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Main characters:
Raymond Kurtz – fashioned somewhat after inventor/scientist Ray Kurzweil
Rev Faintspell – fashioned after any of a number of TV preachers
Bob Mover – A semi-neutral TV commentator with a pan religious view.(a Bill Moyer)
Carolyne Bluemoon – Movie actress who believes in re-incarnation
Mrs. Altavine – a rich elderly heiress who is concerned about her afterlife
The enclosed play was inspired by the contents of the book “The Age of Spiritual Machines” by Ray Kurtzweil, his own Socratic style, the play “Copenhagen” by Michael Frayn, and the movie “My Dinner with Andre” by Wallace Shawn and Andre Gregory.
Music: The musical fabric referred to in this play was composed by Kalifer Deil and Jeff Whitman. The radio version of the play was performed by a group of engineers from Apple computer and it is available from the author along with the music.
Setting:
The sumptuous living room of Mrs. Altavine. Mrs. Altavine in a plush chair, Raymond in another chair and the remainder on a rather large sofa allowing much space between each.
Overture Music: “Heavy Curtain”
First Curtain
[Radio Version Introduction:
Announcer: Everlasting life! Is it possible in this corporal reality? This play investigates this possibility.
Mrs. Altavine is a well-to-do widow living in upstate New York in a very nice but not too imposing house. She has gathered together a few notable people who, she feels, will shed some light on this matter. Did she invite one too many?]
The guests have all arrived. Let’s go into Mrs. Altavine’s living room and eavesdrop.
Mrs. Altavine: Could you all introduce yourselves for the benefit of the others. You all travel in quite different circles so you may not know each other. Let’s start with you Ray.
Ray: Yes, I’m Ray Kurtz. I’m the president of a company which makes a number of devices and software that augments humans and machines. I’m also a professor at MIT
Mrs. Altavine points to each person to introduce themselves.
Rev.: I’m Reverend Faintspell and anyone who owns a TV set knows who I am. Almost any time night or day I’m on the air doing God’s work.
Bob Mover: I’m Bob Mover. Lately, I’m a commentator on NPR and have done a number of specials on philosophy and religion.
Carolyne: I’m Carolyne Bluemoon and I’m an actress, at least I was. One is never quite sure when their acting career is over. (Nervous laugh) I’m also very interested in the occult which has gotten me parodied on Saturday Night Live.
Slight chuckle from the others.
Mrs. Altavine: I’m very glad you could all make it. I wasn’t sure my inducements would work but I’m sure you all have projects or charities which could use the money. My topic of concern is my consciousness going on after my physical demise. Up to now religious hope was all anyone had but the situation may have changed. Isn’t that the case Ray?
Ray: I believe it has but there are many things that have to be worked out technologically, legally, morally and strategically.
Bob: Ray, I’ve read your article about virtual life in a neural emulation but didn’t fully understand it. Perhaps you can clarify.
Ray: Well, to put it in the simplest possible terms, the human brain is carefully frozen to liquid nitrogen temperatures after death. The brain is then sliced into ultra thin slices, scanned with a number of devices including a transmission electron microscope. This information is then reassembled, transformed in a number of ways and fed to a highly parallel computer system optimized for neural processing. For all practical purposes this is you again.
Rev.: It’s just a machine! It has no soul! It’s blasphemy and most of all it’s the sin of pride.
Bob: Pride?
Carolyne: And when the soul reincarnates to the next person….
Rev.-- Interrupts: Reincarnation is the refuge of the feeble minded hoping for another crack at redemption!
Bob: Whoa! Let Carolyne have her say.
Carolyne: I just wanted to say, where does the soul go if it has a choice?
Rev.: What the hell are you talking about?
Bob: I think I know, She wants to know whether the soul will go on to the next person from the reincarnation point of view or will it go to the machine.
Rev.: A machine doesn’t have a soul! God didn’t make the damn machine!
Bob: If you think about it for a minute God did too make the machine, … by proxy!
Ray: Maybe I can clarify. Suppose you have a pacemaker, and I understand you do Reverend; does that mean you don’t have a soul because part of you is electronic?
Rev.: Oh come on. Having a pacemaker is like holding a fork in your hand. The fork helps you eat and the pacemaker help your heart beat. What’s the difference?
Ray: Okay, now suppose the pacemaker isn’t sufficient and they need to replace your heart with an artificial one. What about your soul then?
Rev.: Really, don’t be ridiculous! The heart is just a pump. No one living today believes the soul is in the heart!
Ray: Let’s take another step. Suppose you become hard of hearing and the doctor says your defective inner ear can be replaced with a cochlear implant. How does this affect the soul?
Rev.: I see where you’re going. You’re going to have me replace things one by one until I’m entirely electronic. Well, I don’t buy it!
Ray – slight laugh: Probably not many of us could afford it until the distant future but it will happen. Where would you draw the line, the line of soul to no soul?
Rev.: What are you talking about, you don’t even believe in the soul!
Ray: That’s true. I’m just trying to understand this from your context.
Rev.: No, you are trying to manipulate me to revoke my belief in the soul. You are one of the Devil’s minions!
Ray: Name calling already and we haven’t even spent 10 minutes together.
Bob: Let me follow up on your train of thought Ray. You were about to say what if the brain were replace little by little with an electrical brain.
Ray: Let me state it a little more carefully. Suppose we have an electronic neuron which has the identical behavior to the biological one and we are able to initialize it to have exactly the same response as a particular biological one. Also suppose it fits where the old one was. The question really is, if you were conscious while this operation takes place you would know or feel anything different.
Rev.: I’d know!
Ray: I don’t think so. Everything would be as it was before. Carrying this on until the entire brain is replaced you would still know and feel nothing different. Obviously, this is not practical but it is a valid thought experiment.
Bob: So your argument is that consciousness is transferred to the electronic version of the human brain.
Rev.: So you just turned someone into a damn robot!
Carolyne: Maybe the soul fades away from the body as you gradually make the brain electric.
Ray: That would suppose there is a little bit of soul essence in every neuron.
Carolyne: Maybe in every cell of the body.
Bob: Following that line of thinking people who have lost a limb would have lost some soul. I certainly can’t believe that.
Carolyne: Well, I think every bit of matter in the universe has a soul.
Ray: Well, that solves the soul problem then. Replacing biological neurons with electronic neurons will do just fine. You’re just swapping one piece of soul matter with another. (Slight laugh)
Rev.: This is a ridiculous discussion. (Directing his attention to Ray) You’re just humoring her. You think she’s a wacko just as I do.
Ray: You’re correct that I don’t believe in a soul but I respect the right of others to believe otherwise. There seems to be a number of issues mixed up here, the soul, consciousness and intelligence. We can have machines which are intelligent without being conscious. An example would be a translator that listens in one language, translates it then speaks the same message in another language. Such a machine wouldn’t need consciousness to do a decent translation job but it would have to exhibit a reasonable degree of intelligence.
Mrs. Altavine: Since I called this conclave I would like some answers. What is consciousness and how can it be transferred from one entity to another.
Rev.: It can’t be.
Carolyne: What about the Dalai Lama? That’s how he gets passed on from generation to generation.
Bob: At least that’s what some claim but each succeeding Dalai Lama doesn’t have the memories of the previous one so, soul maybe, conscious memories I think that’s doubtful.
Ray: Let me address this in a number of different ways. First of all consciousness appears to be an illusion due to feedback and short term memory. You are a major item within your own short term memory hence the feedback part.
Rev.: If you’re talking about yourself that’s pretty obvious.
Carolyne: Look who’s talking.
Ray: You may not like it reverend but it’s who we are. The second point is, one doesn’t necessarily need to fully understand the concept of consciousness to replicate it any more than one needs to know how to play all the instruments in a symphony orchestra in order to record it and play it back. One does need to understand the functions of all basic elements very well, that is, the frequency range and amplitude characteristics of the instruments in the orchestra case and the properties of the neurons in the brain duplication case. Long-term memories and everything else associated with who you are is in the dendritic structures and synaptic junctions and these can be mapped and measured.
Rev.: You don’t know that!
Ray: While it’s true I can’t prove every detail of what I just said the evidence seems to be piling up pretty rapidly in that direction. I think the most interesting aspect of this is even if measurements are off by say five percent it probably won’t make any difference. You will still think you are you and your memories, which, a bit like a hologram, are dispersed over an area of the brain so individual neurons dying have little effect. Neurons are dying continuously so our brains have to be built that way.
Rev.: You may have duplicated a person’s memories and perhaps it will respond like a person but it will still be a soulless machine!
Ray: Needless to say, I don’t share your view. But there are a number of interesting conundrums that unfold from this. Suppose we are duplicating Carolyne.
Carolyne: I’ll pull my own plug!
Rev.: No, I’ll do it first!
Carolyne (looking at Rev.): Thanks a lot!
Ray: No one is going to say that you will have to live on in a machine. I’m sure this won’t be for everybody. It certainly will be very expensive for quite a while.
Carolyne: You’re saying it will be undemocratic.
Bob: I’d say that was the least of the problems.
Ray: Bob, you are right about other problems but I actually don’t know about the undemocratic thing. Certainly it will be for the very rich and maybe for a few special people in the beginning, like people with mental talents which are too valuable to lose.
Carolyne: But who will decide.
Ray: I guess you’re right, it will be undemocratic but that’s a bit off the subject. Continuing on my previously vein let’s suppose instead of replacing Carolyne’s brain piecemeal we do it all at once, overnight, so she wakes up with her new electronic brain. Will she know the difference? I don’t think so. Note, in this case, there is no continuity of consciousness since she was sleeping before, during and after the operation. She knows she is who she is because of her memories, personality and predispositions like all of us know on awakening.
Rev.: I would know that she didn’t have a soul.
Carolyne: You could tell by the absence of an aura. I probably wouldn’t have an aura. No aura, no soul.
Ray: If auras are infrared radiation as some think they are then auras might be even more pronounced. In any case, if auras exist, which I doubt, they are not likely to have anything to do with a soul.
Carolyne: I really disagree; the aura IS our astral self, our soul.
Ray: Well, I think we will have to agree to disagree here.
Rev.: I don’t agree with either of you. I don’t agree with Carolyne’s hocus-pocus and I don’t agree with your atheism.
Ray stands and faces Rev.: I usually call myself an agnostic but an agnostic has often been called an atheist without the courage of his convictions. So, perhaps you’re right. (He smiles)
Mrs. Altavine also rises: Would anyone care for tea and cookies. I have some delicious biscotti and a variety of marvelous teas. There’s a wonderful spicy herbal tea I would like you all to try.
Bob: That sounds great Mrs. Altavine. I think we need a break. My head is starting to hurt.
Play pause: Incidental music – “Neural Response”
Bob: Mrs. Altavine this is truly wonderful tea. What’s in it?
Mrs. Altavine: I’ll show you the package after. The ingredients list takes the entire end of the box. But it includes cloves, spearmint, petals from a number of different flowers, lime essence and well on and on.
Ray: Sounds like a potpourri to deodorize a room.
Mrs. Altavine: It has a very strong pleasant odor so it might be good for that too. (She smiles warmly)
Carolyne: It’s good for the soul, (Then looking at Ray) for those who believe in it.
Rev.: I feel that mine is in danger just being here.
Bob: Reverend, that never stopped you from appearing on television with the nastiest right wing Republicans or siding with the Taliban.
Rev.: Spoken like a true leftist atheist. It is out of fashion to call you a communist but that’s what a leftist atheist is.
Mrs. Altavine: I called you together to get differing points of view, not to start a war.
Ray: Let me resume. I think you will find there are enough things for everyone to ponder here.
Bob: I’m interested to see where you are going with this.
Ray: Let’s take Carolyne again, this time we are going to clone her on the spot biologically. We’ll use something like the Star Trek transporter. Every neural connection and detail is copied exactly. Now we have two Carolyne's. Each one thinks they are the original. Both carry on from the original consciousness; both are same person, for the first moment. After the first moment they will start to diverge just like identical twins do.
Carolyne: I think I would like an identical twin sister.
Bob: But that’s just science fiction.
Ray: Not exactly, suppose Carolyne dies and we use the process described earlier to place her brain connectivity in a neural emulator. Once the information is captured we can make as many copies as we would like. There could be a hundred or even a thousand Carolyne’s.
Rev.: Just one is one too many.
Carolyne: For a reverend you sure have an odd view of people’s feelings. Do their feelings only count if they believe exactly as you do?
Rev.: Ignorance is evil, blasphemy is evil, as is self indulgence and pride. I strike out at it in every way I can.
Carolyne: I think your problem is you manifest much of what you hate.
Bob: Come on, Ray was making a point. I’d like to hear it.
Ray: Thanks. I’m not really indicating that it would be useful to make many copies of the same person, just that it would be possible under those circumstances. The real point is all would feel a continuity of consciousness with the original and feel they were the continuation of that original.
Bob: Wait a minute. Are we talking about an android who looks like the original or what?
Ray: No, not in the short term. The first emulated humans will likely live in a virtual world inhabited by other virtual humans and a collection of artificial creatures. I can’t rule out emulated dogs or cats as well.
Rev.: Sounds like you’ve created hell. People in a video game! Who would want that anyway?
Ray: It’s better than it sounds. All your senses would be connected to this virtual world and everything would seem quite realistic without the negatives like bad breath, body odor and the need for bowel elimination.
Carolyne: And can I have my former figure and muscle tone? Can I eat all my favorite caloric foods like ice cream Sundays and Saint Honoré cake?
Ray: It will probably take some time even to make decent virtual water but you can bet as more people enter this virtual world the interest in creating a wide variety of virtual foods will increase. Eventually, it will be a bit like the Movie “The Matrix” except you’ll be in charge of this virtual world.
Bob: I see a number of dangers here. I mean, who in the real world will be in charge of the machinery and maintaining it? And, why will they do it?
Carolyne: Yes, there will be many people, like Reverend Faintspell here, who can’t wait to pull the plug. Who is going to cry when a bunch of senile rich zombies get their juice cut off?
Mrs. Altavine (looking at Carolyne): You certainly have an interesting characterization of me. I don’t think I’ve reached the senile zombie stage yet.
Carolyne: Pardon my candor but you are also not dead yet either.
Ray: It would be pointless, even counter productive, to emulate someone whose brain has deteriorated to the point of senility. Maybe someday it would be feasible when programs can be written that make sense out of the tangles resulting from Alzheimer’s disease. To answer Bob’s concern, obviously money will speak for the first initiates. They are likely to keep on making money in their virtual existence since these are skills they will still possess. Money can buy a lot of security.
Carolyne: Okay, But they won’t be legal people who can buy and sell stock.
Ray: They can use go betweens in the beginning but eventually, you can bet, they will gain legal status as people as well.
Rev.: I’ll certainly fight that. They used to say that idle hands are the Devil’s workshop. Later it was said that the Devil is in the details. Now it will be said that the Devil is in the computer.
Carolyne: Hell, I’m already saying it. My computer crashes with great regularity. Thank you Mr. Gates!
Bob: He’s likely to be one of the early additions to your virtual world. Do we have centuries of buggy software to look forward to?
(All laugh)
Ray: Now there are some really interesting possibilities in this virtual world.
Bob: Wait a minute! If these people are living in a virtual world what connection do they have with the real world?
Ray: They will have as much contact as they want with the real world with visual and oral communication and as much other communication as they desire or money can buy. On the other hand they may become so habituated to this virtual universe that they will lose interest in the real world. As I was starting to say, they can be anything they want to be in this virtual world, a handsome specimen of a human being, an eagle, a brahma bull, or maybe a mechanical device like a racing car. They would be able to morph from one to another with ease like a character from a sci fi movie.
Rev.: Or look like a vampire, a gargoyle or better yet the Devil to be true to form.
Carolyne (ignoring the Rev. directed at Ray): You’re really pulling my leg. That can’t be true.
Ray: All those special effects you see in the movies are at your disposal since you would be living in a computer generated special effects universe. The tricky part is the sensory wiring but that would all be done auto-magically by electronic switching after the original sensory mapping was worked out.
Mrs. Altavine (standing and waving her arms lightly up and down “flying” toward the tea tray): You know, I’ve always wanted to know what it would feel like being a bird. Let me fly into the kitchen to get some more tea.
Carolyne (after Mrs. Altavine is several feet away, leaning toward Ray and whispering): What are you going to do with a senile old bird in your world?
Mrs. Altavine (half singing): My hearing is quite good Ms. Bluemoon. No tea for you!
Carolyne: Present Company excepted! (She makes a face and rolls her eyes) Hmmm.
Bob: I’d say her sense of humor is also quite good as well.
Mrs. Altavine (from the doorway): Why thank you Mr. Mover. Why don’t you all come into the garden and we can continue this fascinating conversation there.
Bob: So far this virtual world doesn’t sound half bad. There has to be a down side.
Ray (gravely): There is Mr. Mover! There is!
Curtain closes
Incidental music: “Gravely Tecno1”
Incidental music: “Gravely Techo2”
A similar seating arrangement develops as they gather garden furniture around in a semicircular pattern.
As they take their seats Bob directs his attention to Ray.
Bob: You were saying, Ray, about there being a down side to all this.
Ray: There are a number of possibilities here and they will all converge at once. We will build intelligent conscious machines from scratch about the same time if not sooner and they will in turn design machine even more intelligent and so on. Even if we reincarnate ourselves into machines we will be more intelligent and we will be able to add intelligence literally without bounds.
Bob: Are you saying we, as biological entities, will be largely irrelevant?
Ray: That could happen if we’re not careful, perhaps even if we are careful. It may be like so many technologically advanced races in the past. The indigenous race gets clobbered.
Bob: What about Azimov’s Laws of robotics. You know, the ones that are built into robots that prevent them from harming humans.
Ray: These are nice for the first generation or two but how do you guarantee that future generations, with intelligence way beyond our imaging, will have those same safeguards. I think we must also consider who has the unlimited money supply to build the first truly intelligent machines.
Bob: The military?
Ray: Bingo! And if they are designed as killing machines? There go the laws of robotics. The saving bell here is that killing machines are not likely going to be designers of killing machines.
Rev.: Maybe that’s Armageddon, killer robots roaming the planet wiping out all humans. It’s in the Bible that great machines of destruction will wipe us all out.
Mrs. Altavine: You mean those of us who are left after all the fire, brimstone and pestilence?
Rev.: It will all come together!
Ray: On the more optimistic side, we have portable personal assistants which are more advanced than a room full of computer equipment a few decades before and there is no stopping this evolution. I think the military will actually lag behind this commercial evolution since military equipment has to be designed to far more rigorous standards. I think I have some hope in mankind. Besides smart machines will realize it is cheaper to have humans doing many tasks so I doubt machines would ever wipe out humans. Also, many of these machines will have been humans and will have families they care about who are still human.
Bob: Humans as slaves then.
Ray: Probably not as slaves but second-class citizens perhaps. Perhaps this will just be a stage in our own evolution. If it doesn’t happen with great suddenness it may be an inexorable choice of life. At some point each of us will decide whether to go on as a biological entity or whether we will enter into this new state of being.
Carolyne: What about acting, creating art and music, computers will never do that!
Ray: That’s what Gary Kasparov said about master’s level chess until he lost his world title to Deep Blue. It’s only a matter of time, and not much time, before highly intelligent machines exist of the non-human no emotion variety. I think you will find it surprising what non-emotional machine can create, even now. Those who were human before will still have the same emotions, esthetic senses and creativity, perhaps much more.
Carolyne: How depressing!
Ray: Not when you think about this also being the fountain of youth that gives you everything you ever wished for, albeit mostly in a virtual world in the short term.
Carolyne: But I like my flesh and blood body!
Ray: No one is asking you to give it up now. But, when you reach one hundred years old you may not be as fond of your body as you are now.
Rev.: I believe God will smite you and your kind before this is ever accomplished. God’s wrath will take care of this nonsense.
Bob: Reverend Faintspell, you can’t be sure of that. Perhaps this is what Heaven on Earth means; that we will all live in a virtual world and it can be anything we want it to be.
Rev.: That’s hubris in the extreme. Hubris is the last cliff you step off of as you slide into hell!
Ray: There’s no hubris here, just fact. At the rate of current computational progress the entire population of the Earth will be able to live in a virtual reality universe in a computer the size of a soup can by the year twenty one hundred.
Bob: But that progress will run out of steam shortly won’t it?
Ray: There is no reason to believe it will any time soon. There is no reason to believe we can’t build computers atom by atom. We hardly started exploiting the third dimension in chip technology as well.
Bob: But the world’s population in a soup can?
Ray: Well maybe a large commercial soup can but most of the bulk will likely be to get the power in and the heat out.
Mrs. Altavine: What if someone, like a crazed follower of the Reverend here, decides to blow a hole in the soup can with a bazooka. Won’t billions of virtual people die?
Ray: It’s really no different than computers now. Perhaps once a week, or maybe continuously, backups will be made and stored in a safe place. Then, in the case of such a catastrophe, this backup can be downloaded into another soup can and restarted. Some of the latest memories may get lost but no virtual people.
Carolyne: What’s to stop this crazed person from shooting the backup as well?
Ray: Backup systems would be in a place far removed from the original site. Hey, don’t worry; these people will be a lot smarter than us so they’ll know how to protect themselves.
Rev.: Who says a follower of mine would have to be crazed to try to stop this? You are inviting the end of the world.
Ray: I’m not inviting this revolution. It is coming without anyone’s, or perhaps everyone’s invitation. Yes, I guess it will be the end of the world as we know it but then again there are surprises. It isn’t clear we will do away with out bodies. We may eventually have an artificial mind in either an android body or a biological body. We are on the verge of many discoveries which may allow us to rebuild and revitalize our biological bodies. The future is very hard to predict. There will be many surprises, some good, some not so good. As we understand the genetic code and genetic engineering we will also be opening the door to completely new diseases that may be created by disrupters.
Bob: Disrupters?
Ray: It would be convenient to label such people terrorists but I think they need a completely different categorization. There are people that do these things for a wide variety of motives: some just to see if they can do it, to the true terrorists that, because of some grudge or religious motive, wants to create as much damage as possible. It is entirely possible that some future man made infectious agent could wipe out nearly all biological human life on the planet. The Russians, at one point in their biological warfare program, may have already created such an agent. In the end, the biological self may be too vulnerable.
Bob: But what about computer viruses?
Ray: Here, at least you can have backups. My advice? Be careful whose software and hardware you select for your next instantiation.
Mrs. Altavine: My head is hurting with all these possibilities. Some very scary. All I want to know is should I have my head frozen in anticipation of getting reincarnated as a machine. And will I be me or will I be someone else.
Rev.: You’ll go to hell!
Mrs. Altavine: I’m a very polite person and I’ve never said this to anyone before but Reverend Faintspell just shut up!
Rev. (turns and walks off yelling) You’re all going to hell!
Bob (half laughing): Well, he seems to be leaving us. Why is it that fire and brimstone preachers can get away with telling people they’re going to hell but the rest of us would probably get sued for saying the same thing?
Carolyne: I told my ex to go to hell and he took my house and car and two million in stock to hell with him. (She laughs and whispers) But I have the last laugh, he took all the dot-com stocks before the bust.
Mrs. Altavine: I can’t for the life of me understand why I invited Reverend Faintspell. I didn’t realize he was so over-the-top, fire and brimstone. I never believed in that stuff anyway, I just wanted a lively discussion so I could get all points of view. (She looks off in the direction the Rev. left with a mild sadness.)
Ray: I think you have nothing to lose and everything to gain if you have your head frozen by a reputable company after you die. If all goes well, you will at least have the possibility of a really interesting afterlife. Be sure to put aside a healthy chunk of cash for your resurrection since it is not likely to be cheap in the beginning unless you have a special talent that someone with the means wants to preserve.
Mrs. Altavine: Well Ray, I already made arrangements to have my head frozen, just in case.
Bob: Mrs. Altavine, before you put your head on the chopping block you might find that when you are brought back to virtual life you’ll be completely irrelevant. The world will have passed you by and will be unrecognizable by you.
Mrs. Altavine: Why Mr. Mover, I didn’t know you as one to step away from a challenge. This is the adventure of all time, for all time. It beats the dickens out of dying and going nowhere.
Carolyne: But what will happen to your soul?
Mrs. Altavine: I don’t believe in this fire and brimstone business. I’ve lived a reasonably virtuous life in any case. Maybe I’ll end up with two after lives. Now that would be a kick wouldn’t it? Oh, I forgot to ask, would sex be possible in this virtual world? That’s one thing heaven, at least J.C. heaven, doesn’t seem to offer.
Bob: J.C.? Jesus Christ?
Mrs. Altavine: No, Judeo-Christian.
Ray: I don’t see any reason why sex wouldn’t be possible. Your virtual body can be the same as your physical one as far as your senses go. Actually this brings up a major issue.
Mrs. Altavine: Hold onto that thought! Nature is calling me. Enjoy the garden. (Deepening her voice) I’ll be back!
Play Pause - Incidental music: “Tinkle Time”
Mrs. Altavine: (Coming into the garden) I see we are minus Reverend Faintspell. I guess he had enough of us.
Bob: Ray, I think you made an enemy for life. He is going to be preaching against you for the next thirty years.
Carolyne: If he chooses to become virtual he could preach against you forever.
Ray: I think there is little likelihood of that.
Mrs. Altavine: Mr. Kurtz, please go on about the down side of sex in the virtual world.
Ray: It’s not so much sex as it is direct excitation of the limbic region of your virtual brain. This is the pleasure center. In the case of rats they will select excitation of this region over sex, eating, thirst quenching, anything except sleep from exhaustion and finally dies if left on his own. This region is what heroin and crack targets indirectly. In the virtual world it will be easy to stimulate this center directly. Those that do will no doubt be contemplating their navel till eternity.
Bob: Ouroboros!
Carolyne: Who?
Bob: Ouroboros. That’s the snake symbol who is swallowing its own tail. It’s an ancient Egyptian symbol of eternity and rebirth. Perhaps an apt symbol for this enterprise. It can also stand for extreme self-indulgence; in this case, a short cut to nirvana until those circuits burn out and the money runs out to replace them.
Ray: I’m sure those building these machines will be cognizant of this problem and will try to avoid it. After all, what good is a virtual human that is no longer producing anything?
Bob: Even today religions support monks whose only goal is to reach nirvana or some enlightened state and produce nothing. I don’t see this a much different. If, like you say, we can fit everyone in a soup can what difference would it make if some just want to contemplate their navel.
Ray: I guess not much. It just shouldn’t be too easy to do. It could be just too strong a drug for anyone to resist if made too easy to access. Our reward system should be proportional to accomplishment or effort and should be adjusted to make that optimal. Our biological systems would have been very short lived if internal rewards were easy to come by.
Bob: I can certainly see the Darwinian aspects of that. A civilization of esthetic monks would die off very quickly. A hundred years later you wouldn’t even have known they existed since they would have accomplished nothing of lasting value. Well, I guess that’s not quite true. The monks of the Jewish sect who produced the Dead Sea Scrolls and preserved them in clay jars certainly did something memorable.
Mrs. Altavine: Heavens, you two do go on and on. I want to know what I will be able to do in this virtual world besides becoming birds and planes. I want to visit other planets and the stars.
Ray: Now you’ve hit a favorite point of mine. Space is a hostile place for humans. They get zapped by Cosmic rays and solar flares. They lose bone mass and get nausea at zero gravity. On the other hand a radiation hardened neural emulator could go anywhere and take any amount of time. No problem except boredom, in which case you could just turn yourself off for a while.
Mrs. Altavine: What if I want to bring the soup can with me?
Ray: Those who want to go with you or clones of them certainly can.
Mrs. Altavine: Clones?
Ray: Yes, it will be an easy matter to clone a virtual person and make any number of copies.
Mrs. Altavine (puzzled): But then which one is a continuation of the original?
Ray: They all are. They will all rightly believe they are the original. In a way, they all will be since they will be indistinguishable from the original unless purposely altered.
Mrs. Altavine: Yes, you sort of went over this before. This is the hardest part to grasp. I can’t imagine myself going on as two people. I see consciousness as a fluid flowing forward in time. I could perhaps grasp this fluid going from person to machine but not like a river being split in two. It seems like I would end up being two half-wits.
Bob: I see what you mean Mrs. Altavine, conservation of consciousness.
Ray: I believe the real problem is you see consciousness as a thing, as matter. Consciousness is a dynamic state of matter, the matter here being the neural emulator. Copying this dynamic state from emulator to emulator will be as easy a loading a computer from a backup. It is just information, sort of a program and data combination.
Mrs. Altavine: It is still hard to grasp a continuation of someone who splits in two.
Ray: You’re right. We’re too close to the problem and there’s nothing analogous to this in our experience. Another thing like this is quantum mechanics. Lots of things happen at the quantum level that defies any physical analogy. At the quantum level we can have time go backwards, we can have one particle linked to another even if it is on the other side of the universe to call attention to a couple of the stranger ones.
Bob: Now that you mention it I’ve heard people that I consider to be thinkers, say that they feel that the brain operates on quantum principles.
Ray: I’m acquainted with this line of thought. First of all this doesn’t have to be true to explain the complexity that we see and all current research tends to show that this isn’t the case. If we were endowed with even the tiniest quantum computer we would be able to do some rather fantastic things like crack encryption codes and solve a twenty destination traveling salesman problem without hardly thinking about it. Fact is we can’t. Some have postulated that thinking is quantum based in tiny tubules that form in axons and dendrites. A more plausible explanation is these tubule structures are used to transport building materials for axon and dendritic growth to make new connections.
Bob: I’m thinking of quantum phenomena being more related to our spiritual nature and free will.
Ray: If you are familiar with chaos theory you know that very small changes can cause very large changes over time in even very simple systems. Very simple formulas can exhibit this behavior. It is sometimes referred to as the butterfly syndrome.
Carolyne: What do butterflies have to do with this?
Ray: I’ve heard two interpretations of this. One is postulating that the flapping of butterfly wings in Sumatra could cause thunderstorms in Canada a thousand years later. Another reference comes from a Ray Bradbury story where a man goes back in time several hundred million years and goes off the designated path and steps on a butterfly. The result, when he returned to his own time there was a different man as president. The point is the same in both cases.
Mrs. Altavine: Is this like spreading a rumor?
Ray: You mean the way rumors get distorted and multiplied?
Mrs. Altavine: Yes, sometimes a simple message can change history.
Bob: Aren’t we getting a bit afield? I think we all understand that small changes can get amplified into very large effects.
Ray: Yes, but what she said has direct bearing on neural processing. A small sound, like the hissing of a snake can cause billions of neurons to fire in ones brain and lead to behavior that has predictable aspects but is impossible to predict exactly. This is very much like the weather. With enough data you can make some generalizations about what kind of weather you are going to get but not for very far in the future and not with the kind of accuracy normally associated with many other physical phenomena.
Mrs. Altavine: I said that? It sounds a lot more profound coming from you.
Rev. Faintspell (returns into the garden): I’ve got something to say!
Mrs. Altavine: I thought you left! (Said with a bit of irritation)
Carolyne: Wishful thinking Mrs. Altavine?
Bob: Now, now, Carolyne, lets hear what he has to say.
Rev. Faintspell: I finally figured out what these resurrected people will be, Zombies! What you proposed is making soulless entities like the Zombies of Haiti. Like the Devil’s workshop of Voodoo worship.
Ray: Oh boy! You are a fountain of misinformation. Voodoo is a mixture of Christianity and African Animism. There is no devil worship involved here. Zombies are thought to be people that have been essentially poisoned with a compound that causes significant brain damage in areas that control volition and personality. These areas of the brain will be faithfully reproduced in neural emulators. If we emulate a Zombie we will still have a Zombie, if we emulate an Einstein we will still have an Einstein. Needless to say, there would be no object in emulating a Zombie unless we thought we could correct the condition. By the way, creating Zombies has little to do with the Voodoo religion, just with some unscrupulous people using religion for their own purposes. This is a very old story.
Rev. Faintspell: You think you have all the answers but only God has all the answers. And, God will smite you.
Ray: On your command I presume?
Carolyne: I know God and she is good and beautiful and doesn’t go around smiting people. She doesn’t keep a smote list! But, if she did, you would be on it Reverend Faintsmell.
Bob: Whoa! Let’s try not to let this get personal.
Carolyne: I’m not being personal! If I were I would jump up and strangle him. That’s personal! As you can see I’m restraining myself in this chair…barely.
Mrs. Altavine: Children! And I’m old enough to call you children. I’m interested in all of your views but want to keep things on a civil plane. Reverend Faintspell, is there something you want to add to what you already said.
Rev.: I believe that all biblical prophecy points to the destruction of the Earth by elements of what Herr Kurtz wants to bring forth.
Ray: First, I will ignore the Germanic slight and consider the source. Furthermore, taking your point of view, how do you know that what is prophesied in the Bible isn’t God’s plan since he, according to your belief, is all-powerful. After this period of judgment we are supposed to have heaven on Earth. What is more like heaven on Earth, living on the plane of pollution and pain or living on the pure virtual plane where anything is possible, pleasure is boundless and pain can only exist if you decide you want it.
Rev.: That’s your opinion!
Ray: Actually, it’s not. I was trying on your shoes.
Rev.: You’re not even close to fitting in my shoes!
Bob: Let’s not get into a shoe size war.
Mrs. Altavine: Please! I agree.
Carolyne: Wait! How do we know this isn’t the divine plan? Maybe this is the last resting place of the soul. If Mr. Kurtz is right that it’s inevitable then it must be the divine plan.
Rev.: I don’t believe it will happen because all righteous souls will fight against it. I will lead the army. It’s the Devil’s plan and it will be smashed!
Carolyne: More likely you will follow the army so you won’t get hurt, just the poor saps that believe in you will get arrested or worse.
Mrs. Altavine: I’m inclined to go with Mr. Kurtz. This sound like the greatest adventure man can engage in. Fly like an eagle, slither like a snake, become youthful again, make love to a movie star, defy gravity, grow in mental power, build relationships with other virtual beings. The list goes on and on. And you have all the time in the Universe to build on this fantastic existence.
Rev.: Where is the part where you glorify God? You see, it’s the Devil’s work.
Mrs. Altavine: I’m glad you brought that up. What kind of a supreme being needs to be glorified? That’s one I haven’t been able to figure out.
Rev.: God doesn’t need it! It’s for your own good.
Bob: Yes, but as soon as you know it’s for your own good then the jig is up. Are you saying that those in the know like yourself are going to be in a more elevated position in God’s kingdom living off the adulation of these “saved” folks?
Rev.: There are leaders and there are followers. I have been chosen by God to be a leader.
Carolyne: You are a Brahman then. Born into a leadership class.
Rev.: I’m no damn Brahman; I’m a God Fearing Christian!
Carolyne: Maybe you SHOULD fear God.
Mrs. Altavine: Okay, That’s enough. This has been a most interesting discussion. I know what my choices are and that’s all I need. All I need to do is die healthy, get my Brain frozen and wait for technology to catch up.
Ray: I don’t think you will have to wait long. Technology is racing ahead and it will be expensive at first.
Mrs. Altavine: Do you think one hundred million dollars is enough.
Everyone looks a bit startled.
Ray: You have that much?
Mrs. Altavine: I had more but I’ve had a bit of a market setback.
Rev.: You need to give all your money to God. The rich can’t get to heaven.
Mrs. Altavine: I suppose you would be glad to handle that transaction?
Rev.: I would be honored.
Carolyne: I bet you would!
Mrs. Altavine: Fat chance Reverend!
Ray: With that amount of Money you can probably be first in line. On the other hand I would advise against being first. The later you are the better the process will become, the more accurately brain features can be captured, the more neural network repair work can be done and the less destructive the process will be so that if necessary it can be repeated.
Mrs. Altavine: But won’t my brain deteriorate in cold storage?
Ray: It does but very slowly. Advancing technology will likely be able to compensate.
Mrs. Altavine: That settles it. I’m going to go shoot myself now.
Ray and Bob (in chorus): Whoa!
Mrs. Altavine: I’m just kidding! But I’m going to have to be careful and keep my brain in good shape.
Bob: I’ve heard that curry helps. Very few Indians have Alzheimer’s disease. I believe it’s the turmeric in the curry
Ray: Moderation in all things is probably the best motto.
Mrs. Altavine: Where’s the Reverend?
Bob: I saw him walk out again.
Carolyne: He’ll be back, he smells money.
Mrs. Altavine: Well, he’s not welcome but the rest of you can come back anytime. I still have to bake a batch of cookies. I don’t want to rush you all out now but I’m having a meeting with my coven in a couple of hours.
Bob (Looking startled): Your coven?
Mrs. Altavine: That’s what I call my bridge club. (She smiles broadly) A couple of the biddies are real witches, figuratively speaking. They gossip shamelessly about everybody.
They all leave shaking hands with Mrs. Altavine saying goodbye and what a wonderful discussion they had. This fades off into the distance as they go in through the house.
After the front door is heard closing Mrs. Altavine hums a bit puttering around her garden. She finally leaves the garden. After a pause a muffled cry and a single shot is heard.
Curtain falls
Play Pause Incidental music: “Paradise Lost”
Sirens approach quickly
[Radio version Epilog:
This is still the garden setting.
Announcer: Two medevac personnel and two policemen arrive at the scene. The policemen precede the medevac personnel into the house with guns drawn. A short time later, the medevac personnel leave with a covered body on a stretcher. Then the two policemen emerge, The younger one with a gun in a plastic bag and the older one with a note in a plastic bag. Let’s listen to what they have to say.]
Curtain rises
Two medevac people and two policemen one older and one youngish arrive walking up what appears to be a driveway. The policemen precede the medevac personnel with guns drawn, go through the garden door and into the house. A short time later, the medevac people emerge with a covered body on a stretcher. In a few moments the two policemen emerge. The older one has a note in a plastic bag and the younger one has a gun in a plastic bag.
Older Policeman: She had one of those medical-alert dog tags to contact those cryogenic outfits to have her head frozen.
Younger Policeman: Why would she shoot herself in the head if she wants to be revived someday?
Older policeman: Many times older people get kinda nuts. Who knows what they’ll do.
Younger Policeman: What about the note. It’s a will. Kind of hastily written wouldn’t you say?
Older policeman: It just says ‘Give my possessions to God’ a phone number and her signature. I phoned the phone number in and it’s the phone number of a big TV ministry, hardly a motive for murder. The neighbor says she has no other living relatives so who else is she going to give her money to.
Younger Policeman: I phoned in the gun registration number like you asked and it’s registered to her husband.
Older Policeman: According to the neighbor he’s been dead for ten years.
Younger Policeman: Is the signature really hers?
Older Policeman: Close enough to her driver’s license. As people get older their signatures get a bit on the feeble side. See, she printed the rest of the note so it’d be legible because her writing was deteriorating.
Younger Policeman: Her bedroom window was open to the patio. Doesn’t that indicate an escape route?
Older Policeman: So were her patio doors we just came through. If you’re going to commit suicide you are not necessarily going to button up your house. What’s the point?
Younger Policeman: Aren’t you going to do a paraffin test to find out if she shot the weapon?
Older Policeman: I smelled her right hand and it smelled like powder. No need to do any testing.
Younger Policeman: But she was shot in the left temple! She may have put her hand up to try to fight back.
Older Policeman: You’ve been watching too many murder mysteries. You’re making too much out of this. She is probably left handed and used her right to steady the barrel so it got the powder burns.
Younger Policeman: What about those other women showing up for bridge?
Older Policeman: She probably wanted to make sure her body was found before it got too ripe. Look around, she keeps her house very neat and it smells very pleasant. Some people are more concerned how they and their house look in death than they do in life.
Younger Policeman: A gunshot to the temple is not a way to look good. Boy, this just doesn’t smell right to me.
Older Policeman: Hey look, her gun in her hand, her bullets, money to God, where’s the motive. This is an open and shut case. This was a clear suicide. Let’s go solve some real murders. If you want to get all that forensic stuff done you’ll have to work for a big city police department.
Younger Policeman shakes his head as they both walk out: Yeah, I guess you’re right.
Final curtain
House lights
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