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Introduction


It would be easy to write a book warning of the dangers of mobile technology. It would condemn the negative effects on the well-being and health of people and communities. There is, in fact, a case for condemning the addictive nature of the internet and there are hundreds of studies of the negative effects of the digital realm. If I were on a mission to have it all switched off, then I would present a one-sided case. I am not going to do that. The digital world is here. Its waves are running through your living room and through your head. It is in your pocket, it's everywhere. However, I believe we are here to meet it and my starting point is that we should meet it with self-awareness, hold our own in the face of it and not give ourselves over to it. This is what I mean by staying awake in the digital realm, which is what this book is mostly about.


I’m 47 years old, and here are my digital credentials. I was Head of Interaction at the Digital Workplace Group and the Intranet Benchmarking Forum for six years. I’ve been a senior researcher at the Centre for Research in Innovation Management at the University of Brighton for over 20 years. I have a leading edge smartphone, three tablets and four laptop computers. I also have a paper notebook in my bag and a nice pen. I’m a trained social scientist and my interests include communication, spirituality, theatre, creativity and personal development. I am an open-minded sceptic. I have over 10,000 Twitter followers, 900 friends on Facebook, and over 1000 contacts on LinkedIn. My blog was visited over 30,000 times last year and my various websites garnered over 150,000 unique visitors. I’ve made films, worked with animators and developed new ways of holding virtual conference meetings. This book is a harvest of some of that experience.


The short history of the digital realm has been one of constant flux and powerful forces blowing in from who knows where. It brings with it a shift in consciousness and new possibilities, as all new frontiers do. Is it a stepping stone towards creating heaven on earth? Is it a realm in which dreams will soon become reality? That is up to us. One thing is certain, it is flaring upwards and outwards like an inferno. I’m excited and inspired by it, and scared and fascinated by it. Whatever we think or feel about it, we must meet it if we are to shape it to our ends. To only demonize it, as some do, would be to ignore its already firm embrace.


This book will be more or less meaningful depending on how you want to relate to the digital realm. If we were all together in a room, each person might show his or her attitude to it by standing somewhere along a line. One end of this line would represent having nothing to do with the digital realm; a person standing there will think that it is anti-human and that it seduces people into fake experience and addiction. The other end of the line would represent diving blindly into digital experience. Between those extremes is the more complex position of welcoming a new technology while being armed with an understanding of its challenges and limitations.


That middle position seems the hardest to sustain because the digital realm, given the way it is designed and marketed, offers a better experience if you are always on. Constant system updates and feedback, automated as well as human, demand that you do something to stay in touch and on top of it. I’ve not met that many people in the last 20 years who are able to sustain the middle position. A person at the middle often slides towards becoming hooked. He, or she, might begin a digital session intending to have just a couple of shots only to stagger out, stupefied, after spending hours having just one more for the road, aimlessly following one more link. I call this digital drift. It is going to become a widely known phenomenon in the future.


Some warn of the dangers of the digital inferno and, equally, it has its strong defenders.


Our privacy is under threat! – No, that's a myth; we have more control than ever.


The batteries and the electricity required to run laptops and underground servers leave a big carbon footprint. – No, this is a new way to communicate without the even heavier carbon footprint of flying and driving to see each other.


Computer games are de-sensitizing our children to violence. – No, there's no evidence to support that; rather, tablet computers running collaborative software for four-year-olds are nurturing values of community and cooperation.


Our children are becoming lazy, forgetting how to add and multiply. –No! The web is a place for active exploration and problem solving. It develops our thinking.


Our bodies are becoming sick through lack of exercise and healthy movement. – But we’ll soon be cyborgs, with enhanced capability and robots will serve our every need. Anyway, buy a decent chair!


We are isolated from each other by it. – No, we are more connected than ever.


To adherents of digital living and working, any criticism is ‘uncool’, a spoiling tactic, a sign of being out of touch. It is the greatest invention, the most awesome, planet-changing phenomenon humanity has ever produced, so why knock it?


The arguments and statistics for and against are bamboozling and contradictory. And our relation to the digital realm is contradictory. We celebrate the arrival of a new smartphone (‘got it free on the same tariff!’) while bemoaning our loss of privacy and ritually loving to hate Facebook. But it remains true that, whatever charges we bring, these gadgets help to create an unprecedented single planet family. It is exciting and it is also frightening. Both together. There will be neither simple indictment nor unqualified endorsement. The message here is about how we find in ourselves the right relation to an inferno – a swirling, hot storm of change, confusion, addiction, passion, possibility, lockdown, manipulation, creativity, cliché, fakery and brutal honesty. It's all in there. It is developing faster than our ability to understand it. Behind it stand powerful and often unseen forces of commercial interest and change. Some technical visionaries see the digital world becoming a kind of ‘hive mind’ and we, the masses, will be the drones, lost in it and ruled by it. Being really in it can redefine people and determine many hours of their lives. Just to enter it is to become subject to its underlying ‘rules’ and to adopt some of its behavioural patterns. It can become the focus of your attention and disconnect you from the physical world. It offers contentment at a price.


This book contains stories, advice and practical ways to adapt in a healthy way to a giant development in our lifetime which has reached into every corner of life in an incredibly short space of time – and has become part of our social body before we have digested it. I will often present a dark view of the digital realm and point to its potential to do harm but – and this is the point – we will meet this challenge better if we do so while being as wide awake as possible.


Even while working on this book I felt myself drifting towards doing other things rather than completing it. This is because of a tiredness that began to creep over me the moment I began to use my first mobile phone. Actually, it must have been earlier, when I was couch-surfing daytime television at ten in the morning when the sun was shining outside. The tiredness is only forgotten when I spend time away from my various devices or if I use them but in a very specific way. I hope to describe this way in this book. It is a way of stepping back from constant digital activity, getting some distance from it and paying more attention to the live version of the real world.


Perhaps this comes across as being down on the digital realm. That is not the intention. This book is not an attack on the digital realm. For over 20 years I have dived into it as a blogger, a member of chat rooms, a barefoot poet in Second Life, an online conference facilitator, a host of an internet radio show and as a speaker at virtual meetings. I’ve observed, reflected and connected with leading thinkers and practitioners in the field. I’ve met some who are immersed in it to the extent of being passive and addicted. They spend hours in there which to them feel wasted and lost forever. Some are worried for themselves, or for their kids.


I’ve met others who engage with it in disciplined ways and are under no illusions about its darker side. These are members of a growing community of people who seek to avoid losing themselves in it and becoming pawns of its underlying commercial game plans. What they seek is a more conscious way through it in order to derive the benefits and manage the dangers.


It is quite possible to go right in, and seem to become cleverer while definitely becoming colder. This is what I found when I became fully immersed in it as a researcher who was trying to understand it. This book will expose this cold realm of quantity, and assert that quality, nuance and subtlety are vital for human beings. However complex quantity becomes, the vitality of quality will elude it. However complex the binary world of ‘either-or’ becomes, our human ability to grasp a paradox, an ‘either-and’, will elude it. We are human when we embrace the messiness of life and its infinite gradations. We can take our human messy quality into a realm built of numbers and try to hold our own. This book is about the challenges in doing so, and some of the problems that arise when we fail to hold our own. Upsets and new social norms have always accompanied new technologies. We all join together in determining what form these will take through how we think about and respond to them. One quality to which quantity is utterly irrelevant is the quality of you, which you determine when you act with conscious freedom amidst the bewildering new possibilities of technological change.


I wish to offer some advice, which has been gathered from others and developed through my own reflections, on how to go safely with freedom in the digital realm. If this realm proves to be a truly great gift to humanity, then here are skills which you may still need in order to remain awake and aware in it. If it turns out to be a hell, here's some practical advice on how to prevent getting too burned. This book is about holding your own in the digital realm while its changes swirl around you. Some say it is a losing battle. That is not helpful. Surely, we are here to meet whatever comes towards us with all the consciousness we can muster.


As you can see, this book celebrates what it criticizes. Inside it you’ll find exercises to help you use digital means for your ends, to overcome the tiredness and fly above the digital sea like an eagle when you choose to, or dive into it with mastery like a dolphin. The exercises begin with ‘Try this’. You can just read those exercises. There are many points of entry and exit. Read it from cover to cover, surf it, use bits of it, re-order it. Use what works for you.


An invitation to hurl this book away


If you have no problem with the effects of digital technologies and social media platforms, if you do not feel the negative ‘drag’ and have no fears of losing a part of yourself in them, then read no further. Put the book down, give it away or recycle it somehow. If you happen to be a champion of total surrender to the miracle of digital technology, then this book will irritate you and make no apology for having done so. This isn’t a book to convert you.


If you can’t not answer the phone when it rings and you spend 40 hours a week on social media and you read your texts instead of kissing your partner goodnight and you don’t give your kids real attention because you just have to prioritize new responses to your tweet, then you are in the first level of hell, the place of Wretched Contentment. If you want to regain something which you feel you’ve lost to the digital realm, then this book is for you. It deliberately repeats itself from different points of view. It is in two parts. Part One is an overview of the digital realm's territory and of some of its challenges. Part Two develops themes set out in Part One and dives in more deeply.




PART ONE




1


The Problem and the Challenge


The digital realm has existed since human beings began to use numbers for understanding and representing real things, such as natural objects and the processes between them. Since its advent in the form of electronic media it has transformed the world in the blink of an eye.


The pioneers of digital computing, working in research establishments and laboratories, wanted to connect and share their knowledge in ways that didn’t need physical journeys and face-to-face meetings. They also wanted to avoid the inefficiencies of paper-based information. The first version of the internet was conceived, as far back as the 1940s and 1950s, as a medium through which academics and scientists could collaborate. That technical capability exploded all over a post-war world fairly itching for newness and choice when Sir Tim Berners-Lee, a computer scientist and professor at MIT, had the notion of bringing it to the rest of us, in the form of the World Wide Web.


Before the web made connectivity between widely separated computers possible, some of us were zapping aliens on the first personal computers. As a 15-year-old, I spent hours on my Acorn Electron computer, playing adventure games and tenpin bowling with red square dots. Many of the popular early computer games soon offered more – alternative worlds in which aliens were real and where we could govern our own country. I remember being addicted to a game called 1984 in which I was the prime minister.


The first computer game is often credited as being Spacewar, from Steve Russell at MIT. We were offered simple shoot-’em-ups and text-based adventures: ‘You make your third wish and take off, gliding into the sky.’ They offered interactive stories in which we were the hero, able to choose actions and to experience the outcomes which were programmed into the game. When we had done something right, the feedback gave us a high. ‘You put the gold in your knapsack and gain 10 points.’ Years before the emergence of the internet and social media, these were the first ‘likes’. We played in order to progress. We had the thrill of a little victory via a quicker and easier route than becoming proficient at a real sport or meeting some fascinating person at a real party.


Text games soon became two-dimensional, graphics-based, and then went into three dimensions. A few years later our game character was rendered in cartoon-like or lifelike graphics. A couple of decades after that we began to inhabit a virtual reality (a kind of reality in effect, but not in fact). We could create simulated models of all kinds of things, such as flying a jet plane or running the government. A dual experience of physical and virtual worlds was emerging. Objects, landscapes and rules in the virtual world were versions of physical reality – an interesting mix of both the fantastic and mundane. Some years later, virtual worlds such as Second Life and Minecraft led to literally millions of children and adults ‘zoning out’ of physical life for hours each day. Many children cut their teeth on digital worlds such as The Sims.


Chips constantly became smaller and processing faster and cheaper. Newer gadgets offered ever more colourful, flexible and exciting versions of mundane reality. This realm was not constrained by the limitations of scale of the real world. We could not only create a new world but there were no limits to how fast we could travel in it, how big it could get and how the laws of nature applied. We could transform ourselves into a fox. We may not fly like an eagle in our physical bodies but in a virtual realm we would soon be able to fly as freely as we wished. People flocked to the new worlds. When Second Life was first developed, it had so many users and financial activity (buying and selling land, products and services, real as well as digital) that Reuters sent in a full-time reporter to report news of it back to the real world and vice versa. His name was Adam Reuters.


These visions of the future fuelled the flames of the digital inferno. Behind all of that was a technology which used an artificial language for writing programs; these represent sequences of minute electrical switches set in silicon. The programs were brought to electronic life for us through interfaces and screens of all kinds. Each tiny switch is, like any switch, either on or off, and the great challenge was to create for the end-user an experience of infinite and flowing possibilities from sequences of current changes from on to off and from off to on. It has obviously been a runaway technological success.


For some, the next plan is to realize something which science fiction imagined a century ago – to port our consciousness into a virtual and better world and truly ‘fly’. In this scenario, technology solves the problem of human frailty by enhancing it or even by rendering our physical form superfluous by a transfer of human consciousness into immortal digital reality. Perhaps feeding that dream is another one, of solving our material problems by creating a virtual reality with unlimited resources – we have only to find a way to minimize our bodily function and transpose ourselves into another realm of computer-realized imagination.


Many programmers found an artificial world into which they could escape, and many of us followed them. We indulged ourselves in the realms of fantasy and first-person role play games. The image of the computer genius behind these games, as captured in popular films such as War Games and Independence Day, was that of an introvert seeking escape from an unfriendly world into an anonymous virtual world. The lone geek lacks the hero's looks and emotional literacy, probably due to a lack of time spent in real social interaction, but he gets to play the greatest game of all, that of saving the world. Sure, not all programmers fulfilled that stereotype but many were deeply attracted to a virtual world and the possibility of leaving the rest behind. Not surprisingly, many ‘techies’ with a profound wish to escape were drawn to science fantasy. The fantasy virtual worlds of Larry Niven, Isaac Asimov, Tolkien and Robert Heinlein already offered magical or technological Utopias and dystopias. The ‘holodeck’, the lived dream world and other parallel universes were going to take us to places that were richer in colour and broader in possibility. Losing oneself in these worlds was soon a widespread pursuit, and it still is for vast numbers of us.


The roots of the digital realm which we experience are within the minds of the original programmers and designers. Many of them were loners who found a home in the world of computing and in working environments that were one-on-one with a computer — informal, with no need for office uniform and supplied with unlimited sweets and cola. Departments of information technology and computer engineering became the ivory towers of social avoidance. I’ve met many examples of this type over the years. I have, of course, met computer engineers who are socially literate and emotionally warm but there is a real core of avoiders who have shaped the digital realm for the purpose of doing without the complication of actually meeting. Almost the whole of the digital realm is still based on that foundation: when we are virtual we no longer need to meet face to face.


Email was a virtual version of the physical memo, fax and letter. People often printed out all of their emails at work, just in case. That still goes on but, for the rest of us, keeping all of our letters in a place that doesn’t require bulky physical storage is a dream come true. Email was a perfect way to communicate, without eye contact and the other hazards of physical presence. It was only one step from linear emailing – from one computer to certain other ones – to chat rooms in which we could converse with many other people without needing to be physically present. We added video and then avatars, or digital version of ourselves. This presented the possibility of renaming ourselves and becoming another version of ourselves. We could not merely escape from others; we could escape from ourselves as well. The online self could experiment with being more confident and socially extroverted. When online, shy quiet Kevin would become his avatar, bold Thor352, a roaring warrior with powerful fists.


We were offered another mode of existence, a virtual life rooted in fantasies. For those seeking escape from the pressure and the immediacy of staring eyes the digital realm was too good to resist. It offered simplicity. We could get the treasure without any physical risk at all. We could get new lives in which to replay our failures with different outcomes. We could explore new behaviours without the complications. We could flirt and threaten without consequence. We could ‘have’ other lives in which we could stretch the boundaries of behaviour. We could kill people and be rewarded with 50 bonus points.


But did this online role-play lead to more confident behaviours in real life? In some cases, perhaps it did. In many cases, it led to people being split between virtual-confident and real-shy and even to keeping online behaviour secret from real friends.


As computers came to be all about ‘going online’ a new frontier society emerged which was like the Wild West, lawless and exciting, and many staked a claim in it. The rest of us, the ‘masses’, tended to follow along, bemused. We were invited to join in, get online, take part and make this miracle grow. We ‘entered’ the digital realm and withdrew from the more subtle and far less predictable physical world.


We might do well to note that the need for social adjustment must have accompanied the development of earlier technologies, such as writing, painting and printing. With printing, information became available which had previously been hidden away; and entering into books or paintings meant immersion in something that was very different to whatever it was in reality they represented. Since we do not spread our attention when we are focused, being ‘in there’ really means not being out here. However, it is really hard to separate the positive potential of a new technology that overcomes the need to travel, that quickens the flow of information and helps to get things done from its potential to get so many of us to spend so much time channelling some abstract part of ourselves through a digital interface. Reality changes at that interface, or perhaps it is better to say that it is lost – the sharp intake of breath, another person's vital reaction and the challenges of being exposed are all filtered out. Life is no longer live. Our text conversations become like drama scripts, and the smileys are ready-made simplistic stage directions for a script that is rarely played out in physical reality.


We now inhabit game worlds that are so badly imagined and realized that we have to accept something pretty mediocre in order to gain value from them. Due to its fixed, artificial bounds, the computer game is deeply repetitive by its very nature. The most elaborate virtual world role play game is still only a face-painted version of the old computer tennis game Pong. The clever graphics and animations still require profound suspension of disbelief. (I know this because I have played them all.) This has often been secretly confessed to me by digital players; openly, we have to play along with it and defend the blandness. If we complain we are seen as betrayers of the cause. Almost every online game is still binary, as was Pong, requiring us to kill or be killed, pretend to be somewhere, left, right, forward, backwards, because the universe of possibilities in a virtual reality is a closed one. Action games have, however, developed in many ways. Nowadays many of them present an astonishing variety of intriguing moving images which cannot be seen in ordinary reality. If you utterly surrender to them, and become as immersed as your taste for fantasy will let you, then the highs and lows can be powerful enough to rival an evening out with your friends. And thus we re-calibrate experience – our digital ‘wow’ moments feel more valuable only because we have forgotten what the utter beauty and mystery of nuanced humanity can offer us. We compare the garish of the latest version to the grey of the old version instead of to the subtle glory of the evening sky.


The best games can now replicate those shades – the birdsong, the swish of the wind and their mysterious effect on our moods and our dreams – at least well enough for those willing to be seduced by a digital counterfeit. Many games are full of wit, music and sound effects that are of top quality and display an artistry that is often beautiful. But, as technology currently stands, as we step into its digital world we are only sitting down to a so-called quest as limited as a ‘choose your own adventure’ book. What becomes of the quests and surprises of the real world, and its real rent to be paid and its real children to be lovingly put to bed? In moments of honesty, committed game players have revealed to me what the gaming experience has brought them. Some have pointed to significant highs and moments of celebration but the vast majority, over the long run, express disappointment that the games have mostly been a distraction which took up months of their time. These games are built on repetition and are finally disappointing when the simulation reaches its boundary and cracks at the ‘edges’. One player said to me: ‘I’ve realized, it's all so much dope.’ Another said: ‘You have to really immerse yourself for long periods to get the benefit.’ And another: ‘It gets a bit samey after a time; it's mostly better graphics.’ Finally: ‘At one point I only went out to get more food and beer. I didn’t shave and the only people I interacted with were online and I killed a few of those.’ I’ve also spoken to a huge number of people who describe some of their digital experience as being real. When I spent time looking at Second Life I encountered people who were ‘there’ for many hours a day because ‘there’ was better than ‘here’. I met people who felt empowered by it and who felt they had found friends they had been seeking all their lives. Many had reinvented themselves. Their ‘avatar’ in Second Life was better looking, younger and more socially outgoing. Here in Brighton, UK, I know many of my ‘friends’ on Facebook personally. A great number of them appear, in their digital guises, to be more relaxed, confident versions of their originals. Unfortunately, the originals, after their virtual reinvention, seem no more confident in a real room with real people. Sometimes their self-possession seems undermined by involuntary mannerisms – a frequent use of a thumbs-up accompanied by ‘kewl’. Back in reality the fall seems profound, because Facebook is not getting them work in acting or finding them that elusive agent, and because tweeting is rarely selling tickets for their shows.


If the benefit sought is escape, then the digital realm may well be beneficial, just as long as you are in it. It was fashioned for this purpose far more than as a means of enhancing the real social condition. There must be exceptions to this. Children might be more confident as a result of social networking. They might learn to be more collaborative as a result of using collaborative software in their learning at school, but digital social time largely delivers benefits only when we are engaged in digital activity. Shy people, I would suggest, become no less shy in the real world after engaging in extrovert behaviour online. The shyness can be even more profound when they are back in a real room with real eyes looking at them.


This, of course, could all be changed. We could imagine the digital realm in terms of smart and conscious enhancements to the steps we take in the real world. At present it is a huge market of time-using escapism. Artificial virtual worlds are offered up to us on a plate and they lock too many of us into repetitive and mediocre experiences. We can have, it seems, more friends than ever, as long as we don’t meet them in the real world (at least not very often). We can like them, hug them, send them birthday cards (and we don’t even need to attend their party and bring a real present). But most of our friends on Facebook are not friends at all, as many have discovered when Facebook friends don’t show up to their real world events or respond to requests for tangible help.


At the core of it all is a failure of imagination so tragic that we can’t bear to see it, let alone name it for what it is. Our phones are poor tools when used as cameras but we view so much of our experience – the people we share our best times with, our encounters with animals and breathtaking countryside – by peering at them on our phone camera viewfinders. They produce, with little skilled input from us, either accidental masterpieces or another blurred cat. (Many of us have spent thousands of pounds on phones with cameras that still can’t take a decent photo indoors in low light.) Then, in the aftermath of a sacred physical moment, we are ‘posting’ our images online and checking in to see who ‘liked’ it. We go online every few minutes because we don’t want to ‘miss out’, and we miss the rare breathtaking moment unfolding in front of us. Sure, immediate connection and feedback are gratifying in their way. But what do we lose? We visit a waterfall and hardly see it. What we see when we are looking at the pictures of it in a digital album is a very different thing.


What does all this virtual bashing lead to? To this: I never can ‘go online’, at least, not as a whole person. There is no ‘cloud’, and our second lives are a poor rendering of our first lives. When I sit before a computer, I sit before another kind of phenomenon. I can activate aspects of its potential and allow things to emerge from it but there is no magical door for me to walk through and no possibility of escape into it. But then, digital life doesn’t need to be about mindless liking and escape. It doesn’t have to be a derivative rendition of sci-fi fantasy worlds. We can meet it as simply an artificial medium galvanized by electricity. It will continue to be an increasingly complex imagined virtual reality, yet it will continue to be virtual. When we drive the virtual car, the car isn’t moving anywhere, and nor are we. It sits square in the middle of the screen as images of the landscape moving past us mimic sense perceptions which our real bodies must have learned through experiencing real movement. It all happens in a fashion which, because we do not understand its inner structure, is seemingly miraculous. To know it as a rendering of living reality and as an imagination in code is not at all to condemn it, only to put it in perspective. To know it consciously in this way breaks the spell and helps us become more awake to it. The digital realm is a copy which can trick us. When we surrender to that trick, we can gain highs of different kinds, but we can also surrender to a tragic over-simplicity. After a while our surrender can become habitual. Our expectations are lowered and important parts of reality seem too difficult. We lose the healthy taste for it. Why meet when you can call? Why call when you can text? Why eat out when you can order online with free delivery? Why go there when you can watch it in 3D? Why work on that friendship when you can get a hundred ‘likes’ in five minutes on Facebook?


We might come to suspect all those images which are so insistently served up for our consumption. We might remind ourselves just how limited the digital realm is; we can still play in there, but when we are wide awake. I promise you, that is going to be far better than sleepy surrender to it.


We haven’t even sketched out all the adjustments we need to make. And it is time we did or we’ll soon find the virtual world is making us ill. We will need to make even greater adjustments as newer technologies descend upon us or we’ll be encased in technology. We already speak of computer memory and personify the machine whenever we say that it thinks. So how do we now imagine computer ‘intelligence’? Different answers to that huge little question are part of a struggle for our image of what a human being actually is – an input-output system with a processing unit and a display, or something entirely different in kind and operating within different forces? We largely imagine it in the form of a cyborg rather than in the form of a pure machine – that is, as computerized attachments to a living being, the one thing which actually has consciousness. We may well plug in more and more, and link our nerve endings to processors and sensors and gradually turn into the Tin Man in The Wizard of Oz, yearning for a heart. Attempts to create digital versions of human existence will seriously hold us back.
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