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INTRODUCTION


Remembering the Totality of Who We Are


The Digital Revolution has a way of constantly running ahead of its commentators. As it keeps taking novel forms and dazzling us with devices that have new and greater capabilities, we find that whatever technologies are in vogue today are all too soon superseded by newer, more powerful and even more seductive technologies tomorrow. This Proteus-like character of the Digital Revolution is part of its nature, but underlying its changing outer forms, there are deeper and more constant currents moving beneath the surface. It is these currents that are the real driving forces of the Digital Revolution, but they are more hidden than the latest smartwatch, headset or digital assistant.


The five essays gathered together in this book are concerned especially with the nature of these more hidden driving forces that stand behind the unfolding Digital Revolution. The latest phase of this revolution involves (amongst other things) the rollout of 5G, the establishment of the Internet of Things, the creation of a so-called ‘smart planet’ and the growing use by human beings of Augmented Reality and Virtual Reality technologies. These developments are, however, symptomatic of a deeper process to which we should attend. For while each new technological innovation or upgrade promises many benefits, they come at a certain cost, which is borne both by the human soul and by the natural environment in which we live.


In the Western wisdom tradition, there is a recurrent theme of humanity’s self-forgetfulness. We find it, for example, in Plato, in the Corpus Hermeticum, in Boethius’s The Consolation of Philosophy and in Gnostic texts such as the Hymn of the Pearl, to which we shall turn in Chapter Two. This self-forgetfulness is a forgetting of our spiritual origins, and of the fact that human nature has a transcendent source. The person we ordinarily identify with is not the totality of who we are. This totality includes a spiritual kernel of which we are for the most part unconscious, and yet is nevertheless the foundation of our being, and our relationship to it is the secret of true happiness.


The wisdom traditions of both West and East have perennially sought to inculcate awareness of this spiritual kernel, in order to counteract the tendency of humans of all cultural epochs to forget and to neglect our spiritual origins. Where we today differ from cultures of the past is that not only do we suffer from the forgetfulness that is part of the human condition, but we also pay scant attention to the wisdom traditions that seek to rouse us to remembrance. Instead, the whole thrust of contemporary culture is towards distraction, fragmentation and dispersion of consciousness. The Digital Revolution has carried this tendency to an extreme, so much so that if we had deliberately set out to design technologies to induce the distractedness and self-forgetfulness that traditional spirituality has always endeavoured to save us from, then we could hardly have done better. This in turn has led to many of us failing to notice just how corrosive these developments can be to the essential human task of remembering the totality of who we are.


But as well as inducing distractedness and self-forgetfulness, our technologies are the vehicles of something else, potentially far more detrimental to our wellbeing.


The Inhuman


Towards the end of his life, the post-modernist thinker Jean-François Lyotard formulated a question that haunts the times we live in. It lurks beneath the surface of our consciousness, for most of us unarticulated and for that reason all the more menacing. Lyotard had the sensitivity to understand its profound importance, and hence the need to raise it to conscious awareness. The question that he formulated is this:


What if what is ‘proper’ to humankind were to be inhabited by the inhuman? 1


By the ‘inhuman’ we should understand that which is essentially hostile to the human. Lyotard distinguished two kinds of ‘inhuman’—one is the inhumanity of our social, political and economic systems. The other is the ‘infinitely secret’ inhumanity that invades the soul and holds it hostage.2 It is this latter kind of inhumanity that is the more insidious of the two, and it is this that, as our relationship with our digital devices becomes ever more intimate, poses the greatest danger to us. For the inhuman is carried towards us by our technologies. While we can stand back from and critique the inhumanity of the social, political and economic systems in which we live, our personal susceptibility to the ingress of the inhuman puts us in far greater jeopardy. This susceptibility has been exploited by the direction that our digital technologies have taken, which has been unwaveringly towards accommodating themselves within the sphere of the human. As they have evolved, they have adapted themselves to the human body as well as to the human soul, becoming physically smaller and lighter and at the same time more powerful and capable.


The first computers were so large we had to stand in front of them or walk around them in order to operate them. With the invention of desktop computers it became possible to sit in front of them and engage with them, as it were, face to face. Then it became possible to put computers in our pocket, and now it is possible, with smartwatches and smart-glasses, to wear them. At each stage the interface between them and us has become more ‘human friendly’, while at the same time humans have inwardly adjusted to relating to them on a day-to-day, hour-by-hour and even minute-by-minute basis. So while the computer has been moulding itself to the contours of the human body and soul, the inner life of human beings has slowly but surely been moulded towards a greater degree of computer-compatibility—affecting our language, our thought-processes and our daily habits. In this evolving symbiosis, in which we have become ever more intertwined with the computer, we have also become more dependent on it. Biological integration is not far away. It is the logical next step. It is of utmost importance, therefore, that we open our eyes to the fact that even though human beings are the inventors, manufacturers and eager consumers of digital technologies, the driving force behind the Digital Revolution is not simply human: the ‘inhuman’ is also seeking to be realized within the human.


But how are we to characterize this spectre of the inhuman? Human beings have always had the tendency to fall away from their essential nature. For pre-industrial humanity, the danger was conceived in terms of our descending to the animal or bestial level, captives of our untrans-formed instinctual drives and passions. That, we could say, is to fall beneath the human level: to fall into the sub-human. In our industrial and postindustrial age, the primary danger to our humanity lies less in succumbing to instincts and passions than in succumbing to the cold inhumanity of the machine and the unfeeling, compassionless algorithm. That is to fall into the inhuman. Both tendencies live within us, and both work to undermine the possibility of realizing our true human potential, but today it is the peril of the inhuman that we must especially guard against. Its aim is to totally supplant the human, and it will surely succeed, should we fail to ground ourselves in the authentically human. We must wake up to the prospect of the colonization of the human by the inhuman and, in full awareness of the gravity of the threat posed by the inhuman, consciously take on the challenge of living humanly.




To Live Humanly


What does it mean to live humanly? If the totality of who we are includes a spiritual kernel of which we are for the most part unconscious, then it follows that to live humanly must be to live in greater consciousness of it. It is incumbent on us to strengthen our sense that this spiritual kernel is our deepest and truest self, and therefore the part of us with which we should seek to identify. This requires that we engage in the arduous work of inner transformation, so that those desires, inclinations and deep-seated habits of thought, which draw us away from that essential remembrance, are slowly changed, and become inwardly aligned with what the wisdom traditions tell us is the true centre of our being. This moral effort of turning towards, and rooting ourselves in, the spiritual kernel of who we are also involves a shift in the quality of our thinking. This shift is from reliance on a result-oriented, discursive thinking that runs along from one thought to another, towards giving more value to the stillness and open receptivity of the act of contemplation. Boethius gives the beautiful image of the seekers of truth having to bend their wandering consciousness into a circle, and teach their souls ‘to lodge in the treasure house’ at its centre. For there they will find a light, stronger even than the light of the sun, which will illumine their minds from within.3


This ‘contemplative turn’ has always been regarded as the foundation of the spiritual life, but it is of especial relevance to us today. Our technologies are based on the automation of logical analysis, calculation and problem solving, and are fundamentally discursive and result-oriented: they are hyperactive and aim always to output results. By contrast, the act of contemplation brings the mind to a standstill: it is not result-oriented, it cannot be automated, and it can only be engaged for its own sake. It enables us to gain insights into the deeper meaning of things, about which machine thinking knows nothing. These insights can well up from the imaginal world as powerful archetypal images, for contemplative thinking borders on imaginative vision. But equally they can take the form of ideas or intuitions that, like rays of light, illumine a question or life situation from a more comprehensive standpoint. Contemplation is often described as involving the opening of an inner eye of the soul. It is referred to as ‘the mind’s eye’ or ‘the eye of the heart’, and through it we become aware of what is invisible to the physical eye.4 This more interior source of knowing, which is unconditioned by habits of thought and opinion, could also be described as entailing an opening of the ‘inner ear’ of the soul to the voice of conscience. It can guide us towards a sense of moral certainty about what it is we should or should not do, and to the ideals that can inspire our actions.




Aristotle maintained that an action is only fully our own when we have ‘carried back the origin of the action’ to this contemplative part of ourselves, referred to as the nous, or ‘the centre of spiritual intelligence’ within a person.5 Once it has been carried back to this source, then the action is entirely free because it has been chosen from the centre, rather than from the periphery, of ourselves. In the Western wisdom tradition, the defining characteristic of any action that is truly human is that it is free, precisely because it stems from this originating source. In Aristotle, Thomas Aquinas and Rudolf Steiner, we find this vital tenet reiterated: that we cannot adequately conceive of what it means to live humanly if we exclude freedom. Freedom belongs to the essence of human nature.6 That is not to say we necessarily live from the essence of ourselves every moment of the day. Far from it! But the trouble is that our digital technologies, because of their tendency to scatter the soul, don’t help us to do this. Rather they introduce a dark undertow with which we must constantly contend, if we are to carry back the origin of our actions to the centre of ourselves.


This movement back to the centre is the premise of true freedom. It is not given to us on a plate: it has to be won. To become free, we must engage in the work of inner transformation previously referred to, which involves permeating the everyday self and its fantasies, obsessions and desires with the clearly conceived aims that spring from the inmost source of who we are. In Christian mysticism this inner work is called theosis, or ‘making divine’.7 Another word used to describe it was coined by the Italian poet Dante, who called this inner work ‘to transhumanize’ (trasumanare).8 The verb ‘to transhumanize’ well expresses the fact that our core human striving must be to overcome ourselves, so that we go beyond the ‘merely human’ life lived at the periphery of who we are. It is a sign of our times that today ‘Trans-humanism’ is a materialistic ideology that seeks to technologically ‘enhance’ the human being. Contemporary Transhumanists fail to grasp that to go beyond the merely human can only be achieved by grounding ourselves in the transcendent, and this requires dedicated soul-work, sustained by the spiritual discipline of coming back to the still point at the centre of the circle.


As one of the most influential ideologies steering the Digital Revolution, the contemporary Transhumanist movement shows us the price that the Digital Revolution threatens to exact from us. The price is that we lose our ability to know the meaning and purpose of the spiritual life, we lose even our ability to understand the language that the wisdom traditions use. And ultimately we lose our humanity as, overcome by the collective amnesia regarding what it means to realize our deeper human potential, we succumb to the inhuman.




The Interiority of Nature


From nature, too, a price is exacted by the Digital Revolution, which has swamped the natural environment with a complex mix of artificially generated electromagnetic fields. As a result, not just human beings but all living organisms are exposed to levels of electromagnetic radiation far in excess of natural background levels.9 It would be unwise to assume that this does not have any adverse effect on the wellbeing of living organisms and the ecosystems to which they belong. A growing number of studies show that many organisms are highly sensitive to electromagnetic fields, and that increasing their exposure to them can indeed have demonstrable negative effects.10 It seems appropriate, at the very least, to extend the remit of the question originally posed by Lyotard to nature and ask:


What if what is ‘proper’ to nature were to be inhabited by that which is hostile to nature? What if the living world were to be infiltrated by a force inimical to life?


As we shall see in Chapters Three and Four, the rollout of 5G is premised on a further significant increase in the overall amount of radiofrequency radiation to which the planet will be subjected. 5G will help to establish a global ‘electronic ecosystem’ that, in addition to servicing the technological desires and aspirations of city-dwellers living in their ‘smart homes’, will also enable greater monitoring and control of natural ecosystems and living creatures. It involves the insertion of the electronic ecosystem into these natural ecosystems, in order to create a ‘smart planet’.


The Western wisdom tradition has long acknowledged two aspects of nature: visible and invisible, or manifest and unmanifest.11 The physical forms that we perceive in the world around us arise from non-perceptible creative and formative forces, which must be taken into account if we are to grasp things in their wholeness. It is these forces which carry the energies of life, just as surely as electromagnetic radiation opposes them. One of the challenges we face today is to overcome our collective de-sensitization to these subtle life-forces. One step towards doing so is to free ourselves from the dominant utilitarian stance towards nature, which prioritizes data-collection and analysis and ever seeks practical results, but is closed to nature’s interiority just as it is closed to the interior of our soul-life. A different kind of consciousness is needed—more receptive, open and empathetic. Regarding this different kind of consciousness, Goethe advised:


Our full attention must be focused on the task of listening to nature, to overhear the secret of her process.12


All of creation speaks of a transcendent spiritual intelligence at its source, if only we are able to hear it.13 The mystical path to union with God has long been understood to lead from the loving contemplation of creatures to the contemplation of this greater spiritual intelligence from which they issue, and on which they, like we, ultimately depend.14 For human beings to forget or neglect this relationship of nature to the divine is as serious a failing as it is for us to forget our relationship to the spiritual intelligence that dwells within us. To put it in Christian terms, the same Cosmic Logos lives at the very heart of both nature and the human soul.


Contemporary conditions make it very difficult for such perspectives to be taken with the seriousness they deserve. The incursion of the inhuman has allowed the utilitarian mind to break free of the moral and spiritual constraints that once kept it in bounds. But with the burgeoning electronics industry and the drive to forge a ‘smart planet’, a force hostile to nature insinuates itself into nature’s heart. These developments make nature vulnerable to increasing technologization, one example of which is the fabrication of completely new synthetic organisms using computer programs.15 Another example is the design of remotely controlled robot bees to replace the dwindling number of living bees (discussed in Chapter Four). Such interventions are only the beginning of a vastly ambitious project to redesign the world to satisfy the requirements of a ruthlessly technological consciousness that has lost all connection with its spiritual roots. This consciousness has no sense of the sacredness of life, nor of the spiritual responsibilities of human beings towards nature.


Foremost amongst these responsibilities is the obligation to know things in the truth of their being. Of all creatures on Earth, it is human beings alone who have the possibility of selflessly entering into the inner nature of another creature, without seeking to use or exploit it for our own ends. We alone can place ourselves imaginatively and empathetically into the being of another and, through opening the inner eye of the mind, or heart, we have the possibility of beholding the other in their truth. If we can regularly practise this, then we can help to build up a ‘spiritual ecosystem’ that can counterbalance the deathly ‘electronic ecosystem’ currently being established, for our mode of knowing can contribute something positive and life-affirming to the world. It can be a deed of illumination, which gives to nature the gift of our conscious recognition of its sacred ground (discussed in Chapter Five). Human beings and nature belong together. The struggle for a human future is at the same time a struggle for nature’s future. Just as we depend on nature for our survival, so too does nature depend on the quality of our knowing and relating, through which we may bring spiritual light to the world.


The essays that follow seek both to highlight the critical challenges that we now face, while also pointing towards ways in which we can positively respond to them. The essays do not have to be read sequentially. They each stand independently of each other. They have, however, been revised, updated and welded together as far as possible into a coherent whole. They are presented in the hope that they will, taken together, encourage the reader to renew his or her commitment to the inner work that is so sorely needed today, in the spirit of Rilke’s affirmation:


The most wonderful aspect of life still seems to me that some coarse and crude intervention and even blatant violation can become the occasion for establishing a new order within us.16





Chapter One


TECHNOLOGY AND THE SOUL


Being There


Some years ago, on a trip to Australia, I was told the story of how, sometime in the 1920s, an Aborigine who lived deep in the Outback had his first encounter with modern civilization. He had apparently never been near a city or town and had managed to avoid having any significant contact with Europeans. Then one day he saw a cloud of dust in the distance coming slowly towards him. As it drew nearer he heard a sound that he had never before heard. It was a low growling sound, but not of any living creature. This sound did not express any quality of soul that he recognized. As the growling Thing moved closer, the Aborigine saw that it was not moving like any animal, but came straight towards him with an uncanny deliberateness. The Thing was entirely black, save for parts that flashed and gleamed in the sunlight. The Aborigine stood transfixed, unable to do anything other than watch with increasing trepidation as this noisome, brutish apparition approached him. When at last, full of menace, it loomed up in front of where he stood, belching smoke and fumes, he involuntarily went down on his knees, and in what we must presume was a paroxysm of absolute terror, he died.


This story of the Aborigine whose soul was not strong enough to survive his first encounter with the motorcar poignantly expresses the problem that modern technology presents to us today. The story suggests that, in order to live with motorcars, something in our own souls must die. Something of our own primal humanity must be killed, or at the very least be suppressed. Technology is soulless. But more than that, it has an inimical effect on our souls. In order to relate not just to motorcars, but to all the other increasingly sophisticated machines and gadgets that accompany our daily lives, it seems that we must grow distant from that part of our own inner being that instinctively participates in, or feels close to, primordial nature. We become insensitive both to that which is visible and to that which is invisible in nature. The world of machines, almost by definition, requires of us that we close ourselves off from the intrinsic mysteriousness of being alive. And the more sophisticated the machines are, the more our relationship to them induces a certain hardening of our souls: we must lose our ‘innocence’ in order to be able to live in relation to them.




In a seminal essay, The Question Concerning Technology, Martin Heidegger argued that it is contact with our own essence that technology most threatens. It is threatened by what Heidegger calls the rule of Gestell, somewhat awkwardly translated as ‘enframing’. By Gestell we may understand the fixing of things in a framework of meaning that is entirely instrumental to our purposes. Their meaning is to serve us, and they do not have any meaning or value apart from their usefulness to us. Our relationship to them, therefore, does not give us an entry-point to life as such. Rather than evoking in us the experience of wonder at the underlying numinosity of life, our relationship with technology tends to confine us within an artificially constructed human-machine world. And so, to the extent that we depend upon it, we cut ourselves off from something essential to our own nature as human beings. We become peripheral to ourselves, because for Heidegger our essential human nature is precisely an openness to Being, which he defines as ‘being-there’ (Da-sein) or ‘being present’ to the mystery of existence. In The Question Concerning Technology, he writes:


The threat to man does not come in the first instance from the potentially lethal machines and apparatus of technology. The actual threat has already affected man in his essence. The rule of Gestell [‘enframing’] threatens man with the possibility that it could be denied to him to enter a more original revealing and hence the call of a more primal truth.1


At about the same time as the Aborigine had his confrontation with the motorcar, far away in Switzerland, at Bollingen on the edges of Lake Zürich, the renowned psychologist C. G. Jung built for himself a private retreat (Fig.1.1). It had no electricity or running water and no telephone. For heating, Jung himself chopped wood for the fireplace. Deliberately cutting out all of modern technology, Jung aimed to live as simply as possible at Bollingen, for only in this way could he reconnect with his ‘true life’. In his autobiography, Memories, Dreams and Reflections he wrote:


At Bollingen I am in the midst of my true life: I am most deeply myself.2


He described it as ‘a place of spiritual concentration’ where there was ‘nothing to disturb the dead’:


If a man of the 16th century were to move into the house, only the kerosene lamp and the matches would be new to him; otherwise he would know his way about without difficulty.3


Jung also felt that at Bollingen he could reconnect with the natural world. He felt himself to be
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Figure 1.1, Jung’s retreat at Bollingen.


spread out over the landscape and inside things... living in every tree, in the splashing of the waves, in the clouds and the animals that come and go, in the procession of the seasons.4


At Bollingen, Jung discarded the twentieth century in order to get in touch with his own primitive nature, his ‘aboriginal’ self. He understood that modern technology drives out the old instinctive participation in the natural world, and tears us away from contact with our soul-life. That is why he found it necessary to return to Bollingen where, through living in utter simplicity, he could reconnect with his own humanity.


It is related that for years the owner of a nearby restaurant, which Jung used to visit, thought Jung was a ‘nice old farmer’. They would sit on the cellar stairs, sampling wines and chatting. When informed by some visitors that Jung was a world famous psychologist, the man was amazed.5 Jung understood that being simple and living close to nature is what really nurtures the inner life. He saw that one of the greatest problems for modern humanity is that our consciousness has ‘slipped from its natural foundations.’6 He wrote:


Natural life is the nourishing soil of the soul.7


Today the soul is not nourished as it used to be, and our growing reliance on technology—especially computer technology—is one of the reasons why.




While computer technology clearly brings to humanity many benefits, it is important that we wake up to its shadow side. The extraordinary momentum of the Digital Revolution has meant that it has become embedded in every corner of the day-to-day functioning of contemporary society. But electronic technology’s shadow is generally overlooked while every new innovation is welcomed uncritically as bringing improvement to the quality of our lives. There is far too little serious questioning of the effects that the Digital Revolution is having on us—not just physical effects but effects on the human psyche and on our inner attunement to spirit. Evidently, we do not have much choice but to live with computer technology, but we all need to find a way of doing so in which we retain our spiritual freedom and at the same time protect the integrity of the delicate inner world of the psyche. If both of these are threatened, then the fundamental question that faces all of us today is: How can we live with and use this technology in such a way that it does not undermine, but rather helps us to unfold, what is essential to our humanity?


In this chapter I will consider just four shadow aspects of computer technology, which seem to me to be deeply challenging: addiction, psychic fragmentation, abandonment of the real for the virtual and the drift towards becoming cyborg.8 I believe that they all share one thing in common, which is that they tend to draw us away from ‘being-there’ in Heidegger’s sense. That is to say, they tend to draw us away from a living connectedness to the mystery of existence, and thereby from an essential human experience. For this reason, they present us with the spiritual challenge to strengthen our own latent capacity to, in Heidegger’s words, ‘enter a more original revealing’ and to nurture our own openness to ‘the call of a more primal truth’. In the final section I shall address the question of how we can live with computer technology while at the same time holding on to, and indeed deepening, all that belongs to us uniquely as human beings.
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