




























































































Manifestation of the Immaterial Departure from Substance - Dushan PW, Yovovich

The human body and mind have progressed to a tipping point where physical
evolution no longer keeps up with mental evolution. That is to say, the speed at
which genes evolve is now slower than the evolution of ideas or “memes,” a term
coined by evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins to describe spread of cultural
ideas in terms of genetics. The result of this shift is the creation of an increasingly

tangible and essential “noosphere.”

Teilhard de Chardin prophesied [in the early 20* century] that our
current phase of being, in which individual humans live independent
lives, would eventually be replaced with something else — something
more collective and more spiritual, something focused on information
and consciousness rather than material being. He coined the word
noosphere or mind sphere to refer to the globe-encircling web of
thought and information that he thought would arise at the end of our
current phase of being. (Goertzel 328)

With the increased ability to share specializations globally through our
ever-evolving noosphere, it becomes easier to find supporters for an individual’s
specialization. All one needs to do nowadays is to propagate an idea, or a meme,
to create a career for oneself. For example, The Church of the Flying Spaghetti
Monster is an online community that spawned from an open letter written to the
Kansas School Board. The letter argued that if intelligent design is taught in biology
classes as an alternative theory to evolution, then so should the teachings of the
Church of the Flying Spaghetti Monster. Pastafarianism, as it is called by some,
maintains that God is made of spaghetti and meatballs and that the diminishing
pirate population directly correlates to the global warming crisis. This meme,
which Michele Knobel and Colin Lankshear described as one of the “top ten most
effectual internet memes”—by admittedly “popular appropriations of the word
meme as a word to describe particular infectious phenomena,” (Knobel 199) has
not only gained the attention of thousands, but members as well, and claims to
have “raised in excess of $100k towards the world’s first voyaging Pirate Ship
Church, open to all Pastafarians.” (Henderson November 2009)

This kind of success is possible, for better or worse, because of the internet
culture that comes as a result of the internet’s ability to broadcast any individual’s
presentation globally for any user to enjoy. Taking this convenience a step
further, the World Wide Web’s organizational prowess allows websites to bring
personalized information of interest to the user, who hardly exerts any effort at
all. With programs like RSS (Rich Site Summary or Really Simple Syndication)
websites can ask once what a user is interested in, and then bring her continuaily
updated summaries of what is available; search-sites like Google now have intricate
systems of browsing that bring search results, as well as links and advertisements
that not only relate to the search-phrase, but is also based on information about
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the user (geographical location, past searches, other websites you’ve visited) that
it glances off of her signal and from its database. Though subtle in their usage,
these abilities flirt with invasion of privacy on an intimately personal ievel as our
identity information is increasingly digitized. This speaks to how effectively the
internet can bring users what they want.

Like Teilhard de Chardin predicted, the globalization of communication
doesn’t only affect business, or the way goods are distributed; it affects culture,
the way ideas move and evolve, religion, and even the way people move. As the
internet pervades every aspect of daily life, it becomes an immaterial parallel
dimension for a new kind of building block for life. This noospherical internet
mimics and reflects our physical world, and thus acts as a stage in which memes
can be more fully realized as cultural genes. It gives them the equivalent to a
bodily world in which they can combine and replicate, interact, travel, be born
into and die out of. Richard Dawkins, in his book The Selfish Gene, uses the
term “meme” to describe the basic building block of culture as a zoologist would
use “gene” to describe the basic building block of species. “These fast-evolving
new genes, or memes, include cultural products such as religious beliefs, political
convictions, pop culture fads, or virtually anything else that can get passed on by
imitation” (Dougherty 88). The World Wide Web serves as a meme-pool. “It is
still in its infancy,” Dawkins writes, “still drifting clumsily about in its primeval
soup, but already achieving its evolutionary change at a rate that Jeaves the old
gene panting far behind” (Dawkins 192).

It would seem that memes differ from genes in that memes are socially
constructed while genes represent a more essentialist entity, but perhaps this is
due to the youthfulness of the phenomena. Dawkins says man is merely a vessel
for the propagation of genes (from this idea comes the title of his book). The
meme-pool is limited by our ability to retain memes, and in this way we are again
vessels for propagation. In order for memes to evolve, they must spend time at
the forefront of our minds combining with other memes, and thus they compete
for our attention through “radio and television time, billboard space, newspaper
column-inches, and library shelf-space”(Dawkins 211-12). However, as software
and technology matures, they become more capable of storing, organizing,
presenting and even re-editing; memes are simultaneously integrated into daily
life and given physical characteristics, as in the case of TGarden Responsive
Media Spaces (Chin 441).

A TGarden is a responsive media environment, a room in which
people can shape projected sound and video as they move. Upon
entering a TGarden space, each visitor—called a player—is asked to
choose a costume from a set of garments designed to estrange the
body from its habitual movement and identity. An assistant dresses
the player, strapping wireless sensors on the player’s chest and arm.
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The player is then led into a dark space illuminated only by video
projected from 5 meters above onto the floor, a space filled with
sound already in a residual motion. The assistant tells the player only
to listen as she moves to understand what effect bodily motion has on
the ambient media. As the player moves, her gestures and movement
across the floor perturb the field of sound, modifying existing sound
and introducing new patterns. The room’s own autonomous processes
generate a musical “cantus firmus,” and each player effectively
carries into the room another voice, but one that is semiautonomous,
parameterized by-gesture and by the state of the software system. The
synthesized video projected onto the floor provides a visual topography
for the player to navigate. In some instances, objects appear projected
onto the floor, but always transforming semiautonomously according
to the movements of the players. (Chin 441)

Though this technology may not be of much practical use in its current state, it
certainly speaks towards interesting possibilities, and raises a few questions. For
example, why is the user suited up to estrange her from normal motion? Perhaps
merely to draw the user’s focus to how specific motion affects the field of data, but
more importantly it is to integrate the special manifestation of data into the motion
of the user. The user must be born again into a data-body. As this technology
evolves to become more utilitarian, and less cumbersome to use (requiring a
special room, outfit and sensors) users will have to be comfortable with this new
body of motion — they will have to be comfortable dancing with the bodies given
to the data they are manipulating. As we find the shapes common between the way
people can move within the TGarden and way the data morphs in response we
can again start increasing the complexity and articulation of the input and output
data, and thus evolve our memes in a physical manner. As we’ve discovered with
computers, technologies like this can be assimilated into and useful in all aspects
of daily life. It will only be a matter of time until we manage our iPhones, locate
ourselves on the GPS, or change the song on our soundtrack for walking down the
street by dancing our commands to the machines.

People’s usage of the internet ranges everywhere from planning their days
via online-correspondence and calendars to maintaining their financial standing;
from downloading media on religious and spiritual practices to entertainment and
sports; from keeping in touch with family to making new friends and even finding
future spouses with online-communities. All of this is done swiftly, efficiently,
and even absent-mindedly (by the user’s perspective). With the convenience of
technologies like smart phones and wireless internet, people can do things like
text or email a house-mate instead of getting up and walking into the next room.
The internet is easier than walking and talking.

So what does this mean for the way we live? “Roboticist Hans Moravec...
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envisioned that humans will eventually ‘download’ themselves onto computers
and will lead bodiless digital lives”(Goertzel 310). The post-humanist argument
suggests that just as humanism replaced God with the belief that man is the
measure of righteousness, so will machines replace men as judges of aptitude,
“for even- as man turned himself into god, he increasingly began to resemble
machine”(Dougherty 85). These prophecies of bodiless lives, bionic people and
machine-like standards seem a distant and unrealistic future. Likely in a literal -
sense, we will never become singularly digital entities, but already we have begun
to practice with data-bodies. .

Online role-playing games like Second Life and World of Warcraft allow
players to create an online character. These characters have bodily needs of food
and sleep, economic needs, social lives, and even careers. There are economic
structures where a player can work and trade for money— money that can be used
in the game for food, material objects such as clothes, a car, or even a house, or
illegally traded for real money. There is more than enough programming to have
a daily life and a career.

What is the role of the human body to the population of gamers who spend more
time in the digital world than otherwise? William Gibson’s novel Neuromancer
was an early descriptor of the possibilities of a virtually materialized internet
universe - cyberspace. In his novel, the main character, Case, is a professional
computer hacker who’s given a neurotoxin, leaving him unable to log into the
brain-computer interface for cyberspace.

For Case, who’d lived for the bodiless exultation of cyberspace, it
was the Fall. In the bars he’d frequented as a cowboy hotshot, the elite
stance involved a certain relaxed contempt for the flesh. The body
was meat. Case fell into the prison of his own flesh” (Gibson 6). Even
after-his fall from digital grace he uses digital language to describe

his consequently formed drug addiction. “... In some weird and very
approximate way, it was like a run in the matrix. Get just wasted
enough, find yourself in some desperate but strangely arbitrary kind
of trouble, and it was possible to see [the city] as a field of data, the
matrix had once reminded him of proteins linking to distinguish cell
specialties. Then you could throw yourself into a highspeed drift and
skid, totally engaged but set apart from it all, and all around you the
dance of biz, information interacting, data made flesh in the mazes of
the black market... (Gibson 7)

It becomes especially clear that the body’s place in modem America is being
neglected when one considers simultaneous aesthetic obsession with the body and
the rise in obesity, postural problems and chronic pain. We spend our days sitting,
maintaining a nearly fetal position whether we’re at home sleeping, eating dinner
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or watching TV, driving to work, sitting at a computer or even using exercise
machines. In comparison to the world we live in, the body has become stagnant
and unchanging; if you’re lucky, it’s a pretty accessory. We are slowly trying to
phase out the body. Like the industrial era, which gave us a technological and
economic boom, its usefulness seems largely to have come and gone.

Similarly, it is becoming clear that our way of automated mass-production
of food and food services combined with the sedentary lifestyle of living-in-
the-mind is insufficient for sustaining a healthy populace, or even a healthy
environment. Earth is not capable of providing the fuel necessary to run our
bodies externally through machines. We are already over-drawing resources as we
plunge further into our addiction to technology. In the midst of an oil crisis, which
has caused wars, economic debts and pollution, we haven’t let up on our driving
or consumption, but rather are looking for alternative fuels. Like a cigarette addict
we are scrambling to find an alternative, a patch, so that we don’t fill our lungs
with carcinogens but can still appease that craving.

The industrial era is over, and it is being replaced by an era of information and
technology. While the humanist struggle represented the battle between divinity
and earthliness, the post-humanist struggle will be organic versus machinic,
personal versus automated, environmental versus corporate, animal versus
machine, nature versus nurture. The race will be run by technology in alternative
fuel production and a-culture of holism, people who believe in the human body as
a cog in the earthly machine. Though I doubt that one of these perspectives will
win over the other entirely, just as neither God nor man yielded at the inception
of humanism, it does seem that our society will be rearranged into a dichotomy
of dependence on the earth, and independence of the earth. Theoretically equally
sustainable, the earth-dependent will give back to the environment as much as
they take, and the earth-independent won’t effect it at all. These two worlds will
be on different spheres of life, be it literally or metaphorically. One may be a
virtual reality or just a life enshrouded in technology, but the majority of what will
be considered life for the earth-independent will be founded on a different set of
interactions than that for the earth-dependent. What will these interactions look
like? A dance with immaterial objects? A static, motionless mind-game? How
we develop and go about these changes is as wholly unpredictable as what and
how the next technology will sprout new life. Perhaps as we brave the continuous
onslaught of new technology we should reflect, and remember the proficiency and
sustainability of the human body as a machine. To an evolutionist, it may not have
been our first, and it’s starting to look as though it may not be our last.
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author/artist biographies — in their own words

David Amerson graduated from UIS in 2008 with a BA in English. He is a veteran of
the United States Marine Corps and a survivor of catholic school, both of which left
him with a big chip on his shoulder. David plans to attend law school, but until then
is realizing that an English degree doesn’t go too far in a poor job market. He would
like to thank Tena, Donna, Ethan, and the rest of the English Department for classing
up the joint.

Colten Bradford is from a small town in Illinois called Vermont. He is a freshman in
the Honors program at UIS, and, as of now, is undecided about a major and what to
do with the rest of his life. He is really interested in photography and may make that
his career.

Mary Colligan lives in Peoria, [llinois with her award-winning husband of twenty-
two years and her two super-tight teenage sons. Mary has been active in The Alchemist
Review blind jury and the Verbal Arts Festival during her two years at UIS, and she
enjoys any opportunity to participate in and support the arts. She will be graduating
in the spring of 2009 from the Online English Degree Program, an event that has been
many years in the making (it probably shouldn’t take fifteen years to get a degree). She
plans to throw a huge party with tents, tiki torches, mojito cocktails, a Caribbean kettle
band, all her loud Italian relatives, her husband’s theater friends with their penchant
for improvisation, those friends of her own who have hung in there through years of
neglect, all the distinguished authors in this issue of the Alchemist Review, everyone
she’s ever met or harassed on Blackboard, all the faculty of the English Department,
and anyone else who wants to come, too.

Melissa K. Conrad has been passionate about photography for about three years now
and has taken multiple darkroom and digital classes to help develop her skills as an
artist. Currently she takes pictures as a hobby. She majors in Communications and
minors in Visual Arts (photography concentration) at UIS.

Teresa Downard is an online Mathematical Sciences major. She is twenty-five,
married, and has two boys.

Travis Genenbacher is an English major and Women Gender Studies Minor. He will
graduate after the fall semester in 2009. He is twenty-one years old and resides in
Springfield, Illinois after being raised outside of Quincy, Illinois.

Christopher Heisserer writes flashes of life with a romantic slant, while delving
into the psychological aspects most take for granted. His poetry has found its way
into a university-wide bi-annual anthology called Collage printed through Millikin
University. He believes he brings a fresh look to the perspectives he’s writing about.
He was also active in the Herscher Project, a small group of dedicated writers working
toward publication in anthologies. He currently lives in Springfield, Illinois and is
currently an English Major at the University of [llinois.

Lola L. Lucas has been an adjunct faculty member at UIS since 1996, Her first book,
At Home in the Park: Loving a Neighborhood Back to Life, is a collection of her
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columns about life in Springfield and (hint, hint) it’s available in the faculty works
area of the campus bookstore. She’s also an occasional book reviewer for the [llinois
Times and stringer for The Ale Street News. Passions: kaleidoscopes, tarot, SF&F,
standard poodles and husband Kevin. Ambition: to hear her poems read on The
Writer s Almanac by Garrison Keillor.

Katie Luchtefeld is a first year English Master’s student. She is thrilled to be a TA at
the Center for Teaching and Learning where she facilitates tutoring appointments and
works with English 101 classes. Katie did her undergraduate work at Eastern Illinois
University where she received a double BA in Theatre and English. She spent four
years working backstage in opera before heading back to school at UIS.

Emily Martin is not really a poet.

Faisal Nsour is an online student in the management information systems program at
UIS. He lives in Fremont, CA.

Danny Rosenkranz has a B.A. in English Literature from the University of Georgia.
He has a passion for being out in nature which inspires him, as do people. He
volunteered on organic farms in England and Costa Rica with the WWOQOF program
(World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms). He also volunteered with the sea
turtle project La Tortuga Feliz in Costa Rica. Currently he is a graduate student in
Environmental Studies at UIS.

Niki Shutt is a Communications major who will graduate in May 2009 with a BA.
She will be getting married the following August.

Shana Stine is in her senior year as a Liberal Studies major. She is the founder and
director of Jump for Joel (jumpforjoel.org), an organization that feeds and educates
kids in Kenya.

Caron Tate is an online English major and spring 2009 will be her fourth semester at
UIS. Since beginning short story writing a few years ago, her stories and poems have
been published in 7akahe (New Zealand), The Alchemist Review, Voices, and one was
recently accepted for publication in the Sigma Tau Delta journal Rectangle (2009).
Her literary essay work was also featured as part of the first UIS Webposium. She
wishes to thank Drs. Cordell and Dong for the huge improvement in her writing skills.
She finds it amazing how scholarly writing can impact creative writing.

Dushan P.W. Yovovich is the twenty-year-old son of Bozidar and No&l Yovovich.
Dushan’s father is a mathematician turned writer, and his mother is an engineer-minded
artist and metal smith. Stemming from the responsibility of passing on the Yovovich
heritage comes a student of interdisciplinarity, holistic perspective, and the pursuit
of sustainable healthfulness. Dushan has spent his efforts toward said goals through
environmental restoration of Areas of Critical Environmental Concern (ACEC) in
the Mojave desert, working as an organic farmer in Vermont, urban landscaping in
Chicago, and most recently as a student of the University of Illinois at Springfield. He
“is a fan of self-propagating electromagnetic waves and SET the card game.
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