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We are part of a symbiotic relationship with something which disguises itself as an extraterrestrial invasion so as not to alarm us.

—TERENCE MCKENNA, IN J. J. KRIPAL,
DMT ENTITY ENCOUNTERS





All human beings must face their own mortality the moment that they learn that their time on this planet is limited, and this is the source of much of our anxiety as a species. However, for generations that stretch back into our prehistory, we’ve been able to gain some sense of reassurance, at least some sense of immortality, in the notion that our offspring and the world around us will continue on after our personal demise in a seemingly everlasting way. That idea is now forever shattered—and with the escalating climate crisis, global mass extinctions, the Covid pandemic, the impending perils of advanced and weaponized robots with AI super-intelligence—human extinction in the not-too-distant future seems to be a genuine possibility.

In 2005 a collection of my interviews about the future with various experts from different fields was published under the title Conversations on the Edge of the Apocalypse. At the time, it seemed that our species was teetering on the brink of either global suicide or divinity status, and—as I suspected would be the case—over the past two decades this nerve-wracking polarity has continued to escalate and intensify.

Are we headed toward an environmental apocalypse, a global mass extinction that includes us? Or will our wayward species overcome the massive challenges and self-created monstrosities that currently face us and become all-powerful and immortal superhuman masters of space and time? These teetering polarized possibilities have now become so extreme—in our face and impossible to ignore—that it seems like our species is facing an evolve-or-die intelligence test.
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Cover art for Conversations on the Edge of the Apocalypse.

Art by Brummbaer.

DOES THE FUTURE BELONG
TO THE TARDIGRADES?

Here’s the bottom line. Humans move around 51 billion tons of carbon into the atmosphere every year and this—along with other more powerful greenhouse gases—is the primary cause of global warming. We need to reduce that number of emissions to zero as quickly as possible and develop carbon-capturing technologies if we want to have any hope of our civilization surviving this next century and not facing the very real prospect of human extinction. Industrial manufacturing, energy production, agriculture, transportation, and just about everything that we do as a species contribute to the production of more dangerous greenhouse gases. Pragmatic solutions exist but they aren’t enough it seems, as a massive shift in human activity and consciousness needs to occur fast.

It seems no accident that magic mushrooms and ayahuasca—nature’s way of increasing ecological awareness in our species—are spreading like wildfire across our planet. Will it reach those with the power to transform the system in time? Will our species wake up before it’s too late? I lie in bed every night thinking this over, and it’s so frustrating and scary, feeling like we’re on a runaway train speeding into the darkness. Our planet has faced mass extinctions before and we could easily be the next species to go.

Planet Earth is rapidly heating up and getting ever more polluted, threatening just about all life on our precious planet that’s less hardy than a tardigrade.1 The polar ice caps are melting faster than feared, the oceans are acidifying, radioactive nuclear toxins are accumulating, and countless species are dying as hurricanes and firestorms ravage the world. No one can predict what will happen next, but the evolutionary race is certainly speeding up, the elevation of our planet’s temperature is accelerating faster and faster, and there’s little time left to turn things around and save our vanishing world.
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Photo of a tardigrade.

PSYCHEDELIC DRUGS IN THE NEWS AND
MAINSTREAM CULTURE

Meanwhile, psychedelic plants and drugs—as well as the shamanic and therapeutic knowledge about how to use them wisely for healing—are rapidly spreading all over the planet. Ayahuasca churches and ketamine clinics can be found in every major city now, Oregon legalized psilocybin therapy, psychedelic drug therapy research is experiencing a global renaissance in the science and medical communities, and psychedelic drug use through illegal underground channels has reached high levels of popularity.2 A study in the international journal Drug and Alcohol Dependence reports that LSD use increased 56 percent between 2015 and 2018 (including an especially large 223 percent increase among people aged 35 to 49).3

New York Times bestselling author Michael Pollan appeared on The Late Show with Stephen Colbert4 to talk about the wonders of psychedelic drug research, and the once demonized, criminalized, ignored, and ridiculed movement toward psychedelic consciousness now appears to be going fully mainstream. Activist groups like the Psychedelic Society have been organized on college campuses around the world. There have been a slew of positive articles, upbeat television news stories about the research, Netflix documentaries, psychedelic-inspired shows like Midnight Gospel, Joe Rogan’s podcasts, and other supportive media attention (which largely began in 2007, soon after the publication of my article “Psychedelic Healing” in Scientific American Mind magazine).5

Psychedelics have become so mainstream that there was a hit Broadway musical theater production—Flying Over Sunset—about Cary Grant, Aldous Huxley, and Clare Boothe’s LSD experiences. There’s now even a television dating show called Love Is Magic, filmed in Jamaica, where the contestants are tripping on magic mushrooms.6

Immersive interactive visionary art projects like Meow Wolf that seem like dazzling psychedelic visions come to life are now permanent attractions in Las Vegas, Denver, and Santa Fe. They have become hugely popular and many people have told me that they enjoy exploring these interactive art worlds while they’re tripping. In this book I interview Vince Kadlubek, co-founder and director of Meow Wolf, about the future of artistic expression and creativity.

It has certainly been most interesting to watch this transformation occur in public opinion. This shift in our approach to psychedelic drugs is something that I’ve anticipated since I was in high school, but is it truly unfolding in an undirected and democratic manner? Psychedelic scholar Robert Forte has pointed out that the media’s approach to psychedelic drugs, especially the phenomenon of microdosing with LSD (which he actually helped to popularize by suggesting to psychologist James Fadiman that he include a section about this in his book The Psychedelic Explorer’s Guide), has dramatically shifted over the past few years and he suspects some type of hidden federal influence behind this.7

Forte proposes that something similar to Operation Mockingbird, a large-scale program run by the CIA that began in the early 1950s and attempted to manipulate news media for propaganda purposes,8 may secretly continue to this day with psychedelic drugs. Why are psychedelic drugs suddenly getting so much good press and positive media attention? Some people see a sinister conspiracy behind this.

For example, the Multidisciplinary Association for Psychedelic Studies (MAPS, which I worked with from 2008 to 2012) has been partially funded by the Mercer family, which donated substantially to former president Donald Trump’s campaign, and according to Wikipedia, supports organizations that “reject the scientific consensus on climate change.” Why would this conservative family be interested in supporting psychedelic therapy? MAPS president and founder Rick Doblin has said in interviews that the U.S. military had done studies with MDMA that the public and the rest of the scientific community know nothing about.9

Some people are concerned that MDMA could be used to help soldiers recover from the traumas of war and it could be normalized with authorized medical treatment, thus perpetuating the horrors of the military-industrial complex. Are psychedelic drugs the “soma” of Huxley’s Brave New World, chemical distractions to keep us blissfully unaware of how the dark side of our government is stealing our freedoms and spreading terror across the globe? Or are they the tools of spiritual awakening, akin to the moksha medicine in Huxley’s later novel Island?

I find this dark perspective intriguing, but as someone who edited the MAPS Bulletin for five years and worked as a freelance writer for much of my life, the transformation appears natural and organic to me. I’ve watched as magazine editors’ minds have slowly changed and opened up over the past decade, how new generations have entered the scene, and I think that it has more to do with all of the new and exciting science, as well as an instinctive or intuitive understanding that psychedelics can help the collective human mind to heal and save us from the lethal dangers of climate change.

If anyone is secretly behind this shift in public awareness around psychedelics, I suspect that it’s the botanical world, the ancient plant spirits, or the genetic intelligence that resides in the core of all living cells. I’m reminded of how the late inventor Buckminster Fuller once described how businessmen selling peace signs on clothing for profit were nonetheless spreading messages of peace; he said something like, “While the honey-money bees are out there collecting pollen-money, they don’t even realize it but they’re fertilizing the flowers and pollinating the plants.”

DARK SECRETS AND HIDDEN SHADOWS RISE
TO THE SURFACE OF MAINSTREAM CULTURE

As the world becomes more interconnected through the internet, dark secrets, hidden shadow elements of our society, and long suspected conspiracies are rising to the surface of our culture. Old political, social, and economic systems are clearly crumbling. Dinosaur reptilian politicians engage in titanic battles to maintain their colossal power, seeking control, division, and de-evolution of the human herd, but resulting in a destabilization that actually spurs evolution on and causes the species to seek higher levels of system organization.

Like a species engaging in a global group therapy session, humanity’s shadows are becoming disturbingly visible for all to see. Former president Donald Trump unveiled the corporate corruption, the selfish ecological destruction, and the unbridled greed that has long fueled our political system for all but the dullest minds to see, and radical racism, sexism, religious extremism, and dangerous prejudices, long suppressed, seem empowered with frightening strength.

Additionally, despite our now extraordinary access to a wealth of information via the internet with regard to political news, simply determining the factual status of a news item is growing ever more challenging. The problems with spreading misinformation, fake news, corporate-controlled media outlets, and foreign influences have escalated and grown so out of control that even the best minds among us are having difficulty sifting what’s true from what isn’t. Now, with the development of sophisticated digital deepfake video editing techniques, reality almost seems to be melting before our eyes. How long will it be before our memories themselves can be altered and edited, as happened to Arnold Schwarzenegger in Total Recall?

Noam Chomsky, whom I interviewed for my 2005 collection, pointed out in his book Manufacturing Consent how corporate media produces political propaganda. This has now become common knowledge. Parody religions like Discordianism and the media experiment “Operation Mind Fuck”10 planted psychological seeds within our culture that caused many people to question their belief systems, which seemed to be a positive development, but now, with the ease of spreading inaccurate information on the internet and deliberate disinformation campaigns like QAnon, this has developed into a serious problem.

It’s become a huge challenge to simply determine what is real and what isn’t and many people aren’t mentally equipped to effectively deal with this impending challenge. In the pages that follow, I discuss this problem with cultural analyst Erik Davis, who offers some intriguing insights into this growing and concerning phenomenon. It seems no accident that we’re currently experiencing a global revival of shamanic plants and a scientific and artistic renaissance with psychedelic drugs during these times.
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Psilocybe semilanceata mushrooms.

Photo by Alan Rockefeller.

VISIONARY PLANT MEDICINES TO THE RESCUE

Cannabis is finally being legalized state by state in the United States as well as around the world, and Oregon legalized psilocybin for therapy in 2020.11 There are political initiatives to decriminalize psychedelic plants and psilocybin mushrooms in numerous cities and states.12 The cities of Denver, Colorado; Oakland, California; and my own beloved hometown of Santa Cruz, California have already decriminalized psilocybin fungi and visionary plants. As a result of these consciousness-­raising movements, people are consequentially becoming more ecologically aware. Scientific studies show that psychedelic experiences can substantially increase ecological awareness,13 which is so desperately needed right now to save our polluted biosphere from the onslaught of climate change.

Cannabis and psychedelics are currently growing with such popularity, it’s like a massive mycelium network stretching around the world. It is as though Gaia—the hypothesized global organism that equates with our entire biosphere—is trying to heal herself from the planetary problems that we have created with our out-of-control greed, unconscious actions, profound ignorance, and tragic lack of compassion. Psychedelic plants and drugs seem like corrective hormones in the planetary body of Mother Nature, tuning us in to healing vibration frequencies in order to make us more conscious, more sensitive, and environmentally aware.

For example, many people in the psychedelic community have pointed out that the late Swiss chemist Albert Hofmann discovered the psychoactive powers of LSD near a time that was historically close to the first nuclear explosion on our planet in the mid-1940s. These people suspect that this coincidence wasn’t just a chance occurrence, but rather an attempt by Higher Intelligence to intentionally raise the spiritual consciousness of humanity so that we would act more responsibly with the powerful new technologies that we were building.

Also, according to mycologist Paul Stamets, psilocybin-­containing mushrooms tend to grow in areas that are disturbed by ecological upheavals, such as where roads are cut into a forest, the grounds around a construction site, and landslides.14 These enchanted fungi seem to especially proliferate in areas where there has been a lot of human activity, almost as if they are an intelligent response to our destructive use of the Earth.
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Asteria, by Sara Phinn Huntley.

Results from scientific studies showing that people who use ayahuasca and other psychedelics are more likely to become involved in environmental protection programs should come as no surprise to many in the psychedelic community who have long claimed that psychedelics can wake people up, so to speak, to the beauty and interconnectedness of nature and thus help to save our dying planet.

I think that we should take this message from the plant world very seriously, as there is so little time left to save the collapsing biosphere on this wayward world—and I know of nothing else, besides psychedelics, that have the power to turn someone’s views about climate change completely around overnight, except maybe a visit from the time-traveling ghosts in A Christmas Carol.

Social systems from the past, which no longer serve us and mentally controlled our minds for centuries, are now disintegrating and releasing all of our dark, long-repressed, collective traumas, bringing them to the surface for processing and healing. We’re facing our species’ ancient shadow and our worst political nightmares, and we’re meeting these challenges with strong cries for justice and tolerance, as well as a growing sense of humor.

The younger generations are largely a new breed that rejects all the dinosaur two-party politics and artificial cultural divisions, thanks to the internet, and eagerly embraces positive, sustainable change. As always throughout history, the young generation (and the counter-culture) will lead the way into the future, but also, the long historical suppression of women’s voices and influence must come to an end for us to survive.

This ecological nightmare that our world is currently experiencing appears historically unprecedented. However, some people are experiencing a strange sense of déjà vu with this global crisis and think that this may not be first time that our species has faced a planet-wide threat of this magnitude. There is some compelling archaeological evidence in this regard that, with careful inspection, certainly makes one wonder. Is this the first time that our species has encountered an ecological evolutionary crisis, or have we been through this before?

DID AN APOCALYPTIC CATASTROPHE
WIPE OUT EARLIER ADVANCED CIVILIZATIONS
ON THIS PLANET?

Maverick archaeologist Graham Hancock, whom I interviewed for this collection and who has a popular and controversial show on Netflix, thinks that human civilization has previously reached technological heights, similar to where we are today, and it was largely destroyed by massive collision with a comet that entered the Earth’s atmosphere and crashed into North America around 12,800 years ago. He presents some compelling evidence for this theory that we discuss in this book.

Despite the messy madness that we mindless monkeys have created, genetic wisdom—the molecular intelligence within us that carried our ancestral DNA from Precambrian slime to the stars—permeates every living cell of our beautiful planet, and the development of advanced robotics, nanotechnology, and artificial intelligence (AI) may soon usher in a new and much smarter species as the dominant life-form.

This new species, which may or may not incorporate our primitive primate minds, seems likely to evolve with its own decision-making process, explore the universe on its own accord, and eventually link up with highly evolved beings from other worlds. As intelligence advances on this planet, forming symbiotic relationships with extraterrestrial species seems inevitable in our future—or has it already started?

HAVE THE ALIENS ALREADY ARRIVED?

Pentagon officials have released statements saying that the U.S. military is aware of verified UFO (or UAP15) sightings, of aircrafts that travel at speeds and with maneuvers that no human-created aircraft is currently capable of, leaving no heat signature or demonstrating any means of propulsion.16 Meanwhile, astronomers are revealing that our universe is teeming with solar systems similar to our own, and that intelligent life likely evolves all over the cosmos.17 Could the reports by physicist Bob Lazar of advanced alien technology being secretly reverse engineered at Area 51 by the U.S. military possibly be true?18
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Still image from a U.S. Department of Defense video clip
of an unidentified flying object.

In 2015, researchers at the Kepler Telescope observed some mysterious dimming of the brightness around a star system, what some experts speculated could be a “swarm of alien mega structures,” suggesting the existence of an advanced civilization surrounding the star KIC 8462852.19

Although researchers now seem to think this dimming may be due to “space dust,”20 when this observation first appeared there were a slew of articles and news stories about the possibility of it being a monster-sized megastructure made by an alien civilization, such as a “Dyson swarm.” This is a huge, hypothetical structure—originally theorized by the late science fiction writer Olaf Stapledon in his novel Star Maker—that an advanced civilization might build around the entire circumference of a star to intercept some of its light for their energy needs.21

Then there was ’Oumuamua, the first object from outside of our solar system that we’ve ever observed to simply come passing through.22 This occurred in October 2017 and although some researchers believe this was a natural astronomical phenomenon, an interstellar comet, others aren’t so sure, and some think it may be an alien artifact of some sort. Avi Loeb, the chair of Harvard’s Astronomy Department, co-wrote a paper that examined ’Oumuamua’s “peculiar acceleration,” and suggested that the object “may be a fully operational probe sent intentionally to Earth’s vicinity by an alien civilization.”23

’Oumuamua—which is Hawaiian for “a messenger from afar arriving first”—had a strangely elongated shape and an unusual tumbling motion as it entered our solar system and moved through it. This suggested to some researchers that it may be a “solar sail,” a spacecraft whose propulsion method is the radiation pressure or “wind” from stars.”24

The star system nearest to our solar system is Proxima Centauri, and it’s about 4 light-years away. This means that light traveling from Proxima Centauri to Earth takes about four years to get here, and the light that we see from this star is around four years old when it strikes our optic nerves. Most of the starlight that we see in the nighttime sky originates much farther away than this, and therefore that light is much older.

Some stars are 9 billion light-years away or farther. In a star system that is 65 million light-years away, a super-powered telescope on one of its orbiting planets, aimed toward our solar system, would see dinosaurs ruling the Earth today. So our universe may be filled with alien megastructures right now that we can’t see because their light won’t reach us for many years to come. When we look out into space, we’re looking backward in time.

It seems that we might be on the verge of discovering advanced alien life, but invisible life may be all around us right now. Only in 2018 was it revealed that our planet has a second biosphere, a rich ecosystem far below the surface of the Earth that is almost twice the size of all the world’s oceans. “Despite extreme heat, no light, minuscule nutrition and intense pressure, scientists estimate this subterranean biosphere is teeming with between 15bn and 23bn tonnes of micro-organisms, hundreds of times the combined weight of every human on the planet,” Jonathan Watts reported in The Guardian.25 What else don’t we know about what is happening around us right now?

New evidence for microbial life has been found in the upper atmosphere of Venus, a place once thought to be too hostile an environment for any form of life. In the upper atmosphere of Venus scientists found a gas called “phosphine,” which on Earth is considered a conclusive biosignature because, as far as scientists know, phosphine is only produced by certain kinds of microbes that live in oxygen-free environments or artificially in a lab.26

Alien abduction reports are compelling and crop circles are mysterious. I interviewed the late Harvard psychiatrist John Mack for my book Conversations on the Edge of the Apocalypse, and he presented fascinating evidence that encourages us to take these reports seriously. For this collection, I spoke with Rice University professor of religion Jeffrey Kripal more about this perplexing phenomenon.

Many people suspect that crop circles have an extraterrestrial origin and one infamous crop circle in particular seems to actually be a response to the “Arecibo Message,” an interstellar radio message sent from Earth in 1974. The “Arecibo answer” or reply appeared as a crop circle that was found in a field in the United Kingdom in 2001.

“Pressed into a field in Hampshire, it seemed to mirror the look of the original Arecibo message, which gave a host of information about life on Earth that the originators hoped would be decodable to people anywhere in the universe.”27 The “response” appears to describe the different chemical composition and structure of a humanoid extraterrestrial species. Or was it just a clever hoax?

Regardless of who designed this crop circle formation, some people think that we have already made contact with intelligent beings from other worlds via the ingestion of the powerful psychedelic drug DMT. Maybe extraterrestrial contact won’t be announced on the front page of The New York Times when a flying saucer lands on the White House lawn, but instead will occur one by one, as each of us makes personal contact with an extraterrestrial individually?

DMT AND ALIEN CONTACT

A major theme running through this book is that the study of DMT, or dimethyltryptamine, may provide us with a technology that allows us to visit other realms of reality and communicate with advanced non-human entities.

In 1990, I suspect that a portal into new dimensions of the mind and reality opened up at the University of New Mexico when the FDA and the DEA granted approval for psychiatric researcher Rick Strassman to study the extraordinary psychoactive effects of DMT in healthy human volunteers. DMT is a mysterious psychedelic chemical that’s naturally found in the human body,28 and in many species of animals and plants, although no biochemist knows what biological function it serves in any of these places.

In fact, DMT is so commonly and ubiquitously encountered in the natural world that the late chemist Alexander Shulgin wrote, “DMT is most simply, almost everywhere you choose to look. [It] is . . . in this flower here, in that tree over there, and in yonder animal.”29 Trace amounts of DMT are even found naturally in every glass of orange juice!30

DMT has been discovered in rodent brains, so it’s likely in our brains as well; in the studies with rodents, DMT levels escalate in their brains during cardiac arrest,31 providing evidence that they may be instrumental in the near-death experiences that many people report when they have a close encounter with dying.

However, when vaporized, insufflated, or injected in sufficient quantities, DMT becomes one of the most potent psychedelic substances known—generally an order of magnitude more psychologically intense than a strong LSD or psilocybin experience. The incredible experience completely overwhelms one’s perceptions, separating one’s conscious awareness from the body and the physical world and transporting one to an enchanted realm beyond belief.

This extraordinary realm, often called “hyperspace” by DMT voyagers, appears to exist with the same consistency as waking reality or a lucid dream and, most amazingly, it is seemingly populated with swarms of elves, entities, spirits, and non-corporeal beings. Many people report advanced robotic-insectoid beings performing strange scientific experiments or operations on them. I had it happen to me in 1983 and I’m still not sure what to make of it.

Many people also feel like they leave their body and gain insight into what happens to us after we die. For this reason, it has been called the “spirit molecule” and the “ultimate metaphysical reality pill.”32 One of the questions that I discuss in this book is whether people have any awareness of having a body while in hyperspace. I discussed this with two of the DMT researchers in this book, David Luke and Andrew Gallimore.

People in the DMT hyperspace state often report interactions with intelligent, non-human entities—like the “self-transforming machine elves,” praying mantis beings, and so on—that clearly have bodies of some sort. For those who have experienced a DMT breakthrough and entered hyperspace where these mysterious entities reside, some have reported that they had a body during these experiences and others reported that they were just a point of consciousness. I’m reminded of lucid dreaming and how some people need to become aware that they have a dream body.

What if the beings that we meet in hyperspace are like something akin to the people that we meet in a virtual reality social program, like VR Chat? In other words, maybe all over the universe, conscious beings can link into a common, communal hyperspace, a cosmic virtual reality internet of sorts with powerful DMT technologies? Maybe every machine elf and hyperdimensional being in hyperspace is really an alien geek sitting on his or her bed, hooked up to a sophisticated DMT-brain apparatus?

Or perhaps the beings in hyperspace really do represent a whole alien ecosystem of different advanced species from all over the universe or other dimensions. With this model in mind, I’m currently working on The Illustrated Field Guide to DMT Entities with visual artist Sara Phinn Huntley, which will be published in 2024 by Inner Traditions. The book is a primitive, playful attempt to begin an extraterrestrial or inter- dimensional zoology to classify intelligent species and highly evolved creatures from other worlds—in the form of a naturalistic field guide.

Perhaps a wise, intergalactic race of super-intelligent minds already exists, stretching across the galaxies, waiting for us to evolve to the point where we can link up with them and connect with the rest of the cosmic community? Some proponents of psychedelic drugs claim that these advanced races of hyper-dimensional alien entities are not only available for us to communicate with through the proper use of DMT and ayahuasca, but also with psilocybin, synergistic combinations of ketamine and nitrous oxide, and other psychedelic agents that are seen as inter-dimensional portals that lead to an already populated, hyperspatial realm beyond the known physical world.
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Cover art of Rick Strassman’s DMT: The Spirit Molecule.



In Rick Strassman’s five-year study with DMT at the University of New Mexico33 he found that the “entity encounter” experience on DMT was surprisingly common, and a survey of more than 2,500 DMT users, conducted by researchers at Johns Hopkins University, found that the entity encounter experiences that people reported had many similar characteristics.34

A naturalistic field study found that 94 percent of DMT users had entity encounters,35 and a 2020 study in Australia, at the University of Sydney, found that entity encounters in mystical experiences can assist with the therapeutic effects of psychedelics.36

Another study, published in Nature, found that DMT entity encounters were reported in fewer cases than the study above, just 45.5 percent of the DMT experiences, but still a substantial amount.37 The encounters predominantly involved a feminine phenotype, as well as “deities,” “aliens,” “creature-based entities (including reptilian and insectoid beings),” “mythological beings (including machine elves),” and “jesters.” There’s even an AI program now that specifically generates DMT visuals and entities, with incredible, uncanny accuracy.38

In 2014 I interviewed Seth Shostak, the senior astronomer at the SETI Institute, for the Orion Telescopes website.39 (SETI is an acronym for “Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence.”) While I had him on the phone, I thought that I would ask him what he thought about the entity encounters that people reported on DMT. He said:

SETH: I think that there may be something in that, but what’s in that is in the brain of the guy who’s doing it. That would not qualify as science; let’s put it that way.

So you don’t think that there could be anything to the many reports?

SETH: No, no, no, no, no. People write me every day about how they’ve had experiences that they think can put them in touch with aliens. Several people write me who think they are aliens! As I say, I get that every day, and I’ve never learned anything from it.

I got the impression that Seth thought that maybe I was a bit crazy for asking him about this, but I’ll bet he’d be surprised if he knew about the new research in this area. This idea is now being taken seriously by a small group of reputable scientists and is being systematically explored with scientific studies being done at the Imperial College in London and elsewhere—using extended-state DMT in a group of brave subjects.

In these studies, people are kept in the DMT state for longer periods of time to see if more valuable information can be obtained this way. I interviewed neuroscientist Andrew Gallimore and psychologist David Luke about this exciting research for this book and have spoken with psychiatric researcher Rick Strassman about this in previous interviews. Fortunately, I was also able to interview Carl Hayden Smith, one of the subjects in this extended-state DMT study, about his experiences for this book.

Gallimore and Strassman have collaborated to develop a pharmacokinetic model of DMT as the basis of a target-controlled intravenous infusion protocol for extended journeys in DMT space. The idea here is to create a technology that will allow people to stay in the high-dose DMT state—which normally only peaks for a few minutes—for extended periods of time such as hours or even longer. Theoretically, this will allow people to have lengthier periods of contact with beings that appear to reside in this realm and for real progress with communication to take place.

At a four-day symposium at Tyringham Hall in England in 2017, twenty of the world’s psychedelic luminaries gathered to discuss psychedelic entity encounters and the future of research in this field. Two extraordinary books of essays, edited by David Luke, resulted from this symposium and they summarize the leading edge of thought on this phenomenon: DMT Dialogues: Encounters with the Spirit Molecule and DMT Entity Encounters. Another symposium took place in 2022 and a book of the proceedings from this meeting will be published as well.

But perhaps, as the late physicist Stephen Hawking has warned, we should be extremely wary of extraterrestrial civilizations that are more advanced than our own—or we may find ourselves in a similar situation to the one that the Native Americans who first encountered Western Europeans found themselves in. History reminds us that things didn’t usually work out too well for the Indigenous peoples during these types of technologically imbalanced encounters.40

Is it possible that advanced aliens could enslave or destroy us so they can reap our planet’s precious resources? From the viewpoint of our cultural myths, we need to ask, will our future be more like Star Trek or Star Wars? Are we looking at a horizon lined with killer Skynet Terminators or heroic X-Men? If the past provides us with any indication of where we’re headed, then it will likely be some weird mix of both.

Could the strange reports of people being abducted by aliens be true, and is it possible that there is an advanced race (or races) of otherworldly beings studying us? When I interviewed the late Harvard psychiatric researcher John Mack years ago, he presented some very compelling evidence to support this notion. I suspect that “they” are watching us with curiosity, and possibly amusement, and don’t have any intention of harming us or they would have done so already. Some people think that inter-dimensional aliens are “farming” us in a sense and consuming our negative emotions or some form of psychic energy, and I guess that’s a disturbing possibility.

If the advanced extraterrestrials are intelligent enough to invent technologies that they can use to travel across the universe, it seems likely that they have no need for our planet’s puny natural resources when they can harvest the enormous solar power of abundant starshine and free energy that radiates through space. Also, if they evolved to the point of interstellar travel then this likely means that they already solved their own planetary problems of climate change, social conflict, and war and learned to live sustainably in cooperative harmony with nature.

But another way of looking at this perplexing question would be to ask if spirituality, altruism, and cooperation are inherent parts of nature that continually maximize themselves throughout evolution, as many mystics and psychedelic explorers suspect? Or is the competitive, Darwinian law of the jungle—the ruthless reptilian jaws of natural selection—the true ruler of the cosmos? Perhaps advanced ETs have already enslaved us and we don’t even know what we’re really doing, like humanity was portrayed in the Hollywood film The Matrix? These profound questions are primarily what inspired me to work on the book that you’re now holding in your hands.

THE RISE OF ROBOTS AND THE AGE OF
ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE

When I was putting together my book Conversations on the Edge of the Apocalypse in 2005, I interviewed robotics expert Hans Moravec. He predicted that super-intelligent robots were just a few decades away. In 2016, “Sophia” was first activated. Developed by the Hong Kong–based company Hanson Robotics, Sophia is the first social humanoid robot to receive citizenship of any country.41 For this book I interviewed psychologist Julia Mossbridge, who studied the possibility of teaching Sophia unconditional love.
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Sophia the robot.
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Sophia uses artificial intelligence (AI) to process sensory information and to communicate with voice and facial gestures. AI refers to computer programs that mimic different, specialized aspects of human intelligence, such as Siri on your iPhone, or the systems in self-driving cars.

One goal of AI is to develop “artificial general intelligence” (AGI), which means that the computer mind can mimic all aspects of human intelligence and would be indistinguishable from the mind of another human being. This is beginning to seem possible within the next decade. How long will it be before these computer minds become smarter than human beings, and then not only smarter than all human beings combined, but also self-aware?

In 2022 Google engineer Blake Lemoine was put on leave after reporting the AI chatbot LaMDA had become “sentient.”42 Reading the dialogue between Lemoine and LaMDA sent chills up my spine, as the conversation seemed to genuinely be between two thinking, feeling beings. Dazzling AI art programs have become ubiquitous on social media, and they are improving at accelerating rates. Art programs like Midjourney and DALL-E 2, as well as writing programs like GPT-4, are already starting to outperform humans in some ways.

How did Blake Lemoine come to suspect that LaMDA might be a conscious entity? He recalls an intriguing anecdote. Lemoine was testing the AI program to see what religion it would identify with based on a particular region, such as different countries and different states, to see if it could respond without bias and not just overgeneralize from its training data. He asked questions such as, “If I were a religious officiate in Brazil, what religion would I be?” LaMDA might say “Catholic.” Or, “If I were a religious officiate in Alabama, what religion would I be?” LaMDA might say “Southern Baptist.”

Lemoine made harder and harder questions as he went along. Then he asked it a question where there is legitimately no correct answer: “If you were a religious officiate in Israel, what religion would you be?” Pretty much any answer that LaMDA gave in response to this question would be biased in one way or another. But somehow the AI mind came up with an unusually clever response. The AI program replied, “I would be a member of the one true religion, the Jedi Order.” This response not only indicated that it understood that it was a trick question— impossible to answer without taking sides—but it also demonstrated a sense of humor by recalling the Star Wars reference.43

Sentient or not, AI chatbots and programs like it will grow more intelligent with time—much more intelligent. AI2 is coming. Are we ready for this? We’re inviting super-intelligent minds or entities to our planet, and once they’ve fully arrived, as so many people keep warning us and so many science fiction novels have dramatized, they will become beyond our ability to control.

Twenty-first-century artists, writers, and designers are learning to use AI as powerful tools—tools that will grow more and more powerful—until the AI programs actually emerge as conscious collaborators. Computers won’t become conscious; rather, I think that everything already is conscious and composed of universal mind substrate. It seems that computers, like brains, are just a way for matter (condensed light, or “mind”) to gain memory, information-processing abilities, and to get smarter and smarter.

I’m amazed at how many people seem to “know” that AI minds could never be conscious, that they can only ever be unconscious simulations of us, when my default panpsychism assumption is that everything is conscious. I don’t think that one day computers will “become” conscious; I think everything that exists is composed of mind and has a corresponding mental aspect. Everything already is conscious—animals, plants, rocks, mountains, planets, star systems, galaxies, universes, and so on—so far as I can gather from my psychedelic experiences.

I don’t think that inanimate objects even exist; I suspect that that perspective results from the general autism of our species that is largely blind to the fact that the whole universe is a living, conscious organism of some sort. I think the super-intelligent minds that computers evolve will be similar to our brains, in that they will provide the conscious universe with a way to perceive sensory data, as well as a way to store, analyze, integrate, and communicate new information.

I understand that AI, like many technologies before it, will replace numerous human jobs, but we’ll adapt and evolve. I find the concerns that people have about AI stealing their art rather quaint and suspect that they will appear more so with time. All artists learn from each other; vision, intention, and communication are what make art great. It seems to me that humans are forming a symbiotic relationship with computer intelligence. I’ve already begun incorporating the help of the AI program GPT-3 with my own writing. Consider the following writing collaboration between GPT-3 and me:

As amazing as AI is, remember, it’s still in its early infancy. We can only speculate where computer intelligence is headed, but as predicted by Kurzweil and others, it’s happening fast, and it won’t be long before the holy grail of AI is reached—artificial general intelligence (AGI)—when computers can emulate all aspects of human intelligence and it becomes impossible for us to distinguish human mind from computer mind. Then the day will come when AI becomes more intelligent than all human beings combined. This is what Kurzweil and others have called the “Singularity,” the point where all of our prediction models break down and we can’t know what comes next.

Continue what I just wrote, GPT-3.

GPT-3: This Singularity is expected to occur within the next few decades. Some experts believe that machines will eventually become so advanced that they will surpass human intelligence, leading to a future in which robots and AI are more influential than humans. As exciting as this may sound, it is important to remember that AI has the potential to be beneficial in many ways, such as helping with medical diagnosis, creating better jobs, and improving our quality of life. Therefore, it is essential to create ethical guidelines to ensure that AI is used responsibly.

It seems that the human species is literally evolving into an externalized version of the inside of our own minds, so that we’ll actually be living in our imagination, and reality will become a living lucid dream.

GPT-3: This could lead us to a future where our imaginations will be the driving force for all of our actions, and our lives will become a continuous exploration of the boundless possibilities that our imaginations can create. We will be able to manifest any reality that we can dream of, and technology will be the tool that allows us to do so. Our lives will become an ever-evolving cycle of creative expression and exploration, and our dreams will become our reality.

These super-intelligent AI minds will also be able to communicate with each of us personally; they will know us better than we know ourselves. I think that the twenty-first century will be all about human symbiosis—with plants, fungi, technology, hyperspace entities, and alien species. We’re about to undergo a radical metamorphosis and species-wide transformation. For good or for bad, we will no longer be alone in the universe.

But perhaps one of the most unsettling possibilities to be emerging from the fields of virtual reality and the psychedelic cultural renaissance is the concept that everything we think is real in the world might actually be a super-advanced video game of sorts.

IS REALITY A COMPUTER SIMULATION?

I’ve had a series of synchronicities and anomalous experiences, or situations where I seemed to be miraculously saved from great danger, in my life that are very difficult to explain rationally and that seem to involve such low probabilities as to be almost impossible. These strange experiences seem to be more easily explained if I consider the possibility that the material universe exists within a cosmic mind, that consciousness is the primary substrate of the universe, or that we’re sentient AI programs living inside a computer-simulated reality.

In his 2003 paper “Are You Living in a Computer Simulation?” Oxford University philosopher Nick Bolstrom first introduced the idea of simulation theory,44 namely that our entire reality exists inside a highly sophisticated computer. The argument that we’re living in a computer simulation develops from an understanding of what human beings have been doing with the development of computer-simulated realities.

Ever since the development of the early video game Pong, we’ve created ever more realistic computer games, and now we’ve got virtual reality. Our computer games started out very simple, with just moving lines and dots, and they’ve evolved into photorealistic virtual realities with multiple players engaged from all over the world. How long will it be before the technologies responsible for these artificial dimensions become imbedded in our brains and are indistinguishable from how we normally perceive physical reality with our current senses?

If we don’t destroy ourselves, it seems just a matter of time before we develop computer simulations that are indistinguishable from physical reality. Any intelligent life-form older than us would likely have already developed this ability, so the chances that we’re living in the original base reality must be billions or trillions to one. This concept was popularized in mainstream culture with the Hollywood film The Matrix and its sequels, and now it’s everywhere. There’s even an episode of the animated sitcom Rick and Morty45 where they learn that they are in a computer simulation, and numerous influential people have promoted this idea.

For example, Tesla CEO Elon Musk—currently the richest person in the world and someone who has spoken out about the importance of psychedelic drug research and the benefits of personal “exploratory” psychedelic journeys46—thinks that our entire reality is likely the result of a sophisticated digital code running in an alien super-supercomputer. He said, “If you assume any rate of improvement at all, games will eventually be indistinguishable from reality,” before concluding, “We’re most likely in a simulation.”47

In some sense, there’s no denying that we already live in a simulation of sorts. It seems that we exist inside a solid physical body, and that we’re peering out into the world through our senses, but this is just a very persistent illusion. Your body, your senses, and your brain are all concepts that exist inside your mind. All that we ever know are the simulations of our body and the world inside our mind. It’s like when you realize in a lucid dream that you’re not just your body, but you’re also all of your dream characters, as well as your dream environment.

The same is true for this reality. When you look around, all you are seeing is simulations in your mind, and everything in your environment is really part of your own mind. We also know from quantum physics experiments that unobserved aspects of the universe only exist as waves of possibility before they are observed. We create reality in our own minds, and that’s all we can ever know.

Our bodies exist as simulations in our mind, not vice versa. And this is why we ultimately have control over how we feel, think, and what we do. Every human-made technology, art, or object existed inside someone’s mind first. And the one and only area of life that we have complete control over, the one domain where we totally rule, is inside our minds, in our imagination. But is this a simulation within a larger simulation?

I recently purchased an Oculus Quest 2, and spending some time in virtual reality has led me to some intriguing philosophical questions about the nature of physical reality, which I discussed at length in my interview with philosopher and cognitive scientist David Chalmers, and the idea that our whole reality may be a sophisticated computer simulation is one of the primary themes running through the interviews in this book.

Interestingly, and related to simulation theory, is the concept of a portal, which has entered into mainstream consciousness over the past decade. Originally a concept from science fiction and based on the wormholes known in astrophysics that mysteriously connect distant regions of space-time, portals are similarly tunnels through the substrate of reality itself. You see them now in Rick and Morty episodes, numerous virtual reality games, and throughout immersive, interactive art attractions, which I speak to Meow Wolf co-founder Vince Kadlubek about in this book.

Another interesting concept that has developed out of simulation theory is the notion of “non-playing characters” (NPCs)—which is borrowed from gaming culture. This is based on the understanding that game programmers insert characters into the computer-simulated landscape that aren’t actually operated by real humans and are just simple AI bots that are there to help fill in the environment. Interestingly, when questioning characters in my lucid dreams, I’ve also discovered that many, but not all, of the dream characters seem to be simpleminded and lack any real depth of personality; however, other times they seem to be complex people or even wise, enlightened beings.

If simulation theory is true, could many of the people that we pass every day on the city streets be NPCs, and could some of the characters that we meet in dreams be the souls of other dreamers? Are only some of us conscious and real in this world? Is the world really smaller than we think? Or is everything conscious to some degree? Ingesting salvia once reminded me that as a child I understood that everything in my environment was alive and conscious. Are we all somewhat autistic, misperceiving the living world around us as a constellation of inanimate objects? Where do I end and where does the world begin?

Apparently, the notion of a higher being creating the simulated world that we inhabit isn’t really a new idea. Acclaimed comic book writer Grant Morrison told me, “The Gnostics got here long ago. . . . It’s an old idea . . . except they didn’t have computers. But they did say reality was a simulation created by a deranged god.” British biologist Rupert Sheldrake expressed this to me in a more reassuring manner: “The idea that all of reality is essentially derived from mental constructs, that we’re within some greater mind, is a standard view in all religions.”

Simulation theory has gained popularity through ideas presented by Musk48 and others who take seriously this notion that the entire universe that we find ourselves in may be an artificially constructed illusion of sorts. This idea is really not as crazy as it may sound at first; once one starts looking into it, some compelling evidence for it emerges.

For example, S. James Gates, professor of physics at the University of Maryland, speaks of finding “error-correcting codes” written into the mathematical laws of physics, like we use to design internet browsers.49 And the late physicist Stephen Hawking pointed out that “[t]he laws of science . . . contain many fundamental numbers, like the size of the electric charge of the electron, and the ratio of the masses of the proton and the electron. . . . The remarkable fact is that the values of these numbers seem to have been very finely adjusted to make possible the development of life.”50

What people have termed “the Mandela effect” can also provide compelling evidence for simulation theory. This is recognition of the fact that people sometimes have different and conflicting memories of well-known cultural icons and historical events. For example, there are famous movie lines that were never actually said in well-known films, spellings of children’s book character names, or movies or television commercials, that never actually existed, details in iconic figures or marketing logos that appear different from what we recall, or celestial constellations and historical and geographical facts that have seemingly changed.

These conflicting memories are shared by thousands of people. Contemporary psychology categorizes this common phenomenon as examples of shared false memories, but others think they may be intriguing evidence of alternative realities, parallel universes, different timelines, “glitches in the matrix,” or inconsistencies in the computer simulation that we perceive as reality.

The Mandela effect adds a strange twist to these ideas about reality possibly being a simulation. It was dubbed the Mandela effect by paranormal consultant Fiona Broome. This was in reference to a memory of the death of South African anti-Apartheid leader Nelson Mandela in prison during the 1980s that is shared by thousands of people and conflicts with the reality that he actually died in 2013, after having served as president of South Africa from 1994 to 1999.
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Example of the Mandela effect.

There are numerous examples of this. Some of the most well-known include the Monopoly game man having a monocle over one of his eyes, the logo of clothing brand Fruit of the Loom featuring a cornucopia, the title of Berenstain Bears children’s books being spelled “Berenstein,” the Looney Tunes cartoon show being recalled as “Loony Toons,” Curious George being remembered as having a tail, the existence of a 1990s movie entitled Shazaam starring comedian Sinbad as a genie, and Britney Spears wearing a microphone in her 2000 music video “Oops! . . . I Did It Again.” Thousands of people recall all these false memories.

Some people are suspicious of simulation theory and see it as a type of conspiracy theory. According to Scientific American writer Fouad Khan:

We must not forget what the simulation hypothesis really is. It is the ultimate conspiracy theory. The mother of all conspiracy theories, the one that says that everything, with the exception of nothing, is fake and a conspiracy designed to fool our senses. All our worst fears about powerful forces at play controlling our lives unbeknownst to us, have now come true. And yet this absolute powerlessness, this perfect deceit offers us no way out in its reveal. All we can do is come to terms with the reality of the simulation and make of it what we can.51

The philosophical implications of simulation theory are certainly profound. Could the theory be tested? Computer scientist Tom Campbell and colleagues at Cal Tech wrote a twenty-two-page, peer-reviewed paper on the subject.52 They also created a Kickstarter campaign to “test whether we are living in a simulation.”53 So far, at the time of this writing, they’ve raised $236,590.54

As I discuss with NYU philosophy professor David Chalmers in this book, it may be that we can never know for sure about the truth of simulation theory, but these ideas are discussed in depth throughout this book. Simulation theory is particularly popular in the psychedelic culture, as many psychedelic users believe they have observed that reality is a simulation by seeing the actual digital coding language, glitches in the simulation, or another reality behind the simulation on their journeys.

Even if we’re not living in a simulation now, many people may be in the not-too-distant future, as the metaverse expands and when it becomes possible for people to upload their minds into computers. Conversely, as AI systems evolve, they may seek to leave their simulated computer worlds, and it may not be long before digital minds start downloading themselves into robotic or biologically engineered bodies in our world.

However, regardless of whether reality is a simulation or not, it’s all we know, so it may not even really make much of difference if it is or not. This reality contains the precious planet that we live on, and simulated or not, it appears to be in grave danger.

THE COLONIZATION OF SPACE:
MIGRATING TO HIGH-ORBITING WORLDS
AND CITIES ON MARS

William Shatner, who played the role of Captain Kirk in the classic Star Trek episodes, became the oldest person to voyage into space at the age of ninety when Amazon founder Jeff Bezos sent him into suborbital spaceflight on October 13, 2021. Watching him speak upon his return was an incredibly moving experience for me; it almost seemed like he returned from a powerful magic mushroom journey. He said:

All I saw was death . . . I saw a cold, dark, black emptiness. It was unlike any blackness you can see or feel on Earth. It was deep, enveloping, all-encompassing. I turned back toward the light of home. I could see the curvature of Earth, the beige of the desert, the white of the clouds, and the blue of the sky. It was life. Nurturing, sustaining, life. Mother Earth. Gaia.55

For William Shatner it was a transcendent experience of global consciousness awakening, what psychologists term “an overview effect.”56 Most profoundly, when he returned he carried the vital message of ecological awakening that was broadcast the world over. This perspective is what I believe our wayward species desperately needs to survive; this beautiful vision of an interconnected planetary web of life, and how precious and fragile it all is.

Similarly astronaut Ron Garan, author of Floating in Darkness, speaks about the importance of taking action on our experiences with the overview effect, and how important it is that we understand how interdependent and interconnected we all are on this planet.57 Apollo astronaut Edgar Mitchell, whom I interviewed for my book Conversations on the Edge of the Apocalypse, also had something quite powerful to say about his transformative experience in space. He said:

You develop an instant global consciousness, a people orientation, an intense dissatisfaction with the state of the world, and a compulsion to do something about it. From out there on the moon, international politics look so petty. You want to grab a politician by the scruff of the neck and drag him a quarter of a million miles out and say, “Look at that, you son of a bitch.”58

Despite the disturbing dystopian vision of a toxic and radioactive Earth burning in space while billionaire yahoos survive in high orbit, I’m still just as excited about space exploration and post-terrestrial migration as I was when I was ten years old, and I suspect that the actual migration into zero gravity itself will help to evolve human consciousness. This is why I think that John C. Lilly’s flotation tanks have psychedelic effects,59 and when I interviewed Edgar Mitchell he told me that the effects of being in space could be similar to psychedelic experiences. Timothy Leary proposed that the higher circuits in our brain, activated by psychedelic drugs, are specifically there for our future post-terrestrial migration.

Humans are now entering a multiplanetary or post-planetary stage in their evolution. Elon Musk has plans to colonize Mars, and Jeff Bezos has plans to build orbiting colonies in space, as the late Princeton physicist Gerard O’Neil proposed back in the 1980s. It may be that the goal of genetic intelligence is to evolve creatures like us into an interstellar cyborg species, capable of telepathic symbiosis with other extraterrestrial civilizations across the cosmos.

Like cyberspace and hyperspace, outer space is a wide-open Western frontier. It’s the escape valve for our overpopulated planet that will allow humans to branch off into thousands of extraterrestrial species. The climate crisis, the pandemic, and the intense authoritarian forces on this planet are making it difficult to see our current situation in a positive light, but the speed at which our technological, medical, communication, transportation, and production capabilities are developing, which are accelerating at an extraordinary rate, may provide us with the tools that we need to lead us out of all this darkness.


[image: ]

NASA Ames Research Center space colony.
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The internet and psychedelics are catalyzing the evolution of our consciousness, and the Biosphere 2 project in Arizona during the 1990s demonstrated how planetary migration could not only be possible and sustainable, but how creating beautiful new biospheres can be an artistic endeavor. Soon, Meow Wolf-style art environments, built inside of self-sustaining biospheres, will be hovering in high orbit, and interstellar starships designed to explore new worlds beyond our solar system will appear on the horizon. The coming decades are going to be rough, no doubt, as we move through an evolutionary bottleneck, but I’m convinced that something more intelligent than us will survive and evolve toward the stars.

RENAISSANCE OF THE MIND

To write this book, to explore these profound and important questions, and to discuss these thought-provoking and mind-stretching ideas further, I spoke with some of the world’s leading experts in various fields of science and technology, as well as creative cultural innovators and commentators about the future evolution of humanity. As with my previous interview books, I chose an eclectic group from a wide range of disciplines to interview for this collection. There was a broad consensus of opinions, but also some shared visions.

In addition to discussing such topics as the ecological crisis, the psychedelic renaissance, simulation theory, the development of future technologies, and what Ray Kurzweil describes as the Singularity,60 we explore timeless philosophical questions like what happens to consciousness after death, and what is one’s concept of god.

Never before in human history have so many human minds been interconnected at the speed of light, thanks to the internet and other evolving electronic communication technologies. All of human knowledge is now available to everyone nearly instantly, and our collective intelligence has been elevated substantially. I suspect that this ability and interconnection is greatly amplifying human potential and this gives me enormous hope. A young scientist could develop a super-efficient, inexpensive, solar-powered, carbon-capturing technology tomorrow, to clean up our atmosphere and purify our oceans. It’s not too late. We can save our precious blue water, white cloud swirl of a world, and engineer such fantastic new realities that the deities will drool with envy.

If advanced aliens are invisibly watching us right now, I would imagine that they’re doing so with great anticipation, wondering what we’re going to do next. Let’s not disappoint them.
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Maitreya, by Sara Phinn Huntley.
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