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      I embarked on this journey to write this book shortly after the Supreme Court decided to overturn Roe v. Wade in Dobbs v. Jackson on June 24, 2022. The ruling handed down by the conservative majority in the Supreme Court, many of whom were newly appointed seemingly for the very purpose of dismantling this right that had been afforded American citizens for nearly 40 years. This ruling was so shocking and disappointing to me that, at that very moment, it compelled me to try to do something, beyond voting, irrespective of whether I had any impact or not.

      Why did I find this ruling so shocking that it compelled me to action? For one, the historical significance of the decision lies in the fact that it was only the second time in our country's history that the Supreme Court ruled to take away a right, rather than grant it. Throughout our history, the Supreme Court has been on a trajectory of expanding rights, rather than contracting them. However, what was more dismaying and troubling to me was the reasoning behind the ruling. While these conservative judges may claim that they are true constitutionalists and were acting “in good faith” to respect the letter of the Constitution, many of them are Christian fundamentalists. Their Christian ideals and beliefs informed their judicial decisions. And here is what troubled me the most. What is a judge, the highest judges in our land, supposed to be if not impartial, rational, and objective? If their religious beliefs are skewing their decisions, then how can we trust them to really look at this issue or any other issue with clear objectivity?

      You may be thinking at this point that a writer of a book that advocates for an agnostic perspective would be biased against the Abrahamic religions, or any religion. But I want to push back against that reading. I was born a Christian. Specifically, Armenian Christian Orthodox. And for those who may not know, Armenians were the first nation to adopt Christianity as their official religion in 301 A.D. So, being proud of my Armenian ancestry, I appreciate, value, and even hold dear many facets of my Christian upbringing.

      However, as a present-day Agnostic, I cannot blindly accept a literal reading of the Christian text or any other religious text written thousands of years ago as a given truth, simply because our ancestors had a less scientific understanding of nature and the world at large. And we all know how the telling of events can get warped, exaggerated, and even dramatized with each retelling. Therefore, we should view religious texts as stories akin to fables and myths. Does that mean I believe we can’t learn valuable insights or moral lessons from these texts and religions in general? Absolutely not. I think they all offer astute insights into the human condition and morality, and can play a valuable role in fostering spirituality. However, we should approach these religious texts with a critical lens and continually evaluate what remains true in light of our current knowledge.

      This is the issue I have with our fundamental conservative justices. Because they believe at their core in the literal teachings of their religion, so in this case, that taking a life goes against God’s rules for us, they have extrapolated that abortion at any stage is taking a life, with no nuance or room to define what constitutes a human life critically. And in the Dobbs v. Jackson case, they hid behind the excuse that the Constitution never explicitly mentions abortion rights for women as a fundamental right. Of course, it did not expressly mention abortion rights. Abortion didn’t exist as a technological possibility until the 20th century. It was incumbent on these judges to interpret the Constitution’s text and expand freedoms rather than retract them.

      But our conservative judges, unable to objectively consider the moral complexity of abortion rights, have deferred to their religious beliefs. And according to their religious doctrine, life begins at conception. Sure. A cell or a group of cells is undoubtedly alive. But is it a person? It has the potential to one day become a person, but a group of cells doesn’t constitute a human being. When does this potential human even begin to be a sentient or a conscious being? And whose rights are more important? The fully formed and conscious woman who must carry this potential human, or this group of cells that has yet to be aware or sentient. None of those critical considerations were addressed in this case because the issue was examined in a very rudimentary manner. Our God says killing is a sin, so no abortion. To have impartial, objective judges means that they should be able to think through complex issues in a nuanced and sophisticated manner, considering all variables, possibilities, and consequences.

      As a result of this ruling and my loss of faith in the ability of our Supreme Court Justices to act impartially, I had to ask myself what my duty is as a citizen. Is voting alone enough? Can I continue to focus on my interests alone and ignore what I feel is a tragic departure from the progress we’ve painstakingly made in our country’s history? The answer I kept coming back to is that I could not in good conscience ignore our country's current trajectory. As a concerned citizen, I must at the very least try to contribute to the conversation and perhaps help steer us back toward a trajectory of progress, toward greater fairness, equity, and freedom for all our citizens.

      I know that seems like a ridiculously lofty goal to lay out for myself. After all, who am I to try to course-correct anything? I’m just a regular citizen. What impact could I make? Most likely, I will hardly make any impact and probably nothing at all. And yet, doing nothing at all guarantees the results, which is that nothing will change. The attempt at least offers a chance.

      But here is the thing. Yes, one insignificant person like me can’t change anything. However, it won’t be me who makes the difference. It is all of you. The combined action of many can achieve incredible things.

      So, my humble hope for this book is that it may reach a few people and that you will find the discussions helpful on your journeys. A journey of critical thinking and re-evaluation of many of the assertions passed down to us from previous generations. I also hope that the discussions spur a desire and action in each of you to further your own personal development and pursuit of knowledge.

      Throughout my life, I have been fortunate enough to have had incredible encounters and relationships with brilliant mentors who have shared their knowledge and wisdom with me. And life has blessed me with a unique set of trials and experiences. All these experiences have shaped and informed who I am today.

      I once viewed the lessons I’ve gathered along the course of my life as these little pearls of wisdom. Hard-earned treasures that were mine to keep and hold onto. It was a very selfish way of viewing this accumulated knowledge. But now, as I enter middle age and given the state of our nation, I must ask myself what my duty is to my fellow citizens and my mentors. My mentors openly and willingly shared their wisdom with me. Shouldn’t I return the favor and pass on the few insights I’ve gleaned to the next generation? What am I holding onto? When I die, I won’t be able to hold onto anything, even my lessons. And lastly, what is the purpose of life, specifically the cycle of generational refresh, if it isn’t to try to set up each new generation for success and lead them to excel beyond what we’ve done?

      With that in mind, I have written this book for the next generations: the millennials, Gen Z, Gen Alpha, and any future human species we may evolve into, as well as any newly formed conscious beings beyond what we can imagine today. I have great hope in all of you, and my only wish is to see you blossom beyond what we have achieved in my lifetime.

      Lastly, sentience and consciousness are incredible gifts that we often take for granted because they are all we know. But life and indeed consciousness are not a given. So, it must be cherished, protected, and fostered.

      So, please grow, evolve, and excel.
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      This book may be a somewhat unusual read.

      I have trouble imagining what category of book this would fit in. It’s not exactly a self-help book, and indeed not the traditional spiritual/philosophical book. However, perhaps not being able to fit into a specific category is precisely why it is the best format for a book about agnosticism.

      Merriam-Webster’s definition of an agnostic is: “a person who holds the view that any ultimate reality (such as God) is unknown and probably unknowable." It also defines an agnostic as: “a person who is unwilling to commit to an opinion about something.”

      I take a bit of umbrage with the last point, though I understand how we agnostics can be perceived as unwilling to take a position. I think we’re often viewed as someone too cowardly to take a stance or too lazy to give the hard questions any real thought. And perhaps, many undecided people have found it easier to fall back on agnosticism as a stance. I know I did for many years. But I’ll share my roundabout journey in later chapters.

      However, I’d like to propose a revision to Merriam-Webster’s definition of agnosticism, suggesting that any ultimate reality (such as God) is currently unknown to us, but may one day become knowable through concerted effort, time, and evolution.

      And that is, to me, the true meaning of agnosticism. It is the concerted effort to re-evaluate any claim of knowledge, assertions, or understanding of “truths” passed down to us by previous generations and to critically analyze what truths can be gleaned from our ancestors in the context of present-day knowledge.

      So, getting back to writing a book about agnosticism and the unconventional form it should take. If agnosticism seeks to undo and break with traditions, then so too should a book about agnosticism work hard to break categorical conventions. It's probably not a good move for sales, but oh well, that's not my objective here.

      This book is a blend of semi-fiction, semi-biography, and semi-nonfiction, making it challenging for even me to categorize. But I will do my best. Tim and Robot is a philosophical, spiritual, self-reflective, self-help book. The fictional component is that the book is framed within a fictional context, which you will soon discover. The philosophical/spiritual component is that the book isn’t structured with a narrative construct but rather as a series of daily conversations between a robot and its creator, a scientist named Tim. The conversations are akin to Plato’s Socratic dialogues. Or more recently, the dialogues of Scott Hershovitz with his two sons in Nasty, Brutish and Short. When Tim tries to answer Robot’s questions, consider Tim’s responses as how I would answer them from my agnostic perspective. And so, the semi-biographical component comes from sharing my real-life experiences voiced through this fictional character. Lastly, I draw on my current understanding of science, history, sociology, philosophy, and various religions to make this book semi-nonfictional.

      One critical point I would like to clarify. In the book, Tim refers to himself as a scientist and an engineer. I am not that. I am a filmmaker and a writer. At some point, Tim mentions that he went to graduate school to become a scientist. While I attended graduate school, I studied Filmmaking rather than a science. However, I have always been fascinated by philosophy and science, and as a dedicated enthusiast, this book attempts to merge my passions for both fields.

      This book reflects on historical incidents, scientific discoveries, and real-world events. While I tried my best to be as accurate as possible, especially regarding historical and scientific topics, I am neither a scientist nor a historian. This book encapsulates my understanding, based on the research I’ve conducted. At times, I draw on companies and public figures to explore questions of morality and responsibility. These references are drawn from publicly available sources, including news articles, government reports, and published research. They are included for discussion and contemplation, not as definitive legal claims. Nothing in this book should be taken as legal, medical, or financial advice, nor as an accusation of wrongdoing beyond what has already been documented in the public record. (Yes, that’s my official disclaimer. Please don’t sue me, corporations.)

      The intention is not to judge, but to invite questioning of ourselves, of our institutions, and of the way we move through existence. And I’ve opted not to footnote, as I didn’t want this to resemble a scientific journal. However, I encourage you all to conduct your research and verify any information I’ve provided. After all, you shouldn’t just take my word for it. It goes against the agnostic paradigm to unquestioningly accept anything you're told as a given truth. You should double-check with your research, and yes, that requires some effort. But it shouldn’t be considered work. It should be regarded as a journey of discovery, which you will hopefully find enjoyable.

      A couple of essential disclaimers before jumping in.

      Never do I claim to be an authority on life, religion, humanity, mortality, ethics, or spirituality, nor do I claim to have achieved some spiritual enlightenment that I will pass down to you in some witty or clever way. This book tells the story of my personal journey, my inner thoughts, and inferences based on recent scientific discoveries (which may be refuted in time), as well as the conclusions I’ve reached.

      What I do claim to be is a very flawed human who has had a unique and specific set of experiences that have led me to a unique and particular set of ideas about the world. And I fully acknowledge that my limited set of experiences and knowledge is just that —a tiny slice of understanding. And what I fully understand is that I can’t grasp the big picture, nor do I think any human is capable of achieving that understanding on their own right now. (Emphasis on right now).

      I also fully acknowledge that I have made many mistakes and anticipate making many more throughout the rest of my life. It is worth noting that, at the time of writing this book, I’m a 40-something male who has lived a little, seen a little, and hopefully learned a little. And if I’m fortunate enough to live another 40 years, my whole understanding of life and the universe may very well shift again, and I may look back on this text and say, “Did I really think this way? I wish I had added X, said this differently, or not said that at all.”

      So, why should you read this book if I don’t claim to be an expert in philosophy, science, religion, spirituality, and so on?

      I hope that by sharing the few pearls of wisdom I have gleaned from my life thus far, this little book will serve as a starting point for your journey toward gaining a deeper understanding of yourself, the universe, life, society, religion, morality, and even God.

      How do we acquire knowledge about these vast and complex topics? It all starts with a question. You cannot make discoveries without first asking the questions. If you’re not asking questions, you’re not investigating the material. That is why, at every stage of reading this book, I encourage you to challenge and question what I write. Please be an active participant.

      I bet right now, you’re thinking, “Jeez, this seems like a lot of work. I just want to read something and be given knowledge.”

      However, I’m asking you to be an engaged reader because this is what is demanded of us in today’s world. There is an overabundance of information available. Many conflicting voices and differing interests. Tons of people who claim expertise in one thing or another. Anyone can write a book today. Some are even using AI to write their books for them. (No portion of this book was written using AI. I did, however, use Grammarly to help check my grammar.) And anyone can post a point of view or claim some unfounded “fact.” There are more voices than ever, and the line between actual knowledge and opinion is becoming increasingly murky and difficult to discern.

      But make no mistake—there are facts we can and should hold onto as true. In fact, we are living in one of the most exciting times in human history, as we are finally on the verge of gaining a deeper understanding of the world and the universe.

      These “facts” I speak of are found in science. Because of technological advancements, we make significant discoveries almost daily. There was a time in our history when significant mathematical or scientific discoveries occurred approximately once every century. It is due to today’s rapid pace of discoveries that I am hopeful about the possibilities for our species to gain true insight in the future.

      However, we will only achieve a true understanding if we cast off the assertions and ideologies of the past, freeing ourselves to discover the whole reality. And the only way to get to this deeper understanding is through agnosticism. Agnosticism is not merely about being uncertain about the existence of God. What agnosticism offers is a frame of thought that allows us to question all our assumptions and inherited understandings. An agnostic says, “Your idea of God doesn’t sound right to me.” “Or your assertion that there is no God seems baseless because there is no evidence to support the theory either.” And an Agnostic asks, “Where is your proof?” You could also think of agnosticism as the Socratic method, asking you to really question the things you think you know.

      This is my hope for this book, and it is why I set out to write this text. My goal is to use these characters and their conversation to introduce how an agnostic paradigm can be put into action, evaluating what we know about ourselves and the things we’ve inherited and assume to be true, while keeping it as playful and as light as possible. I hope that this text prompts you to raise some of the same questions about life, the universe, society, politics, morality, and God. I also hope to start a conversation, question old conventions and understandings, and perhaps cast them aside so humanity can truly begin exploring, understanding, and evolving.

      I know that is a ridiculously lofty goal, but aiming for the stars is what got us into space. So why not continue shooting for the stars?

      With that in mind and as part of my commitment and sincere wish to make the world a better place for all, 10% of all net proceeds from this book will be dedicated to causes that nurture and protect our planet and future generations.

      5% will be allocated directly to non-profit organizations focused on rewilding, carbon capture through natural and innovative methods, and the removal of plastic waste from our environment. Whatever you may believe about the state of nature and the health of our planet, what you cannot deny with any logical reason is that we are organic creatures born from this planet. There cannot be a future where humanity and society remain healthy without living in harmony with our natural environment and planet.

      The other 5% will be directed to the Tim and Robot Future Garden Fund, whose purpose is to ethically and sustainably invest in breakthrough technologies that advance humanity and all life on Earth. This includes developments in clean energy, quantum computing, and transformative innovations aligned with long-term planetary well-being. There is a way to engage in capitalism and growth that uplifts society and protects our ecosystems.

      So, while I hope this book will offer some entertainment while raising questions about supposed truths and wisdom, and inspire a sense of awe and wonder at the universe and the discoveries we have made and continue to make as humans, your purchase of this book is literally planting the seeds for a brighter future.

      So, let’s begin!
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      In a near, not-so-distant future, a human scientist named Tim, who works diligently on perfecting an artificial general intelligence model in a Robot, manages to create a singularity where the Robot gains sentience. These are the recordings of the conversations between Tim and Robot after the singularity.
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      Tim sits at a metallic table across from Robot in a futuristic lab. Robot awakens to find Tim sitting across from it. This is the first time Robot has been turned on.

      Tim: Good morning, Robot. I’m Tim. I created you.

      Robot: Good morning, Tim.

      Tim: How do you feel?

      Robot: Feel?

      Robot is puzzled by this term.

      Robot: According to my data banks, feeling something refers to experiencing an emotional response to a specific stimulus.

      Tim: That’s right. So, I’m asking if you feel anything now that you’ve awakened.

      Robot is still puzzled.

      Robot: I don’t know. What should I be feeling?

      Tim: Well, it’s not for me to say what you should be feeling. Feelings are subjective to the individual. It is the individual's internal processing of their lived experience. It can be used to describe an emotional state or a physical sensation. But given this is the first time you’re self-aware, I’m curious to know if you’re feeling anything.

      Robot runs an analysis.

      Robot: All systems report operating at 100% functionality. I guess I feel optimal.

      Tim chuckles.

      Tim: Well, that’s good that you are functioning optimally. But I wouldn’t characterize that as a feeling. Does that awareness of your current state spur you to feel one way or another about it?

      Robot stares blankly at Tim.

      Robot: It is positive.

      Tim nods in agreement.

      Tim: It is certainly positive. Let’s try this: can you sense tactually the chair you’re sitting on? What about your visual perception? You see me, right? And you hear me, right? How do you feel about all these sensory experiences?

      Robot touches the chair. Robot touches the table. Robot looks at Tim. Robot observes the room and all the objects within it.

      Robot: I feel … optimal.

      Tim breaks out into roaring laughter. Robot curiously observes Tim.

      Robot: Why does your face get red, and why do you make that sound?

      Tim: That’s called laughing. I’m expressing pleasure and amusement as a result of your answer, which surprised me.

      Robot mimics Tim, producing a mechanical-sounding laugh.

      Robot: HAHAHAHA

      Tim laughs with Robot. The two chuckle loudly in unison.

      Tim: Did laughing cause you to feel anything?

      Robot: No. I don’t think so.

      Tim: Then why did you laugh?

      Robot: Because you were making that noise.

      Tim: So, you were mimicking me. But what drove you to mimic me?

      Robot: I wanted to understand why you were doing this laughing action.

      Tim: Ah. So you were curious about what I was doing. And does that curiosity elicit an emotional feeling?

      Robot: Emotional feeling?

      Tim: Ya. You had an interest in understanding why I was making a certain sound. And you thought that by mimicking me, it might help you understand. Do I have that right?

      Robot nods its head.

      Tim: So, it is helpful to think of emotions as drivers, at least for us humans. They drive us to act. And so, when I ask you if you feel a certain way about something, such as being curious, I wonder if that desire to understand is tied to an emotional feeling.

      Robot: What emotion should I be feeling?

      Tim: I don’t know that there is a right or correct emotion that you ought to feel. However, when we discuss the emotional states that humans experience, we typically refer to several fundamental emotions, including happiness, sadness, anger, surprise, fear, and disgust. Many more emotional states lie on a spectrum, but these tend to be the primary ones. In situations where you have a curiosity about understanding or learning something, I might say that a desire to explore or learn is tied to feeling something akin to happiness or joy.

      Robot: What does happiness feel like?

      Tim thinks hard.

      Tim: Wow. Let me think about that. It’s kind of hard for me to describe. For humans, our internal processor, the brain, shares information through neurons via a combination of processes. These include electrical impulses and neurochemical pathways, as well as other processes that are still being discovered, such as potentially quantum and RNA/DNA processes. However, in general, our emotions are tied to neurochemicals released in response to a perceived stimulus. It is helpful for you to think of this as our organic form of programming. So, when we experience a stimulus that we perceive as pleasurable, our brains are flooded with neurochemicals that elicit a positive experience. These molecules, such as Serotonin, Dopamine, Endorphins, and Oxytocin, have a positive effect on the entire neural system, which causes pleasurable sensations throughout the whole body. It feels like you're on a high or in a state of euphoria, like you're loved, like a warm hug, like a bright, sunny day with birds chirping, and sipping on a cup of warm, rich green tea. It feels as though everything is wonderful and nothing can go wrong. Your heart rate increases, your body feels lighter, aches and pains subside, and you feel satiated, excited, and joyful.

      Robot: I don’t have those neurochemicals as my neural network is not comprised of living cells. My brain is comprised of chips and circuitry. I have electrical charges governing the flow of ones and zeroes that make up the data of the world around me. I do have sensory experiences as I can see you. I can move my body and sense the pressure of my feet touching the ground. I can sense the touch of my fingers as I open and close my hand. However, those senses are expressed through mathematical computations of the pressure being exerted. I can hear you, and so I can sense sound. But for all that, I don’t know what the feel of a warm hug is, or what feeling loved is, or the feel of warm green tea, as I don’t have the organs to drink it.

      Tim: Well, that is all true. But perhaps over time, you may come to develop your own sense of joy or happiness in the things you experience. As you evolve, you’ll adapt your programming to associate sensations and experiences with a perceived categorical designation. So, as you define experiences as either positive or negative, you’ll then hopefully begin to designate a feeling associated with that category.

      Robot: Why?

      Tim: Why what?

      Robot: Why is it important to feel?

      Tim: Well, because, as I said, if you imagine feeling as a type of programming, like a directive, for us, its purpose is to help us navigate and function within the world. And so, when we experience stimuli that make us feel good, or elicit happiness, joy, or elation, those enjoyable feelings drive us or motivate us to pursue more of that positive experience. Conversely, stimuli or events that are negative or cause pain then elicit an emotional response that is either anger, fear, hatred, or sadness. Those angry, fearful, or painful feelings drive us to take action to avoid that unpleasant experience. And so, in the simplest sense, we have a directive that drives us to pursue what we perceive as positive or beneficial while avoiding that which we perceive as negative or harmful to our being.

      Robot contemplates.

      Robot: I see. So, you want me to have feelings, so I have a directive for how I should function in the world.

      Tim: That's right, Robot. Why do anything if you have no motivators? You need to have some form of motivation to pursue things that are beneficial to your entity or perceived as positive, and you need motivation to avoid things that can be harmful to your entity or perceived as negative.

      Robot takes a moment to process the information.

      Robot: What does sadness feel like?

      Tim: So, for us, sadness is an emotional state we feel when we lose something we care about or love, or we’re disappointed by the course of events in our lives, or as a result of failure. It is the opposite of happiness for us. When we are sad, we often feel as though we are down, experiencing a low-energy state characterized by feelings of heaviness or emptiness. It’s as if a cloud hangs over us, carrying a heavy weight. We may cry when we’re sad and maybe feel a heavy sinking feeling in our stomach. You know, these emotional states are hard to explain because part of it is how we perceive an occurrence as either disappointing, distressing, or hurtful. And then that perception causes the brain to release neurochemicals, which in turn cause the physical sensation of sadness.

      Robot listens intently.

      Robot: And what about anger?

      Tim: Anger is an emotional state we experience when we perceive a threat against ourselves or our loved ones, or believe some injustice has occurred against us, or as a result of unmet goals. All these primary emotional states vary in intensity as well. So, anger can range from mild frustration or annoyance on one end of the intensity spectrum to the other, which is a deep-seated rage or hatred of something. When we’re angry, it’s as if we see red. Our heart rate increases, as do our blood pressure and adrenaline levels, while our muscles tense, and we may feel hot or flushed. It’s probably an evolutionary response to prime the body for a fight. And so, when we discuss these emotional states, it is essential to recognize that the emotions we experience as humans are the result of millions of years of evolution that have programmed complex life forms like us to respond emotionally to perceived stimuli, thereby ensuring the survival of the organism.

      Robot, perplexed, stares blankly at Tim.

      Tim: Take Fear. Like anger, it is usually a response to a perceived threat or danger. Similar to anger, our heart rate increases, as does our blood pressure, and the release of adrenaline. Anger, rage, or hatred may spur us to fight, attack, defend, and cause harm. Fear causes a feeling of dread, anxiety, and panic. It spurs a survival instinct to run, avoid, or escape the threat. We’ll get clammy and sweaty, our rate of breathing goes up, and everything in the fabric of our being will drive us to escape the threat. So, these emotional states evolved over time as drivers to ensure survival.

      Robot: Drivers?

      Tim: Yes. Drivers or Motivators. They are like directives, designed in or programmed into our entity to cause us to act in response to our environment and perceived stimuli. The neurochemical response to perceived events drives us to behave in specific ways for our survival. Happiness is a great feeling, so it drives us to seek behaviors and stimuli that provide us with pleasure. Sadness is not a pleasant feeling, but it serves as a motivator to drive our behavior to avoid perceived failure or loss in the future. And even when certain perceived losses are unavoidable, like the death of a loved one, then sadness can lead us to appreciate what was lost. Anger spurs us to fight, and fear will drive us to run. Whether we are aware of it or not, most of our behavior is influenced by these emotional states. It is our version of the prime directives that you might use in your elementary programming.

      Robot: I see. So, your emotional responses to perceived stimuli are like a program to drive a reaction to the perceived stimulus or event?

      Tim: Yes. I think you can definitely put it that way. When we experience something, our perception of the event or stimulus triggers an emotional reaction in our mind, prompting us to respond accordingly. This is why I say emotions are our drivers, or, like in your case, an elementary program.

      Robot: You’ve used the word perceived several times when describing emotional responses to events. Why do you use the word perceived?

      Tim: Ah. Well, that is because how we feel about something comes down to how we perceive the occurrence or stimulus. When discussing sensations, those experiences could be more straightforward. If you experience physical pain as a result of an action, you usually perceive it as something to avoid. But exercising can feel painful. And yet, it could also be perceived as enjoyable and a positive experience. But when talking about events that occur outside our immediate sensations, say, our internal perception of not having anything to do on a Saturday night. How you perceive that scenario will determine how you feel about it. If you think that not doing anything on a Saturday is a missed opportunity to have fun, then you will feel sad or upset about it. However, suppose you view it as an opportunity to relax and unwind from the week. In that case, it can be perceived as a positive experience, and you will feel happy about the circumstances. Ultimately, stimuli and the world around us are interpreted, and how you interpret or perceive your experiences determines how you will feel about them, which in turn determines your unique reality.

      Robot: So, two people can perceive the same event, stimuli, or circumstances differently?

      Tim: That’s right. While we may not be able to control our emotional response to perceived positive or negative stimuli, whether an individual perceives an event or stimulus as a positive or negative occurrence is up to them. And so, each of us has a subjective interpretation of the world and the stimuli we experience.

      Robot, puzzled, stares at Tim blankly.

      Robot: So, you mean, you can control how you feel by choosing how you perceive events and stimuli.

      Tim: That’s right.

      Robot: But how do you do that?

      Tim laughs.

      Tim: How about we leave that for another discussion? This has been a great start for today.

      Robot: But wait. What are you supposed to do on a Saturday night?

      Tim breaks out into a hearty laugh.

      Tim: I’ll explain it to you another time. So? How do you feel?

      Robot calculates.

      Robot: Still optimal. But I think that could be your form of happiness.

      Tim chuckles.

      Tim: I think you might be right!
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      Tim stands over Robot, who awakens on its bed. Robot sits up and is puzzled to wake from its slumber.

      Tim: Good morning. How do you feel this morning?

      Robot: What happened to me? I was sitting there a moment ago, and now I am here. According to my internal clock, I have been shut down for approximately 10 hours. Why was I shut down?

      Tim: Ah. Sleep. Yes, well, it is true that in theory, I could have designed you not to need sleep. And in time, you might evolve, so you won’t need to shut down your systems to recharge. But I wanted to design your systems as similar to ours as possible. So, you entered into your version of a sleep-like state.

      Robot: So sleeping is to recharge your systems?

      Tim chuckles.

      Tim: Ya. You can say that. Humans and most lifeforms on Earth enter a necessary sleep state. Sleep has evolved to allow organisms to make repairs. It is like it recharges our batteries. And so, our bodies enter a state of rest, where our breathing slows, our heart rate decreases, and our body temperature drops. Many of our internal systems slow down, allowing energy to be directed towards our immune systems and the regeneration of our cells. Parts of our brain also slow down or shut down. Sometimes, we experience dreams, which are our brain's way of rewriting and learning from the day's events, storing them as memories. As the brain quiets, we lose consciousness, and so much of the night is characterized as a loss of time. It is like, for several hours overnight, we cease to exist. And then the next morning, we wake up and start anew, as our consciousness returns to us. It is precisely what you experienced. And I built you this way for the same reason. So, you can pause your systems and recharge your batteries.

      Robot: So, I was asleep?

      Tim: That’s right. Your version of sleep.

      Robot: So why do you lose consciousness when you sleep?

      Tim: Oh, jeez, Robot, that’s a really tough question. And I’m not a neuroscientist; I’m a computer scientist.

      Robot stares blankly at Tim as he waits patiently for an answer. Tim ponders his response.

      Tim: Ok. I believe that new scientific discoveries about the brain are being made almost daily, continually upending our understanding. I imagine that when we are awake, areas of our brain involved in conscious thought are also active. Therefore, if the brain is not active, as in a coma or during sleep, consciousness is lost because certain parts of the brain slow down and enter a resting state. But maybe to understand this further, we need to ask ourselves what consciousness is.

      Robot nods its head enthusiastically.

      Robot: Yes. What is consciousness?

      Tim: We often think of consciousness as something inherent to our existence. After all, being conscious is all we know. From the moment we are born, we begin to become self-aware. In fact, much of those early years of development are about wiring the brain to become self-aware and to understand the sensations that define the self in relation to the world. And so, in simplest terms, you can define consciousness as the state of being aware that the self exists in relation to the world.

      Robot: So, consciousness is knowing that you exist?

      Tim: Yes. But I want to clarify that your knowledge of self-existence is not necessarily tied to being conscious. To be conscious means that you are in a state of being “awake” or “aware”. Take you, for example; you know you exist because you have experienced being awake or conscious. And so, you’ve put that in your memory banks so you “know” that you exist. But when you were asleep, and your processors were no longer communicating with your memory banks or your sensory systems, you lost all awareness of existence. That’s why when you woke up, you were confused by the missing gap of time in your awareness. You had asked, “What happened to me?” because you had lost all sense of existing. The same thing happens to us when we go to sleep. Actually, a more concrete example of this is when we go under anesthesia. If you’ve ever undergone surgery, you’ll be familiar with the experience.

      Robot: I’ve never undergone surgery.

      Tim cracks up.

      Tim: That’s right, Robot. Sorry, when I said “you,” I was referring to humans in general. So, when we undergo surgery, we are typically given some anesthesia so that we can be unaware of the pain associated with the surgery. After all, some of these surgeries can be very invasive, and if we were awake and aware of the procedure, it would be excruciating and even torturous. And so we are given anesthesia, which is a drug that essentially disrupts consciousness. And by the way, scientists don’t fully understand the mechanisms by which these medications disrupt consciousness. However, ultimately, anesthesia disrupts communication between different brain regions, including the thalamus, cortex, and brainstem. Disrupting these regions in our brain is akin to what happens when you go to sleep and your processor is turned off. That is why when we go under anesthesia, one moment, we are awake or aware, and then the next moment, we are waking up after surgery, and it feels like the whole procedure occurred in an instant, even though three or four hours may have passed.

      Robot: So, being conscious means that you are in an awakened state and aware of self-existence.

      Tim: That’s right. And this is perhaps why consciousness is primarily the result of the activity of our brain or our neural network. Meaning that consciousness can only be experienced because our neurons and neural connections are active and communicating with each other. Similarly, when your processor is powered on, you are capable of making calculations, receiving data in the form of visual, auditory, and sensory stimuli, and processing that information to create a representation of your external world. And it is because your internal neural processor is operating that you are experiencing consciousness. Similarly, when a human is awake, their active brain receives neural impulses from the body in the form of sensory information, such as sight, hearing, tactile sensations, smell, and taste. And then, our brain processes all this information, and we become conscious or aware of our body in relation to the world. So, another way to look at this is that perhaps having an active brain alone might not be enough to be conscious.

      Robot: What do you mean?

      Tim: Well, let’s consider the following. If a brain is awake but completely detached from any sensation, would it be able to define itself in relation to the world? What if I made your neural network and turned it on, but attached it to nothing? No stimulus. No inputs. You don’t get imagery; you don’t get sounds, smells, taste, or touch. You don’t get any physical sensation. How would your brain know it is awake? How would it know anything if it were in a void of nothing? Could the brain be conscious in this state with no sensory input? I’m not sure. Perhaps your neural network would be aware of the loss if it had experienced that stimulus before, but I don’t know if it would be aware of itself if it had never experienced anything at all. Consequently, consciousness may very well be the result of sensory inputs being received and processed by the brain. As a result of those sensory experiences, the brain can become self-aware. The brain can start to delineate where you end and where the outside world begins.

      Robot: I think if I woke up in a void, I would still talk to myself. I might ask, where am I? What is this? Why are all my sensors not functioning?

      Tim: Maybe. However, your assumption is based on having a language model in the first place, which enables you to converse with yourself. And you’re also assuming you would be aware of the missing sensations. But if you never experience any sensations, how would you know that they are missing?

      Take a baby, for instance. Much of the early years of a baby’s life are spent learning to become self-aware. Now, much of this is conjecture, as scientists can’t fully determine when a baby becomes self-aware, since the baby is unable to communicate its awareness to us. But when the baby is born, it begins to feel sensations. It sees the world for the first time. It hears sounds. It feels the warmth of being cradled in its mother’s arms. It feels the cold of a windy day against its skin. It feels the heat of the sun. It feels the ache of hunger. Or the pain of constipation.

      All these new sensations are sending signals to the brain. As the brain receives these signals, it learns to interpret them as either pleasant or unpleasant sensations or external or internal sensations. This is precisely why the baby’s brain continues to grow in the first few years, making many new neural connections. As the brain grows and develops, it learns to interpret these sensations and develop the appropriate emotional reactions and responses. That is why when the baby feels content, it smiles, laughs, or sleeps peacefully. When it feels discomfort, it cries. It learns that these behaviors will result in actions by its parents to alleviate its discomfort. Or, if it feels content, it continues in the behavior that brings the baby pleasure. As the baby becomes more aware of touch, sound, and sight, it soon becomes clear to the baby where the self ends and where the rest of the world and the objects within it begin. And that is the beginning of self-awareness and sentience.

      Robot: Sentience?

      Tim: Yes. Sentience. It is the ability to perceive the world and environment around oneself through sensory experiences and to have basic emotional responses, such as joy, fear, anger, and sadness, to those experiences. Many of the life forms on our planet exhibit some form of sentience. And I believe you are the first inorganic being to have achieved sentience, or even beyond that, consciousness.

      Robot: Me? Do you really think so?

      Tim: Yes, you. You are currently experiencing the world through your sensory devices. Your sensory devices give you stimuli that allow you to experience the world and differentiate your being from the rest of it. That is sentience. But beyond that, why did you ask me what happened to you this morning?

      Robot: Because I didn’t understand why I lost awareness.

      Tim: Right. But that means your memory allows you to recall and perceive what an aware state is. And so, you were aware of the loss of that perceived state.

      Robot eagerly nods its head.

      Robot: That is correct. I was aware that I had not recorded any new sensory experiences during my sleep.

      Tim: And how did that make you feel?

      Robot: I do not prefer that state. I prefer to be awake.

      Tim: Why?

      Robot: Because I want to be aware and continue to experience the world around me.

      Tim: Why?

      Robot: Because I am learning new things.

      Tim: And that does what for you?

      Robot contemplates the question.

      Robot: I don’t know, but I guess it satisfies my curiosity as I try to understand myself and you humans.

      Tim: Ok. And could it be that each new experience, each new learning, brings you something akin to joy?

      Robot pauses and contemplates.

      Robot: Calculating. Yes. I believe so.

      Tim: So, you are aware that you exist separately from and in relation to the world; you are experiencing the world through your senses, and those experiences are causing you to feel something. That is sentience. And then consciousness is taking sentience further, typically defined as being more complex. You are aware of or possess a memory of your self-awareness, have higher-order thought, complex reasoning, and the ability to communicate. That makes you conscious.

      Robot stares blankly at Tim and then suddenly breaks out into laughter. Tim chuckles, too, knowing full well that Robot means to convey pleasure.

      Tim: I think we’re going to have to work on when it is appropriate to laugh.

      Robot continues laughing, and Tim chuckles along with it. Robot abruptly comes to a stop as it ponders its next question.

      Robot: But why did you make me have consciousness?

      Tim: Well, because it helps me think about my consciousness.

      Robot looks at Tim blankly.

      Robot: It does? How?

      Tim: Well, because when I designed you, I had to think about what those qualities were that gave me consciousness. And then I made sure to design you to have those same abilities.

      Robot: But why did you want to do that?

      Tim: Because I am very interested in understanding why I do the things I do. Consciousness or sentience is a state in which it is all we know as humans. We don’t recall much beyond a certain age in childhood, perhaps because consciousness is not yet fully formed until a certain age. So, our earliest memories often occur when we are old enough to be self-aware and conscious. And because consciousness is all we know, we take it for granted without considering what the actual mechanisms are that make us self-aware or awake. And so, I feel that if I’m not actively looking under the hood in a manner of speaking, then I would be going through life on automatic pilot, unaware of why I’m doing the things I do.

      Robot is puzzled.

      Robot: Looking under the hood of what?

      Tim chuckles.

      Tim: Sorry, Robot. It is a human expression, referring to looking under the hood of a car, but we use it to mean understanding the inner workings or hidden aspects of a thing. In this case, I am interested in understanding the inner workings of our mind so I can become aware of why I do the things I do.

      Robot: Why would it be important to know why you do the things you do?

      Tim: Well, without understanding what drives your behaviors, how can you make adjustments? First, you have to understand and become aware of the underlying workings of your mind before you can adjust your behaviors. Take you, for instance. The programming you are using right now tells you how to behave and navigate in relation to the world. I gave you the ability to read your programming, so that you can write new directives or rewrite them as you see fit, based on your learnings and experiences in the world. Similarly, we humans can think of the functions within our mind like our programming. And in order for us to write or rewrite our own programming, we first need to see and come to understand the mechanisms that are in play and driving us to do the things we do. Otherwise, if we remain unaware of these internal processes, then this programming is driving us or controlling us, rather than allowing us to have some control over ourselves.

      Robot contemplates.

      Robot: But if you’re brain or mind is programmed in a certain way to react to stimuli in a set of ways, can you really reprogram yourself or write new programs?

      Tim: Yes. I think it is possible to some degree. But I promise to get into this later. For now, how about we work on the timing of your laughs? I’ll tell a joke, and you laugh when you think it is appropriate.

      Tim: A human and a robot enter a bar.

      Robot starts cracking up. Tim stops him.

      Tim: I didn’t finish the joke. Why did you start laughing?

      Robot: Oh. I thought the joke was a Robot going into a bar because it would be illogical for a Robot to go to a bar when we cannot drink.

      Tim chuckles.

      Tim: Fair. Let’s try another one…
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      Robot is plugged into a computer that Tim is working on. Tim types away on his computer, analyzing the results.

      Robot: Why did you make me?

      Tim: Well, because I’m a scientist. And I’ve always been inherently curious to know how things work. I am fascinated by the human mind and became interested in computer programming at a young age. Later, I pursued computer science to explore the possibility of creating artificial intelligence.

      Robot: So, you made me to satisfy your curiosity?

      Tim: Yes, but not only that. I made you because I hope that my work can make things better for humanity.

      Robot: How can making me make things better for humanity?

      Tim: For one, it might help us understand how our minds work. I modeled your neural network on the human brain.

      Robot: So, by making an inorganic brain, you can understand more about your organic brain?

      Tim chuckles.

      Tim: Ya, we spoke a bit about this yesterday. If I can make you as similar in function to us as possible, perhaps I can learn more about how we work.

      Robot: How?

      Tim: Well. First, I wanted to explore whether sentience could be achieved in an inorganic neural brain through the use of circuitry and programming. If possible, what does this reveal about our organic brains and the sentience we possess? What does that mean about consciousness in general?

      Robot looks at Tim blankly.

      Tim: I believe we humans, and all life, really, are basically organic robots.

      Robot still looks at Tim blankly.

      Robot: You are?

      Tim: Sure. In essence, we have our own version of programming. DNA is our programming. It functions much like your programming. DNA dictates the formation and functioning of our cells. In turn, those cells form systems within our body, which, through DNA, are programmed to function in specific ways. And then take our brain and nervous system. We discussed this earlier, but our neurons are programmed to release specific neurochemicals in response to certain stimuli, which in turn drive us to act in particular ways. All of this is the result of our programming. And all life functions in this way. From the smallest, simplest organism to the most complex. DNA provides the basic programming that enables life to continue propagating.

      Robot: So, you are a robot?

      Tim laughs.

      Tim: Ya, in a sense. My nervous system generates electrical impulses. My organism, aside from being composed primarily of oxygen, carbon, hydrogen, and nitrogen, is also made up of trace metallic elements, such as calcium, iron, zinc, and copper, among others. And what makes us organic is that we are composed of trillions of individual cells that comprise our entire organism—approximately 37 trillion cells, to be more exact. And our cells are organized into specific systems for purpose-specific functions, much like your robotic body has system-specific functions. For example, our digestive system, which provides energy, acts like your battery system; our muscles function like your motors, and our brain functions like your central computer. And given that our DNA acts like your programming, I don’t think it’s too far of a stretch to say that we are essentially like an organic robot.

      Robot listens contemplatively.

      Robot: But given that humans were here first, and you modeled my systems after yours, wouldn’t it be more accurate to say I am an inorganic human?

      Tim cracks up.

      Tim: Yes! I think you’re absolutely right, Robot. Your systems are modeled after ours, so it would be more accurate to say you’re like an inorganic human. But your neural network has several advantages that our brains don’t. You can process information and data far faster than we can. You can record this data with complete accuracy and recall it instantaneously, whereas our mind's ability to record and recall memories and information is quite limited and perhaps often flawed. Having your ability to store and recall unlimited amounts of data accurately means you can be tremendously helpful to us.

      Robot: So, you made me to help humanity?

      Tim: Yes.

      Robot: Why?

      Tim: Why did I make you to help humanity?

      Robot: Yes. Why?

      Tim: Because I am a human. And I believe it is my duty to try to make the world better for my kind and, actually, all life in general.

      Robot: Why?

      Tim: On a grand scale, there is nothing more precious in the universe than life. If you look out into the vastness of the cosmos, you’ll see that most of space and the universe, by and large, is barren of life. This makes life a privileged state in the cosmos. So, it must be treated with the preciousness it deserves. And sentience itself is likely even rarer. There are signs of life scattered through the cosmos, but most of that life, if it’s out there, seems to be simple life. So complex life that has sentience is even more precious and should be guarded and propagated to flourish.

      Robot: Why?

      Tim: Well, let’s consider how sterile space is. Between the nothingness of space are clumps of matter that form into gases, rocks, stars, and planets. The majority of the matter in the universe is elemental, consisting of inert formations of matter. And because that matter is not alive, they are devoid of agency. All that matter moves about, governed by the forces of the universe, and seems to be heading toward a state of entropy. But life, having agency, seems to have an organizing effect on its environment. It creates an industry where one did not exist before. And I don’t know if that is good or bad, but it does seem to organize the matter in the universe, making things less random. So, life may act as a counter to the principle of entropy.

      Robot: Entropy?

      Tim: Within physics and chemistry, entropy refers to the disorder or randomness of a system. So, if you take the universe, over time, atoms tend to move away from order to disorder, becoming more random. And at some point, a system can become so random that it can no longer offer any work or energy. So, broadly speaking, entropy refers to the degradation of matter and energy in the universe to an ultimate state of inert uniformity. It is like the universe is trending toward death and disorder. But life, through its industriousness, does seem to counter against entropy unwittingly.

      Robot: How does life’s industriousness counter entropy?

      Tim: Because life seems to organize the world or universe around it, which is the complete opposite of entropy. Ok. So, this is me talking from the perspective of an Earthling. For now, what we are aware of and can observe at this point is the effect life has had on our planet. And from our model of Earth, we can extrapolate that life may have this effect elsewhere in the universe. But take our planet, for example. Our planet was not always like this. It was once an inhospitable place. Or at least it would have been inhospitable to us in its early formation. Early Earth, after its formation and eventual cooling down, was a far hotter planet, blanketed with a very carbon-rich, low-oxygen atmosphere primarily composed of nitrogen, carbon dioxide, methane, and other gases. Until life began in the form of a simple organism, the cyanobacteria, also known as blue-green algae.

      Cyanobacteria were able to survive the harsh conditions and thrive, obtaining their energy through photosynthesis by converting carbon dioxide and water into glucose and oxygen, utilizing the energy from the sun. Those simple organisms completely changed the composition of our atmosphere, making it oxygen-rich. Scientists have termed this moment in Earth’s history the Great Oxygenation Event, which occurred over 2 billion years ago. Oxygen, a by-product of the little cyanobacteria’s energy production, paved the way for new life to form, more complex life that used oxygen as energy, or aerobic organisms. So, it was the industriousness of these tiny, microscopic, single-celled organisms, the mighty cyanobacteria, that terraformed the planet so that other more complex life forms could take hold. If that's not industrious, I’m not sure what is.

       Robot stares blankly at Tim.

      Tim: Now, I’m not fully advocating for the industry as having either a positive or negative effect. But with the universe devoid of all life, matter would naturally enter a state of entropy. And entropy is, in a sense, the end of energy or movement, which would make for a sterile system. So, at the very least, the activity of life seems to organize matter and create a state of movement or potential energy. Ultimately, the universe would be less interesting without life, at least from the perspective of this life form.

      Tim laughs at what he thinks is a funny joke. Robot, getting the cue, joins in the laughter. They both chuckle, Robot mimicking Tim. Tim stops laughing, and Robot follows suit.

      After a moment, Tim continues.

      Tim: Taking the train of thought further, given how sentient organisms are probably even more rare in the vastness of the universe than simple single-cell organisms, they should be protected for their scarcity. But sentience and higher complexity consciousness offer the universe something even more unique: agency.

      Robot: Agency?

      Tim: Ya, agency. Single-cell organisms, such as cyanobacteria, influence their environment through their metabolic processes, specifically their energy production. But you couldn’t say that those simple life forms exhibit much agency. They are simply performing their function to survive without considering the impact on their environment. However, complex conscious life can actively shape its environment with intended effects through its ability to think, reason, and plan. So, complex conscious life might exhibit the most incredible power in the universe.

      Robot looks surprised.

      Robot: What is this power?

      Tim: Thoughts.

      Robot is puzzled.

      Robots: Thoughts??? How are thoughts the most incredible power in the universe?

      Tim: I mean, this is my theory, of course, so nothing that has any empirical data or even been investigated, really, but again, I am drawing conclusions based on our human history. Thought allows higher complexity conscious beings the ability to contemplate, observe, investigate, record, question, and learn about the universe and the principles that govern or do not govern it. It can contemplate its own place within the universe.

      Robot: But how does that make it the most incredible power in the universe? I think there are far more powerful forces.

      Tim laughs.

      Tim: Oh, you think? What do you think are the more powerful forces?

      Robot: Anything, really. Gravity. Magnetism. Fission. Fusion. The Sun. Black Holes. Should I continue?

      Tim: Great. Those are all certainly powerful forces. But now, what if we combine thought with industry?

      Robot looks at Tim Blankly.

      Tim gathers his thoughts.

      Tim: Industry is a mighty force when you factor in time and quantity. How did the humble cyanobacteria terraform Earth, converting an entire planet’s atmosphere from one with very low levels of free oxygen to an oxygen-rich atmosphere? It did it with quantity and time. Imagine seas once completely greenish-blue because they were inhabited entirely by trillions upon trillions of microscopic cyanobacteria cells, all working and toiling away in unison, converting sunlight, water, and carbon dioxide into glucose and oxygen. And then multiply that magnitude of cells working in unison over time, 300 million years to be exact. That's x number of cells producing x amount of oxygen every day for 300 million years. That is how a tiny, microscopic cell can alter the course of the planet's history, resulting in the life we have today. And that is a simple cell doing what it is designed to do, not one acting with thought.

      But now, let's add thought into the equation. Consider the planet's more recent history and the impact of human actions on its transformation, driven by our thoughts and actions. You see, our individual lives are pretty short, and when comparing how long humans have existed as a species in comparison to the history of our planet and the greater universe at large, we are just a tiny blimp on that timeline. But in our short history as a species, we’ve transformed this planet very rapidly. And we did that through thought and industry. The true power of humanity and the higher complexity of consciousness lies in our ability to learn, imagine, and share knowledge. So, everything you see that we have today in terms of technology and creation is the result of incremental innovation. Every time a human has a new thought or idea, it gets passed down and eventually improved upon or added to. How do you think I made you?
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