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Perfection is achieved, not when there is nothing more to add, but when there is nothing left to take away.


Antoine de Saint-Exupery


It is a small part of life we really live.


—Anonymous Roman poet









This book is dedicated to Frankie IV.


I hope you prove the Roman poet wrong.








Introduction
Charismatic Code and the Frog


An urban legend has it that if you drop a frog in boiling water, it will jump out immediately. But if you put it in cold water and turn up the heat, it will be boiled alive. Despite the fact that this is not true, numerous experiments have proven its falsity, there is indeed a psychological truth to it—when so many little things change over a period of time, it’s hard to notice. We are distracted. We are tired. We were busy. Then, it’s too late.


If, in the last 24 hours, you have used your phone, watched something, read something, posted something or clicked on something, then you have been influenced by an algorithm. It sounds harmless, but it is not and we are proverbial frogs in, let us say, water just above room temperature … and the heat is rising.


It is also likely in the past week you have read an article written entirely by an algorithm or watched a movie whose success is largely the result of an algorithm, and, in both instances, you were not informed as to what role, exactly, an algorithm played. It kinda just happens, and it is happening more often in more places of our lives … and we go with it. We shrug. We’re tired. And yet, it is a human problem, not a technological one.


Algorithms are, by far, the most powerful force in our lives today, both personal, political, medical, professional and even ecological, and we know nothing about them. In fact, we cannot know anything about them because they are protected by intellectual property rights and often are the foundation of some of the most successful companies on Earth, such as Facebook or Google. So, for Google to reveal its search results algorithm is tantamount to suicide, since once the code is made public, Google has no competitive edge. But people are beginning to demand to know more about these shadowy entities.


In October of 2016, German Chancellor Angela Merkel went so far as to say that some social media and news algorithms are politically dangerous. In the wake of a recent spate of terrorism and killings, Merkel warned, “These algorithms, when they are not transparent, can lead to a distortion of our perception, they narrow our breadth of information.”1 Merkel demanded such algorithms be made public. Of course, they won’t be. In fact, Facebook’s algorithms are now accused of being a major player in the 2016 US election cycle, not only for creating a “filter bubble” for its members, which can influence the extent of political engagement, but also for trending “fake news,” which can effect just about everything.2 None of this was intentional by Facebook, but still, politicians and users are beginning to demand to know what its algorithms are up to. Like Google, Facebook will reveal nothing. Yet, the larger point remains—how are culture and our lives changing because of algorithms? How are we changing?


But let us paint a broader picture. As of 2017, algorithms—which are formulas for telling computers what to do—are finding us our soul mates, writing news articles, judging fiction and film, controlling traffic, grading Hollywood scripts, tracking animals, composing music, writing for the AP news service, acting as mental therapists, telling us jokes, conducting job interviews, flying airplanes, farming without human intervention, driving cars, packing and shipping boxes, writing poetry that poets can’t tell was done by a computer, running restaurants and, hot off the press, they are deciding what images are appearing on some major websites. In other words, algorithms are making inroads into the art and “creative” objects we consume—since the majority of images we look at on a daily basis are, let’s face it, from websites. The list expands weekly. Non-human actors are modifying the texture, mood and fabric of our practical and creative cultures with an intensity unparalleled in history. If you have ever read anything about the coming “automation revolution”—when machines take our jobs and rule the world, and we sit back helpless (which is unlikely)—you are reading indirectly about the power of algorithms.


So, what is the threat here? Uselessness. We are rendering ourselves useless, in terms of not feeling necessary, feeling out of control and/or sensing that one is without utility and without an expectation of fulfilling an intended purpose. Uselessness is a shape shifter, roaming around our consciousness, wreaking havoc, morphing into boredom, lack of engagement, aggression, instability and decreased awareness of one’s surroundings. When the latter are unleashed, politics, social life, addiction rates and our romantic lives are upended. This threat is real, costly, irrational, uncontrollable, and comes with the potential to release profound amounts of psychological disturbance into our psychic (and actual) economies. Future politicians, therefore, will be tasked with much more difficult assignments than border disputes or outbreaks of disease, but rather the management of the emotional lives of hundreds of millions of people who lack the basic sentiments we have always taken for granted—being in power, being in control, having a sense of destiny or purpose. Israeli historian and thinker Yuval Harari rightly observes that the “economics and politics of the coming decades will be what to do with all these useless people.”3


Boredom, as one of the fastest-growing “afflictions” affecting modern societies, has been directly tied to how technology is changing our habits of perception and attention. As you have probably guessed, feeling useless is a main trait of being bored. Uselessness, therefore, is an existential crisis. This is not a prophecy, but if you follow me closely enough in this book, I believe you will find it to be quite a logical outcome, and rather terrifying.



Science and Shit



I can hear you saying, Really, uselessness is the future’s biggest threat? Come on. But first, the obvious question—why aren’t hunger, demagogues or ecological collapse the biggest threats to our future? If something threatens our future in a tangible and existential manner, surely it is hunger, or maybe nuclear war. Right? Well, political and technological progress up until this point has not given us a reason to believe this will be the case. With every historical rise in the global population, we have met the threat of food shortages with remarkable innovation, and countless predictions of global starvation and calamity have just not panned out. As researchers Erik Brynjolfsson and Andrew McAfee have recently argued, technological innovation (beginning with the Industrial Revolution) is responsible for the most profound instance, and rate, of global transformation this Earth has ever witnessed.4 Not only did the Industrial Revolution lead to exponential population increases, but, in the midst of seemingly insurmountable challenges it was able to, to quote Matt Damon’s character in The Martian, “science the shit out of it.” In other words, technological innovation is proving to be better than we thought at solving its own problems. This is not to trivialize the very real threat nuclear wars and exponential population growth will put onto our societies, only that history has proven we are up to the challenge.5


“I Am Everywhere”


Again, why uselessness? According to many industry insiders and researchers, the coming decades are being heralded as the “age of the algorithm,” and a major 2013 study out of Oxford University states that nearly 47 percent of US jobs—not just blue-collar jobs—will be replaced by smart computers running sophisticated algorithms within the next two decades.6 Around 40 percent of jobs in New Zealand are said to become irrelevant in the near future, 35 percent in the UK and about 50 percent of Indian IT jobs. Search “jobs” and “automation” and you will see that lawyers, financial analysts, educators, doctors, musicians and writers are already being replaced by algorithms. The same Oxford researchers revisited the topic in 2016, this time revising their numbers for the worse. Automation will affect countries and cities in varying degrees, but it is unanimous that a momentous shift is coming, like a tsunami born in the middle of the Pacific—it is only a matter of time before it washes onto Ventura Beach.


Everywhere there seems to be a silent crisis being called out from the insides of nearly all industries, despite the fact that automation, in all its historical manifestations—including the automated machinery of the Industrial Revolution—was supposed to be liberating. Noted visionaries, such as Oscar Wilde, or Karl Marx, said as much. Automation was supposed to free up our precious human time and let machines do the dirty work that did not require higher cognitive skill, while we reaped the benefits of increased leisure. However, as we all know—in highly sophisticated societies where automation is firmly entrenched, we are en masse working longer hours for either decreasing or stagnate wages. In fact, the average American worker only cashes in on half of their vacation time and 15 percent do not take any holidays at all.7 The more techno savvy we become with devices intended to save us time actually translates into longer working hours. Furthermore, we are in increasingly what anthropologist David Graeber has referred to as “bullshit jobs”—managerial, clerical, sales and data services workers for whom the daily tasks are meaningless.8 It goes without saying that a person with a “meaningless” job feels useless. Soon, even the bullshit jobs could be gone.


Do Not Resuscitate


This book is not a journalistic enterprise about the history of how human habits have changed with each new device, and nor is it a focused study on how automation and its close kin—artificial intelligence, robotic machinery, etc.—is altering the nature of our workplace; this is not a history of technology. There are plenty of excellent books on those topics; see the references at the end of this book for some guidance. This book is not a “let the facts speak for themselves.” Finally, this book is not a glorification and a gee-wiz embrace of the computing revolution, digitalization and/or the hundreds of ways software is finding itself embezzled into the nooks and crannies of our lives. Rather, this book is about humanity, you and I, the things we love, our children and our happiness.


For anyone who has had to deal with elderly parents or grandparents, one of the primary tasks to do while they have the capacity to think is plan for a time when they no longer have the capacity to think. It is a strange thing to do, requiring legal documents, contingencies, official forms and notaries, but it is a reality and it is done every day. What is not done, by virtue of being much messier, is planning for a type of cultural incapacity when it is much more likely than not that in the future said culture will not resemble itself, will be unable to make good decisions about itself, and so is in need of some type of baseline “intelligence” to judge itself against. In the case of elderly parents, the baseline intelligence is the sons or daughters, since the duty of responsible thinking has passed from the parent to the kin, and this transference functions like a living archive of the individual’s desires and wants, such that when the time comes, one can confidently say “they wouldn’t like to live like this,” and then the hard decision can be made: Do Not Resuscitate. This book is not just trying to establish a baseline intelligence in an era when we are outsourcing ours, but rather to paint a portrait of cultural and natural health in the process.


2015 Francis Sanzaro, Ph.D.





Part I
Humanity





Chapter 1
More Nude Scenes




Man, in the large, is a mass urged on by a force.


—Tesla





Algorithms are amazing, vicious, poetic, ruthless, stupid and genius. As the DNA of modern computers, they are elegantly simple, exceedingly complex and central to the apps on your phone, artificial intelligence and all the software or devices offering suggestions, filtering, sending notifications and/or making complex decisions for you. In short, an algorithm has directed your life today. It is only natural, therefore, that a seminal book on software studies, which goes by the same title, has “algorithm” as its first entry.1 These subtle lines of code dancing on the programmer’s page are the past, present and future of computation, and they are the one thing computer scientists agree upon—“Without the algorithm … there would be no computing.”2 Existing in mathematical models and in abstraction, either in our brains or on paper, an algorithm comes alive when it is embodied in computer hardware; they have to be materialized to have an effect in this world.3 Just as a Hollywood script needs actors for it to become a play, in order for an algorithm to flex its muscle it needs data (inputs) and, as we are all now aware, data can be anything.


According to Thomas Cormen, author of Algorithms Unlocked, “Computer algorithms solve computational problems. We want two things from a computer algorithm: given an input to a problem, it should always produce a correct solution to the problem, and it should use computational resources efficiently while doing so.”4 In other words, algorithms are a formula or procedure for telling computers what to do, and need to be consistent and efficient in their use of data when providing a solution. Computers are algorithm machines.5 Consider the rest of this chapter as a type of algorithm—except the “input” is the algorithm itself, being fed into culture, and the “output” being its effect on our cultural health.


“More Nude Scenes”


Algorithms help Google Maps get you home when there is an accident ahead and you need to get off the highway. Do you go east off the highway? Do you go west? Now that you have gone east off the highway, what street to take next? The first street on the right has a lot of lights down the road, but the third left is a meandering single lane prone to build-up during rush hour. Is it rush hour? What is the weather? What happened last week? What is the trend for this route—has congestion been increasing or decreasing over the past month, week or day? What is the data being tracked from other drivers’ phones saying? All this information (inputs) is fed into algorithms to get you home the quickest (an output in the form of a route). It is a simple process, but human minds cannot process a fraction of the data as quickly as your GPS, which is why computers started beating human players in chess (in the late 1980s) the moment they had more speed and processing power. Many experts thought technological progress would claim its advancements on the back of processing speed, Ray Kurzweil, now Director of Engineering at Google, being a famous proponent of linking processing speed and capability, but algorithms may be the true revolution. In one report, drafted by the US President’s Council of Advisors on Science and Technology and titled, “Report to the President and Congress: Designing a Digital Future: Federally Funded R&D in Networking and IT,” the following observation is made—“Even more remarkable—and even less widely understood—is that in many areas, performance gains due to improvements in algorithms have vastly exceeded even the dramatic performance gains due to increased processor speed.”6




Output of picture gallery one: our decision-making capabilities regarding geographical orientation and awareness are being eroded.





Algorithms are allowing political parties to cater their marketing material specifically to your neighbors.7 For instance, did your neighbor lose their wife recently? Well, big data can predict what type of political narrative will most likely appeal to your grieving neighbor, perhaps a narrative of empathy and compassion with tidbits of injustice. Social profiles of us are already available for purchase on the Web and political parties can purchase those profiles, feed that data into their systems and spit out brochures, robo calls and emails “perfectly” tailored to your existence.




Output of picture gallery two: the political intelligence needed to understand issues in communities has given way to data tracking and automated analysis, thereby rendering some parts of the “boots on the ground” political process useless. The only logical result of this trend is voter distrust, cynicism and anger, which will change the face of politics in each sector where this is implemented.





Algorithms are not only making inroads into politics on a marketing level, but on a policy level as well. Valentin Kassarnig has managed to develop a program able to write political speeches that are, apparently, difficult to determine if an underpaid staffer penned it or a computer wrote it. For instance, it produced: “Mr. Speaker, for years, honest but unfortunate consumers have had the ability to plead their case to come under bankruptcy.”8 How did Kassarnig do it? By using an algorithm to scan and analyze 4,000 political speeches, find patterns, and then produce results implementing those patterns. Once the algorithm knows what is effective and going on in speeches already written by human minds—word length, affective tone, frequency of verbs used, etc.—it can clone that pattern and output an analogous speech, and as you can see it does a fairly good job. Users of Gmail now have the option, called Smart Reply, of semi-automated email responses, wherein a program analyzes an incoming email and then offers a few responses, replete with the right tone and all.9




Output of picture gallery three: the skill set to construct public intellectual products such as political speech will render an entire class of political intellectuals useless. While this is a small example, when applied elsewhere the ability to construct meaningful sentences for public consumption will become a useless skill, along with the thought process needed to create such speech.





When algorithms and pattern/association matching processes are brought together you get apps making decisions for us, apps based on algorithms that, when combined with other soft and hardware, gives rise to something feeling like artificial intelligence. I am referring to the culture of the playlist “Recommendation” or “Because you watched …” A more complex and recent phenomenon regarding content creation, the entertainment industry already uses algorithms to predict the box office success of a film, an algorithm using characters, plot and actions as input “data points.” Epagogix, the developer of this “smart” script reader, describes their product in the following manner:




Advanced Artificial Intelligence in combination with proprietary expert process enables Epagogix to provide studios, independent producers and investors with early analysis and forecasts of the Box Office potential of a script. Clients then make evidenced decisions about whether or not to spend their scarce capital, adjust budgets, or to increase the Box Office value of the property.10





In other words, their algorithms can tell a producer that their film starring such and such an actor will only pull in 20 million as opposed to the 35 million the studio thought it would … before the filming even begins. With the help of Epagogix the production team can decide to get a more attractive, lead female character (a bigger net gross), add more nude scenes, or keep things as they are and pay the actress less, since they are confident the film will underperform and their ROI outlook is now revised.




Output of picture gallery four: our ability to cultivate a personal aesthetic is becoming unnecessary. Moreover, the creative individuals who read, edit and review such materials will soon become useless, as the act of reviewing and editing will become automated. All you have to do is combine picture gallery three and four.





Algorithms are beginning to determine what books get published from public domain. January 1st of each year is called “public domain day” for many publishers, as this is the day the copyright sticker on books written decades ago is torn off. One researcher has found out a way to mine the views, clicks and article lengths of Wiki pages, in combination with data from a database of books already in the public domain, and, when put together and processed accordingly, a ranking can be generated.11 Publishers can then use this ranking to decide on which books to publish.




Output of picture gallery five: the intellectual industry of publishing that looks to great works of art and cultural trends to publish books for public consumption is becoming obsolete, with effects that will trickle down not only to a decreased appreciation in books and cultural teachers, but also in education programs that hone this skill.





We now have a coat that hugs its wearer—from behind—when it detects said individual needs a hug and is openly termed a substitute girlfriend; to be fair, it is only a prototype at this point. The wearer connects to headphones and along with a hug, there are prerecorded emotional voice bits such as, “I’m sorry, were you waiting?” “Watch your back!” “Guess who?” “Blind side!” The fact that the coat hugs from behind, so as to catch the wearer by surprise, like a typical girlfriend would do (?), can, with little stretch of the mind, be best termed an existential cough drop—akin to professional cuddlers or services that send girlfriend’esque text messages to men who feel lonely—a bit of false humanity to stave off modern anonyme. And, given that the voice is from Yu Shimotsuki, “known for work in adult-themed video games,” there is a seductive porn edge to it all.




Output of picture gallery six: products are slowly chipping away at social initiative or the motivations thereof, situating themselves between our biological signals of, for example, loneliness and their solution, effectively, nay potentially, rendering ourselves useless in the process of knowing our emotional states and modifying that emotional state.





Lest we get the impression that algorithms are trivial entities, they are being deployed by over a dozen young startups to fight cancer and ultimately could save thousands of lives in the years to come. IBM, BERG Health and CureMetrix, to name a few, are using AI algorithms to interpret body scans for cancerous growths, to detect minute changes in temperature from a woman’s breast tissue so as to raise an early warning sign of breast cancer, and to help companies, such as Globavir Biosciences, reduce the time it takes to develop new drugs.




Output of picture gallery seven: the skills of professional medical researchers are being enhanced, not replaced, by AI algorithms; however, the utility of the researcher will diminish the more sophisticated our software becomes.





Related to the hugging coat, there is the T. Jacket, about $549 USD at the time of this writing, which is a jacket worn by kids allowing parents, via a network of air pockets and sensors, and, of course, an app, to hug their kids remotely. Johnny gets upset and smacks Cassandra at school. Johnny’s pulse and body waves indicate he is distressed. The jacket, set by the parents to activate at certain thresholds, inflates and hacks the body-love system, that is, intervenes between biological response and stimulus, and, ideally, calms the child. The invention is backed by research about touch therapy for certain individuals, as well as by certain forms of mental conditions, where pressure on the body significantly helps the individual feel secure. Also, software is beginning to decipher the cries of an infant. Is your 2-month-old baby hungry or distressed? Who the hell knows most of the time!? They are two months old. No one knows. Yet, the sound waves and types of cries are treated as inputs into software, and the output is an interpretation of your child’s fully inarticulate yelps and gestures.


As you can see, we are well beyond functional algorithms: they live between us and our instincts, between parent and child. How far of a stretch is it to imagine that, in the future, when the software detects a hungry infant, a machine automatically makes a bottle, and, for the adventurous types, a robo-maid delivers the bottle to the child. Do we applaud this move, since now mothers and fathers, so pressed for time, can focus on something other than guessing why their infant is crying and holding them or swaddling them or rocking them to no avail? Or is this a Trojan horse, with the inevitable result of eroding basic human bonds at one of the infant’s most vulnerable times in their lives?




Output of picture gallery eight: software is being situated at intimate levels at stages of human bonding and can render the parent’s instinct useless, or at least degrade their confidence in listening to their children. While this is a small example, the applications for this technology in all parts of behavioral and speech recognition are tremendous.
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