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Until last week, most 
people had no idea 
what the metaverse 

was. For that matter, most of 
the 7.9 billion people in the 
world still don’t.

So, first an explanation: 
The “metaverse,” as coined 
by science fiction writer 
Neal Stephenson in his 1992 
novel “Snow Crash,” is a 
seamless blending of virtual 
and physical reality. For 30 
years, his vision has been a 
fantasy.

Mark Zuckerberg, Face-
book’s founder and chief ex-
ecutive, thinks it’s coming 
— and quickly. He may be 
right. But I doubt it will 
come from him.

In 2014, Facebook paid $2 
billion to acquire Oculus, a 
pioneer in virtual reality 
headsets. On last week, in a 
presentation that lasted 
nearly an hour and a half, 
Zuckerberg announced that 
Facebook’s parent company 
was changing its name to 
Meta to emphasize a new 
focus on bringing the 

metaverse to (virtual) life.
Now, we all suddenly 

have questions about the 
metaverse, such as: Can vir-
tual spaces really substitute 
for physical community? 
And: Is Mark Zuckerberg go-
ing to become the evil over-
lord of everything?

The former question is 
above my pay grade. As for 
the second: As I say, I doubt 
it. 

Sure, Zuckerberg is an en-
trepreneurial genius who 
founded one of the earliest, 
and by far the most suc-
cessful, social media com-
panies. Billions of people 
use Facebook and Insta-
gram every month, and to-
gether with Google and 
Amazon, Facebook domi-
nates the digital ad market. 
This produces a lot of cash 
to invest in the metaverse. 
The company has promised 
to drop $10 billion this year 
on Facebook Reality Labs to 
develop hardware, software 
and content.

Yet consider that for all 

the panic about Facebook’s 
monopoly power, it increas-
ingly looks like a company 
at or near its peak. Forget 
the Russian conspiracy the-
ories and the document 
leaks; Facebook’s biggest 
problem is that it has been 
struggling with younger us-
ers for years, and now Insta-
gram appears to be losing 
its youthful luster as well. If 
Facebook doesn’t find some 
way to get the youths on 
board, it will eventually be-
gin to shrink. Because the 
value of a social media ser-
vice lies in the connections 
it makes to other users, a 
collapsing user base tends 
to be self-accelerating. With 
each decline, the network 
becomes less valuable to re-
maining users.

Zuckerberg has at least 

avoided one mistake fre-
quently made by compa-
nies facing disruption: 
refusing to sacrifice short-
term profitability of the leg-
acy business to adapt to 
longer-term dangers. But 
many companies that see 
the approaching catastro-
phe and dutifully try to 
adapt fail to do so.

Kodak invented the digi-
tal camera in 1975, and 
nonetheless went bankrupt 
in 2012 thanks to digital 
photography. This story is 
often told as “complacent 
incumbent misses the revo-
lution,” but that’s simplis-
tic. Kodak’s 1975 camera 
was cumbersome and not 
very useful until ordinary 
people had computers. 
When the digital era finally 
arrived, Kodak invested bil-
lions in producing digital 
cameras and acquired a 
photo-sharing site called 
Ofoto.

Unfortunately, Kodak was 
an also-ran in every new 
business it entered. Which 
wasn’t entirely surprising. If 
you wanted to create a digi-
tal photography company, 
you probably wouldn’t staff 
it with 145,000 employees of 

a company that made cam-
eras and film — not even if 
one of them was a prodigy 
like Zuckerberg.

There’s a telling moment 
early in Zuckerberg’s pre-
sentation on the metaverse 
when one of his employees 
mentions “Arizona Sun-
shine,” a video game for the 
Oculus headset. On cue, 
Zuckerberg says “I love ‘Ari-
zona Sunshine’! That game 
basically got me and my 
friends through the first few 
months of the pandemic.”

Though Zuckerberg’s de-
livery is wooden, I’d bet the 
statement was sincere. In it, 
I heard echoes of Face-
book’s creation story — 
something Zuckerberg and 
his buddies cooked up in a 
Harvard dorm room that 
they wanted to use them-
selves. Zuckerberg’s partic-
ular genius isn’t coding, but 
wanting what the rest of us 
would want if we under-
stood what was possible.

But such gifts are limited 
by one’s environment. 
When Zuckerberg founded 
Facebook, he was one 
19-year-old college student 
with a computer, among mil-
lions. A decade ago, when 

he was pushing the com-
pany to focus on mobile 
rather than desktop and 
buying Instagram for $1 bil-
lion, he was a 28-year-old 
entrepreneur. Now he’s a bil-
lionaire, one of only thou-
sands, and he has aged out 
of the coveted 18- to 
34-year-old demographic. 
His friends have virtual real-
ity headsets so they can 
play “Arizona Sunshine” to-
gether.

Maybe Zuckerberg and 
his friends have once again 
grasped the future just a lit-
tle bit before the rest of us. 
But it seems more likely that 
the future belongs to people 
we’ve never heard of — 
those without a legacy busi-
ness to worry about or a 
thick layer of money and 
fame insulating them from 
the longings of ordinary us-
ers. That doesn’t mean 
they’ll be better people, or 
that we’ll be any happier 
with their virtual creations 
than we are with the real 
world. But it will make for a 
change.
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T rees are one of the most im-
portant tools in combating 
climate change — the most 

pressing issue of our day as con-
veyed by the recent COP26. Yet, 
here in Honolulu, we are cutting 
down trees at an astronomical 
rate, straggling behind other cities 
with only a 20% tree canopy cover. 
Through satellite GPS, it was dis-
covered that more than 76,000 
trees had been cut down in just 
four years.

Despite various tree planting ini-
tiatives, each year Hawaii loses 
more trees than planted. Large 
trees are cut down and there is a 
general antipathy toward trees 
“causing rubbish.” We must stop 
this war on trees.

On Hawaii Arbor Day, being ob-
served today, we can take action 
to not only plant, but preserve 
trees that took decades to grow 
into the canopy that we enjoy.

Hawaii Arbor Day be-
gan on Nov. 3, 1905, 
when Territorial Gov. 
George Carter commem-
orated the occasion by 
planting a breadfruit 
tree. November was cho-
sen because it’s the be-
ginning of the rainy 
season, a good time to 
plant. Queen Liliuokalani 
herself visited Lahain-
aluna and planted a 
royal palm, stating “as 
that tree grows up in 
strength and beauty, so I 
hope that they (the chil-
dren) will grow also, 
strong and noble, and 
that they will be a pride 
to their parents, to the school and 
the country.”

In 1907, President Theodore 
Roosevelt created National Arbor 
Day, choosing April when trees are 
in their full glory. Appreciation for 
trees spans cultures and time. An-

cient Chinese believe 
the peach tree sym-
bolizes longevity, Jap-
anese revere the pine 
and bamboo as evi-
denced by our tradi-
tion of kadomatsu. 
Swedish considered 
the cosmos “Yggdra-
sil” a tree, and the 
kukui nut represents 
guidance and enlight-
enment.

So when did we 
stop appreciating 
trees?

Perhaps we’ve for-
gotten their many ben-
efits. During the 
COVID-19 pandemic, 

many rediscovered the healing ef-
fects of nature. Research con-
cludes trees reduce stress and 
boost immunity. Trending in Japan 
is forest bathing, shinrin-yoku, be-
ing immersed in the sight, sound 
and smell of the forest is used as 

“a preventative self care in re-
sponse to stressful conditions of 
living in an urbanized society.” In 
fact, Forest Bathing Hawaii is rec-
ommended by Forbes, New York 
Times and NatGeo as one of the 
best experiences in Hawaii.

We know that trees serve as a 
“carbon sink,” the liver of our 
planet, absorbing polluting gases 
and filtering particulates. Trees be-
come crucial on an island recharg-
ing our ever-depleting aquifers, 
enabling rain and surface water to 
infiltrate the ground, slowing ero-
sion and acidification of coral 
reefs. They protect us from UV 
rays, reduce heat, and lessen de-
pendence on air conditioning. In a 
state concerned with diabetes, 
tree-shaded streets encourage 
people to walk and jog more and 
that interaction encourages a 
sense of community.

Beauty of trees impact property. 
Studies show that homes land-
scaped with trees sell more 

quickly and for more than homes 
without trees and on an entire 
street lined with trees, homes can 
be worth as much as 25% more. 
People shop and linger at malls 
longer when trees are present.

We have a chance with Hawaii 
Arbor Day to act. To start, visit 
your nearest botanical garden, 
then get involved. There are many 
organizations in Hawaii doing 
good work and more initiatives on 
the way. Just join up! The Outdoor 
Circle, Malama O Manoa and 
Smart Trees Pacific help with 
adopt-a-tree giveaway events. 
Want to create a better neighbor-
hood? Trees for Honolulu’s Fu-
ture’s “Trees for Kaimuki ” is a 
model for communities. Kaulu-
nani’s Citizen Forester Program, 
an award-winning tree-plotting 
program, certifies citizen forest-
ers.

This Arbor Day, remember: 
Plant and protect … it’s cooler 
with trees.

The first thing to know 
about the “Let’s go 
Brandon” thing is: It’s 

funny. Or at least, it started 
out funny.

In case you don’t know 
what I’m talking about, 
here’s how it started. In Sep-
tember, largely or even en-
tirely in response to the 
Biden administration’s 
botched handling of our 
withdrawal from Afghani-
stan, crowds at various 
sporting events started 
chanting, “F— Joe Biden!”

That’s not funny or appro-
priate. But maybe under-
standable, given how badly 
he botched the pullout. On 
Oct. 2, NASCAR driver Bran-
don Brown won a big race. 
While he was being inter-
viewed by a reporter, the 
crowd could be heard in 
 the background chanting,  
“F— Joe Biden!” The reporter 
either mistakenly or deliber-

ately assured Brown and the 
audience that the crowd was 
actually chanting, “Let’s go 
Brandon.”

I’m sorry, but that’s funny. 
And that’s why “Let’s go 
Brandon” was off from the 
races to viral status on so-
cial media and beyond.

But it has gotten weird. 
Last week Friday, a South-
west Airlines pilot ad-
dressed the cabin over the 
PA system and, according to 
Associated Press reporter 
Colleen Long, who was on 
the plane, concluded his 
normal remarks with “Let’s 
go Brandon.”

In response, a lot of folks 
are losing their Let’s-Go-Bran-
doning minds.

“‘Let’s Go Brandon’ has 
become the MAGA version 
of ‘Sieg Heil,’” one lawyer de-
clared on Twitter. Liberal ra-
dio host Dean Obeidallah 
tweeted: “Southwest Air-

lines is now the pro-Jan. 6 
terrorist attack airlines.” Ac-
cording to a Yale professor, a 
pilot saying “Let’s go Bran-
don” is comparable to say-
ing “Long Live ISIS!” And 
that’s just a small taste.

Meanwhile, Republican 
politicians are getting in on 
the act. Ted Cruz is posing 
for pictures with the phrase 
front and center. South Caro-
lina Rep. Jeff Duncan posted 
a selfie wearing a mask with 
“Let’s go Brandon” printed 
on it. If you donate $45 or 
more to the Trump opera-
tion, they’ll give you a “Let’s 
go Brandon” T-shirt.

Florida Rep. Bill Posey 

concluded a floor speech 
with “Let’s go Brandon.” Not 
exactly Cato the Elder end-
ing every speech with “Car-
thago delenda est” 
(Carthage must be de-
stroyed).

What to make of all this?
First, folks on the left need 

to lighten up. “Let’s go Bran-
don” isn’t “Sieg Heil.” This 
thing hasn’t caught on be-
cause Republicans are Nazis; 
it has caught on because lots 
of Americans, including 
many who voted for him, 
think President Biden is do-
ing badly on many fronts.

Moreover, let’s not pre-
tend that there isn’t a long, 
often patriotic, tradition of 
American citizens criticizing 
and insulting politicians.

Indeed, one of the things 
fueling the “Let’s go Bran-
don” stuff is liberal hypoc-
risy. When Donald Trump 
was president, there was no 
shortage of mockery and ex-
pletives hurled his way. Rob-
ert De Niro got a standing 
ovation for profanity di-
rected at Trump during the 

Tony Awards. Rep. Rashida 
Tlaib used similar salty lan-
guage, without liberals taking 
to their fainting couches.

I get that some might think 
Trump’s a special case, given 
how much he soiled the pres-
idency and the discourse. I 
don’t remember anyone try-
ing to cancel Eminem for an 
expletive in his anti-Bush 
track “Mosh,” released just 
before the 2004 election.

But as is so often the case 
when liberals use a double 
standard, conservatives sud-
denly discover it, too. Parti-
sans on the right were often 
outraged by crude attacks on 
Republican presidents. They 
condemned such epithets as 
offensive and disrespectful. 
Now they think they’re great. 
If the left should lighten up, 
the right should grow up.

Part of the problem driv-
ing this coarseness is the 
breakdown of the blood-
brain barrier between social 
media and real life. Often, 
what’s funny or arguably de-
fensible on Twitter, TikTok or 
Facebook is simply inappro-

priate in real life.
The way social media en-

courage people to behave 
like jackasses is itself part of 
a deeper and more perni-
cious trend in society. In his 
book “A Time to Build,” Yu-
val Levin catalogs how lead-
ers — in politics, business, 
sports, media — increasingly 
use their institutions as “plat-
forms” to perform on, rather 
than the organizations mold-
ing their members to specific 
missions. De Niro used 
award shows to lecture and 
scold. Colin Kaepernick used 
the NFL as a platform for his 
causes. Trump saw the presi-
dency as a stage on which he 
could celebrate himself.

Levin argues that the first 
job of a leader is to ask, 
“What’s my role here?” If that 
Southwest Airlines pilot or 
Posey seriously grappled 
with that question, they 
wouldn’t have said, “Let’s go 
Brandon.” They would have 
said, “Let’s not.”

‘Let’s go Brandon’ not raising 
the level of political discourse

Don’t expect Zuckerberg to be 
the one delivering metaverse
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