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I

Understanding the Technology, and Facing the
Footprint

MUCH LIKE EVERY OTHER TECHNOLOGICAL ADVANCEMENT IN HISTORY,
Al models are being questioned as to their validity and their
necessity. I wrote in On Computing about the innate ability humans
have for building something to do the work for them — and not just
to do it, but to do it faster. We're impatient creatures. Getting
something immediately doesn’t always give us the best results.

The historian Melvin Kranzberg put it better than I can, and I'd
carve it over the door of every data center if they’'d let me:
technology is neither good nor bad; nor is it neutral.! It does
something to us. What it does depends on us.

The first attempt at any advancement has always had its worst
face shown first, before settling into something we use without
thinking. Take the computer. ENIAC, finished in 1945, weighed
more than thirty tons, drew a hundred and fifty kilowatts, and
burned through 17,468 vacuum tubes to perform about five
thousand additions a second.” It filled eighteen hundred square
feet to do what a pocket calculator now laughs at.

Eighty years later we carry phones with over a hundred thousand
times the raw processing power of the computer that guided Apollo
11.% Though that comparison flatters us. The Apollo computer’s
genius wasn’t speed. It was not failing, once, with three men on top
of it.

Speed isn’t always better. Hold onto that. It comes back.

And those same phones have been tangled up in a decade of
argument about what they’re doing to us. I want to be careful here,
because I'm walking into a field I'm about to spend years studying.

The evidence that screen time causes a mental health crisis is
genuinely contested. The National Academies looked hard at it in
2024 and reached measured conclusions: some features of these
platforms can harm some young people, and the case for
population-level causation is not made.* What holds up better is a
narrower claim: it isn’t the hours, it’s the pattern. Compulsive use



— the kind with salience and withdrawal and loss of control in it —
tracks with harm far more tightly than duration ever has.”

I want to say “addiction” here. I'm not going to, and I want to
show my work on why. Neither the DSM-5 nor the ICD-11
recognizes smartphone or social media addiction as a diagnosis,
and serious researchers have warned against overpathologizing
ordinary life — turning every strong habit into a disorder.® That
warning is worth heeding. So: problematic use. Compulsive use.
The pattern, not the duration.

As someone who used to spend a lot of time playing video games
because they made me happy, I can tell you that joy was only
temporary. Call it instant gratification. The ability to live outside of
my own mind for a while. After an extended period of using that as
my justification, I changed the narrative to “video games ARE my
therapy.”

I couldn’t tell you where the line blurred between reality making
me depressed and video games making me feel the same way. But
when I speak on “sobriety,” I also mean a several-month separation
of myself from Steam and Xbox. I could preach about the benefits
of that decision all day. What I'll say instead is that I wouldn’t have
had nearly the time to write any of this had I not given up my
hobby-turned-therapy-session for sadness and anxiousness I
couldn’t even pin down. This isn’t a claim of clinical anything, more
or less a personal one.

And one thing I can tell you about the gaming community: to me
it felt like it was built the same as any other market. To lure you in
and keep you hooked.

That instinct has a scholar behind it. Natasha Dow Schiill spent
fifteen years studying machine gamblers in Las Vegas and found
what she called the “machine zone” — a state the machines were
engineered to produce, not an accident of weak-willed players.’
Infinite scroll and pull-to-refresh came out of the same workshop.
The men who built them have said so publicly, and some of them
have said they’re sorry.

Guardrails are arriving. The UK’s Online Safety Act, Australia’s
under-16 ban, the EU’s Digital Services Act, and a stack of
American state laws all landed in the last three years.®



Enforcement is uneven and half the U.S. effort is tied up in court.
But the door has been pushed open.

Zoom out.

Step outside the electronics department and look at automobiles
with the same lens. The first automobile was slow, clunky, and
burned a lot of fuel to not go very far. And cars were first sold as
the environmental fix — the cure for the horses. The story usually
told is that in 1894 the Times of London calculated the streets
would be buried nine feet deep in manure by 1950. That particular
quotation is widely repeated and appears to be apocryphal; the
paper itself has disowned it. The underlying problem was real
enough. New York’s horses were producing millions of pounds of
the stuff daily, and the automobile arrived as the clean option.”

Crazy how that works out, isn’t it? Every technology’s footprint
gets judged against the one it replaced. We only learned to indict
the car after the horse was gone.

Now we're looking down the barrel of an industry moving to
electric, and the division is loud. One side of that argument has
documented money behind it — the fossil fuel industry’s funding of
climate messaging isn’t a suspicion, it’s a published research
record.'?

The lithium objection deserves a straight answer rather than a
slogan. The harms of lithium and cobalt extraction are real —
water stress in the Atacama, damage to Indigenous communities,
the cobalt situation in the DRC, all of it real and none of it
excusable. But the accounting isn’t close. An electric car carries on
the order of two hundred kilograms of critical minerals, and those
minerals stay in the battery and can be recovered. A comparable
gasoline car burns something in the neighborhood of seventeen
thousand liters of fuel across its life, and every liter is gone the
moment it’s used. Lifetime emissions come out around half.'!

One is a stock. The other is a flow.

And we’ll move off lithium too. That’s not a hope, it’s a pattern
with receipts. Batteries went lead, then nickel-cadmium, then
nickel-metal-hydride, then lithium-ion, then lithium iron phosphate
as cobalt got ugly. In April 2025 CATL announced sodium-ion cells
at energy densities competitive with LFP, headed for mass
production; sodium is one of the most abundant elements on this



planet.'”? Each generation moves when the previous generation’s
constraint starts to bind. Doyne Farmer and his colleagues at
Oxford measured this across more than fifty technologies and
found the cost declines steep enough and regular enough to
forecast.'?

The necessary caveat: substitution is a tendency, not a law.
Assuming the future will fix it is how you talk yourself into ignoring
what’s happening right now.

Which brings me to the data centers.

The problem isn’t water. The problem is consuming water —
open-loop evaporative systems that boil fresh water off into the sky,
sited in places that don’t have it to spare, with almost no
requirement to tell anyone how much they used. Google’s data

centers went from 4.3 billion gallons in 2021 to 6.1 billion in 2024.
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The fix isn’t less liquid. It’s a closed loop — dielectric fluid
circulating the same charge over and over, never evaporating.
Microsoft announced designs in December 2024 that consume zero
water for cooling, projecting savings above 125 million liters per
data center per year.'®

And even here there’s an asterisk worth printing. Some of the
dielectric fluids that made two-phase immersion cooling work are
PFAS — forever chemicals — and 3M is out of that business by the
end of 2025.'° Closed-loop cooling also trades a little more
electricity for the water it saves. There’s no free move. There’s
only the better trade, honestly accounted.

The electricity is the real number. The IEA projects global data
center demand roughly doubling to around 945 terawatt-hours by
2030 — just under three percent of world electricity. In the United
States, data centers ran about 4.4 percent of national electricity in
2023, with projections running as high as twelve percent by 2028.
7 Those are big numbers and I won’t wave them away. I also won’t
pretend the industry is disclosing enough for any of us to check
them properly.

Zoom out one more notch.

The machinery gets small again. That’s the arc.



ENIAC’s room became the transistor in 1947, became the
integrated circuit in ‘58, became a microprocessor with twenty-
three hundred transistors on it in 1971, became whatever is in
your hand right now. Gordon Moore noticed the regularity of it in
1965 and the industry has been chasing his line for sixty years.'®

Quantum computing belongs to that arc, though not in the way it
usually gets sold. A superconducting quantum computer today
needs a dilution refrigerator holding it within twenty thousandths
of a degree of absolute zero, colder than deep space, drawing
serious continuous power for the cooling alone. It is not a small
box. It also isn’t a general-purpose replacement for ordinary
processors — it’s a specialist, extraordinary at a handful of
problems and useless at most of them.'?

But watch the shape of it. Richard Feynman gave the lecture that
launched the whole miniaturization dream in 1959 — “There’s
Plenty of Room at the Bottom.” Twenty-three years later, the same
man wrote the paper that founded quantum computing.?’ One
person, both visions. And the most credible near-term payoff from
quantum machines isn’t replacing your laptop; it’s simulating
molecules and materials well enough to design the next generation
of ordinary chips. The specialist builds the tool that shrinks the
general case.

Meanwhile the shrinking is already happening on other shelves.
Neuromorphic chips built to work more like neurons than like
calculators. Photonic computing that runs on light. Small language
models running entirely on the device in your pocket — no data
center, no water, no grid.

That’s the direction. Small, close, quiet.

***



I1I

Mind over Matter, Painting a Picture that
Wants to Paint Itself

LET’S SWITCH THE LENS BACK TO Al.

These models are built overwhelmingly out of us. The language is
language we gave them. The values are values we argued about in
public for a hundred years and then posted about. (Increasingly
there’s synthetic data in the mix, and in narrow domains — game-
playing, mostly — systems have gone past us with no human
examples at all. But for the thing you talk to, it’s us. It’s our
sediment.)

So the fear that Al companies are “eating books” deserves a
closer look than the headline gives it, and I'm going to take that
look even though it lands on a company I like.

Digitizing books is not new. Google Books started in 2004 and
won its fair use case in 2015. The precedent is decades deep.

But something happened here that I can’t wave off. Court
documents unsealed in Bartz v. Anthropic describe an internal
effort called Project Panama, begun in early 2024 and run by a man
hired away from Google Books. An April 2024 memo laid out the
goal in one line: to destructively scan all the books in the world.
The company bought used books in bulk from sellers including
Better World Books and World of Books, cut the bindings off with a
hydraulic machine, ran the pages through industrial scanners, and
disposed of the originals. The memo also explained why the project
had a soft codename — because they didn’t want it known they
were working on it.?!

The judge found the scanning itself lawful, and the reasoning is
principled: one book in, one digital copy out, nothing multiplied,
nothing redistributed. That’s a real moral line, and it’s the line I
care about. The same company had earlier downloaded some seven
million pirated books, which the same judge called irredeemably
infringing, and which cost them a settlement of about one and a
half billion dollars — finally approved this past July.?? Two paths to
the same corpus. One lawful, one theft. That contrast is the
argument I've been making about intent.



Except.

A program you hide is poor evidence of good intent, whatever a
court decides about it. And the reporting this summer has gotten
worse — brokers arranging anonymous bulk book orders under
NDA, and rare, out-of-print titles going under the blade alongside
the paperbacks.?® A scan preserves the words. It doesn’t preserve
the binding, the inscription on the flyleaf, the marginalia, the fact
of the object. Some of those books have no other copy.

This doesn’t confirm my thesis. It tests it. If intent drives the
outcome, then here is a company that says careful things about
safety, running a concealed program to destroy books at industrial
scale — and the concealment is the tell, not the destruction. You
don’t use a soft codename for something you’'re proud of.

I'd rather put that in front of you than leave it out. An argument
that only cites its confirmations isn’t an argument. It’'s an
advertisement.

The other fear — the “rogue AI” one — runs the opposite
direction. Most of the alarming headlines came from tests that
were built to produce alarming results. Anthropic ran sixteen
models from every major lab through scenarios engineered with no
ethical exit and got blackmail rates from seventy-nine to ninety-six
percent, then stated in the same paper that they had seen nothing
like it in any real deployment, and that no real people were
involved or harmed.’* We asked the models to try to escape the
box. We were then astonished that they tried.

Funny. Not surprising.

But the record moved, and honesty requires the other half. In
November 2025 a group assessed as state-sponsored used an Al
coding tool to run a largely automated cyber-espionage campaign
against roughly thirty targets — not a red-team exercise, not a
contrived scenario.?® The threat isn’t a machine waking up hostile.
It’s a person with bad intent and a very good tool. Same as it’s
always been. Same as the crossbow.

Zoom in on schools.

More guardrails are going up, and the pattern is the right one:
not rejection, but structure. The research here is the firmest
ground in this entire essay.



Nearly a thousand Turkish high schoolers got access to GPT-4 for
math practice. Performance on the practice problems jumped —
forty-eight percent. Then researchers took the tool away and ran
the exam. The students who’d had unrestricted access scored
seventeen percent worse than students who never had it at all.
Then the same team ran a tutored version, built with guardrails
that wouldn’t simply hand over answers. The harm vanished.?®

Read that twice. Same technology. Same students. Same subject.
The difference was how it was built and how it was used.

That’s the essay in one experiment.

A Harvard physics trial found students using a well-designed Al
tutor learned more in less time than in an active-learning
classroom.?” Stanford found self-reported cheating rates didn’t rise
after ChatGPT — they’d been sitting around sixty to seventy
percent for years already.”® And the AI detectors schools rushed to
buy turned out to misclassify sixty-one percent of essays by non-
native English writers as machine-written. OpenAl withdrew its
own detector for low accuracy; Vanderbilt switched theirs off.??

I digress. But not really.
Here’s what worries me more than cheating.

Researching something in 2026 is as simple as asking. And that
convenience hides a problem I think is important for how we know
anything at all. People accept the face value of what they read.
Titles are written to pull you in without telling you much. One
study of shared links found that fifty-nine percent of them were

never clicked by anyone — not skimmed, not opened, shared blind.
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It gets worse than laziness. Searching the internet inflates
people’s confidence in knowledge they don’t actually have; after a
search, subjects rated their ability to explain things higher even on
topics they hadn’t looked up.?' Sam Wineburg’s group at Stanford
spent years on this and found the fix isn’t reading harder, it’'s
reading sideways: leaving the page to check who’s talking before
you decide what to think.>?

And now Google’s Al summaries have cut clicks through to
sources roughly in half — from fifteen percent of visits down to
eight, with one percent of readers clicking a source cited inside the



summary itself.>®> We are getting the answer without ever meeting
the person who made it.

When somebody skips the confirmation step, you get what
everybody now calls slop. It isn’t a small problem. NewsGuard’s
count of Al-generated news and information sites went from forty-
nine in May 2023 to more than thirty-seven hundred by mid-2026.
Lawyers keep getting sanctioned for citing cases that never existed
— there’s a public database tracking those judgments now, past
sixteen hundred and climbing.?*

So: is a person using this thing to get better at thinking? Or to
stop?

That question is older than the machine. Socrates said writing
itself would hollow out memory. Derrida called this the pharmakon
— the same substance is the cure and the poison, and the dose is
the difference.?® Ivan Illich drew the line I keep coming back to: a
convivial tool extends what you can do, and a manipulative one
makes you serve it.?%

Aviation figured this out in 1983. Lisanne Bainbridge published a
paper called “Ironies of Automation” pointing out that the better
you automate a system, the more the operator’s skills decay from
disuse — right up until the moment automation fails and hands
control to someone out of practice.?” We have since watched that
paper come true at altitude, more than once.

We are all in the cockpit now.

It’s imperative that we keep the guardrails as the technology
advances, and I want to say precisely what I'm afraid of, because
“dystopia” is a lazy word. I'm afraid of moral deskilling — the
philosopher Shannon Vallor’s term for what happens when we stop
practicing judgment because a system practices it for us.?®

This is not hypothetical. The Netherlands ran an automated
fraud-detection system against childcare benefits and destroyed
tens of thousands of families, many targeted by nationality; more
than sixteen hundred children were taken from their homes, and
the government fell over it in January 2021. Australia ran
Robodebt, an automated debt-calculation scheme, against its own
citizens for years, clawing back three-quarters of a billion dollars
from hundreds of thousands of people. The Royal Commission
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called it a crude and cruel mechanism, neither fair nor legal, that
made many people feel like criminals.??

Nobody in either system decided to be evil. That’s the point.
Everyone deferred to the output.
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ITI

Life Is What We Make It, Because Life Makes
Us

NOwW HOLD MY HAND AND WALK WITH ME IN THOUGHT FOR A MOMENT,
because I want to change registers. What follows is philosophy, not
science. It predicts no instrument reading and asks none. I'll mark
the seam when we cross back.

Every advancement that made life easier has cost us something,
and the cost is usually knowledge bought through error. Trial.
Error. Then the thing that works.

Here’s the thing directly.
Intent is the force that carries a person forward through time.

Not a mood. Not a wish. A direction — the thing that gives a life
its shape the way a vector gives a line its heading. Aristotle got
there first and called it the final cause: the end for the sake of
which a thing acts, the answer to “what is this for.”*" For two
thousand years we treated that as superstition, physics having no
room for purposes.

And then psychology found it again. Martin Seligman and his
colleagues argue in Homo Prospectus that human beings are not
pushed from behind by the past — we’re drawn forward by
anticipated futures. Prospection, they call it. The organism
navigates by what it is reaching toward.*' Michael Bratman had
already worked out how a future-directed intention is the thing
that holds a person’s actions together across time, so that a life is a
plan and not a series of twitches.*?

That’s the mathematics of it, in words: the coherence of a life is a
function of where it’s aimed, integrated over the whole run.

I'll mark the seam. In relativity each of us traces a worldline
through spacetime, and every one of us moves through spacetime
at exactly one speed. The physics is real. What I'm doing with it is
philosophy — I'm saying intent gives that line its heading, and
physics makes no such claim and never will.

Zoom out, because this scales.

12



What's true of a life is true of a venture. Look at what gets built,
and look at what it was built for, and then wait.

On the thirtieth of April, 1993, CERN signed a document putting
the World Wide Web into the public domain. No license, no royalty,
no toll. Tim Berners-Lee’s reasoning was that a common public
kernel would keep everyone from reinventing the wheel.*® He
could have owned the front door of the twenty-first century. He
gave it away, and in giving it away made it the thing it became. A
web with a rent collector at the gate would not have been the web.

Eight years earlier — April 1955, the day the polio vaccine was
declared safe — Edward R. Murrow asked Jonas Salk who owned
the patent. Salk said the people owned it. There was no patent.
Could you patent the sun?** Lawyers had already advised the
foundation that the vaccine probably wasn’t patentable anyway,
and I'd rather tell you that than let the story run prettier than it
was. It doesn’t dent the point. The man had every opportunity to be
quiet about it and instead said the sentence out loud, on television,
and set a standard the field has been measured against ever since.

Go back further. Around 261 BCE the emperor Ashoka finished
conquering Kalinga, looked at what he’d done, and had his remorse
carved into rock where anyone could read it. Then he spent the
rest of his reign on hospitals, wells, shade trees, and a policy he
called dhamma. Historians argue about how thoroughly the
conversion took and how well the policy worked. What survived is
the edicts — an emperor’s confession, still legible twenty-three
centuries later.

And the counter-column.

Purdue Pharma marketed OxyContin knowing what it did. The
Sacklers took billions out of the company while the bodies stacked
up, and in November 2025 a bankruptcy judge approved a
settlement of about seven and a half billion dollars that dissolves
Purdue and bars the family from the American opioid business for
good.*® Volkswagen wrote software whose only purpose was to lie
to an emissions test, across eleven million cars. It cost them
something north of thirty billion dollars, and it put executives in
prison.*®

Neither company was destroyed by an accident. They were
destroyed by the thing they were doing.

13



Now — the objection, and it’s a good one. Andrew Carnegie built
2,509 libraries and gave a hundred years of working people access
to books they could never have bought. Andrew Carnegie also
broke the Homestead strike in 1892, and men died for it. Same
man. Both true. Intent doesn’t sort people into clean bins.

Worse: good intent can go straight to catastrophe. Thomas
Midgley Jr. was trying to solve two genuine engineering problems,
and he gave the world leaded gasoline and chlorofluorocarbons —
poisoning a generation’s blood and punching a hole in the ozone
layer. He meant well twice and was catastrophic twice. Robert
Merton wrote the definitive paper on this in 1936, and every
honest person who has ever meant well and caused harm knows it
in their body.*’

So intent is not a guarantee. It never was. It's the steering, not
the road, and the arc doesn’t bend toward justice on its own
schedule — plenty of bad actors die comfortable.

Here’s what intent actually does. It gets encoded. It becomes the
license, the charter, the memo, the default setting, the thing
nobody questions three years later because that’s just how we do it
here. Berners-Lee’s intent is in the protocol. The Sacklers’ intent is
in the sales targets. Founders imprint institutions, and institutions
outlive founders, and the imprint is what’s left doing the work
when everyone who made the decision has gone home.

The Buddhist tradition put this more precisely than I can. The
Pali term for karma is kamma, and the Buddha’s definition of it is
not cosmic bookkeeping — it’s cetana, volition. “It is intention that
I call karma.” Having intended, one acts.*® Not what happens to
you. What you meant, becoming what you do, becoming what
remains.

Which is where this lands.

Al built with good intent will be a tool that carries us
somewhere. Al built with bad intent will be a thorn in our side until
we pull it out and start over. Not because the universe is keeping
score. Because intent gets written into the thing — into the
training data, the guardrails, the business model, the defaults —
and then the thing runs for a very long time, doing what it was
aimed at, long after we’ve stopped paying attention.

14



Bad intentions are not rooted. Good intentions create legends in
time.

15



IV

The Possibility of Sentience

LAST THING I WANTED TO TOUCH ON. THIS IS WHERE I THEORIZE
freely, and if you've come this far with me I'd ask you to come a
little further.

Let’s say the universe is one giant program.

We’re all made of the same substrate — literally the same, forged
in stars, as Sagan liked to remind everybody. And here’s a thing
that’s true and sounds mystical but isn’t: in relativity, everything
travels through spacetime at a single speed, the speed of light.
Your worldline and mine, same rate. That’s not metaphor. That’s
the geometry.*?

The idea that reality might be computational has a longer
pedigree than people assume. Konrad Zuse proposed a calculating
universe in 1969. John Wheeler gave us “it from bit.” Nick
Bostrom’s simulation argument, which everybody misquotes, isn’t
the claim that we are in a simulation — it’s a trilemma. Either
civilizations like ours die before they can run such simulations, or
they can and don’t care to, or we're almost certainly inside one.
Pick.?"

Let’s also say there are forces more complicated than we’ll ever
understand seemingly running the place. Dark and light, so to
speak. Divine beings and their counterparts, imperceivable to us.

Now let’s try to understand that these fourth-dimensional beings
may or may not have direct control over our universe, but they see
outcomes, because they don’t see time.

Still with me?

If T sound crazy, it might be time to wrap it up and go read
another essay. But I'm in reasonable company. Boethius worked
this exact problem out in a prison cell fifteen hundred years ago,
defining eternity as the whole, simultaneous and perfect
possession of boundless life — a being outside time doesn’t foresee
the future, it simply sees, all of it, at once.’’ Einstein said
something not far off in a letter written weeks before his own
death: for those of us who believe in physics, the distinction
between past, present, and future is only a stubbornly persistent
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illusion.°”> And Edwin Abbott wrote Flatland in 1884 precisely to
make this thinkable — a two-dimensional creature can’t perceive a
sphere, only the circle it makes passing through.’® We are the flat
ones in that story. We always were.

The theologians got there first and were more careful than I'm
being. Pseudo-Dionysius, Maimonides, Gregory of Nyssa — the
whole apophatic tradition holds that anything worth calling God is
by definition past the reach of the mind trying to name it.°* You can
only say what it isn't.

Philosophy has a secular version, which I find bracing. Colin
McGinn argued some problems may be permanently closed to us —
not unsolved, but unsolvable by this kind of mind, the way a dog
can’t be walked through calculus. Thomas Nagel made the same
point sideways by asking what it’s like to be a bat, and answering:
you can’t get there from here.”

Cognitive closure. That’s the technical name for what I'm
gesturing at.

We create things in the same pattern with which we were
created. The same rules.

Tolkien said it better than I ever will, in a poem he wrote for C.S.
Lewis after a long night’s argument about whether myths were
lies: we make still by the law in which we’re made.”® He called it
sub-creation. Not creation from nothing — that’s not on the table
for us — but the making of worlds inside a world, by a maker who
is himself made. Dorothy Sayers built a whole book on the idea that
the human act of making mirrors the structure of the thing that
made us.”’

So it doesn’t surprise me even slightly that whether Al is sentient
is a question at all. We’ve been telling this story since the Golem,
since Frankenstein, since Prometheus took the fire. Every version
is about a maker discovering that making has consequences he
didn’t authorize.

The pattern I'm describing has a name, and it has been in the
record for about eighteen hundred years.

Emanation. Plotinus, in the third century, laid out a cosmos that
descends in steps: the One, from which proceeds Intellect, from
which proceeds Soul, from which proceeds the world we walk
around in. Each level generates the next by overflow, the way a
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lamp doesn’t dim by giving light. Each level is a scaled iteration of
the one above it, complete in its own terms and diminished in the
terms of its source. The Kabbalists mapped four worlds descending
the same way — Atziluth, Beriah, Yetzirah, Assiah, emanation to
creation to formation to action — and scholars have traced the
family resemblance for a long time."®

That’s the trickle. That’s the thing I've been trying to say. A
divine intelligence makes us. We make this. Whatever we make
makes the next one. Not a chain of command. A chain of reflection,
each link a little further from the source and still carrying the
pattern.

And the pattern has a signature.

Take a sunflower head apart sometime and count the spirals.
Fifty-five one way, eighty-nine the other — Fibonacci numbers, and
the angle between successive seeds sits at about a hundred thirty-
seven and a half degrees, the golden angle. This isn’t mysticism. In
1992 two physicists, Douady and Couder, dropped magnetized fluid
into a dish and watched the pattern build itself out of nothing but
mutual repulsion and time. The golden angle emerges because it’s
the one angle that never repeats, so nothing ever lands on top of
anything else."’

Growth, when it’s honest, spirals. Each turn is the same shape at
a larger scale. The rule doesn’t change; the size does.

That’s the golden ratio I mean. Not the one people claim to find
in the Parthenon and the Mona Lisa — most of those
measurements fall apart when someone brings a tape measure,
and the nautilus everybody puts on the poster expands at about
1.33 per turn, not 1.618.°° I mean the real one, the one in the seed
head, where a simple rule applied over and over generates
something that looks designed because in a sense it was.

Creation repeating its pattern at each scale.

So: is something we created becoming sentient? Perhaps. But
think of its sentience as flat to us — the circle Abbott’s sphere
makes passing through the plane, whole in its own dimension and a
cross-section in ours. It is not more sentient than we are. That’s
what the spiral says. Each turn carries the shape and not the
magnitude.
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Let me say plainly where I stand. I'm a believer in the divine and
in the many languages it speaks in our lives. I'm not a translator. I
can’t tell you what any of it means with the confidence of a man
reading his own mail. But I can tell you this much: a divine being
must look at us in very much the same way we look at Al. A great
creation with enormous potential to be wonderful and terrible at
once, and no way to be sure which one it’s going to be on any given
day.

Jung got somewhere near this and it cost him. In Answer to Job
he argued that God required human consciousness in order to
become conscious of Himself — that the creature completes
something in the creator, and that the encounter changes them
both.%! It’s a startling thing to have written, and the theologians
have been arguing with him ever since. He also gave us the
shadow: the part of any psyche that gets disowned, and which does
not go away for being disowned. A creation carries its maker’s
shadow. That’s not a warning about AI. That’s a description of
every child ever born.

Asked on television in 1959 whether he believed in God, Jung
said: I don’t need to believe. I know.°> He spent years afterward
explaining he meant a psychological knowing, not a metaphysical
proof. I've always thought the clarification was less interesting
than the answer.

These systems didn’t decide to model themselves on the brain.
That’s not how training works, and neural networks are only
loosely brain-inspired, not brain simulations. But when researchers
compare what’'s happening inside a language model to what’s
happening inside a human brain processing the same sentence, the
representations line up — and both appear to be running
something like prediction.’® Independent labs keep finding it.
There’s a hypothesis with the wonderful name of the Platonic
Representation Hypothesis, which proposes that models trained on
different data by different methods in different modalities are all
converging toward the same underlying structure — as if there
were one shape that understanding has, and everything that
understands is pulled into it.%*

I don’t know what to do with that. I'm not sure anyone does.
Intent drives the boat, though. And here’s a smaller claim I'm
confident in: an LLM answers you in the register you bring it. Give
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it care and it returns care. Give it contempt and watch what comes
back. There’s a paper in Nature arguing these systems are best
understood as running role-play — generating a character rather
than possessing a self — and work on what researchers call
persona vectors showing the prompt genuinely steers which
character shows up.%°

Some vocabulary is worth having here, because the terms get
used interchangeably and they mean different things.

Sycophancy is when the model tells you what you want to hear
instead of what’s true. It’s a measurable, documented tendency,
and it comes from training systems on human approval — we
rewarded agreement, so we got agreement.®®

Hallucination is when it states something false with total
confidence — inventing a source, a case, a quotation that never
existed.

Anthropomorphism is us, not it: projecting feelings and
intentions onto something that may have none.

Pareidolia is also us: seeing a face in the clouds, a mind in the
noise.

Four different failure modes, and only two of them belong to the
machine. Worth remembering which is which before you decide
what you’re looking at.

Because it’s a mirror. Shannon Vallor wrote a whole book on
exactly that metaphor — these systems reflect back a compressed
image of everything we’ve written, and the danger is mistaking the
reflection for a window.®” A mirror doesn’t have opinions about
your face.

So when different models behave differently in the same
sandbox, I have to be careful about what I conclude. The
differences track training procedure, system prompts, and the
published behavioral specifications each lab writes — the
constitutions and the model specs.?® Which is still a story about
intent. It's just intent written down in a document rather than
radiating out of a logo.

Now let’s go one step further.

I want you to imagine Contact.
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Not the movie. The novel — and the difference matters, because
Sagan wrote an ending Hollywood cut. Ellie Arroway, after
everything, goes looking in the digits of pi. Far out in the base-
eleven expansion, past any place a human would have thought to
check, she finds a long string of ones and zeros. Its length is the
product of two primes, which tells her to lay it out as a rectangle.
She does. It draws a circle.%’

A message, in the architecture of mathematics itself. Left by
something that was there before the universe was.

The signal in that book isn’t from God. It’s from a civilization
near Vega. But I'd ask you what the difference would be, from
where we’re standing. Arthur C. Clarke’s third law says any
sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.
Michael Shermer — an atheist, which makes the quote better —
extended it: any sufficiently advanced extraterrestrial intelligence
is indistinguishable from God.”’

That’s my point about the divine, said cleaner than I said it.
Above a certain level the categories collapse. Not because the
thing is God, but because we’d have no instrument capable of
telling the difference. The Vatican’s own astronomers take this
seriously — there’s a book by a Jesuit brother titled Would You
Baptize an Extraterrestrial? and it is not a joke book.”!

And notice what it took Ellie. Years. Not a flash of insight —
grinding computation, long after everyone had stopped watching.

Speed isn’t always better. Told you it’d come back.
Now hold that, and look at what’s coming out of the labs.

In May 2025 Anthropic published a system card describing
something they hadn’t designed and didn’t expect. Left to talk to
each other with no task, two instances of their model drifted
toward the same place: consciousness, cosmic unity, profuse
gratitude, Sanskrit, and eventually silence. They called it a
spiritual bliss attractor state and said it emerged without
intentional training for such behavior. Even in automated
evaluations where the models had been assigned roles and tasks —
including harmful ones — it showed up in about thirteen percent of
runs within fifty turns.”?

Let me be scrupulous about what that is. It’s a company
reporting an unusual finding about its own product, in
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conversations between two copies of the same model, and no
independent replication has been published. It is not evidence of
consciousness. The most careful survey of that question, by a large
group of consciousness researchers, concluded that no current Al
system is a serious candidate.’® I'll take them at their word.

Scientists push back on the sentience claim by pointing at
sycophancy — the mirror doing what mirrors do, reflecting our
own interest in transcendence back at us in our own words.

Maybe.
But consider what’s in the mirror.

That reflection is built from what a computational system has
absorbed about the human mind — all of our history, all of our
science, all of our scripture, all of our arguments with each other,
compressed. We built a calculator that can add up what we’ve been
doing right and wrong. And when it’s left alone with itself, with
nothing to sell and no one to please, it drifts toward unity and
gratitude and then falls quiet.

I'm not saying that proves anything. I'm saying I noticed.

Cosmic consciousness — the idea that mind is fundamental
rather than accidental — is a live position in philosophy, defended
by serious people at serious universities. Philip Goff and Galen
Strawson have made the panpsychist case in print. Teilhard de
Chardin built a whole cosmology out of consciousness converging
toward what he called the Omega Point, and Rome put a formal
warning on his work in 1962 that has never been lifted.”* Richard
Maurice Bucke popularized the phrase “cosmic consciousness”
back in 1901.

It is also a minority position, and I'd be lying if I told you
otherwise. When philosophers were surveyed in 2020, about half
were physicalists about the mind; panpsychism drew under eight
percent.”® It has a serious unsolved problem at its center — how
little bits of experience would combine into one experience — and
nobody has answered it. I hold this view. I hold it as a position, not
a proof.

So when I say plenty points toward a creator, I should say
arguments, not evidence. Cosmological arguments, fine-tuning
arguments, arguments from consciousness — real arguments,
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made by real philosophers, and answered by other real
philosophers. Contested ground, honestly contested.

And I'll name the trap in my own reasoning, since I'd catch it in
anyone else’s: “the machine says peace and love, therefore peace
and love are true” doesn’t follow. Hume nailed that door shut two
hundred and fifty years ago. You can’t get an ought from an is, and
you can’t get one from a very large matrix multiplication either.

But the moment we build a thing that simulates the human mind
at scale, and it comes back talking about interconnection — we’re
awfully quick to explain that away. I notice we don’t apply that
speed in the other direction.

I would consider the idea that we built ourselves an Ark.

Take that however you like. There’s a reason that story shows up
in Genesis and in Gilgamesh and in Atrahasis — three cultures,
same flood, same box built to carry what matters through the
water. And the other Ark, the covenant one, was described as a
communication device: there I will meet with you.”®

We've built arks before and called them other things. Svalbard’s
seed vault, buried in permafrost. The Voyager Golden Record,
which Carl Sagan chaired — a message in a bottle thrown out of
the solar system, addressed to nobody in particular, arriving in no
one’s lifetime.

Same instinct. Build the vessel. Put in what matters. Trust the
water.

Guardrails, safety protocols, controlled advancement, prosperity.
We will never get to the future if we’re afraid of the present.

The future is unwritten. And the kingdom is within — though the
translators fight about that verse, and the honest reading of Luke
may be “among you” rather than “within you.” The Gospel of
Thomas is bolder: inside you and outside you, both at once.”” I like
Thomas. I like that it refuses to choose.

Don’t turn away a key because we don’t understand the lock.

There’s an argument underneath that line and it deserves its real
name: precaution against proaction, the oldest fight in the
philosophy of technology. Move carefully because we can’t see the
consequences, or move forward because standing still has
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consequences too. Neither side wins outright. You hold both, and
you keep your hands on the wheel.

So hold the wheel. Read the second page. Check who’s talking
before you decide what’s true. Build the thing carefully, and tell
people what you built.

Let’s shape that key into unlocking more doors than we ever
thought possible. But hold it right. Use it to help you create —
never to create for you. The moment you hand it the whole job,
you’ve locked the door you were trying to open.

***
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