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 Kill Screen 
Behind all the uproar was silence— 

the silence which is the voice of the earth.
The Machine Stops, E.M. Forster, 1909

I n 2019, the co-founder of a video game 
company wore a virtual reality headset for 
an entire week—working, bathing, even 
sleeping inside an imaginary, virtual reality.
   At the end of the 168-hour experiment, he 
removed his headset, opened up his blacked 
out windows, and gazed upon the cloud-
filled sky outside his Atlanta apartment.
   “My god!,” he exclaimed momentarily, to 
hundreds of followers listening in on the 
livestream. “The graphics are so good!”

*****
    Meanwhile, as the whiz-kid was living 
inside his endlessly fascinating Metaverse, 
out here in the boring Meatspace that most 
of us for better or worse still inhabit, the 
graphics were going to hell in a handbasket.

   Looking around at the world from our 
obsolete organic headsets (i.e., our eyes), 
things are increasingly resembling the world 
depicted in E.M. Forster’s remarkably 
prescient short story, The Machine Stops. 
   The story, published in 1909, presages 
social media, video conferencing, remote 
work, robots, smart homes, air travel, 
nuclear weapons, mass surveillance, and—
perhaps most strikingly—mankind’s utter 
dependence on technology.  (None of these 
existed in anything other than embryonic 
form at the turn of the century, and Forster 
was writing fully 40 years before Orwell.)
   There are, no doubt, many advantages to 
be had from Virtual Reality (VR). The 
health benefits—physical, mental, and   
spiritual—of daily contact with nature are 
thoroughly proven, but in modern urbanized 
society, many people no longer have 
convenient, regular access the natural world.



Others, such as the disabled and elderly, are 
incapable of travelling very far from home.
   For people unable to experience the great 
outdoors directly, VR could be of great use. 
And all of us can benefit from the time and 
cost advantages of virtual travel—by making 
a business or personal trip unnecessary, or 
simply to survey a destination virtually  
before committing to an actual trip.   
   Still, leaving aside the fact that Nature 
exists and has value entirely apart from its 
utilitarian value to human beings—not the 
least of which is its value to the billions of 
other creatures we share it with—there are 
inherent limitations to VR’s potential. 
  Even if  VR eventually becomes ‘virtually’ 
indistinguishable from  physical reality—
which by all accounts is a long way off, 
assuming it’s even possible—it’s doubtful it 
can ever replace the natural world that we 
evolved in and are perfectly adapted to.
   Ironically, in what could be viewed as a 
concession that the battle may already be 
lost, conservationists are now almost 
uniformly praising VR as a wonderful new 
tool for conservation—particularly with 
younger generations, the ones who, for 
better or worse, will determine the future.
   If we take off our rose-colored Google 
glasses, however, and examine the degree to 
which technology has already wrought 
humanity’s estrangement from the natural 
world, it seems hopelessly naive to think the 
antidote will be even more technology. 
   Unlike Nature, the human imagination has 
few limitations. With exciting virtual 
experiences available 24/7 (nature without 
the travel time or cost, inclement weather, 
or mosquitoes) and virtually no physical 
constraints (freedom from danger or injury, 
unlimited superpowers) it’s easy to imagine 
the natural world losing its remaining allure.

   While the human brain gives preference
to the two senses in which VR truly excels 
(sight and sound), when it comes to how it 
processes and stores information, we retain 
roughly 20% of what we hear and 30% of 
what we see, but fully 90% of what we do.
   VR may create artificial experiences that 
may in time be nearly as convincing as, say, 
a quiet walk in the woods or an exhilarating 
climb up a mountain, but why construct 
fake, mediated experiences when we are 
already having difficulty relating to other 
people and nature in a truly authentic way?
(And this is to say nothing of the potential 
for use of VR in an escapist manner, as the 
millions of people addicted to video games 
or internet pornography can already attest.)
   Ultimately, no matter how convincing the 
virtual reality we choose to engage in looks 
and feels—and no matter how much virtual 
interaction we have with others similarly 
engaged—the reality is that we are sitting 
on our backsides at a computer or walking 
around a tightly confined space wearing 
VR goggles and other assorted gadgetry.
   Boundlessly optimistic that technology 
will overcome any temporary obstacles, 
VR advocates trumpet direct, neurological 
connection between computers and the brain 
as the ultimate solution to this ‘problem.’
But the more level-headed would say that to 
remain human, we must make the most of 
our technological prowess without seducing 
ourselves into using the Metaverse as a 
substitute for regular, physical interaction 
with nature and our fellow human beings.
   Maybe we should heed the game developer, 
who—despite experiencing nothing more 
harmful than a bruised shin encountering a 
very real coffee table—confessed after his 
week-long experiment that it was “possibly 
the dumbest thing” he’d ever done. ◾


