
HUMAN, 2.0

HUMAN, 2.0
FAITH HO ENKI
RAFFLES INSTITUTION



[18]
BECOME A BETTER YOU. 

The words scream at them from the screen in the MRT, bold black words against a background of interconnected neurons, akin to an electrical circuit. 

YOUR BRAIN IS YOUR SUPERPOWER. UPGRADE IT NOW WITH 2.OYOU. 

Zhimin nudges Sulli. 

“What do you think that is?” he whispers. She shrugs. 

Already Zhimin is on Google; once the webpage loads, his eyes widen imperceptibly. “Hey, look!” 

“Software update?” Sulli glances over. 

“For your brain,” Zhimin responds with dramatic effect. 

He scrolls through the webpage slowly as she reads it. “A software update for your brain. This enhancer will improve your cognitive ability to analyse, ideate, memorise and process information. Be more prepared to meet the demands of 2030 with a better brain.” 

She narrows her eyes skeptically. “Sounds like a scam.” 

“Imagine if it’s actually possible though - who wouldn’t want to improve their brain? It’s not like they’re changing who we are, they’re just sharpening it. Making us smarter.” 

Sulli can’t resist the jibe. “Given your defining characteristic is your dumbness, who would you be if you become smarter?” 

“Hey, that was unwarranted!” Zhimin protests. 

Sulli grins. “Honestly though, I don’t think I would undergo such a procedure. They might say it’s just a simple enhancer, but our brain’s so complicated - who knows what else might change?” 

Zhimin shrugs, and turns off his phone, though the image of a brain with a system upgrade sign lingers for a second before the screen fades to black. 

Already Sulli has moved on to other more important matters. “So, how were the exams?” 

Zhimin groans exaggeratedly. “Don’t even get me started…”

[18]
It’s a couple of weeks after A levels. “Remember the brain software update thing we saw?” Zhimin asks. 

Sulli nods warily, “Yes.”  

“Well, I got it.” 

It happened in a white room. Zhimin walked to the operation chair, apprehension pressed against his diaphragm as he lay down. They placed something akin to a helmet over his head, two elongated rubber tubes latching themselves to his scalp. 

The doctor keyed some information into a computer, alternating between glancing at a large monitor and the computer screen. 

“Relax,” he said cheerfully. “I’ll go through with you slowly what this process will entail as we generate a detailed map of your brain.”

“Think of your brain like a circuit board with different interconnected parts, which emit certain frequencies,” the doctor said, examining the monitor as a colour-coded layout of Zhimin’s brain slowly unfolded on-screen. 

“This procedure will use electromagnetic waves that mimic the beta waves, or your brainwaves, to slowly adjust your mind’s neural circuitry. These waves will stimulate greater activation in some regions of your brain, namely the frontal and parietal parts of your brain. At the same time, we will suppress the action of your temporoparietal junction. These are the regions correlated with higher cognitive abilities.”

Zhimin flashed a thumbs up as adrenaline coursed through his veins. It was exciting - like a software update, but for humans. For him. “As we’ve discussed, this procedure is painless, but I’ll be putting you under anesthetic to ensure less disruption of brainwaves.” 

He swabbed an anesthetic against Zhimin’s skin. Zhimin felt the needle enter his skin, and with a last fleeting thought - regret? Anticipation? - his body went slack. 

When he awoke hours later, the doctor was smiling at him. “Hello and welcome back! You’re all good to go for this first round,” he said. “We’ll see you back for the next four subsequent rounds, and then you should be all upgraded.” 

Zhimin grinned and replied jokingly, “Hello, I’m Zhimin 2.0!” 

[19]
“Well, we still got the same marks, even with your brain software upgrade.” This is the first thing Sulli says to Zhimin over a call.

I got it after the A levels, he corrects. And it doesn’t make me some sort of genius - it just enhances whatever cognitive abilities I already have. You should try it, really.

A touch of sarcasm laces Sulli’s words, “Ah yes, your abundant natural genius. No thanks, I’ll just rely on my natural intelligence and irresistible charm to confront this VUCA world.” 

Zhimin laughs. Please don’t say the word VUCA, ever. 

Sulli laughs too, and for a moment it feels like they’re back in JC, making jokes out of everything, stressing over school and life together, growing uneasily into a hostile world. 

Yet, she can’t shake off a pervading sense of unease that’s accompanied her ever since Zhimin got the brain enhancer. 

The prospect that simply undergoing a procedure would help boost something like intelligence - that’s supposed to be inborn - feels… unnatural. Unethical. People ought to get outcomes based on natural ability and hard work, not brain engineering. Yet at the same time, isn’t it equally unfair that some are just born smarter than others? 

The human brain is just one giant machine - why should artificial wiring be any different from “leveling up” or “self-improvement” in other ways?

Zhimin is talking animatedly at the other end of the phone, the soothing familiarity of his voice washing over her. Think of this just like a software update. I’m still Zhimin, just version 2.0. 

She rubs her scalp, a nervous habit she’s developed. Her hand presses against the hardness of her skull below the taut layer of skin, and she visualises the soft pink mass of her brain just below it. It’s an upgrade, not a reboot: Zhimin is still the same person. 

Right?

[22]
Sulli’s been surviving at university, occupying a comfortable median of mediocrity. 

It’s those at the top who will have the top pick of job offers post-graduation, while average students like her, would be left grasping at whatever they can find. She’s not upset: they just think faster, remember more, and intuitively understand things that she takes ages to mull over. They’re just better, and she feels they deserve their success. 

“And the worst thing,” she complains to Zhimin, “is that they’re so nice. I can’t even hate them properly.” 

Zhimin laughs, a sound that comes easily to him. He is, after all, thriving: top of his class, president of multiple clubs, active social life. The only difficulty he faces is in choosing between internship offers. 

He asks, have they had the software upgrade?

She feels they deserve it, except for one thing. 

“I think… some of them,” Sulli says. She is careful to tiptoe around this topic with him, unsure how he would respond to accusations of unfairness and artificiality. A surge of irritation - verging on resentment - rises as a lump in her throat. It is unfair, it is artificial. 

Why don’t you, then?

“I’m broke,” Sulli deadpans. “But also, I’m… just not comfortable with it, I guess. I feel like it’ll change me.” 

A darkness casts over Zhimin’s face, momentarily displacing his affable demeanour. Do you think I’ve changed?

The lump burns in her throat, but she laughs through it. “Well, your grades are certainly better.” 

An unaffected smile slips back onto his face. Of course I’ve changed, this upgrade has made me better. 

On the way home, Sulli’s gaze meanders through the advertisements displayed on the walls of the MRT. She looks at the place the screen used to be, wondering illogically if she’d see a small ad for brain upgrades, like all those years ago. 

The demand for the enhancer had grown over the years, but also driven up prices such that it was only available to an increasingly small number of people. At the same time, it was probable that a large amount of money went into regulating social media platforms on the discussion of this, to pacify the public that would no doubt unfurl if it were common knowledge that such a costly procedure - though it was emphasised that it only resulted in an “enhancement of natural faculties” - was so exclusive. 

She knows it was only because Zhimin could afford it that he even considered the procedure in the first place. 

Sulli glances back at the blank space; though it’s empty, the vacancy seems to pulsate with threatening possibility. 

[28]
I’m getting the 3.0 update, Zhimin says during one of their meets. Jokingly adds: I need to keep up with the times, and what if they stop operating version 2.0?

“They’d have stopped 1.0 a long time ago,” Sulli retorts. 

1.0 is just you, no enhancers, he responds. 

Indeed, I am Sulli 1.0, Sulli thinks. At least it’s 100 percent me. 

Small comfort. 

[38]
Sulli waits at the restaurant table with a too-familiar mix of excitement and dread. At 38, she’s had a divorce and countless failed dates, saddled with the weariness of emotional baggage.

“Hello, thanks for waiting. Nice to finally meet you.” He eventually appears and shakes her hand firmly. 

“Hi,” Sulli smiles. 

They chat, continuing from the brief conversations they’ve had over the dating app and hologram calls. 

Then: “So, have you gotten the 5.0 update yet?” 

“Sorry?” 

“Oh, so you’re still at 4.0? When are you planning to get 5.0?”

“Actually, I haven’t gotten any brain updates.” Sulli responds. 

He looks surprised, and when he speaks, is more detached. I see.

The rest of the dinner passes quickly. As he leaves, he shakes her hand again, confidently. You seem like a really great person, but I don’t think you’re what I’m looking for. 

Sulli can read in between the lines, she knows the real reason for his rejection. In the past, her heart would burn with anger; now, she just feels its indifferent beat thud in her ears.

All the money of the enhancer industry hadn’t managed to keep it under wraps, and the proliferation of individual viewpoints in only semi-regulated social media meant that soon there was an uproar against the exclusivity of such brain updates. This was many years ago, and the initial move of governments worldwide was to stop such operations from taking place - however, this meant it only went underground, compounding the issue. 

Eventually, the Singapore government decided that they would nationalise companies that ran such operations, and provide it as a public good. It was based on merit: those who had gotten to certain job positions or top-ranking positions in schools would then be allowed to undergo the process. It was justified as a way to ensure the nation’s competitiveness, and that the best minds led the nation. 

In the press conference, the government emphasised it as an enhancer, with limited impacts; it would just sharpen the processes that such leaders had already been engaged in. They vowed to invest in technologies to make the procedure more widely available to all Singaporeans.

And so - only those who deserve it are “updated”. 

These days, she feels like a black-and-white outdated app: fixed functionalities, slow speed, uninventive, uninspiring. She’s like an old piece of software with just one page, stuck in the same stable yet mundane job, made more dated by the dazzling clean shine of those around her. It feels like everyone is better than her - those with the enhancer, and those without it, who would most likely be able to get it as they rose through the ranks. 

Initially, not being “updated” was a point of pride - she’d gotten here without the help of any form of technological advancements. Yet it soon felt like a tightening grip, a part of her identity she slowly realised was intractable. 

She’s at the age and averageness where there’s no point in giving her an upgrade. That knowledge fills her lungs with bitterness, an acridity in every breath she releases. 

That’s who she is now: she isn’t one of the upgraded. 

[48]
She meets Zhimin at the airport, catching him in between flights. He’s employed in a global conglomerate which requires him to jettison between various countries. 

Hello! He greets her effusively. 

He talks about the widening gap between nations. The countries with the enhancers are pulling ahead even more, and dealing with people from other countries who haven’t had mind upgrades - not like you, he hastily adds - is tough.

Then he grins. Otherwise, the brain enhancer’s been great, it’s truly expanded my mind in so many ways. Things come so easily now, especially with the new upgrades. Everyone I work with has the upgrades, it’s fantastic - we’re all so in sync, things move so fast, so well. Our team can keep striving for more, and more, it’s like there are infinite possibilities. 

Then his wife appears, smiling at Sulli with stilted civility. Her coldness no longer prickles Sulli’s skin: she is familiar with that contempt for those with non-upgraded minds - well masked under perfect poise and charisma - common among the upgraded. We have to go, she says. 

Are you getting the 8.0 upgrade? he asks eventually as he stands up to leave. 

“No. You?” 

He laughs. Sulli, I need to. I need to keep up.

[78]
They’re at the hawker centre. She swipes the menu on the table top, waiting as the robot brings over plates of ban mian. She looks down at her shaky, wrinkled hands, grateful for technological advancements. 

“So,” she says at the same time as him. They laugh. 

“I’m finally getting the upgrade-” 

“- I’m not getting the next update.” 

Pause. 

Zhimin looks up at her, eyes widened. “Why?” 

“I thought it’s been going great for you, why don’t you want the latest update?” 

Zhimin lets out a weary breath he hasn’t realised he’s been holding. “I think I’ve had enough mind upgrades,” he says. 

He takes another breath softly, so silently that she barely catches it through the clatter of dishes. “When my wife died, the grief and pain crushed me. I realised that none of my brain upgrades could help. My enhanced mind was overwhelming. I overthought everything about her death: what if I stopped her from going out that day, what if I drove instead of her, what if I’d made sure she had a better night’s sleep…” 

Sulli brings a spoonful of soup to her dry lips. 

“Enhancements made life easier, almost too easy… I couldn’t deal with a crisis.” Zhimin’s voice chokes, and Sulli hears the lump of resentment in his throat like that which she harboured, many decades ago. “No, easy’s not the word… The enhancer made things easier for me to get to the top, but competition’s more intense there. I thought it’d let me be better than everyone, but everyone has the enhancement now. It’s no longer enough. And then, when my wife died, I realised… it’ll never be enough.” 

Sulli recognises this anger, so similar to that from her youth which morphed into the bitterness of her middle-age years. “That you’ll never be enough.” 

Zhimin rubs his smooth scalp with his creased hand. 

“I’ve spent the last years of my working life in third world countries, trying to solve some of the inequalities created by such technologies. Those who have all the advantages get more of it, and those that don’t, even if they try their best, can never get anywhere near catching up,” he says, pausing. “Remember when the first few updates came out and suddenly all the rich kids had it?”

“It took a large chunk of money out of the tuition industry,” Sulli says. 

“Yes - but recovered soon as tuition found ways to complement the upgrades. Even as we try to bridge the gap, there’ll always be more competition, more disparity. Don’t you see, that it’d never be enough?”

The steam from the noodles fans across Sulli’s face, dissipating quickly into the air. 

“I just want enough,” she responds. 

“I’ve never understood your decision not to get it all those years back, until now,” Zhimin says. 

Sulli shakes her head, frustrated. “No, you don’t understand. I’ve wanted it for a long time. I just haven’t been able to get it.” 

A mix of hollowness and anger builds up in her chest: after he’s reaped the benefits for so many years, fed into the system that compounds inequality, and now he lectures her. And hollowness: perhaps it is too late now, after a lifetime of facing life as just Sulli, only becoming better at the last stage of her life. 

“All of us with the upgrade think the same - it’s those who don’t who can see things differently. They have a self. Everything’s come so quickly, it almost feels like I’ve spent a large chunk of my life never finding myself. I just get things done, go for more upgrades, become more.” 

“You don’t want to struggle,” Sulli interjects, quietly. She thinks back to her life, marked by perpetual feelings of inadequacy. The arduous climb up a corporate ladder only to be kicked off it, passing from job to job, the bitter failures of her romantic life, the stinging disdain from the upgraded. The eventual acceptance that her every failure is inevitable. The lingering regret that she didn’t get the update - couldn’t when she was younger because of the cost, and couldn’t when she was older because she wasn’t good enough. 

Regret over her inability. 

Until now, when the government rolled the enhancement out to everyone, when she finally, finally, finally has her chance. A second chance, to catch up, to live an upgraded life. 

“To be human is to struggle,” Zhimin says. 

Sulli looks at her noodles, drowning in the soup. 

“It’s tiring to be human.” 

It happens in a white room. Sulli’s on the operating chair, a screen in front of her emitting calming frequencies that lull her into a comatose state. 

“We’ll upgrade you directly to the most recent update,” the doctor says as Sulli drifts into unconsciousness, excitement pressing into her stomach. 

She awakes after only a few hours; that is all the procedure requires now. She turns to face the doctor, and smiles, triumph coursing through her neurons. 

Hello, I am Sulli 20.0.
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