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My retrospective on virtualism – 
its evolution and implications
Matthew Raspanti

INTRODUCTION

Since retiring in 1990, I have self-published online two books on a metaphysical worldview I call “virtualism.” I have also given away an e-book I wrote years ago on physics for beginners. 

In this essay, I wish to highlight the common thread that runs through my three books. I want to look back at how my thinking about virtualism evolved over the years, recap its most salient points, and see what are its implications. I do not claim any absolute truth for virtualism; no universal revelation, just a personal worldview that gives, for me, the most plausible and satisfying answers to the “big questions.” 
THE EVOLUTION OF VIRTUALISM

After retiring in 1990 from Bell Labs, I decided I would revisit physics, after so many years since college; I would do so both for my own sake and to write about it in a book for beginners. Too many people, I felt, are not aware of the fascinating contributions of physics, even if only at a conceptual level. I was particularly interested in the philosophical aspects of physics (once called natural philosophy). What I most sought was to understand the fundamental nature of the world we interact with, in a way that is consistent with the empirical findings of science, particularly physics.  


As I was progressing in my closer acquaintance with physics, two things happened. One was that I became more aware of, and puzzled by, the counter-intuitive strangeness of contemporary physics in its theories of relativity and quantum mechanics. Starting in the late 1920s, two opposing camps took shape in physics. One camp, led by Albert Einstein, took for granted the existence of a physical reality independently existing “out there;” the basic mission of physics was to understand the very nature of this reality. The other camp, led by Niels Bohr, eventually prevailed. It took an agnostic position about reality: physicists should be concerned only with what they could observe and what their mathematical equations could predict, not with what reality may really be.

At about the same time, I started learning about the technology of “virtuaI reality (VR).” This technology - still in its infancy - makes extensive use of the computer to create an imaginary environment that is “immersive” and “interactive.” The environment created by VR is immersive in that it is realistic enough for a user to suspend disbelief and become engrossed in it. (Something similar happens when we are fully absorbed in reading a novel, watching a movie, or playing a computer game.) This immersion is greatly enhanced by the fact that VR is interactive: the environment it generates is affected by what a user does and what choices he/she makes. The illusion is thus created of being in another reality, experiencing objects and events that do not physically belong to the “real” world.


The counter-intuitive strangeness of contemporary physics and the ability of virtual reality to offer an immersive, interactive experience gradually prompted me to develop a new worldview that I call virtualism. It is built on the conjecture that:
1) We live in a nonmaterial  XE "Virtual Universe" Virtual Universe, which is somewhat similar to the virtual reality XE "virtual reality"  being developed by computer science, and

2) This Virtual Universe, which includes our entire bodies, is the creation of a Cosmic Mind XE "Cosmic Mind"  that extends into individual minds. (Metaphorically, individual minds are extensions of the Cosmic Mind, as the fjords of Norway are extensions of the sea).
The Virtual Universe is not a simulation of some separate physical reality; it is the only reality there is that we can perceive. Life in the Virtual Universe might be compared to a highly realistic and totally coherent dream, in which we are not just passive spectators but are able to make choices that can affect the direction of the dream.

When we wake up from a dream, we realize that the objects we experienced so realistically in the dream were not physical in nature but completely nonmaterial products of our mind. The objects we experience in the Virtual Universe are similarly nonmaterial but we live in the illusion that they are physical.

In a metaphor for virtualism, algorithms conceived by the Cosmic Mind run a Cosmic Processor and an array of individual processors, one per individual mind. At any instant, an individual processor presents to its associated individual mind a multi-sensory perspective of the surrounding virtual environment, as it would be perceived from the viewpoint of the individual mind at that instant within the Virtual Universe. This processing produces a rapid succession of “frames” or images that creates an illusion of motion comparable to that of a cartoon animation.
As I developed my conjecture of a Virtual Universe, I extended my book on physics to include my new ideas, something I considered appropriate since my motivation all along had been to understand the nature of the reality we experience, be it physical or virtual. In 1993, I copyrighted the extended version of what had initially been intended to be a book solely on physics. It was soon apparent, however, that the combination would not work: readers interested in physics might not be interested in the philosophy of virtualism. Eventually, two books took shape: “Physics for Beginners – A Novice’s Guide to the Mysteries of the Universe” and “The Virtual Universe – Philosophy, Physics and the Nature of Things.” I approached several traditional publishers for these books, but without success. In 1998, I self-published “The Virtual Universe” with 1stBooks.com (now authorhouse.com). (That year, “The Virtual Universe” was selected as one of 15 “diamonds in the rough,” out of the several hundred books that were submitted to Kirkus Discoveries for review, when Kirkus started offering this service for a fee.) I gave up on the physics book, which lay dormant in the hard drive of my computer for several years. In 2008, I decided to give it away in digital form as a PDF document by e-mail and from my website (www.thenatureofthings.info). 

In 2004, I was given a copy of “The Conscious Mind – In Search of a Fundamental Theory” by David Chalmers, a contemporary philosopher of mind. The book presented the author’s views as well as a thorough philosophical exposition of the consciousness problem. I became intrigued by the field, and started reading many papers available on line on the subject, plus Susan Blackmore’s book “Consciousness – An Introduction.”

I concluded that my views on virtualism were relevant to the problem of consciousness. Actually, reflecting on this problem gave me a stronger rationale in support of virtualism. In “The Virtual Universe”, I had presented virtualism as a “what if” prompted by the counterintuitive strangeness of contemporary physics. 

In December 2008, I self-published “Virtualism, Mind and Reality – An Approach to Untangle the Consciousness Problem,” with booksurge.com, a subsidiary of amazon.com. (The book was one of eight highlighted in the November 2008 issue of the Kirkus Discoveries Newsletter, out of the 107 titles listed in the December issue.) In this book, I claim that, contrary to physicalism (aka materialism), it is mind, not matter, that is the only fundamental metaphysical aspect of reality. A Cosmic Mind creates a nonmaterial Virtual Universe that is in all respects identical to a physical Universe - except that, instead of having an independent existence of its own in a physical space, it is being computed from instant to instant by a Cosmic Processor. The objectivity of the Virtual Universe resides in the Cosmic Processor as data and algorithms.
My argument for these conclusions hinges on two notions: creativity and moral responsibility. There is impressive evidence of human creativity in all fields of scientific and artistic endeavors; science itself is the greatest fruit of this creativity. I claim that a physical universe ruled by the algorithmic laws of physics could not possibly have produced such creativity, which I see as inherently mental and non-algorithmic.
Without moral responsibility, our entire juridical system would have no basis at all. Moral responsibility, however, can be meaningful only if we have free will. If our bodies are the result of a physical process of evolution as currently conceived, then there cannot be free will, as some physicalists rightfully proclaim. Thus, in a nutshell, to account for human creativity, I postulate mind as a fundamental metaphysical entity. If we indeed have free will, as assumed by our juridical system, I have to exclude matter as a fundamental entity, which leaves mind as the only fundamental entity. 
All this is discussed in greater length in the two books “The Virtual Universe” and “Virtualism, Mind and Reality.” I merely want to convey here how my thinking evolved, responding first to the strangeness of physics, and later to the nature of consciousness. I do not claim to have solved the consciousness problem, but I do believe that rejecting the physicalist view of consciousness does untangle the problem by denying the physicalist’s claim that there must be a reductionist solution, even though one is not on hand yet. The properties of mind and consciousness become intrinsic properties of a fundamental metaphysical entity, rather than having to be explained, or accounted for, in reductionist terms.
Free will

What do I mean by free will, which I have so greatly stressed? Having free will does not mean we can do anything we wish, just as having muscles does not mean we can lift any weight we wish. Both require training and discipline. I believe any choice or decision we make is determined by the “resultant” of many factors pulling in different directions with different intensity. Free will is one of the components of that resultant, and it is often overwhelmed by the others, particularly if we yield to temptations. In yielding, however, we are still exercising free will, even if by abdication. As we develop and strengthen our free will, it can become more effective in determining our actions.


On the basis of certain experiments, some scientists claim that, in the brain, the initial steps toward some action start before we become conscious of having willed them, thus denying free will. I accept that some preliminary steps may indeed be initiated automatically, before conscious awareness occurs. That, however, does not deny free will. We create and internalize a variety of rules or algorithms to insure quick automatic responses to a variety of situations. I believe, however, that the conscious mind still has the ability of aborting some action, if it violates some strongly held principle. Failing to veto is still an act of free will.

One more comparison between physicalism and virtualism

Physicalism - In physicalism, the universe is a closed system, whose existence does not in any way depend on being observed by anybody. As a closed system, it must operate entirely on its own, and it does so under the rule of the unchanging laws of physics. These laws operate in mechanical/algorithmic/cause-and-effect fashion, except for the occurrence of random events subject to probabilistic laws.
This basic mechanism is claimed to account for the evolution, not only of the inanimate physical universe, but also of life and mind. The issue of creativity is seldom considered. Free will is denied (if not always overtly). No factual basis is attributed to religion. Everything must have a naturalistic explanation, because nothing exists outside of Nature.
We live entirely inside this closed system. Our bodies are totally the products of a process of evolution by random changes and natural selection. Our actions, thoughts and feelings are entirely dictated by the workings of our brains and nervous systems, which in turn result somehow from interactions among fundamental particles.
Virtualism - In virtualism, a Cosmic Processor, running the algorithms (laws of nature) created by the Cosmic Mind, processes the data that describe the Virtual Universe and computes, from cycle to cycle, a new state from the previous state. Evolution proceeds by random changes and natural selection, except when a new algoririthm introduces some additional direction in evolution.


An individual processor presents a quantitative perspective of the local environment as inputs to the associated individual mind, which acts as a converter of “quanta into qualia” and produces sensory perceptions that create the illusion of an external physical reality. In response to these inputs, the individual mind makes choices that may be conscious or unconscious, free or algorithmically produced. These choices constitute inputs to the individual processor, starting a new processing cycle. Ultimately, changes are produced in the virtual body and/or the immediate surroundings (local environment). To implement the choices by the individual mind, the individual processor computes in minute detail, not only the new state of the surrounding environment, but also the new state of the virtual body, creating the appearance that decision making and implementation originate in the brain and the nervous system. Severe damage to parts of the virtual body will hamper or destroy the ability of carry out certain functions.

The above is somewhat analogous to what happens in a multi-player virtual reality game like World of Warcraft. Here, a player responds to a situation in the virtual surroundings by making choices that affect the surroundings as well as the player’s “avatar,” his or her embodiment in the virtual world of the game. The game players are the counterparts of the individual minds of virtualism; the virtual world created by the game software - including all the avatars - is the counterpart of the Virtual Universe. 
IMPLICATIONS OF VIRTUALISM

Someday, perhaps, experiments a la John Stewart Bell (1928–1990) might prove that reality is not physical. Someday, perhaps, a significant number of eminent scientists might openly reject the physicalist paradigm as inadequate to explain all aspects of reality. It is extremely likely, however, that physicalism will continue to be the dominant worldview. 


 I want to explore now what the implications of virtualism would be, if it became the accepted paradigm. In any case, they represent how virtualism affects my views on a number of issues as well as my daily life.
Science

A fundamental principle of contemporary physicalist science is that reality is driven entirely by “chance and necessity.” To these, virtualism adds “creative intent” by a Cosmic Mind.
In “Virtualism, Mind and Reality,” I deliberately used the term “Cosmic Mind” rather than “God” because of the “baggage” associated with the latter term, which means different things to different people. However, since I like the brevity of the word “God,” I will use it now as synonymous to “Cosmic Mind,” and will try to clarify what I mean by both.

The God I assume in virtualism is a totally “naturalistic” God, since It is the very engine of the Nature that science investigates. Scientists talk of “laws of Nature” to be discovered, but do not tell us how these “laws” came about, nor how they are enforced. Virtualism makes more understandable the causality of the “laws” of nature because it is the causality of algorithms running a processing system.

The Virtual Universe created by God is run in a totally algorithmic way in exactly the same way as the physical universe assumed by science. We don’t have to worry about natural laws being suspended by God to perform “miracles.” If miracles are indeed performed, they will be found to result from a more sophisticated understanding and application of natural laws. Anyway, I am not interested at all in making a case for miracles, but I do not exclude their possibility. 
God intervenes in the evolution of the Virtual Universe in a way that does not violate science because Its intervention is not in a physical universe, but in a universe that is being recreated anew, instant by instant, through a processing of data. Such a system is amenable to changes while retaining its algorithmic nature. The changes might appear at times to be “random events.”
A physical Universe, on the other hand, once “launched,” must be capable of operating entirely on its own under the control of immutable “laws.” It is most unclear how these laws would come about and how they would be enforced. I cannot deny, however, that, instead of an “uncaused” God, one can assume an “uncaused” physical Universe that is what it is and that’s all that can be said about it. Starting from this premise, the physicalist claim is that algorithmic physical laws can account for all that exists and all that happens in the Universe; it applies not only to inanimate objects, but also to all aspects of life and mind. I have rejected this worldview because it cannot credibly account for consciousness and human creativity in the arts and sciences, and cannot support the claim that there is free will and moral responsibility. A physical Universe could create highly sophisticated machines, but it could not create beings that are free and creative. 
Reductionism can account for much, or even most, but not for all, of reality, and certainly not for mind. A scientist must be a reductionist in his laboratory, but not necessarily outside of it.
The whole edifice that science has built on compelling empirical evidence is left intact by virtualism, since the Virtual Universe is identical to a physical universe, except as noted. The universe that science has investigated all along under the illusion of its being physical turns out to be virtual. 

No field is excluded from the scrutiny of science, but it is recognized that the fundamental nature of mind is outside the empirical reach of science. Science investigates the workings of the brain seen as the implementer of mind’s choices, not as the originator of decision making and other mental functions. 
Religion

Unlike physicalism, virtualism with its belief in a Cosmic Mind supports the fundamental belief of religion in the existence of a Supreme Being as “Creator of heaven and earth.” This is the fundamental core of religion.

Unfortunately, over this common foundation, the various religions have introduced many additional issues, creating differences 

that have led to extreme violence in wars, persecutions, riots etc. I am inclined to find most of these issues to be largely man-made, and not relevant enough to justify all the great harm they have caused, ironically in the name of a loving God.

Some of the roles commonly attributed to God, beside that of Creator of all things, are:
a) The Judge, who punishes us for our misdeeds, during our lifetime and/or in some Final Judgment,

b) The Protector, who shields us against misfortunes, natural disasters etc

c) The Provider, who grants us favors or forgiveness in response to prayers and/or self-inflicted suffering or deprivation, and
d) The Tester, who puts our faith to the test through hardships (as in Job’s biblical story), 
While I find it necessary to assume a creative, naturalistic God in order to make sense out of reality, I am less certain about divine involvement in human affairs. I do believe that individual minds are extensions of the Cosmic Mind, which implies some bond of mutual love. I prefer, however, to think in terms of - not a Personal God too conveniently anthropomorphic, one we can talk to, or even bargain with - but a Super-Personal God beyond our ability to conceive or define. I believe it is wise to speculate as little as possible about the nature and attributes of God, since they are totally beyond the reach of our limited minds.

Ultimately, I trust my belief in the existence of God as the Supreme Architect of reality. This assures me that, at some level, things do make sense, even though I don’t always understand how.
Science vs religion
With virtualism, under the umbrella of a common belief in a creative naturalistic Cosmic Mind, the relationship between science and religion is no longer one of irreconcilable conflict: it becomes, instead, a relationship between largely “non-overlapping magisteria.” The totally algorithmic Virtual Universe is the exclusive preserve of science. That includes the workings of our (virtual) body and our brain.

The empirical methods of science, however, become meaningless beyond the Virtual Universe. The realm of the Cosmic Mind and individual minds is the preserve of philosophy and religion. Here, scientists too have an important role to play. but as philosophers, not as seekers of empirical evidence.
Ethics

Virtualism gives a foundation to ethics as having an intrinsic, absolute nature, rather than being based on the conventions of particular cultures or societies, or on utilitarian criteria. In virtualism, just as fjords are extensions of a vast ocean to which they are connected, individual minds are extensions of the Cosmic Mind and thus part of a single “oneness.” Thus, ethics can be defined by the fundamental imperative of preserving this oneness. Within a family, one member shall not harm another. Similarly, for a tribe, a country, and on to ever larger organizations, until all relationships are absorbed within the oneness of Mind: the Cosmic Mind and all the individual minds (human or animal).

This oneness supports also my belief that each of us has a “conscience”, an innate sense of what’s right or wrong. Having this sense demands that we be endowed with free will. If there is a moral imperative to heed, we must be free to do so, if we so choose. Having a “conscience” and free will does not mean at all that we will necessarily choose what is right, when faced with many appealing temptations to do otherwise.       
The same oneness is also at the root of our need to reach out and love others.

Everyday life and after-life
Setting aside now all abstract, philosophical considerations, how has virtualism affected my daily life? Actually, very little has changed. Although I have intellectually concluded that we must be living in a Virtual Universe, it’s very easy, on a day to day basis, to continue to see the world around me as material. I don’t run into a brick wall because, intellectually, I believe that it is virtual: virtual or physical, the outcome would be equally painful. Furthermore, the validity of our emotions and our relationships with others remains intact, because they are part of our mental lives. Our moral obligations remain totally valid and real, even if they are played out on a virtual, rather than physical, stage.

The most significant change has been in my views about an after life. I used to be agnostic in this regard: I did not feel I had any basis for concrete views, pro or con. In virtualism, I see what has been called the “soul,” not as a separate entity, but as an individual mind and as an extension of the Cosmic Mind. 
In a reality that I conceive as created and ruled by a Cosmic Mind, I believe we must be responsible for our actions. If there is moral responsibility, this responsibility must continue beyond death, otherwise we would be leaving behind an unbalanced “ledger,” so to speak. That’s why the Hindu notion of karma and reincarnation appeals to me. I cannot believe that the deeds or misdeeds of a single lifetime can merit eternal bliss or eternal damnation.

Unaware of their past, minds may reincarnate again and again until they might reach a stage of maturity, in which they can see through the many temptations that life in the Virtual Universe has to offer (pleasures, wealth, power, fame etc), and can develop a detached view of them. Such enlightened behavior may eventually balance the “ledger,” and the individual mind might become one with the Cosmic Mind.

I am now convinced that death is not like a light just going off, a total cessation of experience. It might be more like having one’s TV set no longer functioning. Access to the “show” of the Virtual Universe is no longer possible, but the viewer still exists.

While I am not embracing any particular scenario, I believe that, after death, a door opens to a totally unknown (or forgotten) world. Lacking sufficient data, there is no point in speculating further. When the time comes, if the door indeed exists, I will find out. In the meantime, I don’t mind leaving the issue unsettled. 
It may well be suggested that, as death gets closer with old age, out of fear, I have concocted an absurd story of self delusion. It could be, but I strongly doubt it. I was led to virtualism, not by fear, but by a search for satisfying answers. I do not claim that virtualism is true, any more than I can assert that physicalism is false. NOBODY KNOWS! It is all a matter of making choices based on faith. We can choose to trust that physicalist science will give the answers in some unspecified future beyond our lifetime, or we can choose a different worldview, provided we remain consistent with the empirical findings of science. I have chosen virtualism.
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