)  But, the Ann Rand type superman that Nietzsche believed in, whose characteristics the Nazis co-opted and made racial does not fulfill my spiritual longings. Kurzweil and many transhumanists strive to transform us into race of super computational intelligences. But computational intelligence is only one form of many intelligences. 

a. Social Intelligence

Our brain has evolved a marvelous range of intelligences. Some researches now identify eighteen. In addition to our magnificent cortex,  We’ve developed frontal lobes that enable us to plan.  Through countless years of evolution we have developed circuitry that enables us to empathize and feel compassion. Recently we’ve discovered that our circuitry for compassion functions through what have been dubbed, “mirror neurons”.  These neurons enable us to recreate another’s emotional and intentional state inside ourselves and to differentiate between theirs and our own. And vice versa. Our inner state of mind radiates outward and is interpreted by others.  Therefore we can “catch” each other’s emotions.  For example, in the experience of “darshan”, a  student can literally absorb the vibes of his/her enlightened teacher. 

We develop compassion through three stages.  First we need to attend to the other. This means that we must be carful about interjecting electronic media between ourselves and another, because they inhibit our intimate attention.  But, if we attend, we automatically begin to empathize with the other. Then, we can decide how to respond.

b. Spiritual Intelligence

We have not only developed emotional and social intelligences. We have developed a spiritual intelligence. Recently, we’ve discovered the area of the brain where circuits, when stimulated by meditation and other practices, unfreeze our sense of ego that accounts for our feeling of being trapped as separate beings, alienated from the universe.  These circuits enable us to experience our oneness. 

c. Research

In the last few decades neuroscientists have imaged the virtuous states that shaman and yogis, Jewish prophets, Islamic mystics, The Buddha,  and Jesus, subjectively discovered and taught a long time ago. This objective confirmation and the increased learning that results from it offers us for the first time a unique opportunity to combine subjective and objective investigation for spiritual development.  

To mention only three examples, Dr. Richard Davidson, Director of the  Waisman Laboratory for Brain Imaging and Behavior at the University of Wisconsin is studying the brain plasticity of meditating lamas designated by the Dalai Lama.  And research at the Mind Life Institute, supported by the Dalai Lama, is providing us new insight into ways of expanding our compassion. And Stanford University has established a Center for Compassion and Altruism Research and Education.   

V. Superman or Bodhisattva?

a. UU Perspective

The question is, will be be able to incorporate our ancient wisdom and turn our new knowledge towards building a world that is not only smart but that is caring and compassionate? 

I think of this goal as our UU goal. We covenant, as our First Principle states it, “to affirm and promote the inherent worth and dignity of every person”, and in our seventh principle, “to affirm and promote respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part”.

UU Tim Berners-Lee is the physicist who created the world wide web.  He draws a parallel between UUism and the web.  Both, he says are decentralized and respectful and they have a higher purpose.  Affirmed by our UU tradition, Lee did not seek some kind of patent protection.  Instead, he gave away his discovery.  He asks: “Why doesn’t everyone do this?”  (11)
b. Bodhisattva Perspective

The virtues of loving kindness as taught by The Buddha, and love as exemplified by Jesus are, in Mahayana Buddhism, taken to their full height in the concept of the bodhisattva.  A bodhisattva is one who gains the ability for enlightenment but forgoes it, in order to remain on this earth and help liberate all other beings. He vows that:   



“For the benefit of all sentient beings



As long as space remains,



As long as sentient beings remain



Until then may I too remain



And dispel the miseries of the world.”

Will we transform ourselves into Bodhisattvas? Given the dominant motivations for developing AI and GRIN I am pessimistic, but I am also hopeful.  Cyborgs could become bodhisattvas.  I pray that we will develop our knowledge of the brain and the universe, less in order to control life and more for the sake of caring and connecting in life’s interdependent web.  I pray that we will sacrifice our powerful drive for self-survival and domination in order to experience of the bliss of generosity, kindness, and community.

c. Our Personal Response-ability for Our Spiritual Evolution

Each of us can help to make this possible.  Former Vietnamese monk,Thich Nhat Hanh famously noted that when sea pirates attacked refugees on boats escaping from Viet Nam, the presence of one calm person at the prow, could reduce the violence. Each of us in this room, living in a terrified world as we do, bears an awesome responsibility and enormous influence for creating calm and bestowing compassion.    

Our challenge is not to do something new, but to do it more consciously and in a more committed manner. I am reminded of an old Ziggy carton.  Ziggy is standing before a sign at a national park.  Right behind him there is a grizzly bear that he doesn’t see.  He’s not looking around him.  He’s looking at the sign.  The sign reads:  “You are here.  Look around you and get moving fast.”

Our personal spiritual practice now becomes absolutely important.  Meditation becomes not just a pleasant respite from our day - though at times we may need just that.  It becomes an evolutionary necessity.  Through it we have the opportunity to re-direct our minds so that we may increasingly saturate the world with loving kindness.

The Dalai Lama has declared that, “with further development of the technology, eventually a new type of human being...say due to these machines, something...welcome, no problem.  If that comes, then the reincarnation of the Dalai Lama also may be one like that.”

May we live our lives considerately, mindfully, and kindly, that we may  create future beings that would be worthy of such an incarnation.   May we move beyond the vision of a self-centered super-humanism and commit ourselves to becoming wise and compassionate Bodhisattvas. 

May it be so.
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