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Up Front 

This is a short book about the future. It’s about how the future will 

be here sooner than we think, and how it will be very different from 

what we expect. 1  

To say that the future will be here sooner than we think is to dabble 

in the profoundly obvious. We all know that the future is coming. 

We all know that life goes by fast. In fact, the more life you live, the 

faster it goes. 2 Even if nothing else was happening, if we were all 

just getting older, time would seem to be accelerating. 

But something else is happening. A lot of things, in fact.   

Or maybe not. Maybe that lot of things add up to one big Something. 

We’ll look at that later. For now, take it from me: it isn’t just that 

we’re all getting older. Time is moving faster.  

                                                 
1
 So in other words, this book is indistinguishable from every other book, article, 

blog post, motivational speech, and YouTube video about the future. (Not to 

mention all those messages in fortune cookies.) Or maybe not. Spot me a few 

pages, anyhow. 

 

Also, I should just let you know up front: there are going to be a lot of these 

notes. Some of them are citations for references, but most are just little side 

commentary (like this one.) So feel free to read them, skip them, whatever 

works for you. 

 
2
 I don’t think I have to cite any sources on that one. If you doubt the idea that 

life goes by fast, you are probably a reasonably young individual. I’ll tell you 

what—let’s check in on this in 20 years. If you still think I’m wrong, we can 

discuss. 
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And although it is profoundly obvious that the future will be here 

sooner than we think, we generally gloss over how much sooner. For 

example, the end of this sentence is in the future. Only now look—

there it is in the past. 

In this book, I’ll explain why I think days are a helpful measure of 

time for the era we live in. Days don’t have the grandeur of the years 

or decades or centuries that we typically like to apply to the future. 

But they also don’t give us that comfortable barrier between now 

and the future. (Or the past, for that matter. I think if I were to write 

a book about history, I would probably measure time in days there, 

too.) 

Days are the measure of time of the present. And the present is so 

close to the future that the two become almost indistinguishable. 3  

That is, they seem indistinguishable while things are happening. 

Then all of a sudden you look back and you’re amazed at how much 

things have changed. What happened to the world we knew? What 

happened to the reality we were comfortable with?  

We find that, unexpectedly, we’ve arrived in a later era. We’re in a 

reality that comes after the one we knew. That can be exciting, but 

it can also be disorienting. And maybe a little scary. 

                                                 
3
 Of course, I will continue to distinguish between them, no matter what. I’m too 

lazy to go back and rewrite the first line as “This is a book about the present.” 

And more importantly, I am not about to start describing myself as a 

“presentist.” No way. 
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But wait. There’s more. What happens if, some number of days from 

now, we arrive in a reality not where some things have changed but 

where everything has changed? 4    

That’s not a new question. Over the years, there’s been a lot written 

and a lot said in an attempt to answer that question. And the new era 

where everything is different has gone by a lot of names. You may 

have heard it referred to as the Spike. Or the Omega Point. Or the 

Singularity.5  

But I’m just going to call it the Post-Everything future.  

This book does not make any predictions as to when the Post-

Everything future will arrive. (Although the title may provide a bit 

of a hint in that direction.)  Nor does it outline any strategies for how 

to cope with living in the Post-Everything future. By definition, we 

don’t know anything about that world. So any strategies we come 

up with on this end are likely to be pretty useless. 

This book doesn't even tell you whether the Post-Everything future 

is going to be a good thing or a bad thing.6 

So what then, you may be wondering, does this book do?  In the 

pages that follow, we will take a look at what’s been happening over 

the past few days. We will then explore what we can expect to 

                                                 
4
 No, not really everything. That should read “essentially everything has 

changed.” But when you keep putting those kinds of qualifiers in, it weakens the 

writing and distracts from the message. Unlike, say, adding a footnote.  

 
5
 Or if you’re old enough, possibly even “The Age of Aquarius.” 

 
6
 Probably good. 
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happen over the next few. And then, as noted, we’ll spend some time 

considering the various things (or the one big Something) that are 

causing time to move faster. Finally, we will talk about what 

happens when everything is different. 

Along the way, we’ll look at the interesting relationship between 

data and stuff. We’ll see how that relationship is rapidly changing, 

and how its transformation might impact the nature of reality itself. 

From there, it becomes pretty clear that we are heading into a Post-

Everything future. And even though I said we can’t do that, the book 

ends with some thoughts on what the Post-Everything future might 

be like.7 

                                                 
7
 Or at the very least, we will try to imagine how different things will be. That 

isn’t exactly the same as describing what things look like, but it’s in the 

ballpark. 
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Chapter 1 

Counting the Days 

GETTING TO 20K 

We’ll begin with a number: 20,000. 

A while back,  my two youngest children—the twins—turned six 

years old. By some wonderful cosmic coincidence, on that same day 

I turned 20,000 days old. 

Their sixth birthday was my 20,000th day on the planet. 

And I’m not necessarily saying that day deserves any special 

recognition. I’m just saying the twins each got a cake—a whole cake 

each! Just for turning six. I turned 20,000—no acknowledgement of 

any kind. And I mean that literally. Zero acknowledgement. I didn’t 

even realize that I had turned 20,000 until I started putting my notes 

together for this book.  

And it’s a pretty big deal, when you think about it. We each have a 

birthday every year, but we only burn through a pile of 10,000 days 

twice or possibly three times, total. If we’re lucky. 

Take a look at the chart below to get an idea where you currently are 

in terms of accumulating days. 

Or, if you want to get really precise, do a web search on the phrase 

“life expectancy calculator” and find one you like. You will be asked 

some questions about your lifestyle, your parents, etc. and the 
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calculator will spit out a result: your life expectancy. From there you 

can quickly calculate your expected date of—well, you know. 

 

Now do another search, this time on the phrase “calculate days 

between two dates.” This will provide a list of sites where you can 

enter your birth date in the field on the left and your…expiration 

date in the field on the right, push the button and voila! You get the 

total number of days you can expect to live. 

 

I did this exercise myself and found that I’m good for 86.3 years. At 

least, that was the first answer I got. I had some doubts about the 

accuracy of that life expectancy calculator, however, so I tried a 

second one and got 79.3 years. Not thrilled with the trend, I decided 

to forego trying any further life expectancy calculators and just work 

with the data points that I had. 

The first estimate of 86.3 years means my life will comprise some 

31,510 days. The second estimate gave me 28,954 days, which still 

seems like quite a few. As of this writing, I have lived 20,471 days—

which means that I have burned 65% or 71% of my total days, 
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depending on which estimate I choose to go with. Being an optimist, 

I read this as telling me that I still have 29-35% of my days 

remaining. That’s quite a few days, and I intend to make good use 

of them. 

So I said I was going to  talk about what’s been going on for the past 

few days and what we can expect for the next few days. And now 

you have a clearer idea of what I mean by “a few days.” 

You might well wonder what the point is in telling time in days when 

the time period in question can be summed up into much more 

convenient units like weeks or months or years. Or in the case of my 

age, decades.8 

So why talk about days? 

First, you get an alternative perspective. 

Counting time in days helps you look at things differently. And we 

need to see things differently if we’re going to be ready for the 

future. For one thing, days are a more granular measure of time. 

Looking at days is like changing your time focus. 

TIME IS MONEY (SORT OF) 

There’s a money management exercise often recommended to 

young people, frequently to young couples. It goes like this. 

                                                 
8
 At this stage, talking in terms of centuries seems excessive. We won’t go there 

just yet. 
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Take your paycheck to the bank, but don’t deposit it. Cash it. Get it 

all in ones And then when you go to pay your bills, you just lay 

everything out on the kitchen table. 

And then you make stacks of one dollar bills next to each bill you 

have to pay. 

 

What you get is this wonderful, visual representation of where your 

money goes. And it’s not just visual. It’s tactile. You can feel the 

weight and heft of the dollar bills as you try to shove them into those 

envelopes.  

When you write a check for $200 here, $500 there, it’s easy to lose 

sight of how much money you’re talking about. And who writes 

checks any more? Auto-pay makes the process even more of an 

abstraction. But when you stack the money up this way, you see it. 

Time works very much the same way. When we measure our lives 

in years, it gets pretty easy to group those years together and never 

really see how much time we have. Sometimes we get to age 35 or 
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40 or 50 and we suddenly wonder, “Hey, where did all the years 

go?”  

You might wonder how days could possibly be any better. How 

depressing is it to reach one of those landmark ages and think, “Oh, 

no! Where did all those days go?” It’s a much bigger number. But 

there is an upside. 

In the money management exercise, the last thing you do is count 

out how much money is left. Assuming you have actually paid all 

your bills, now you know exactly how much money you have to 

save and to spend.  

Well, likewise, even if you realize that you have spent all these days 

of your life doing whatever you’ve been doing—and let’s hope you 

have some idea as to what that is.9 But even if you’re not sure what 

you’ve been doing, here’s your chance to get laser focused. Because 

now we’re going to see how many dollar bills are left in the stack. 

Or rather, how many days you have left to work with. 

Let’s say we’re all going to live to be 90. That’s outside of what the 

actuarial tables will tell you, but—based on some stuff we’re going 

to cover later—it’s not out of the question. In fact, that might even 

be a little on the conservative side, especially for some of you 

youngsters.10  

                                                 
9
 But even if you don’t, don’t worry. Most people, if they’re honest, will tell you 

they have only a kind of vague idea.  

 
10

 And keep in mind, for a guy my age, a “youngster” is anybody under the age 

of 47 or so. 
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Most futurists never show you a chart like this, but I think it’s kind 

of important. You want to know your future? Well, there it is. (Or at 

least, there’s a sort of take on it.) If you’re anywhere on this chart, 

chances are you have thousands of days to work with. Obviously 

there are no guarantees.11 Even if you’re already 75, you’ve got 

another 5,478 days to look forward to. 

So you’ve got thousands of days. Possibly tens of thousands. Is that 

a lot of time? 

We’ll come back to that. 

DAYS MATTER 

A lot can happen in a day. And whatever that thing that happens is, 

we tend to frame it around the day it happened. 

                                                 
11

 For example, if you’re a big skyscraper Parkour enthusiast, my chart and I 

don’t really have much to say about how many more days you have. 
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We talk about:  

• The day we’re born. 

• The day we die. 

• The day I met my best friend. 

• The first day of school. 

• The day we got married. 

• The day I started the new job. 

 

People don’t usually talk about that week where they met the big 

celebrity or the month they fell in love. We tend to frame these 

stories in days. 

Terrible things happen in a day. 

Wonderful things happen in a day, 
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Relationships, careers, reputations, and fortunes can all be made or 

lost in a day. 

 

Wars begin. Wars end. 

We hold our elections in one day.12 

Think about how much can happen in one day: 

• How much you can do 

• How much the world can change 

• How much potential there is in every 24 hours 

• There is no more powerful a unit of time 

                                                 
12

 Theoretically. And wouldn’t that be nice? 
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And yet what do we do? 

We very glibly pack them into boxes of seven or 30, or 365. And we 

take those boxes and put them in into even bigger boxes—decades 

and centuries—and the reality of the potential impact of each one 

gets lost. 

And of course I’m not suggesting for a moment that we do away 

with those other, very useful, ways of measuring time. Obviously 

we need weeks and months and years and centuries. 

Days are special, however. The day is the smallest unit of time we 

have that completes an arc, or tells a story. Like a lifetime, a day has 

a beginning, a middle, and end. Other units of time work this way, 

too. Weeks, months, and years all tell a story. But none of the shorter 

units do. An hour is just a collection of 60 minutes; a minute is just 

a collection of 60 seconds. A day is the smallest unit of a lifetime 

that bears the same structure as a lifetime. 

Picture an expecting couple the day before their child arrives. Now 

imagine them the next day. One day, you have a couple. The next 

day, you have a family. Yes, there is a lot of build up to that and a 

lot of what comes next in the days that follow. But basically, the 

world is transformed in day. 

Or imagine standing at the base of the twin towers of the World 

Trade Center in lower Manhattan on the afternoon of September 10, 

2001.13 You would have been in the middle of a very normal scene, 

                                                 
13

 My wife and I were there on the 9th. Two days before. Standing at the base, 

looking up at (I believe) the south tower. And casually chatting about the 

terrorist attack that had occurred there in 1993. 
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completely familiar to the people who lived and worked in the area. 

Now imagine—or really, just remember—what the scene looked 

like one day later. 

From normal life to utter devastation. One day. 

So our worlds can be thoroughly transformed for better or worse in 

the course of a day. Change doesn’t always come that fast, but it can.   

Everything we hope to achieve, everything that makes up our 

greatest dreams and aspirations, and moreover, everything that we 

fear, that we dread, that we’re trying to avoid—everything that is 

ever going to happen, if it does in fact happen—it’s a matter of days 

until it does. 

Goals and projects are also a matter of days. Consider some of the 

big accomplishments of the previous century.  
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Construction on the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco began on 

January 5, 1933. On May 27, 1937 the bridge opened for business. 

That’s 1,603 days.  

On May 25, 1961, JFK declared the goal of sending a man to the 

moon; Apollo 11 landed on July 20, 1969. That’s 2,978 days.  

The Human Genome Project started in 1990 and concluded in 

February, 2001, spanning roughly 4,049 Days. 

 

My total days lived to date, 20,471 days, far outnumber the days 

required to perform any of these tasks. Of course, we know that big 

projects can be completed within our lifetimes. And now we know 

one of the reasons this is true—it’s because we have enough days. 

Not only do we have enough days in total, we have enough days 

remaining. This is true both because sometimes change takes very 

few days (or only a single day) and because the nature of time is 

changing in an unexpected way. 

TIME AND ACCELERATION 

One reason we have more time than we think is the amazing 

acceleration we’re currently witnessing. Things are happening 

faster. Here are three assessments of the current rate of acceleration. 

• Humanity will experience 10,000 years of progress over (the 

next) 50 years.—Stephen Hawking 14 

                                                 
14

 Hawking in various places has pointed out that all of human civilization 

amounted to about 10,000 years worth of progress. (“Stephen Hawking: Humans 

Should Ride a Beam of Light to Other Planets,” https://bit.ly/2xpDWpd) And in 

at least one place he speculated that we might take a big evolutionary leap (by 
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• Humanity will experience 20,000 years of progress in the 

21st century.—Ray Kurzweil 15  

• Humanity will experience 35,000 years of progress in the 

next 100 years.—Justin Rattner (CTO of Intel) 16  

The numbers and time periods vary slightly, but all three of these 

are pretty much in the same ballpark. If I were to somehow be 

dropped off into one of those three futures without being told which 

one it was, I doubt I could guess whether 50 or 100 years had passed, 

or whether I was looking at 10,000 or 20,000 or 35,000 years worth 

of change. 

I can imagine that these numbers might seem a little over the top—

that they might even be kind of outrageous. Later we’ll get into some 

of the reasons why I don’t think they are outrageous, why there 

might be good reason to expect things to happen very fast. But for 

now, just imagine that’s true.  

What does it even mean to say that 35,000 years worth of change 

will have taken place? 

Imagine we go back in time 35,000 years and we find an early 

modern human. We bring her back here and just drop her off at 

                                                 
implication, bigger than anything we have achieved up to now) over about 50 

years, (“Life in the Universe,” https://bit.ly/Q8kK8s) Put them together and you 

have 10,000 years worth of change in 50 years. 

 
15

 “The Law of Accelerating Returns,” https://bit.ly/1lTKXlM 

 
16

 “The Singularity Cometh” says Intel CTO Justin Rattner. Are You Ready?” 

https://ubm.io/2NMxYJd 
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Times Square or Las Vegas or Disney World.17 What would this 

person experience being placed in such an environment? She would 

probably be terrified. Would any of it make sense to her? I doubt it. 

So we are talking about, 100 years from now, a world that would be 

as strange, as shocking, as terrifying to us, as our world would be to 

her. To get there, things are going to have to start moving really fast. 

On average, we will have to experience 350 years worth of change 

every year.  

 

Imagine that. On January 1, you’re living in the world of 1670. By 

December 31 of the same year, you’re living in the present,18 the 

year 2020. Now THAT would a big year. But not really. Because 

that has to happen every year for 100 years in order for us to see 

35,000 years worth of change in that time period. Now, clearly, we 

                                                 
17

 Whichever setting you think would freak her out the most. 

 
18

 The approximate present. I can control when I’m writing this, but not when 

you’re reading it.  
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are not yet moving at that speed. We’re talking about a process of 

acceleration, so we have to build up to that speed. 

But then, assuming that things are speeding up, and that we are 

working to that speed...so what? What does any of this have to do 

with days? And more importantly, what does it have to do with your 

days? 

Let’s go back to the chart showing approximately how many days 

you have left. Maybe your number seems like quite a few; maybe 

you think it’s in the low side. 19 But no matter the number, you can 

expect to see more change over that period of days than you would 

have over the same number of days earlier in your life.  

If we measure time in terms of change rather than duration, you have 

more time in front of you than you probably suspect. And as things 

continue to speed up, the amount of time that lies ahead will 

continue to increase, even as the day count goes down.   

The more that happens in a year, or the more years worth of change 

we encounter for each calendar year that passes, the more we will 

need an increasingly refined measure of time.  

And that’s where the day comes in.  

  

                                                 
19

 Or you could be off the chart. There are about 2 million people aged 90 and 

above in the U.S. alone. If you are one of them, congratulations! The chart 

obviously does not apply to you. How many more days do you have? I have no 

answer for that one. It’s open-ended. 
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Chapter 2 

Data and Stuff 

Let’s step back for a moment and talk about the world we live in. 

What is it? 

What is it made of? 

I was born into a world made out of stuff. We all live in that world. 

Chances are you’re indoors right now. Look around you: the walls, 

the ceiling, the chair you’re sitting on. It’s all stuff. 

The clothes you’re wearing. The food you had for breakfast. The air 

you’re breathing right now. Stuff. 

 



Philip Bowermaster 

30 

And some would say, of course, we live in a world made of stuff. 

That’s what reality is.  

Stuff=reality. 

Or does it? 

Because it seems to me that there is a layer of abstraction that goes 

along with the stuff. So maybe 

Reality = Stuff + Abstraction 

Yes, we do live in a world made out of things, but we also live in a 

world made out of words, thoughts, ideas, dreams. As Rod Serling 

put it, we live in “...a land of both shadow and substance, of things 

and ideas.” 20  

Everything that we think of as culture: history, the law, philosophy, 

literature, art, music...That isn’t exactly “stuff” the way the walls 

and the ceiling and your socks are, but it’s all definitely part of 

reality—it’s part of the world we’re in. 

One of the things that’s interesting about all this abstract stuff is that 

we transcribe it using physical stuff. We play it back using physical 

stuff. We store and embed it using physical stuff. 

                                                 
20

 From the opening credits of The Twilight Zone. Check it out. It’s on Netflix 

(as of this writing.) It’s like a more accessible, more life-affirming version of 

Black Mirror. 
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For as long as we’ve been civilized—and probably going back 

farther than that, for as long as we’ve been human—we’ve lived this 

kind of amphibious existence. 

Ideas. And things. 

Data. And Stuff. 

 

The two worlds have always been intimately connected. 

But something has changed. Beginning around the middle part of 

the previous century, we began combining the data and stuff in ways 

we never had before. 

NEW COMBINATIONS 

The big leap in the 20th century was, in fact, one of the results of an 

earlier evolutionary leap whereby we got better and better (and then 

much better) at manipulating physical stuff. 

The earlier transition was industrialization. 
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The latter transition, the one we’re in now, where we combine the 

abstract and the physical in a new way, is called digitization. 

Designer, futurist, and polymath R. Buckminster Fuller—the man 

who is probably best known as the inventor of the geodesic dome—

had another name for these phenomena. He summed them up under  

a basic principle that he called “ephemeralization.” 

He said that advances in technology will enable us to do "more and 

more with less and less until eventually you can do everything with 

nothing." 21 

The perfect exemplar of ephemeralization is the smartphone. 

There is a popular social media meme that shows a guy carrying and 

surrounded by various pieces of equipment. He’s holding a 

camcorder in one hand and a boom box in the other. He’s also 

managing to hold a telephone receiver and a Sony Walkman. In front 

of him is a stereo with speakers, a VCR, a laptop, a typewriter, a 

tape recorder, a radio, and a calculator. Heaped around him are 

stacks of VHS tapes, CDs, and audio cassette tapes. It’s an 

impressive tableau of stuff. 

The point of that picture? Today’s smartphone can do everything 

that all of those various pieces of equipment can do, and more. So 

what happened to all those big, bulky devices? They were digitized, 

of course. But in many ways what we’re talking about is the second 

generation of digitizing these devices. First we digitized the 

photographs. Then we digitized the camera itself. 

                                                 
21

 Nine Chains to the Moon, Anchor Books, 1938, 1973, pp. 252–59. 
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Still, these are fairly obvious examples of ephemeralization and, 

although you haven’t necessarily used that word, you’ve probably 

had lots of opportunities to think about the basic idea. Let’s look at 

an example from well outside the digital world. 

AN EXAMPLE FROM AEROSPACE 

An airplane engine is a good example of stuff. It does something 

very physical. A while back, General Electric announced a new 

version of its CFM Leap aircraft engine. 

This new engine was different from previous generations of the 

engine in several important ways. For example, GE announced that 

some of the components for the new engine were produced by 3D 

printers. In other words, some of the components of this engine are 

the output of a digital process. 22 

Another important difference is this engine’s use of sensors that 

track every aspect of how it operates. The Leap engine is as much a 

data collection and processing device as it is a pushing-an-airplane 

device. And that has brought about some truly unexpected changes 

in how it operates. 

The new version is smaller and more efficient than the previous 

version: 

• It reduces noxious emissions by 50% 

• It’s quieter 

                                                 
22 Leap Engines, https://bit.ly/2dQPbjO 
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• It weighs 500 pounds less   

So it’s smaller. But not in every way. It’s bigger in two important 

ways. First, it produces 15% more thrust than the previous version 

of the engine. And second, it’s now a total data hog. The new 

generation of the engine generates up to 1 TB of data per day just 

from those sensors.  

The Leap engine is being ephemeralized. We’re seeing changes in 

the physical properties of a big, powerful system like a jet engine 

because of data. The engine is being eaten by data. It’s similar to 

those other devices—camcorders and so forth—being swallowed up 

by the smartphone. Only now the change is happening on a different 

scale. 

 

So you almost have to wonder... Does this mean that we will 

eventually be able to run a jet engine as an app on our smart phones? 

I tend to think not.  
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But I think if R. Buckminster Fuller were here, he would say, 

“Sure.” 23 

In any case, our world is now very different and is only going to 

become more different. We started with a world made mostly out of 

stuff with a little data in it; and now we live in a world made equally, 

it seems, out of data and stuff.  

NEW CAPABILITIES 

Jet engines aren’t the only beneficiaries of the new capabilities that 

a data-enriched world provides. 

What can you do today that would have been harder in the past? 

Things you can do instantly from anywhere: 

• Read virtually any book that’s ever been in print 

• Send and receive an unlimited number of messages with 

people all over the world 

• Take any of thousands of free college courses 

• Place an order for virtually any imaginable product or 

service 

• Listen to an amazingly wide assortment of music 

• Watch any of thousands of movies and TV shows 

                                                 
23

 Too bad he’s not here to explain how, exactly.  
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• Write a paragraph or an article or a book and share it with  

dozens, hundreds, or millions of people 

 

• Apply for a job (or dozens or thousands of jobs) 

• Record and distribute music 

• Produce and distribute a movie or TV show 

• Launch a business 

All of this capability arises from digital infrastructure. It is the result 

of living in a world made increasingly as much out of data as stuff.  

And that infrastructure is growing. It’s reaching out from the 

machines and the organizations where it traditionally sat and it’s 

bringing new things into it. That’s how you get the world’s largest 

taxi company without owning a single vehicle or hiring a single 

driver. 
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It’s how you get the world’s largest hotel chain without owning even 

one property. 

And it’s how you become the world’s largest media company 

without producing any content. 

With Uber and Lyft, you add a digital layer on top of the physical 

world reality that some people have cars and some people need a 

ride. 

 

Think about what that digital layer does. Cars have been around for 

more than century; people have needed a ride...forever. People have 

always needed to get somewhere. So why did those two bits of 

reality never before get brought together in such an efficient and 

mutually beneficial way? 

Well first off, we didn’t have the digital infrastructure—we didn’t 

have the level of connectedness to make it possible. And then the 

Internet came along and we had it, but what did we have? A bunch 

of desktop computers originally hooked into the network by 
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cables—remember? It was not a great setup for bringing cars and 

people together. 

Then smart mobile devices come along, and bingo. You’ve got the 

infrastructure and you’ve got the mobile point of connection for 

each of us. And then suddenly the digital layer fits. 

AirBNB is pretty much the same story. People have needed a place 

to stay…forever. People have had spare space that they wouldn’t 

mind renting out...forever. But there was never a good way of 

bringing them together. 

Which is not to say that their weren’t solutions to any of these 

problems prior to the digital era. Hitch-hiking used to be a thing—

standing by the roadside trying to wave down a passing car and ask 

for a ride. The digital layer not only added needed connection, it 

brought trust and legitimacy to the whole arrangement. 

Facebook is a different story. It’s less dependent on these devices, 

although they’re still a huge part of the story. 

To get a better idea of where Facebook provides an added digital 

layers, I think you need to look at the name of the social network 

that it eventually overtook. What was it called? 

Myspace. 

The name says it all. My. Space. A little tiny piece of the vast world 

wide web set up to talk about me, to describe me, to in some way 

encompass me. And most importantly, to connect me to you—to 

your space. 
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You see, the social networks took on something much bigger than 

turning a fleet of underused vehicles into part-time taxicabs. They 

set out to provide a digital layer on top of this whole beautiful, 

glorious, messy, confusing, exhilarating realm of human  

interaction. 24 

So what we’re seeing is this: a world made out of stuff is quickly 

becoming a world made out of data and stuff. So far we’ve talked 

about how remaking the world out of data and stuff makes things 

easier and makes us more capable. But it does something else, too. 

  

                                                 
24 And I think we can all agree, they totally nailed it. Human interaction has 

never been better and it’s all thanks to Facebook. 
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Chapter 3 

Acceleration and Wealth 

DO SMARTPHONES MAKE US RICH? 

It’s a ridiculous question. Or is it? 

A while back there was quite a ruckus about Apple’s launch of the 

iPhone X. People were interested in the new size and the all-screen 

face. It was a definitely something new. But there was something 

else that really got everybody’s attention. 

It was the price. $1,000? For a phone? Isn’t that outrageous? 

But maybe that high price is relative. Economist J. Bradford Delong 

has done a quick back-of-the-envelope analysis to see what the 

iPhone X would have cost to produce 60 years ago. 25 Of course you 

couldn’t really create such a device back then, but you could—using 

the transistors available at the time—create a computer with roughly 

the same processing power. Delong has calculated that to create a 

single iPhone X in 1957 you would need:  

• A hundred-story square building 300 meters high, and 3 

kilometers long and wide 

                                                 
25 Do "They" Really Say: "Technological Progress Is Slowing Down"? 

https://bit.ly/2f18V2e 
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• 150 trillion 2017 dollars (1.5 times the current global annual 

product) 

• 150 terawatts of power (30 times the world's current 

generating capacity) 

 

So in other words, the 1957 iPhone X would have cost literally all 

the money in the world—and then some. And that’s just for one—

you wouldn’t even have anybody to call! 

Okay compare that to the iPhone X they did release. 

• It originally cost $1,000 

• The cost almost immediately went down 

• And a lot of people will eventually get it for “free”  with a 

mobile service plan 

So 60 years ago literally no one could have afforded this thing and 

it would have been global economic suicide to even try to make one. 
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Today a lot of people have them. 26 They still complain about how 

much it costs, but they buy it. 

 

So these complaining folks are in at least some sense wealthier than 

anyone on earth 60 years ago. And in fact, if you’re ready to take 

the leap with me, they’re actually wealthier than everyone on earth 

60 years ago. 

The smartphone, the emblem of ephemeralization, is also an 

emblem of post-scarcity. You can look it up in Wikipedia: 

Post-scarcity is an economic theory in which most goods can 

be produced in great abundance with minimal human labor 

needed, so that they become available to all very cheaply or 

even freely.27 

                                                 
26 As of this writing I am still not one of them. I have an iPhone 8 I like quite a 

bit. I didn’t so much balk at the price of the iPhone X as the shape. Too skinny 

or something. 

 
27 “Post-scarcity economy,” https://bit.ly/1AneYDR 
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Does that sound familiar? It’s hard not to hear echoes of  

Buckminster Fuller there, and his notion of “doing more and more 

with less and less.” A rapid growth of wealth seems to go hand in 

hand with that idea. We’ve already seen how achieving the same or 

more output while using less and less input makes us more capable. 

So it shouldn’t be all that surprising that it makes us wealthier, too. 

In fact, if we take a closer look at Delong’s iPhone thought 

experiment, we quickly see that it’s predicated on the idea that, 

ultimately, an iPhone is just a set of capabilities. That’s what 

“processing power” comes down to. In his experiment, we attempt 

to recreate the capability of a consumer device from the present 

using the technology of the past.  

And we find we can’t do it. All the money in the world in 1957 

couldn’t buy you the capability you can get for under $1,000 

today.28  Normal people can now buy what was unavailable to the 

richest of the rich not that long ago. 

So, yes, we are wealthier. But it’s a weird wealth. For example, you 

can’t spend it. And you can’t eat it Well, what good is it? what can 

you do with it? 

You can become more capable. You can do more with less. With 

this kind of wealth, you don’t gain spending power. You gain actual 

power. It’s a more direct form of wealth. Everyone who owns a 

smartphone has a tremendous economic advantage over people in 

                                                 
 
28 As of this writing, the original iPhone X can be had for a relative song as it is 

being supplanted by the iPhone XS and iPhone Max. By the time you read this, 

those models may also be in the rear view mirror. 
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the past who could never have access to one and over people today 

who still don’t. 

The point is, everyone who has a smartphone is, in a way, richer 

than anybody who doesn’t. So who has a smartphone? Well 

according to Pew Research, more and more of us do.  

Pew reports that 95% of all adult Americans have some kind of cell 

phone, while 77% have smartphones. For Americans earning under 

$30,000 per year, those numbers are 92% cell phone ownership and 

67% smartphone. 29 So it would seem that the ‘digital divide” is not 

too pronounced where mobile communications are concerned. In 

2013, the percentage of Americans earning under $30,000 per year 

who own a smartphone was only 46%. 30 They’re moving up fast. 

 

                                                 
29 Mobile Fact Sheet, https://pewrsr.ch/2inUJzB 

 
30 Smartphone Ownership, 2013, https://pewrsr.ch/1gm3oLM 
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Maybe we really do get wealthier. 

And maybe—although it might not solve the problem completely on 

its own—a world made out of data and stuff will have ways to offset 

income inequality. Smartphones seem to straddle the divide between 

rich and poor better than other markers of wealth. The middle class 

and wealthy might live in better houses and drive better cars than 

the poor, but we are all buying pretty much the same models of 

smartphone.  

Sure, there are top-of-the-line models and there are entry-level 

models. There are hot-off-the-shelves phones and there are 

yesterday’s-news phones. But there is a an awful lot of overlap in 

capability.  

To put it in the terms of our thought experiment, we don’t have to 

go back anything like 60 years. A bargain-basement smartphone 

running on the crappiest mobile network in America 31 would have 

been pretty much out of the reach of even the fabulously wealthy 15 

years ago.   

You can’t say the same for other markers of wealth. Poor people 

aren’t snatching up luxury homes and cars a few years after they 

become available to the rich. So this weird new kind of wealth does 

seem to bring the rich and the poor closer together—at least in some 

ways. 

Also, we should note that the wealth being generated by 

industrialization and digitization is not just of the weird variety. 

                                                 
31 I’m not saying. Feel free to insert your personal favorite. 
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Let’s take a closer look at that, and the relationship between 

becoming more capable and eliminating poverty.  

DATA AND POVERTY 

Let’s look back a little further in time than 60 years, and focus on 

some measures of quality of life that won’t be found on a list of 

benefits of owning a smartphone. This chart (from Our World in 

Data) tells a pretty interesting story: 32 

  

In the year 1820, 84% of the population of the planet was living in 

extreme poverty. 94% of the population was in poverty of the non-

extreme sort. As noted, the chart is adjusted for inflation and 

compares past and present levels of poverty using a PPP (purchasing 

power parity) model. While there is no purely apples-to-apples way 

                                                 
32 I added the Industrialization and Digitization labels.  
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of comparing standard of living across time, PPP is as close as we 

can get. 

So 200 years ago, most of the world is in poverty. Extreme poverty. 

And then what happens? First the industrial revolution begins, and 

then we have the digital revolution. Today, less than 10% of the 

world’s people live in extreme poverty. Ephemeralization really 

does seem to equate to wealth. 

This chart, also from Our World in Data, tells the same basic story 

with a little more historical perspective. People were poor for a very 

long time. And then it started changing. Fast. 

 

Still, we live in a world in which nearly 10% of the population lives 

in extreme poverty. That’s more than 700 million people. Does 

accelerating change provide the means of continuing the positive 

trend?   
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Manu Prakash of Stanford University has been putting together a set 

of initiatives he calls frugal science. He points out that folks in the 

developing world can benefit tremendously from having access to 

simple but still typically very expensive lab equipment. 33 

Prakash explains that, with a microscope, you can identify whether 

the mosquito larvae in your nearby water supply are carrying 

malaria. If you have a microscope and a centrifuge  you can do a 

quick diagnosis on a blood sample and see if someone has contracted 

the disease. 

 

Unfortunately, most remote villages in India and elsewhere can’t 

afford this equipment. So what Prakash and his team have come up 

with are ephemeralized versions of the same equipment. They have 

                                                 
33 Frugal science: Manu Prakash, https://stanford.io/2NUJlyI 
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invented a paper microscope that just about anyone can use to look 

for malarial mosquitos and other nasties. A standard microscope 

may cost anywhere from $200-$5,000 to purchase. The paper 

microscope costs 50¢.  

So you can distribute anywhere from 400 to 10,000 of these 

microscopes for what a single conventional microscope would cost. 

And they don’t need electricity. But even these paper microscopes 

are expensive compared to the paper centrifuge his team has come 

up with. These cost 18¢ a pop. Prakash explains that the new 

centrifuges required no “inventing.” They are a simple variation on 

the whirligig, a toy that’s been around for thousands of years. 

 

In a similar vein, futurist Brian Wang—one of the leading bloggers 

about technology and the future—has an idea for increasing wealth 

in the developing world via technological capability. His plan is 

called Basic Power, and it is all about helping to lift some of the 

world’s poorest people out of poverty by providing them some core 

infrastructure. Namely, electricity.  
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Brian points out that the numbers on electricity are very clear. There 

are about 1.2 billion people in the world who have no power. 

Primarily among this population, diseases of poverty kill some 14 

million individuals each year. 34 

 

In Brian’s assessment, electricity is critical to fighting poverty. It 

can help ensure that people have clean water to drink and cook with. 

It also means they can cook without subjecting their respiratory 

systems to wood (or worse, dung) smoke.  

With electricity, these people can light their homes without the 

fumes and risks involved in using kerosene. Such lighting also 

makes it easier for everyone in the home to study, to pursue 

                                                 
34 These diseases kill the equivalent of casualties of World War 2 every 7-8 

years. 
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education, even to start small businesses and other economic 

pursuits. 

There is a consensus among NGOs and relief agencies that getting 

power to the poor is one of the best ways to help them. 35  

Unfortunately, most of the plans to do that involve building large 

power plants, and it will take decades to get power to everyone even 

by the most optimistic estimates 

Brian outlines a plan for using simplified infrastructure to provide 

100% global electrification within a decade. His Basic Power plan—

simply putting solar infrastructure where it’s needed without 

constructing any big power plants—could get the job done in about 

10 years.  

This would truly be doing more with less. 

POSSIBILITIES AND ABUNDANCE 

We’ve looked at  how a world that is made increasingly out of data 

and stuff gives new capability and new wealth. But there’s a third 

way of looking at it. And that is to consider the new possibilities that 

data opens up. 

An interesting thing to note about both frugal science and Basic 

Power—neither of those plans require any massive technological 

breakthroughs. Yes, a 3D-printer would probably help out with 

                                                 
35 Power gives people independence and autonomy. It gives them the means by 

which they can provide better outcomes for themselves, rather than having to 

wait for others to give them more aid. 
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frugal science type projects. And, yes, an ongoing increase in the 

efficiency of photovoltaics would help basic power. 

But the real genius of those ideas is just the ideas themselves. Add 

new ideas to existing stuff and you open up new possibilities. 

Futurist and science-fiction author Ramez Naam has described ideas 

as “the infinite resource”: 

A new idea - whether it's a way to collect solar energy more 

efficiently or a cheaper way to desalinate sea water or a new 

seed to boost the amount of food we can grow - can stretch 

the physical resources we have, or even multiply them. And 

the ideas themselves don't ever wear out. 36 

This is the same principle we saw in play with the Leap aircraft 

engine.  Ideas, another form of data, added to material processes can 

make those processes more powerful and more efficient.  

Ideas make us more capable and wealthier by opening up new 

possibilities. Possibility provides another lens for viewing 

capability. As we become more capable, we open ourselves up to 

more and better possible outcomes. Each possibility is an alternative 

path forward.  

On the subject of scarcity and abundance, futurist John Palmer 

makes a fairly startling claim. He asserts that scarcity is a term that 

we apply to “a resource that has not yet been liberated to 

demonstrate abundance.” 

                                                 
36 The Infinite Resource: The Power of Ideas on a Finite Planet, 

https://amzn.to/2POZBPp 
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By this way of thinking, every resource is potentially abundant. In 

other words, all resources can be said to exist in one of two modes: 

scarce mode and abundant mode. By applying information, and by 

opening up new possibilities, we can guide any resources from one 

mode to the other. For example, early humans developed agriculture 

as a means of making food an abundant resource. And as a result, 

food became far more abundant than it had ever been before. 37  

Later, we developed printing as a means of making books—scarce 

because of the hard-to-scale and labor-intensive effort required to 

produce them—and abundant resource.  

 

Later still, we developed the Internet as a way of reducing the 

scarcity of hilarious cat videos and making them available to all. 38  

                                                 
37 Agriculture made food abundant relative to the supplies that existed before. It 

did not make food limitless, nor did it prevent all future shortages from 

occurring.  

 
38 It also eliminated some other scarcities, but I thought I should just cover the 

big one. 
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In each of these examples, we applied knowledge to make that 

which was scarce abundant. We achieved greater output (more food, 

more books, and more adorable cat videos) while using less input.  

Beyond traditional ideas about having a lot of money,39 possibility 

may very well be the future of wealth. We’ll look more closely at 

possibility in Chapter 5. 

  

                                                 
 
39 Which, don’t get me wrong, still sounds pretty darn good to me. 
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Chapter 4 

Acceleration and Health 

FRAIL VS. ROBUST SYSTEMS 

One of the implications of R. Buckminster Fuller’s concept of 

ephemeralization is that as we gain capability—doing more and 

more with less and less—at least in the areas where we are seeing 

these improvements, the probability of our failure goes down.  

 

In engineering, a system that is likely to fail is often described as 

frail or fragile. The opposite of frailty is robustness. A robust 

system is defined as one, “that does not break down easily or is not 

wholly affected by a single…failure.”  40 In the previous chapter, we 

                                                 
40 Webopedia https://bit.ly/2oPs6ks 
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saw how the capability gains provided by digital infrastructure 

improve our material well being. But it can do more than that. 

That capability also provides us a more robust environment in which 

to operate. A good example of increased robustness might be found 

in automobiles. If you compare today’s cars with those of half a 

century ago, you will find that they are generally safer, more 

durable, more responsive, more efficient, more powerful, and more 

affordable. Point-by-point comparisons between luxury sports cars 

of a few decades ago and entry-level models today demonstrate how 

well both power and reliability have been built into today’s cars for 

those with a limited budget. And the differences in safety between 

the two are even more apparent. 41 

We can apply the concept of robustness to any system. For example, 

the U.S. electrical grid suffered a devastating failure resulting in a 

major blackout in the Northeast in 1965. Following that, significant 

changes were made to how the grid was organized and its overall 

performance was significantly improved. The grid became more 

robust and less prone to failure.  

Then, in 2003, the grid suffered a more devasting failure causing an 

even more widespread and long-term blackout in the Northeast. The 

cause of the 1965 failure was a defective relay. The cause of the 

2003 failure was a software bug. Although data infrastructure has 

generally had a positive role to play in electrical grid operations, it 

has also provided new ways to fail. 

                                                 
41 There’s one sense in which today’s cars may be less robust than those of the 

past. Today it’s harder to get parts and do your own maintenance and repairs 

than it was with cars in the past. 
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All of which is to say that evolving a system from frailty to 

robustness is no easy task. And the bigger and more complex the 

system is, the harder it is to make it fail-proof. 

 

Generally speaking, a robust system will possess several key 

characteristics. It will be: 

• Durable 

• Effective 

• Efficient 

• Clean 

• Resilient 

• Repairable 

• Restorable 
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For that reason, we can look at the biosphere of our planet as a 

system that is generally robust, but whose robustness is constantly 

being tested and challenged by humanity. Obviously, our efforts to 

maintain and improve its robustness are extremely critical.  

With cars, we can tolerate the fact that they have become generally 

more robust, but more frail in some ways. Even with the power grid, 

we can acknowledge that the system became generally much more 

robust, even though it was still subject to catastrophic failure.  

As a rule, we don’t want the Earth to become more frail in any way. 

And, obviously, a catastrophic failure of that system is just not an 

option. 

ROBUST PEOPLE 

Another system that we would like to see become more robust is 

our own bodies. For human beings, we might want to adjust the 

robustness criteria just a bit. We might say that a truly robust 

human would be: 

• Disease-Resistant 

• Age-Resistant 

• Hard to Injure 

• Hard to Kill 

• Repairable 

• Restorable 
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Now there are several objections to setting out such a list. 

Foremost would be the question of whether such a breakdown is 

even possible. Can humans really be made more robust? Is this 

actually a thing? 

Take a look at the chart shown here. Prepared by Our World in 

Data, this chart shows human life expectancy by country for the 

past two centuries: 

 

Clearly, humans have become significantly more robust over the 

same period of time that industrialization and digitization have 

been driving accelerating change. Among the many other 

capabilities we have acquired or expanded is our ability to survive.  

So, yes, human robustness is a thing. 
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Still, some may object that a systems term such as robustness 

should not be applied to humans, because people are not systems. 

Yeah, well, tell that to a biologist. Or tell it to your doctor. On the 

one hand, it’s true—people are not systems the way the power grid 

or cars are systems. People are not something we invented.  

We are people. People are humane. People are creative. People are 

spiritual. And it isn’t cool to talk like people are machines. 42 

 On the other hand, while we may add up to more than just systems, 

and that is a debate beyond the philosophical scope of this book, 

there is no question that our bodies are in fact—among many other 

things—highly functional systems made up of smaller systems. If 

those smaller systems can be made to function better, that should 

drive better operation of the system overall.  

So let’s take a look at those different attributes of a robust person 

and explore how they have been improved and how they might be 

improved even further. 

DISEASE-RESISTANT 

Over the past 200 years, tremendous progress has occurred in the 

effort to make people disease-proof.  

 

                                                 
42 Or maybe it is cool, but I’m just totally not pulling it off. But either way. It 

sounds weird and science-fictiony and nerdy. 
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• Vaccinations are one of the primary means of preventing 

people from getting sick. The World Health Organization 

estimates vaccinations save millions of lives every year. The 

measles vaccine alone is estimated to have saved a total of 

some 17.7 million lives since the year 2000. And that 

estimate is from more than three years ago. 43 

• A cleaner environment helps to prevent a host of infectious 

diseases as well as respiratory ailments.  

• An improved understanding of nutrition has helped reduce 

instances of diseases like scurvy, rickets, and beriberi. Better 

nutrition is also playing a role in preventing heart disease and 

Type 2 Diabetes. 

• Exercise and lifestyle choices (particularly avoiding 

smoking) play a role in preventing heart disease and a host 

of respiratory ailments and chronic conditions.   

                                                 
43 “Measles vaccination has saved an estimated 17.1 million lives since 2000,” 

https://bit.ly/2LBrXid 
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Looking ahead, are there ways to make people even more disease-

resistant? In 2016, Mark Zuckerberg and Priscilla Chan announced 

a new effort, via their foundation, to “cure all diseases.” 44 The idea 

is to take a collaborative, “start-up” approach that combines 

dedicated long-term research with current research across a variety 

of disciplines. 

Can it work?  

Without question, this approach requires a major paradigm shift. But 

it might be a needed shift. Imagine you have the goal of producing 

an unbreakable glass bottle. How would you go about doing it? 

Would you try to consider everything that could possibly break the 

bottle and then work to prevent or resist or repair each problem? Or 

would you try to figure out a way to make glass that won’t break? 

Obviously, people are a lot more complicated than glass. But there 

might be something to say for the Zuckerberg / Chan approach. 

AGE-RESISTANT 

As we have become more resistant to disease, we have also become 

less likely to succumb to the ill-effects of aging. 45 

                                                 
44 “Cure all diseases? The Chan Zuckerberg plan is brilliantly bold,” 

https://bit.ly/2dfTVv5  

 
45 As quickly as we used to, anyway. 
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• Disease-resistance and age-resistance go hand in hand. 

Being sick ages us prematurely. As we have become more 

resistant to disease, we have also become more resistant to 

aging. 

• Just as nutrition has played a role in making us more resistant 

to disease, better hydration has helped slow down the aging 

clock. Or it might be more accurate to say that the reverse is 

true. Dehydration accelerates aging. Preventing dehydration 

prevents that acceleration. 

• Lifestyle choices play a major role in improving health 

overall.  When it comes to slowing down the aging process, 

reducing stress and ensuring adequate rest can prove highly 

effective. 

If we can make our bodies disease-proof, is it possible that we can 

make them age-proof? The two efforts are, in fact, very closely 

linked. If we conquer disease, it will have a tremendous impact on 

aging. And if we conquer aging, disease will probably have to come 

along for the ride. 
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One promising approach to slowing aging via gene therapy involves 

manipulation of genetic structures called telomeres: 

 A new procedure can quickly and efficiently increase the 

length of human telomeres, the protective caps on the ends 

of chromosomes that are linked to aging and disease, 

according to scientists at the Stanford University School of 

Medicine. 

Treated cells behave as if they are much younger than 

untreated cells, multiplying with abandon in the laboratory 

dish rather than stagnating or dying. 46 

While that sounds like good news for human “cells,” what about 

applying the treatment to a whole person? Independent researcher 

Elizabeth Parrish began an experimental course of telomere-

lengthening treatment  a while back and is reporting very promising 

results. Is she getting younger? That’s hard to say. But her blood 

tests indicate that something very positive is taking place. 47 Still, it 

will probably be a while before such a treatment is available in a 

regular clinical setting. 

Meanwhile, there are numerous other potential treatments in 

development, including a drug that’s been on the shelves for some 

time now. It was originally packaged as a treatment for diabetes (and 

is still widely used for that.) But researchers were more than a little 

                                                 
46 “Telomere extension turns back aging clock in cultured human cells, study 

finds,” https://stan.md/1iunIT2 

 
47 “BioViva’s Liz Parrish reports promising progress on human gene therapy,” 

https://bit.ly/2MQ6Kx3 
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surprised when they learned about the effect it seems to have 

on…well, just about everything else:  

The drug in question, metformin, costs about five cents a 

pill. It’s a slightly modified version of a compound that was 

discovered in a plant, Galega officinalis. The plant, also 

known as French lilac and goat’s rue, is hardly the stuff of 

cutting-edge science. Physicians have been prescribing it as 

an herbal remedy for centuries. 

Metformin-takers tended to be healthier in all sorts of ways. 

They lived longer and had fewer cardiovascular events, and 

in at least some studies they were less likely to suffer from 

dementia and Alzheimer’s. Most surprising of all, they 

seemed to get cancer far less frequently—as much as 25 to 

40 percent less than diabetics taking two other popular 

medications. When they did get cancer, they tended to 

outlive diabetics with cancer who were taking other 

medications. 48 

How long before taking a true anti-aging treatment becomes 

standard practice? There is no certain answer, but you might check 

the title of this book for a hint. 

  

                                                 
48 “Forget the Blood of Teens. This Pill Promises to Extend Life for a Nickel a 

Pop,” https://bit.ly/2MNpqNU 
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HARD TO INJURE 

Robust humans don’t get hurt as often as their frail ancestors. 

Interestingly, most of the robustness around injury has more to do 

with our environment than our bodies. 

 

• We spend more time indoors than we used to. In particular, 

we work indoors, which tends to be a more controlled, and 

less risky, environment than the great outdoors. We’re less 

likely to drown, be struck by lightning, freeze to death, etc. 

• We automate strenuous, difficult, and dangerous tasks. 

Taking the human body out of the equation altogether works 

wonders when it comes to preventing injury. 

• Not only do we work indoors, but the indoor environments 

in which we work today are much safer than those of the 

past. Less toxic, more fireproof, that kind of thing. And the 

improved infrastructure is not just the indoors. Our parks are 

safer, our swimming pools are safer, our vehicles are safer.  
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• We live in an increasingly civilized world. Pew research 

reports that violent crime is down 74% in the U. S. over the 

past 25 years. 49 

Over the short to medium term, we can expect all of these trends to 

continue. Additionally, we will very likely—over the longer term—

work on making the human body itself less prone to damage. This 

will involve a wide range of approaches. For example, we will 

probably dress ourselves in better-engineered protective gear. But 

we may also do more exotic things, like  using gene engineering to 

make our bones stronger and our skin less likely to burn or tear.  

HARD TO KILL 

It only makes sense that we are harder to kill than we ever were 

before. 

 

• We have become more risk-averse than previous generations 

of humans. We generally won’t tolerate the level of risk our 

                                                 
49 “5 facts about crime in the U.S.,” https://pewrsr.ch/2DYcwcl 
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ancestors encountered every day. 

 

PLUS… 

• We’re disease-resistant. 

• We’re age-resistant. 

• We’re hard to injure. 

Over time we can expect our environment to become even safer than 

it is, and for humans to become even less amenable to risk. 

Additionally, we’ve already discussed two major efforts to make 

humans even harder to kill in the future. The closer we come to 

eliminating all disease and freeing ourselves from the bonds of 

aging, the harder we will be to kill. 

REPAIRABLE  

Over time, we’ve made significant advances in repairing damage 

done to the human body. 
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• We’ve developed increasingly sophisticated techniques for 

healing fractured bones. 

• We have vastly improved our ability to treat and care for 

wounds. 

• Via transfusions, we can compensate for a significant loss of 

blood. 

• Via prosthetics, we can return a good deal of functionality to 

the body after the loss of a limb.  

• With technologies like kidney dialysis and the artificial 

heart, we can compensate for partial or total loss of vital 

organ function. 

In the years to come, we can expect to see continued advancement 

in each of the areas listed. Additionally, regenerative medicine via 

stem cell therapies will make our bodies far more repairable than 
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before. Such therapies may soon be used to re-grow limbs and vital 

organs and to restore normal function to the nervous system. 50  

RESTORABLE 

Here’s the real kicker: can we make the human body a system that 

can be reset and fired back up after it shuts down? 

 

As shown in the illustration above, for this category we can only 

show progress in one area—so far. Using CPR (with or without the 

electric paddles shown) we can, sometimes, restore heartbeat and 

effectively “bring the dead back to life.” 51 

                                                 
50 “Regeneration: what does it mean and how does it work?” 

https://bit.ly/2NoDlyR 

 
51 Remember that we’re talking about progress over the past two centuries. That 

is almost certainly how people from a couple hundred years ago would have 

viewed CPR. 
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In the near term, induced hypothermia is showing promise as a 

treatment for preventing death and reviving the seriously injured or 

traumatized. Effectively, we’re now saving patients by chilling their 

bodies—freezing them to the point that would have once been called 

death. 52 

Over time, much more exotic solutions have been proposed. Perhaps 

the brain of a dying person could be kept alive in a robot body. Or 

maybe it could be transferred to a newly grown clone body. 

Or perhaps the body (or just the brain) of a dying person could be 

cold-stored until technology allows for such a transfer to take place? 

It’s estimated that there are some 250 people currently suspended in 

cryonic preservation. 53 They are waiting very patiently for exactly 

that procedure. 

Or maybe no body is needed. Could a human mind be transferred 

from a biological brain into a computer? Many advocates of 

uploading believe that they will one day achieve a kind of digital 

immortality—their mind restored and their life carried on in virtual 

reality. 

TO A ROBUST FUTURE 

Could we truly be only days away from a future in which the 

human body is radically altered? Will we live to see a new era of 

post-frailty and (possibly even post-mortality?)  

                                                 
52 “How Scientists Are Bringing People Back From The Dead,” 

https://bit.ly/2OGjeZx 

 
53 Cryonics, https://bit.ly/2incVJL 
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For the first question: yes, we may very well be. 

For the second question: if it really is only days away, then most of 

us have a shot. 

However, it might make more sense to consider that we may be days 

away from the beginning of post-frailty or the next big step towards 

post-mortality. Some of these changes may come about more 

gradually than others.  

But then again, gradual does not have to mean slow.  
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Chapter 5 

Possibility and Reality 

And now for something completely different. 

This chapter delves into some pretty heavy philosophical topics. For 

all those who don’t care for that sort of thing, I sympathize. I would 

say just skip this part, but then you might as well just skip the rest 

of the book.  

And I mean, come on. You’ve come this far…  

THE FOURTH WALL 

There’s a problem that has puzzled and frustrated philosophers for 

ages—probably for as long as philosophy has existed. In modern 

times, the philosophers have been joined by psychologists, 

neuroscientists, artificial intelligence researchers, and others all 

trying to get to the bottom of the thing. It's a problem that has gone 

by a variety of names over the years. In its modern incarnation, it is 

referred to as the "hard problem of consciousness."  

 And it is a hard problem, if you care to consider it.  

What is consciousness?  

Well, it’s...thinking.  

But then, what is thinking?  
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Well, thinking is what I’m doing right now.  

 

But what is it? And are you really “doing something” or is it just 

somehow sort of happening? Also, aren’t you conscious sometimes 

without really thinking? Is consciousness more like feeling? Does it 

just mean being awake? 

We know that consciousness exists (you can’t spend time wondering 

about it without using it), but we have no idea what it is. Or it's more 

accurate to say we have some vague and conflicting ideas as to what 

it might be, but none are conclusive (or even all that persuasive.) 

Maybe consciousness is thinking. Or being awake. Or maybe it’s a 

feedback loop that emerges when a mind models itself. Or possibly 

it’s some spooky quantum phenomenon. Or, who knows, perhaps it 

is simply the human soul in action. 
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It’s hard to say. Each of those answers raises its own sets of 

questions. The deeper we delve into the mystery, the more remote 

and frustrating it all becomes. 

And consciousness is not alone. It’s part of a whole complex of 

unavoidable mysteries we encounter when we try to make sense of 

human existence. We might think of the hard problem of 

consciousness as a subset of that biggest of all mysteries: the hard 

problem of reality. 

Reality. What a concept! 54 What is it, exactly? Is reality what I’m 

experiencing at this moment? Is it what you’re experiencing? We all 

want to believe that we are tuned into it pretty well, but then why 

does reality apparently look so different from different points of 

view? You probably know some people who are living in a very 

different reality from the one you experience. I certainly do.  

But never mind that, we are inclined say.  

Sure, different people have different points of view, but there is 

some base “real reality”—some kind of ultimate foundation that sits 

under what everybody is experiencing. That much seems 

reasonable. But is that ultimate foundation something that we can 

truly understand, or does it remain frustratingly beyond our grasp?  

Most of us like to think that reality really is something that human 

beings can comprehend. And, more to the point, we tend to think 

                                                 
54

 “Wow, reality. What a concept!” was a one-liner on Robin Williams’ debut 

comedy album in 1979. The title of the album was also reality...what a concept. 
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that we personally are among those who have a pretty good handle 

on it. 

Maybe not, says Donald Hoffman, a professor of cognitive science 

at the University of California, Irvine. He has been studying the 

relationship between evolution and our grasp of reality. His 

conclusions are probably not what you’d expect: 

Evolution has shaped us with perceptions that allow us to 

survive. But part of that involves hiding from us the stuff we 

don’t need to know. And that’s pretty much all of reality, 

whatever reality might be. [Emphasis added.] 55 

 

According to Hoffman, actually understanding reality provides no 

evolutionary advantage. What we have are models of reality that are 

optimized around keeping us alive and able to reproduce.  We can't 

                                                 
55

 “The Evolutionary Argument Against Reality,” Quanta Magazine, April 21, 

2016. https://goo.gl/nfxT9U 
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get at real reality no matter what we do, because we have been 

designed (or at least optimized) NOT to get it. 

That's not too encouraging. 

And consider this peculiar difference between our experience of 

consciousness and our experience of reality. As I pointed out above, 

you have to be conscious in order to question the nature of 

consciousness. But you don't have to be real in order to question the 

nature of reality. 

A popular trend in movies and on TV is for characters to violate the 

so-called “fourth wall.” The idea comes from the theater, where you 

can imagine an invisible wall separating the actors and their world 

from the audience and theirs. Violations usually involve having a 

character talk directly to the audience, but not always. In the movie 

Deadpool, 56 when the title character is told that he is going to see 

Professor Charles Xavier, his answer is… 

“Stewart or McAvoy? These timelines are so confusing.”  

Deadpool knows that he is a character in an X-Men movie, that two 

different actors have played the role of Charles Xavier, and that this 

series of movies is notorious for inconsistencies and continuity 

problems. But all of that is part of our reality, not his. Deadpool isn’t 

real, but that doesn’t stop him from questioning the nature of his 

reality.  

                                                 
56 The first one. 
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Of course, you can argue that Deadpool never does any such thing. 

He’s a fictional character; nothing attributed to him has ever really 

happened.  

Let’s try another example. 

In Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking Glass, and What Alice 

Found There, Tweedledee and Tweedledum give Alice the bad news 

that she is not real. I'm not sure whether this counts as a true fourth 

wall violation, because they don’t tell her that she is a character in 

the sequel to Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. They tell her that 

she is part of somebody else’s dream. This upsets Alice and she 

begins to cry—leading her to argue that she must be real, or how 

could she be crying? The response:  

I hope you don't suppose those are real tears?" Tweedledum 

interrupted in a tone of great contempt. 

He has a point. They are not real tears. Of course, Alice could push 

back along the same lines. “I don’t have to listen to you,” she might 

reply. “You aren’t real. None of this is even happening!”  

But you run into trouble when you have characters in fiction who 

begin to think and talk that way. The whole thing pretty quickly falls 

apart. (The author can’t think that way, either. Not for long.) In order 

to work, fiction requires pretending that a little piece of unreality 

actually does exist—or at least that it operates more or less like 

reality.  

And that applies to more than just fiction.  Any model of the world 

that we create, no matter how different it is from the real world, has 

to be granted what we might call conditional or temporary reality. It 

has to be real within its own context. It has to be real to itself. 



A Matter of Days 

81 

Which leads us to our next mystery.  

The possible is yet another hard problem. Another perplexing 

mystery. It exists at the boundary of reality and unreality. It is itself 

unreal, yet it is the source from which all reality emerges. 

When we set out to explore the possible, we take on a mystery all 

wrapped up in these other mysteries. At the heart of the hard 

problem of reality is the question of how any instance of the unreal 

ever becomes real. There are many things that are possible, but only 

just a very few that ever become real.  If you were wondering 

whether consciousness has a role to play there, you might be onto 

something.  

 

And if you were seeing any kind of parallel between Deadpool’s 

(and Alice's) conversations and the kind of stuff that goes on in your 

own head, congratulations. Our internal monologues—or even 

internal dialogues for those of us who are little more creative and 

who, for whatever reason, have multiple voices talking inside our 

heads at the same time—these discourses jump comfortably from 
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one level of reality to another. We combine what we remember 

having happened with what we think happened with what we think 

is going on now with what we hope will happen next with what we 

think probably will happen next in spite of what we might hope. 

Some of that is reality; some is speculation; some is wishful 

thinking; some is a reasonable assessment of what might be 

possible. If there is an invisible wall between the possible and the 

impossible, we don’t let it slow us down one bit. If there is an 

invisible wall between the real and the unreal, we are extravagant in 

our willingness to ignore it. 

Alice and Deadpool are amateurs compared to us. Nobody violates 

the fourth wall like we do, and we’re only getting started. It makes 

one wonder: can we actually move that wall (or walk through it?) 

Can we bring people and situations and other good stuff from the 

other side of the wall to this side? 

But before we can get very far with any of that, we have to clear 

something up. 

THE BIG LIE 

When talking about the possible, we must from the outset confront 

the big lie that all too often accompanies it.  

Unlike many big lies, this one is not always offered with an intent 

to deceive. (At least, not a malicious intent.) When we say it to 

others, we are usually trying to be encouraging. And in a world 

where people can always use a little encouragement, that doesn't 

seem like a bad thing. 

We've all heard the lie. Most of us have probably said it. And some 

of us, I'm afraid, say it all the time. But starting today, I’d like to 
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invite you never to tell this lie again. And if you hear someone else 

say it, I hope you will recognize it for the lie that it is.  

(And, by the way, if you do hear it, and you do recognize that it’s a 

lie, you can just think "no, that's not right." No need to set anybody 

straight. No need to call anybody out. I don't want to hear later about 

how somebody told their mom she’s a liar because of something I 

said.  

Please. Let's just skip that.) 

Okay, so now on to the big lie. It goes like this:  

Anything is possible. 

Sound familiar? Of course it does. A lot of people say it. You’ve 

heard smart and dependable people, people you trust, say it. But it's 

not true. And we all know it isn't true.  

Here’s the truth: some things are possible, and some things are not. 

For example, it’s possible to run a 4-minute mile. Not everybody 

can do it, but there are some who can. On the other hand, it’s 

impossible to run a one-minute mile. I can’t. You can’t. Usain Bolt 

can’t. 57 

                                                 
57

 From Wikipedia: “The fastest human footspeed on record is 44.72 km/h (12.4 

m/s or 27.8 mph), seen during the final 100 meters sprint of the World 

Championships in Berlin on 16 August 2009 by Usain Bolt (average speed 

between the 60th and the 80th meter, which he covered in 1.61 seconds).” Pretty 

darn fast, but he only maintained it for 20 meters. And even so it was less than 

half the speed he would have needed to run a one-minute mile. 
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It’s possible to swim the English Channel. It’s not possible to swim 

to the moon. Not even Gertrude Ederle 58 could have done that.  

 

It’s possible to get a date with a supermodel. I mean, don’t get 

carried away, guys. Yes, it’s possible, but we still have to talk about 

probability and whole bunch of other stuff. On the other hand, it’s 

not possible to get a date with Cleopatra. 59 

So we can all agree: running a 4-minute mile, swimming the English 

Channel, and dating a supermodel are all possible. Running a 1-

minute mile, swimming to the moon, and going out to dinner with a 

lady who has been dead for 2,000 years—those things are 

impossible.  

                                                 
58

 What, seriously? Google it. 

 
59 She’s dead. 
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But wait a minute.  

What if we’re using the word “possible” in too limited a sense? Let’s 

try a little thought experiment. Let’s go back in time 200 years. It is 

now the year 1818. What if, in that world, somebody asks you 

whether it is possible to fly in some kind of machine all the way 

across the Pacific ocean? Or what if they ask whether it is possible 

to have a face-to-face conversation with someone hundreds of miles 

away? Or what if they just ask you whether it’s possible for a doctor 

to revive a patient whose heart has stopped beating? 

In our world, these are easy questions. Airliners, Skype, and 

defibrillators combine to answer them in the affirmative. But 200 

years ago, when none of these items yet existed, were these things 

possible?  

 

If not, when, exactly, did they become possible? For example, when 

did it become possible to fly across the Pacific? The first non-stop 

flight across the Pacific was achieved by Clyde Pangborn and Hugh 

Herndon on October 5, 1931. So it was definitely possible on 
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October 5, 1931. Was it possible on October 4? (That was the day 

they set out from Japan.) Was it possible on October 1? Was it 

possible when the Wright brothers achieved their first flight 28 years 

earlier? 

Maybe we can say that a thing is possible if we can do it now or if 

we can become capable of doing it in the future. So today we could 

assert that it is possible to send a human being to Mars, even though 

we have never done that. Using the word in this way, nothing ever 

“becomes” possible. The possibility may be deeply hidden, but it’s 

already there. As we learn, we become aware of more possibilities 

and how they can be achieved. 

In that case, flying across the Pacific, talking with someone face-to-

face over a great distance, and resuscitating a patient who has gone 

into cardiac arrest were all possible 200 years ago. We just didn’t 

know they were possible back then. 

So what does that do to the scenarios we previously identified as 

impossible? Maybe through genetic engineering, we will one day be 

able to run a 1-minute mile. Sounds crazy but it could happen. So 

that one may be possible.  

Swimming to the moon? That would require some extremely 

sophisticated engineering, not to mention a human capable of 

swimming a quarter of a million miles. It is hard to imagine how we 

could ever do it. But that doesn’t mean it’s not possible. It could be.  
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How about dating Cleopatra? Well, that one is going to depend first 

on whether time travel is possible. But even if we spot you time 

travel, this is hardly a done deal. There are still a number of logistical 

challenges to be overcome. The would-be time traveler who sets out 

to woo Cleopatra stands a much better chance of being killed by 

Julius Caesar or Marc Antony (or just some random dude with a 

sword) than he does experiencing anything even remotely 

resembling a date with Cleopatra. So, yeah, it doesn’t seem all that 

likely, but maybe it could be possible. We won’t rule it out just yet. 

Okay, I know what you’re thinking—for a guy who set out to refute 

the saying “anything is possible,” I sure seem to be bending over 

backwards to allow anything to be possible. But I’m not. My point 

isn’t that any of those things are possible; my point is that we can’t 

yet conclusively say that they are impossible. If we use the word 

possible to talk about general capabilities and ask whether they can 

ever be achieved under any set of circumstances, that is about as 

close to “anything is possible” as we can get.  

But it’s still a lie, because there are still many things that are clearly 

impossible. For example, logical contradictions create 

impossibilities. Is it possible to eat your cake and still have it on your 
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plate, uneaten? It’s not. Is it possible for this to be a five-word 

sentence? No, the sentence is already out there, and it has 10 or 11 

words, depending on how you count the hyphenated word. I can go 

back and edit it, but the word “this” will no longer refer to the same 

sentence. 

 

Also, it becomes easier to identify impossibilities when we get 

specific about how and when something is to happen. It may be 

possible for us to one day send a human being to Mars, but it is 

impossible for me to go to Mars today using items from around my 

house to get there. It may be possible that a human being will one 

day run a 1-minute mile, but it’s not possible that I will run one in 

the next week. When the Wright brothers achieved their first flight 

in 1903, it was already possible that one day an airplane would fly 

across the Pacific. But it was not possible for them to fly that plane 

across the Pacific that day. 

It comes down to this: in order for anything to be possible it would 

have to be true that everything is possible. And not everything is 

possible. If it were, the word "possible" would be meaningless. It 

would tell us nothing. 

Unfortunately, that is pretty close to where most of us are with not 

only the word, but with the whole concept of the possible. We treat 

it like it’s of little or no value. We dismiss it. When we tell the lie to 

ourselves, it's not an act of encouragement. Far from it. 
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Sure, we say, anything is possible. But somewhere behind that glib 

statement is the belief that essentially the opposite is true. Yeah, 

yeah we say: it's possible—meaning that practically, effectively, it's 

never going to happen.  

That's why "anything is possible" is such a dangerous lie. Ironically, 

it gives us an out. It gives us an excuse for disregarding the 

possible—for setting it aside and not thinking about it; for not really 

grappling with it and making it part of how we live our lives.  

And that's a tragedy. 

Because behind the lie is the truth about what really is possible. And 

that truth is powerful. You might even say it's dangerous. 

Yes, it's true. I've said it: not everything is possible. 

However. 

There is more that is possible than you have imagined. And, in fact, 

there is more that is possible than you can imagine. 

That is a fundamental fact about reality. And it is one we need to 

confront, accept, breathe in. To be ready for the future, to make the 

most of the future, to succeed in a future that is only days away, we 

have to come to a whole new understanding of what reality is. And 

that begins with throwing out the lies and having the courage to 

accept what truly is possible.  
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CROSSING THE LINE 

We are all realized possibilities. 

Before you existed, before you became a part of reality, you were a 

possibility—and a very remote possibility at that. If we turn the 

clock back 1,000 years, the chances that you would ever exist were 

infinitesimal. Heck, even a couple of years before you were born, 

the odds were not great. (And by “not great,” I mean less than the 

chance that you might win a big Lotto jackpot.) You are a vastly 

improbable being. We all are. 

But luckily, improbable does not mean impossible. We each owe 

our very existence to the fact that unlikely outcomes do occur. If the 

vastly unlikely possibility of my existence can be achieved, other 

unlikely outcomes can be achieved. 

On the podcast, we often talk about the adjacent possible—

outcomes that are only a few steps removed from our current reality. 

But not all possibilities are adjacent. There is also the deep possible, 

where outcomes are thousands or millions or trillions of steps 

removed. But each of those steps is possible. And the sequence is 

possible. 

If the outcomes that lie hidden in the deep possible truly are 

possibilities, then there must be one or more coherent paths to them. 

If there is no path that could lead to those outcomes, or if every path 

that does lead to them has one or more impossible steps, then the 

outcomes are not truly possibilities.  

Or to put it more simply: 

Everything that is possible can be realized.  
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Does that sound like a bold assertion or the statement of some arcane 

metaphysical law? It’s not. All I’m saying is that if a thing is 

possible, it can happen. There’s nothing bold about that. It’s just the 

definition of the word “possible.” 

To say that everything that is possible can be realized is no more 

profound than saying that all bluebirds are blue. It's like arguing that 

bicycle wheels are round. It's like saying that chairs are something 

we sit on. It’s hardly even a definition at all. It’s more like a 

tautology. 

So why am I wasting your time stating the painfully obvious? Well, 

it's because it is not obvious. It’s one of those things that should be 

obvious but isn’t. However, there definitely is some pain involved. 

The pain is of an existential variety.  

In the previous section, I talked about how we sometimes use the 

phrase “anything is possible” not so much to argue in favor of 

possibilities as to dismiss them. We pay lip service to the idea that 

anything is possible while living a life that assumes that there are 

very few possibilities available (or at least very few that are worth 

pursuing.) 

But that’s not the case. We live in a world of abundant possibilities. 

In fact, the phrase “abundant possibilities” doesn’t even begin to 

cover it. I won’t say it’s infinite possibilities, because I think that 

comes a little too close to the whole “anything is possible” idea 

and—as I hope I have already made clear—I’m not a fan of that 

formulation. But we’re talking about a lot of possibilities here. 

Somewhere between abundant and infinite. 
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So let’s go back to what I said before about the chances that you 

would have ever existed. To continue with the understatements, they 

were quite slim. There were many more potential versions of the 

world without you in it than with you. And there were many 

different versions of you that could have existed, not just before your 

birth, but throughout your life. Your hair color could have been 

different; you could have become best friends with a different kid in 

kindergarten; you could have decided on a different major in 

college. Every day of your life has been chock full of events and 

decisions that could have spun you off in a completely different 

direction. 

 

There are untold millions of versions of your life and of yourself, 

many of which would seem like slight variations on the life you have 

lived, but many more that would look vastly different—even 

unrecognizable. Dazzling successes, horrifying failures, sublime 

happiness, stultifying boredom, anger, passion, genius, 

madness…all coexist as parallel versions of your life. Somewhere 
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in that unimaginably vast ocean of possibilities emerged the life that 

you have lived. Your life is the very image of the deep possible. 

But maybe it’s misleading to say that these different versions 

“coexist.” Only one version of you exists; only one version of your 

life has happened. Yes, it is possible that each of those different 

versions of you, and each of those different versions of your life, 

really do coexist across millions of parallel universes. But for now—

having not yet even defined what it is precisely that we mean when 

we use the term “reality”—we will stick to what is real within this 

universe. 

In this universe, in this reality, one and only one version of you 

exists. But not that long ago, the version of you who is reading this 

right now was no more real than any of those other potential versions 

of you. It was just one possibility out of many. Each of those 

different versions of you was as real as the version that eventually 

came true. As we move back in time, more and more potential 

versions of you—and more and more versions of the world without 

you—emerge. Back then they were all real. Or, again, they were at 

least as real as the version that exists now. 

Now you could argue that some were less real and some were more, 

depending on probability. By that reckoning, the version of you 

reading this (and many other similar versions) were more real, even 

back then, than the versions of you where you turn out to be a rock 

star or a serial killer or the President of the United States. Probability 

is definitely a factor in deciding which possibilities are eventually 

realized. After all, when probability reaches 100%, the possibility is 

no longer a possibility. It’s reality. 
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On the other hand, probabilities can change rapidly. An outcome 

whose likelihood we estimate at 80% can suddenly be excluded. 

And one that we estimate at less than 1% can suddenly surge into 

first place. The difference between 99% probability and 100% 

probability is far greater than the difference between 99% 

probability and 1% probability. That is counterintuitive in the 

extreme if we are thinking in terms of numbers. But I’m not talking 

about the numbers. What we’re talking about here is a difference in 

kind. 

If you have two potential outcomes—one has a 99% chance of 

happening and one has a 1% chance of happening—they are both 

still possibilities. But when one of them reaches 100% it is no longer 

a possibility. It has crossed the chasm. It is reality. 

In other words, every possible future is as real as every other 

possible future. Or, if you prefer, every possible future is as unreal 

as every other possible future. Come to think of it, that might be the 

better way of saying it.  But let’s not lose sight of the fact that a 
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possible future bears a relationship to reality that an impossible 

future does not. 

The line between the impossible and the possible is immutable. That 

is a chasm that cannot be crossed. (And again, all we’re doing here 

is defining our terms.) So no impossible futures will ever become 

possible futures. If they do, it means they weren’t impossible to 

begin with. They were just misidentified. In the previous section, we 

talked about how, 200 years ago, it was already possible that one 

day an airplane could fly across the Pacific. That was not something 

that was impossible that later became possible. That was a 

possibility that was always there, and we became aware of it.  

On the other hand, the line between the possible and the impossible 

(that is to say, just going the other way) is one that gets crossed all 

the time. Possible futures become impossible. This morning, it was 

possible that I could have jumped out of bed and hopped on a flight 

to Las Vegas, so I could have lunch at the Bellagio at noon Vegas 

Time. It wasn’t a terribly likely scenario, but it could happen. 

 

However, as I have made no move towards the airport as the 

morning has progressed, the probability of that future has been 
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going down. Eventually, long before anyone besides me has read 

this, we will reach a point where even the fastest car available 

couldn’t get me to the fastest plane available to get me to Las Vegas 

in time to make it to lunch. The probability will drop to zero, and 

what was once a possible future will become impossible.  

And impossible it will then remain. Forever. Once you’re on that 

side of the line, you’re done. 

So we have this line between the possible and the impossible. 

Depending on which way you want to go, the line is either one that 

gets crossed all the time, or that can never be crossed. But there is 

no line between the probable and the improbable. They exist in a 

continuum; possibilities are constantly moving around within that 

continuum. We can say that both possibilities and impossibilities are 

examples are things that aren’t real. Possibilities are the ones that 

haven’t yet crossed the line into reality but still could. Whereas 

impossibilities are the ones that have crossed the other line (or that 

were always on that side of it) and are sealed away forever.  
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Your life is nothing more than a long series of realized possibilities. 

In fact, as I said at the start, you yourself are a great example of a 

realized possibility. Let’s take a closer look at the significance of 

realized possibilities. 

REALIZED POSSIBILITIES 

The word “realize” has two alternative meanings: 

 

1. To become aware of a possibility 60  

 

2. To convert a possibility into an outcome  

 

I don’t think I have to spend too much effort delving into that first 

definition. That’s the common usage of the word. Typically, when 

we say that we have “realized” something, that’s what we mean. 

But that second definition is kind of profound. That definition 

alone—if we can only accept it—is enough. The world needs no 

more mystery and no more magic than is contained in an honest 

understanding of what it means to realize possibilities. 

And it’s when those two senses of realizing are combined that things   

get interesting,  

This brings us back to the relationship between data and stuff. 

We’ve already talked about how the world has gone from being a 

place that was mostly stuff with a little data in it to one that is as 

                                                 
60 Or of a fact. 
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much data as it is stuff. 61 That digital layer has both empowered us 

and accelerated the rate of change.  

 

But what do we mean by acceleration?  Things happen faster, of 

course. That’s the easy answer. But what things are happening 

faster, and why? Well, as we have noted, we are experiencing an 

explosion of data and explosive growth of our data infrastructure. 

And we’ve already looked at how, as we have more data and the 

data infrastructure grows, we become capable of doing more than 

we could before. 62 

Armed with new information and new skills, we find that we face 

many more options for what to do next.  The world is  increasingly 

                                                 
61 Or possibly even more data than stuff. 

 
62 One of the things we become capable of is producing more data and a better 

data infrastructure. It’s a virtuous cycle. That’s one of the reasons it’s speeding 

up. 
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complex. With that complexity comes uncertainty, which is 

something we tend not to be overly fond of. 

But we may need to rethink that. Because what growing complexity 

and uncertainty ultimately mean is that we face more possibility. If 

the world was a game, we would say that it has gone from being 

checkers or tic-tac-toe to being chess (or maybe even Go.) A more 

complex game incorporates far more uncertainty than a simple 

game. It has a lot more potential moves and potential outcomes.  

It has more possibilities. 

However, where one game just has more potential possibility than 

another, it is safe to say that our world now incorporates many, many 

more realized possibilities than it did before. 63  

We are talking more, sharing more, buying more, learning more, and 

making more than we ever have before. (To name just a few things.) 

We are making more outcomes happen. And we are programming 

machines to make outcomes happen while we go elsewhere and 

think about other things. 

So acceleration doesn’t just mean that things are happening faster. 

It means that many more things are happening at the same time. 

Possibilities are becoming reality faster than ever. As we participate 

in this process, we observe change occurring and begin to think 

about other potential changes.  

                                                 
63 The word “realized” is important, there, because we have already agreed that 

possibilities aren’t created. They are just discovered. So the digital infrastructure 

doesn’t really create new possibilities. It just helps us find them. And it makes it 

a lot easier to realize them.  
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We realize that there other possibilities. And then we set out to 

realize those possibilities.  

As a result, time moves faster. Outcomes that we never imagined, or 

that we imagined were in the remotely distant future, pop up 

suddenly on the horizon. Realizing possibility is a matter of days.  

IMAGINATION BECOMES REALITY 

Realizing possibility is one of two ways that imagination becomes 

reality. Sometimes the things we imagine are made real—sometimes 

we make them real; sometimes other people make them real; 

sometimes they just happen. A realized possibility has crossed the 

barrier between data and stuff. It starts as an abstraction (an idea) 

and ends up as part of reality. 

 

But that is only one of the two ways that imagination becomes 

reality. The other way is when we imagine something and let it stand 

in for reality. Now, since we have already established that we don’t 

really “get” the real reality anyway, we know that—to some 
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extent—this is something we all have to do. We have to build a 

model or a narrative that explains reality to us. 

For most of us, the goal has always been to get that model as close 

to real reality as we can. But what if we start de-emphasizing that 

goal? 

Once we accept the fact that we don’t know much about what reality 

is—that we can maybe never be truly sure as to what is real—what’s 

to stop us from giving up on “regular” reality and just going off to 

live in a reality of our own creation?  

We certainly have technologies to help us, if that’s what we decide 

we want to do. Social media has proved to be a very powerful 

reality-generating technology. Through our affinity with others of a 

like mind, we use social media to define what is true: what facts we 

can accept, and what “facts” we must exclude. 

 

Ask yourself why there is a sudden spike in interest in the flat-earth 

theory. Millions are now discussing the idea, and many have become 

convinced that it’s correct. 64 

                                                 
64 “More and More Americans are Starting to Believe Earth is Flat,” 
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People are creating their own realities. And social media (YouTube, 

in particular) is making it easier to share these un-real realities and 

to spend all your time there.  

But the real reality technologies promise to take us further even than 

that. Augmented Reality (AR) enables us to add new layers to the 

real world. Essentially, augmented reality lets us edit reality. Virtual 

Reality (VR) goes that idea one better. With VR, we can create a 

whole new, separate reality—a substitute for the real world. 

Which raises an interesting question. If social media is already 

enabling us step away from the base reality in favor of a version we 

like better, what will these more disruptive technologies do? Or to 

put it more bluntly: when the future gets here, will we even know 

that it’s real? 

 

And will we care?  

                                                 
https://bit.ly/2KYdOvh 
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Chapter 6 

Post-Everything 

OUR STORY SO FAR 

We started out with crazy predictions about a year’s worth of change 

taking place every day. Then we talked about how there is a lot more 

data now and it might make us all rich (sort of.) Then we talked 

about how there is a lot more data now and it might make us all live 

forever (sort of.) Then we talked about how we don’t have any idea 

what’s real, and now that there’s a lot more data, it’s only going to 

get more confusing. 

Are you with me? 

WELCOME TO POST-EVERYTHING 

I said earlier that Post-Everything is the future where “everything 

has changed.” And it will probably feel that way. But I’m not sure 

it is even possible for “everything” to change. And it doesn’t have 

to go that far. 

The point is, Post-Everything is about fundamental change. It’s 

about changes to things that we’re used to. And more than that—it’s 

about changes occurring in areas that we assumed would not change.   

There are a lot of changes that we are perfectly comfortable with. It 

gets dark at night. The seasons change. Car makers release new 

models. Clothes go in and out of fashion. We get new smartphones 

with bigger screens and higher resolution cameras. (I’m not saying 
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we necessarily approve of all these changes, but we aren’t terribly 

surprised when they occur.) 

But when fundamental change occurs, we have to rethink our 

assumptions. And we have to redefine our categories. And that’s 

why I chose the particular examples of accelerating change that we 

looked at in the previous three chapters. 

This is all bout challenging fundamental assumptions. Assumptions 

like these: 

• There will always be poor people. 

• People will always get sick (and / or old.) 

• I live in the real world, and always will. 

Okay, let’s begin. 

POST-POVERTY 

Will there always be poor people? It seems like a safe bet. Jesus said, 

“The poor we always have with us.” 65 After all, scarcity is the 

natural human economic state. As recently as 200 years ago, 90% of 

the people on earth lived in desperate poverty. 

But then, as we saw, that changed. And that is as profound and 

fundamental a change as you can imagine. It’s the kind of change 

                                                 
65 Although it was not a commandment, for crying out loud. It was an 

observation. 
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that makes you think. And the first thing you know, you’re saying, 

“Hey, wait. Will there always be poor people?” 

Then you realize that maybe there won’t always be poor people. 66 

There is no reason that poverty needs to exist. And as we get better 

at manipulating the material world via data technology, a post-

scarcity, post-poverty world seems more and more achievable. 

 

Let’s move on. 

  

                                                 
66 Well, okay, there will probably always be people who are “poor” because they 

are on the lower economic rungs compared to everyone else. But they won’t be 

without food and shelter and clothing. They won’t exist in the kind of poverty 

that was the normal condition for all of us for most of human history. 
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POST-MORTALITY 67 

Will people always get sick and / or old? As we saw, we get sick a 

lot less today than our ancestors did. And although most of us resist 

the idea that we will one day conquer all diseases, we are pretty 

comfortable with the idea of conquering any particular disease. 

So if I say, “Hey, do you think maybe someday we will completely 

eliminate heart disease?” you will probably hem and haw a little but 

then eventually say something like, “It will probably take a long 

time, but sure. Someday.” 

If I ask the same question about diabetes or Alzheimer’s, or even 

cancer, it’s probably the same answer. “Yeah, maybe. Someday.” 

So, what gives? If we can eliminate each of them, why can’t we do 

away with all of them? Maybe the glass bottle will finally become 

unbreakable. 

 

                                                 
67 No, not saying we will be immortal. Just saying that our assumptions about 

mortality will change. 
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As for people getting old, it depends on how you want to define 

things. If you’re 108 years old, there’s no getting around the fact that 

you’re old. But if you’re 108 years old and have the body of a 48-

year-old, maybe you won’t mind the fact that, technically, people 

still get old. 68 

POST-REALITY 

Probably the biggest change coming where reality is concerned is 

the loss of consensus about reality. Although it turns out that we 

never really lived in the real world, we mostly agreed as to what is 

and is not part of reality.  

Or did we? 

Come to think about it, the great religious debates, and the great 

debate between believers and atheists, all have to do with questions 

of fundamental reality. Maybe there never really has been all that 

much agreement? 

Or maybe, for a while, in the 20th century, we allowed ourselves to 

believe that there was a consensus about what’s real. But maybe that 

was just wishful thinking.  

It could be that the most shocking thing about the Post-Reality future 

will be that it isn’t particularly new. If somebody tells me that they 

see a future coming where people are all mixed up about what’s real 

and create their own little worlds to live in, I am inclined to say… 

What do you mean, “future?” 

                                                 
68 I don’t think I would, for example. 
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Still, our new technologies seem to be taking us farther than ever 

from consensus. It looks like we will all have to just try to find the 

best reality we can. 

 

POST-EVERYTHING-ELSE 

Of course, those are just three of many, many possible examples. 

The Post-Everything future is all about the fundamental things we 

are accelerating past. Poverty, mortality, and reality are great 

examples. But let’s try a few more possibilities. 

Post-Employment 

Post-Automobile 

Post-Money 

Post-Clothing 

Post-Government 
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Post-Human 69 

Post-TV 

Post-Family 

Post-Legal 

Post-Apocalypse 70 

Post-Food 

…and on and on the list can go.  

In the end, Post-Everything doesn’t mean that everything will 

change. It means that everything is up for grabs. Do you have some 

favorite assumptions about how the world works, has always 

worked, will always work? 

Those are the ones you probably want to begin with.  

In preparing for a Post-Everything world, we have to ask 

uncomfortable questions about what we take as certain. And we 

have to be ready for uncertainty in areas where we never expected it 

or wanted it. 

But there is something very important about uncertainty that we 

would all do well to remember. It is the source of possibility.  

                                                 
69 There is a whole movement around this one. 

 
70 Zombie or otherwise. 
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And Finally… 

Okay, I promised a short book and, at least from the standpoint of 

page count, I believe I have delivered. As noted in the previous 

section, we’ve only scratched the surface of our coming Post-

Everything world. 

But this is a surface that is imminently worth scratching. Or if you 

will indulge a cliché even more tired than “scratching the surface,” 

this is an iceberg that needs to be explored beyond the tip. Still, I 

can imagine some of you wondering whether there is anything here 

other than a tip.  

 

Will any of this stuff really happen? And if it does, will it happen in 

anything like the timeframes I have suggested?    

Thoreau wrote: “Things do not change. We change.” 

Whether some of these big, transformative changes are days away, 

or years away, or never going to occur, we know how rapidly our 

own lives can be transformed. One day you’re living one life; the 
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next day, another. You go to bed in one reality and wake up the next 

morning in a completely new one. 

And that’s been happening forever—without Post-Scarcity or Post-

Mortality or Virtual Reality or any of the rest of it. We know the big 

changes are coming, to ourselves if not to the world. And we know 

that our lives themselves are simply a matter of days. 71 

So, yes, the future truly is a matter of days away. But you knew that. 

In which case, why don’t we end this by turning our attention to a 

single day.  

Today.  

Maybe transformative change is coming your way today. 72  Or, 

more to the point, maybe today is the day that you decide to become 

an agent of that change. Why not? Read a page from the Book of the 

Possible and consider some outrageous future that you would like to 

help create. It doesn’t have to be quite as outrageous as swimming 

to the moon, or even flying across the Pacific. 73 

But even if today is not the day the big change comes—even if we 

don’t see it until tomorrow or next week or next year—it can’t hurt 

to have given it a thought in advance.  

                                                 
71 What? You forgot already? See Chapter One. 

 
72 Or tomorrow, if you’re reading this late at night. 

 
73 Which, of course, many of us have done. And it doesn’t seem outrageous at 

all. Well, outrageously long, maybe—especially if you have a middle seat in the 

back of the plane. Or it could be outrageously expensive, indicating (one would 

hope) a much better seat.  
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Maybe, having thought about it, we are now just a little more ready 

for what lies ahead. A little more ready for what might happen. A 

little more ready to try to make things happen. 

And maybe, for now, that is change enough. 

 


