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Virtualism and John Wheeler’s “its from bits”

Matthew Raspanti

 

“The illusion of the classical scientific paradigm that is



shattered by the quantum principle is the assumption 

that there is an immutable objective reality ‘out there’ 
     that is totally independent of what happens in 

consciousness ‘in here.’ ” 
 
In virtualism, the world our minds interact with is seen as the product of 1) data processed by algorithms conceived by a Cosmic Mind, and
2) the ability of a conscious mind to convert the data so processed into experiences of sight, sound, smell, taste and touch.

This process creates the illusion of physical objects independently existing and moving “out there” in 3-dimensional space. Each mind acts as a converter of “quanta” [quantitative data] into “qualia” [qualitative sensory experiences]. We might also say that the ‘its” (objects) of the virtual universe are brought about by the “bits” of processed data. I am putting it this way only to introduce a worldview vaguely suggested by the renowned physicist John Archibald Wheeler (1911-2008), who summed it up in his aphorism “its from bits?” 


Wheeler 
 might have been dismissed early on as “fun but flaky”, were it not for his unimpeachable credentials. The son of two librarians, he entered Johns Hopkins University at the age of 16; he earned his Ph.D. before reaching his 22nd birthday. He then went to Copenhagen to study quantum theory under Niels Bohr. In 1939, Bohr and Wheeler published the first paper that successfully explained nuclear fission in terms of quantum physics. Wheeler's expertise in nuclear physics led to his involvement in the construction of the atomic bomb and, later, the hydrogen bomb. Because of his achievements, Wheeler became an iconic figure. During his teaching career, he supervised some 50 PhDs in physics. His most famous student was the late Richard P. Feynman, who received a Nobel Prize in 1965.

In 1998, Wheeler wrote: "I think of my lifetime in physics as divided into three periods. In the first period, extending from the beginning of my career until the early 1950's, I was in the grip of the idea that Everything Is Particles. I was looking for ways to build all basic entities - neutrons, protons, mesons, and so on - out of the lightest, most fundamental particles, electrons, and photons. ….

I call my second period Everything Is Fields. From the time I fell in love with general relativity and gravitation in 1952 until late in
my career, I pursued the vision of a world made of fields, one in which the apparent particles are really manifestations of electric and
magnetic fields, gravitational fields, and space-time itself. 


"Now I am in the grip of a new vision, that Everything Is Information. The more I have pondered the mystery of the quantum and our strange ability to comprehend this world in which we live, the more I see possible fundamental roles for logic and information as the bedrock of physical theory.” 
 


“Wheeler was one of the first prominent physicists to propose that reality might not be wholly physical; in some sense, our cosmos might be a “participatory” phenomenon, requiring the act of observation - and thus consciousness itself.“ …  [In Wheeler’s words,]     “When we peer down into the deepest recesses of matter, or at the farthest edge of the universe, we see, finally, our own puzzled faces looking back at us.” 


In 1998, Wheeler wrote: “I have been led to think of analogies between the way a computer works and the way the universe works. The computer is built on yes-no logic. So, perhaps, is the universe. Did an electron pass through slit A or did it not? Did it cause counter B to click or counter C to click? These are the iron posts of observation. Yet one enormous difference separates the computer and the universe—chance. In principle, the output of a computer is precisely determined by the input. Chance plays no role. In the universe, by contrast, chance plays a dominant role. The laws of physics tell us only what may happen. Actual measurement tells us what is happening (or what did happen). Despite this difference, it is not unreasonable to imagine that information sits at the core of physics, just as it sits at the core of a computer.” 


In his later years, 
 Wheeler was asking two kinds of questions. One centers on the reality of existence "out there" independent of our observations. In his notion of a "participatory universe," we shape events by observing them.  “The other kind of question concerns the nature of physical law. "Its from bits?" was Wheeler's way of asking if the nature and the behavior of the world around us ("its") is accounted for entirely by on-off gates of information ("bits"). Is the computer a better model for nature than the differential equations of continuous variables that has governed physics for several hundred years? Wheeler had no specific theory of "it from bit." It was a vision. He called it "an idea for an idea," one that he hoped would inspire others in the twenty-first century.“


Virtualism might be one way of putting “flesh and bone” on Wheeler’s “idea of an idea” about “its from bits.” I don’t know whether he would have agreed. The idea of a Virtual Universe will strike many as bizarre, if not absurd. Yet, Wheeler, the eminent physicist, once remarked: "I do take 100 percent seriously the idea that the world is a figment of the imagination," 


This remark is quoted in John Horgan’s book “The End of Science.” Right after, Horgan adds: ”Wheeler is well aware that this view is, from an empirical viewpoint, unsupportable: Where was mind when the universe was born?  And what sustained the universe for the billions of years before we came to be?”


For the physicalist, mind is a late product of evolution: Wheeler’s view is then unsupportable and possibly “flaky.” In virtualism, instead, the Cosmic Mind has been there all along to create and sustain the universe.
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