Second Life Chat
12:00‑2:00pm CST, Sunday June 8, 2008

Unsolved Problems in Transhumanism

By Max More (Prometheus Augenblik)
Max More is back. 
In his first public Second Life appearance, the founder of contemporary transhumanism will discuss unsolved problems within the movement:

· Communication Strategy: How can we communicate ideas most effectively and rationally, overcoming the typical tension between the two? How does this relate to constrained and unconstrained visions of transhumanism (in Thomas Sowell’s terms)? 

· Visionary Horizon: How far should we focus on offering solutions to current problems vs. envisioning longer-term solutions and visions? 

· Visionary vs. Practical: To what extent should transhumanists try to be a movement that is organized, integrated, and directed? Should the movement or transhumanist activity concern itself primarily with ideas or practice or both, and should it include a major component that is a practical guide to self-transformation? 

· Organizing: How can we better organize and converse, using the best available knowledge to do so? 

· Bridging the Knowing-doing Gap: Both as movement and as individuals, how can be do better to practice what we espouse? 

· Historical Accuracy and Continuing Honesty: Establishing and maintaining an accurate history of transhumanism; combating Orwellian rewriting of the past. 

As always, Dr. More welcomes feedback on his thinking. 

The slides from the talk are here:
http://www.maxmore.com/unsolved.ppt

This document is here:

http://www.maxmore.com/UnsolvedProblems.doc

The log of the chat from the talk is available here:

http://transumanar.com/index.php/site/max_more_in_second_life_on_unsolved_problems_in_transhumanism/

Report on talk by Giulio:

http://transumanar.com/index.php/site/max_more_in_second_life_on_unsolved_problems_in_transhumanism/

The audio is here (almost complete):

http://metaxlr8.com:81/maxmoresl080608audio.mp3

Introduction

My thanks to Giulio for inviting me to give my first talk in Second Life. It’s the first time I’ve juggled voice with text chat, so I’m hoping that those seeing only the text can follow okay—and that my talk won’t be another problem in transhumanism!
Communication Strategy
· How to communicate ideas most effectively and rationally. True, rationalist transhumanists will refuse to sacrifice reason in favor of supercharged persuasion. The trick is to be as persuasive as possible while respecting the constraint of reason and reasonability.
· The most effective (contagious) communication may not be the most rational.
· How best to defuse/minimize objections concerning alleged elitism, naïve enthusiasm, technocratic authoritarianism, hatred/repudiation of the body?
· Frame our goals as clear extensions of currently accepted ones. Life extension as health and medical care; performance enhancement; body modification, gender choice. Also frame our goals as things that can benefit everyone by improving our understanding and technology—not just benefiting the most advanced enthusiasts. 

· Frame our goals as probably achievable by building on current technologies, so long as we are proactive and make an effort.

· Break down our major goals into technology roadmaps and intermediate milestones. This is also a crucial step toward embedding our goals in practical projects. 
Visionary Horizon
· Focus on long-term or short-term goals. (Short term = e.g. staying healthy. Long term = OCE [OverComing Entropy; Obsessive-Compulsive Extropy])
How far to focus on offering solutions to current problems vs. envisioning longer-term solutions and visions? The answer for transhumanism as a movement may differ from the answer for specific aspects of it.
This ties into both the Communication and Organizing issues.

Do we even need a transhumanist movement?

Why not focus solely on more specific objectives?

The Value of Vision.

Visions communicate a clear and compelling image of where individuals or groups see themselves being in the future. Visions provide organizations with a sense of how things can be and how things should be, and they act as a compass pointing in the right direction.
One way of defining a corporate vision—or the process of envisioning—has been outlined by Mark Lipton. He says that vision has three components: First, raison d’etre, which tells us why we exist and expresses our commitment to a far-reaching purpose. Second, strategy, which defines our distinctive competitive advantages that will bring the company closer to its reason for being. Finally, values and principles, which help us build the foundation of the culture we want. These take the form of specific guidelines that people can use to apply the strategy and vision to their everyday jobs.

Turbulent external conditions and an urgent need for internal change are a potent source of motivation for engaging in the envisioning process. In John Kotter’s model of stages of change, one of the eight reasons he cites for why many change processes don’t succeed is “not understanding the need for a clear vision.” Another source of trouble is comes from failing to clearly communicate the vision. A well-formed, appealing, and inspiring image of a desired future can help an organization stay attuned to its environment and keep on track through crises, while promoting learning and adaptation.

How do you implement the vision? A vision in the form of a vision statement will not be truly effective, no matter how well crafted, unless it is assimilated into the organization’s culture. For this to happen, leaders must communicate the vision regularly and act as role-models by living by it. They should develop narratives that illustrate the vision, set short-term objectives consistent with the vision, and encourage individuals and groups to craft their own vision congruent with the organization’s overall vision.

Lipton provides some systematic advice on implementation in his Vision Framework. This consists of four elements: communication (especially through narrative), markers of progress (a kind of vision metrics), use of multiple media, and incentives.
Constrained and unconstrained versions and strands of transhumanism. Extropy: from badly constrained present to relatively (and progressively more) unconstrained future. Socially/politically constrained; technologically/biologically unconstrained.


Singularity: Clearly an unconstrained vision.

Visionary vs. Practical
· To what extent shold transhumanists try to be a movement that is organized, integrated and directed? 
· Should the movement or transhumanist activity concern itself primarily with ideas or practice or both? 
· Should it include a major component that is a practical guide to self-transformation? 
Practical guides to self-transformation (Make Magazine, etc.); wiki-based databases and user guides for nootropics, life extension, etc.
Follow-up to Talk:

In the talk, I mentioned the need for a single place (run in a distributed manner, not by any one organization) where transhumanist-minded people could go to find: A list of all relevant organizations; a list of major practical projects; a database of information on practical life extension, intelligence enhancement, improving communication and reasoning skills, proposing and developing business plans, getting into space, and so on.

I would like to help move this idea into reality. I have a domain reserved for it. Please contact me if you can offer help with a website/wiki, or with gathering links and info and/or editing various sections of the resource site. <max@maxmore.com>

Organizing
· How can “we” better organize and converse, using the best available knowledge to do so? [anonymous inputs; regular surveys; see Meetings material, e.g. Death By Meeting & my “Effective Meetings”—the different types]
· Meetings—acknowledging differing purposes

· Avoiding typical group biases: Use decision markets, Delphi panels.

· Second Life and other online worlds provide promising forums for trying new organizational experiments. One to watch: The Order of Cosmic Engineers.

Death By Meeting: Lencioni first explains how to introduce productive forms of drama by “setting up the plot” at the outset, then “mining for conflict” to keep people engaged. Lencioni sets out four types of meetings, each of which has a unique function in order to avoid “meeting stew”: The Daily Check-In, The Weekly Tactical, The Monthly Strategic, and the Quarterly Off-Site Review. The first of these is a five minute, stand-up meeting to avoid confusion. The second type lasts for 45-90 minutes, focusing intently on tactical issues, postponing strategic discussions and, Lencioni advises, should not be shaped by an agenda until after initial reports are done. The other two types of meeting have their own structure and purpose.
If you had concrete projects with concrete deliverables, you might find more people joining.

Choose organizational form carefully:
What kind of organizations are best? Depends on what “we” want to accomplish… Types of organization: Business (corporation, partnership, sole proprietor, open source projects); non-profit—voting membership vs. self-elected board; loose, informal networks; broadly focused vs. narrow focus; project-oriented [SpaceShipOne, Craig Venter’s advances in genomics, Methusaleh Mouse Prize, Adaptive AI] vs. analytical/discussion-oriented/exploratory/pure research (the latter including building of technology roadmaps); incubator. Also networks somehow connecting these differing types.
(Especially for this section, thanks to Dale Johnstone, who emailed some thoughts prior to my talk.)

Bridging the Knowing-doing Gap
· Knowing-doing gap (theory/practice), both as movement and as individuals

For example, many business cultures implicitly reward criticism of ideas and decisions more than the actual implementation of ideas. This produces a "do-nothing" situation. Also talking is often rewarded more than the actual doing. Failure of leaders to "walk the talk" is another key reason for failure to do. The book outlines some common sense approaches to overcome these barriers to action -- the key is to choose and retain the kind of people that are willing to cooperate and share knowledge, and to put in place metrics and human performance systems that encourage these behaviors.
Knowing what to do vs. how best to do it: Use effective tools for creative thinking and planning. 


Creativity tools: Rapid Problem Solving With Post-It Notes by David Straker.

Straker quickly introduces the method, lucidly showing how to understand problems, why it’s vital to chunk information, and how that can lead on to making decisions. Each concise mini-chapter in Part II explains one of the six Notes tools: The Post-Up (for gathering information), the Swap Sort (prioritizing), the Top-Down Tree, the Bottom-Up Tree, the Information Map, and the Action Map. For each of these, a Help Area is set up that gives brief and simple objectives, constraints, and guidelines for the exercise, along with a Store Area and a Work Area. Part III shows how to put these six tools to work to solve real problems, the sample here being a project framework. 


The Post-it Note Tool Box works well for collaborative problem identification and resolution. The process is stimulating, well structured, and keeps everyone focused on the issue right in front of them. In case you are in any doubt as to the meat behind the method, Straker lists the origins of each of the tools. These include brainwriting, nominal group technique, prioritization matrix, process-decision program chart, affinity diagram, set theory, mind map, state-transition diagram, PERT diagram, data-flow diagram, and so on. So go ahead, have some productive fun with the tools, knowing that behind those fun sticky pieces of paper lies decades of prior research on problem-solving methodology.

Also: 101 Creative Problem Solving Techniques: The Handbook of New Ideas for Business, by James M. Higgins. Higgins starts out by sketching the “creative problem solving (CPS) model” and arguing that it can do a much better job than traditional practices. The model itself consists of eight basic stages: analyzing the environment, recognizing a problem, identifying the problem, making assumptions, generating alternatives, choosing among alternatives, implementing the chosen solution, and control. Of the 101 techniques, 70 are for generating alternatives, while 12 help identify problems, and 9 assist with problem recognition. 


Problem recognition techniques include inverse brainstorming, role playing, listing complaints, and limericks and parodies. Techniques for problem identification range from drawing a picture of the problem to the fishbone diagram to squeeze-and-stretch to the why-why diagram. Recognizing that you may not be inclined to read through 70 techniques for generating alternatives, Higgins provides a shortlist of his favorite 10 – four individual and six group techniques. The individual techniques are: Verbal Checklist/Product Improvement Checklist, Mind Mapping, Association/Free Association, and Rolling the Grass of Ideas. The favored group techniques are: Brainstorming, Lotus Blossom (helps develop future scenarios), Storyboarding, Excursion, Nominal Group Technique (good for preventing one person dominating proceedings), and Morphological Analysis. 

Plus: The Leader's Guide to Lateral Thinking Skills 

Powerful Problem-solving Techniques to Ignite Your Team's Potential by Paul Sloane. 
Planning tools: The Thinker's Toolkit: Fourteen Powerful Techniques for Problem Solving by Morgan D. Jones. Executives faced with a tricky problem will find no shortage of books revealing methods for enhancing the creative aspect of problem solving. Even more abundant are books that will help you tackle problems at the level of organizational strategy. Somewhere in between lies a more sparsely-populated region: structured, analytical methods of decision making that help turn subjective thinking into objective cognition. Former CIA analyst, Morgan Jones, fills the gap with a thorough (if dry) collection of 14 problem solving methods. These are the tools that everyone should have learned before ever starting their first job, but didn’t. They range from relatively approachable techniques such as problem restatement and devil’s advocacy, to more formal and mathematical techniques such as weighted ranking and the utility matrix. All 14: Problem Restatement; Pro-Cons-and-Fixes; Divergent/Convergent Thinking; Sorting, Chronologies, and Time Lines; Causal Flow Diagramming; The Matrix; The Decision/Event Tree; Weighted Ranking; Hypothesis testing; Devil’s Advocacy; The Probability Tree; The Utility Tree; The Utility Matrix; and Advanced Utility Analysis.
Historical Accuracy and Continuing Honesty
· Establishing who started transhumanism and maintaining an accurate history. Combating Orwellian rewriting of the past. [Otherwise, continuing disputes will deter new participants.]

History of extropic proto-transhumanism detailed in Extro 2 (June 1995) conference talk by Reilly Jones: “A History of Extropic Thought: Parallel Conceptual Development of Technicism and Humanism.”
Summary of my role in transhumanism: 

Coined the “ism” term. 

Set forth the Principles of Extropy—the first explicit, comprehensive statement of the world view (or “eupraxophy”). Tom coined the term (and I “extropian”) in 1988, to stand for our vision of transhumanism.

“The Extropian Declaration.” In Extropy #5, March 1990.

“The Extropian Principles.” In Extropy #5.5, May 1990.
“Transhumanism: Towards a Futurist Philosophy”, original version published in Extropy #6, Summer 1990. Revised June 1994 & again in 1996. Also as: “On Becoming Posthuman.” Free Inquiry, Fall 1994.

Giovanni Pico della Mirandola’s 15th century “Oration on the Dignity of Man”. This could also be claimed as an early statement of transhumanism—without using the term.

"Let a certain holy ambition invade our souls, so that, not content with the mediocre, we shall pant after the highest and (since we may if we wish) toil with all our strength to obtain it."


The setting is the Craftsman explaining what the deal is to man:  "Neither a fixed abode nor a form that is thine alone nor any function peculiar to thyself have we given thee, Adam, to the end that according to thy longing and according to thy judgment thou mayest have and possess what abode, what form, and what functions thou thyself shalt desire.  The nature of all other beings is limited and constrained within the bounds of laws prescribed by Us.  Thou, constrained by no limits, in accordance with thine own free will, in whose hand We have placed thee, shalt ordain for thyself the limits of thy nature.  We have set thee at the world's center that thou mayest from thence more easily observe whatever is in the world.  We have made thee neither of heaven nor of earth, neither mortal nor immortal, so that with freedom of choice and with honor, as though the maker and molder of thyself, thou mayest fashion thyself in whatever shape thou shalt prefer.  

An example of proto-extropian principles in this quote by the Marquis de Condorcet (1743-1794) from The Progress of the Human Mind (1795), “In fine, may it not be expected that the human race will be meliorated by new discoveries in the sciences and the arts, and, as an unavoidable consequence, in the means of individual and general prosperity; by farther progress in the principles of conduct, and in moral practice; and lastly, by the real improvement of our faculties, moral, intellectual and physical, which may be the result either of the improvement of the instruments which increase the power and direct the exercise of those faculties, or of the improvement of our natural organization itself?”
WTA FAQ… Huxley: Independent coinage (and one-time use) of “transhumanism”. ("Transhumanism." Julian Huxley.

In New Bottles for New Wine, pp 13-17. London: Chatto & Windus, 1957) It’s simply false to claim or imply that the contemporary use of “transhumanism” derives from Huxley. FM-2030 used “transhuman” but not “transhumanism”.
Politics and transhumanism

Solution? Rather than a single Wikipedia-like entry on the history, perhaps a split page—so readers can compare.

Conclusion
