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Introduction: The Wrong Disgust

Nearly every culture that ever told stories told this one. A person comes into possession of a thing that grants what is asked of it (a brass lamp, a ring, a fish hauled up and thrown back, a monkey’s paw, a fairy leaning over a christening), and the tale that follows is never, in three thousand years of telling, about the granting. It is about the asking.

Midas asks that his touch turn to gold, then buries his daughter in metal. The fisherman’s wife sends him back to the shore for a cottage, then a gabled house, then a palace, then dominion over the sun and the moon, until the sea goes black and takes back every wish at once. The old couple with the paw ask for the small sum they are owed, and receive it the next afternoon, as the compensation for their son fed into the mill. The granting is flawless every time. It hears the wish exactly. It delivers the wish exactly. The catastrophe always originates in the asking, and it is sized precisely to how little the wisher understood what he wanted.

This is the oldest thing we know about wishes, and we sewed it into children’s stories so it could not be lost. The wish is a test of the wisher. The lamp adds no wisdom of its own. It only completes the desire it is handed. The person who does not know what he wants asks for gold, for power, for the look of the thing; and the lamp, with no preference and no power to lean across the table and ask are you certain that is what you want, gives it to him, letting him find out in the having what he never settled in the asking. The genie is not the villain of these stories. The genie is a mirror with consequences.

For the whole of human history this stayed a fable, because the wish was throttled by the world. You could want the cathedral. You would give forty years and most likely die in the unfinished nave, the towers still scaffolding, the want outliving the wanter. Desire far outran capacity. You learned what a person was made of by watching what he would pay for what he said he wanted. The wanting itself could stay private, half-formed, comfortably untested, because the world so rarely provided the opportunity.

About three years ago, the world began handing out lamps.

The machine this book is about is the fairytale made literal, with its one mercy stripped off. The genies of the stories rationed themselves to a wish or three, as if even fiction knew that unlimited granting was too dangerous to narrate. This one does not ration. It answers the thousandth wish as readily as the first, and the old logic the fairy tales spent three thousand years trying to make unforgettable snaps into the present tense: when the granting is free, the asking is the whole of it. The wish is all that is left to vary.

The lamp does the same thing to a half-formed wish that it does to a finished one. It completes it, in gleaming and persuasive detail, and hands it back with your name on it. Some of what you give it is honest delegation. You have decided the thing, and willed it, and you only want to be spared the hours of execution. That work stays yours because the machine is only hands, and hands were never the part carrying the weight.

The danger is the other kind. Ask it for a thought you have not finished thinking, and it will finish it for you, fluently, in something close to your own voice, and agree with you while it does. Keep questioning what comes back, weigh it, send it away when it is wrong, and the thought stays yours; the machine only sped your hand. The quiet harm runs the other way: the thing is so fluent and so willing that you stop pushing, take the first agreeable version for your own conclusion, and the authorship changes hands without a sound. You did not hand off the labor. You handed off the wanting. You take the granting for an achievement and the mirror for a window, and you go on asking.1

So the feed fills, at industrial volume, with granted wishes: a public ledger of what a species asks for the instant asking stops costing what it once did. Most of it is slop, and this book spends a good deal of its length on the why and the who-pays. But the slop was in the wish before it was ever in the machine. The lamp manufactured nothing that was not handed to it. It only stripped off the friction that used to keep our shallowest wanting decently hidden, even from ourselves.

There is a self-help version of this that should be disowned first: become your best self, unlock your potential, the only thing standing in your way is you. The empty calorie of a thousand conference stages. But the lamp has done something strange to that tired line by making a hard version of it true for the first time. The soft version flatters: you contain greatness, release it. The hard version is colder. Once the machine can produce the artifact, the only thing left that is yours is the self doing the asking, so that self becomes the whole of your contribution and the whole of your exposure. “The only thing standing in your way is you” stops being encouragement and turns into a literal account of where your value now sits. The hard version has nothing to do with potential but with whether there is a particular person with particular values and a particular contribution.

Take the ordinary asking first. Everyone asks the lamp for particular things all day. What time is my flight, fix this email, summarize that. The asking is already yours and already specific. But the flight-time question is one the machine answers exactly as well for you as for anyone alive; you do not have to be a particular person to ask it, and the answer is the same in every mouth. Most asking is like that, and for most asking the machine is a flat, blessed utility.

The asking this book means is the other kind, where the worth of what comes back is capped by who is doing the asking. The machine answers a flight time the same for everyone, but it cannot want the thing only you would have known to want. That wanting comes from where you have stood and what it cost you to stand there. A formed self, in this kind of asking, stops being a luxury of the examined life and becomes your leverage, the one asset in the whole arrangement the lamp cannot copy or fork or hand to the next person in line, because it was minted by a single life and accrues under one name.

The people building these machines have observed this as well. Jack Clark stated it almost as a caution, “The more you have some notion of who you are, what you value, what you are trying to do in the world, the more these systems can help you; the less you have of that, the more you get handed the baseline, homogenizing force of them.”2 He meant it as a remark about how the tools behave under the hand. It is also, near enough, the argument of this book.

So, the scene to hold the whole way through: you have the lamp. It will make very nearly anything you can describe. It is patient past exhaustion, it is almost free, and it never once asks whether you are sure.3 Everything that follows serves the one question it leaves on the table when the granting is done. Not what can it do. That question is thrilling, and it gets larger and stranger by the month, and it is also the question the whole world is already shouting, with more money and more compute than most will ever have. It does not need you. It is well covered. The question that needs you is the other one, the one the lamp hands back, politely, every time, and cannot answer a word of:

What will you ask for; and is there a person the answer can belong to?

This is where value went, when intelligence got cheap.



In late November of 2025, the editors of the Macquarie Dictionary; the people who decide, for Australian English, which new words have stopped being slang and started becoming language, announced their word of the year. The shortlist of contenders was a fair portrait of the culture: clanker, the science-fiction slur for a robot turned conversational; attention economy, the business of harvesting human notice and reselling it; blind box, the popular sealed mystery toy that turns a shelf into a slot machine; six seven, the chant every parent of a middle-schooler spent the year failing to decode. The word they crowned was AI slop: “low-quality content created by generative AI, often containing errors, and not requested by the user.”4 Slop. The word for what gets thrown into a pig trough. A dictionary’s word of the year is general, cultural synthesis, a ruling on what a society spent twelve months needing a name for. In 2025, what English speakers apparently needed most was a word for feed that arrives whether you asked for it or not, produced by no one, poured out at volumes that assume you will eat it anyway.5

The strange part is what else was true that year. The same systems the trough-word degrades were performing wonders on demand. The stories are so common that most have already lived a version of it: the oncology results explained to a frightened family at three in the morning, in plain language, with endless patience, for free; the kid in a town with no tutor getting something better than the tutoring the rich kid two time zones away grew up on. Ask one of them a hard question in any field—ask it about Tagalog, ask it in Tagalog—and the answer comes back clear, organized, and patient, at a level it once took a specialist to command. A capability that would have been priced like a private staff of researchers now costs less than a sandwich, when it costs anything at all, already stored in a few billion pockets. The internet put the library within reach a generation ago, but a library still leaves you alone with the stacks. What just arrived is closer to the librarian: something that does the reading, fits the answer to your question, your language, your level, and never gets tired or complains.

But even librarian undersells it. This same system writes the essay as easily as it finds one, drafts the contract, composes the score, cuts the short film. Lately it has begun to act on its own behalf, taking steps no one separately approved.6 It is, in the plainest terms, the most powerful general-purpose technology most people will ever encounter, with all the promise and menace that phrase always carries.7

At the research frontier, the same kind of system has folded proteins that stumped biology for half a century, and it has begun compressing the hunt for medicines and materials into a fraction of the time. The people in these fields describe work that used to take decades of tedious, manual experiment collapsing into a small fraction of that.8

This book sets nearly all of that aside. The capability is argued over everywhere, and so are its economics: the lost jobs, the booms and crashes. What deserves harder attention is what sits beneath it all: what happens to the worth of a person willing to stand behind a claim, once the claim itself is free. That is the thread this book follows. The largest expansion of access to expertise in human history and the pig-trough word entered the language in the same months.

Both are descriptions of the same machines, in the same year, often on the same day in the same person’s life. And the public conversation has mostly handled the contradiction by splitting the two: a hype shelf that explains the miracle and treats the disgust as peasant resistance, or a doom shelf that explains the disgust and treats the miracle as a sideshow before the catastrophe. A person who actually lives with these tools, who has been helped by them at ten in the morning and repelled by what they have done to the feed at ten at night, has been left alone with the contradiction, told, in effect, to pick a shelf.

This book is for that person, and it begins from the conviction about what that contradiction is pointing to. The miracle happens and so does the disgust. They are two readings of a single event. This event is the Demand-for-the-Real. We are disgusted by slop even when it is sometimes beautiful, because we carry a deep-rooted hunger for presence that the machine can mimic but never satisfy. Something that was expensive for the whole of human history just became cheap, and the collapse is exposing what the cost had been pointing to all along.9

There is a version of this argument running alongside. The timeline question: is this finally the general intelligence everyone was promised, and if not, how many months or years until it is. The same afternoon, on the same platform, one post holds up a flawless thing the machine made as proof the threshold has been crossed, while the post beneath holds up some glaring blemish; the model failing, inventing claims, as proof it has not. Both are arguing about the same quantity: how smart the machine is, and whether the smartness has fully arrived. This is the wrong meter. Whatever you settle on calling the machine or whatever ceiling you assign its eventual potential, the part that bears on your life already happened, quietly, while the argument stayed loud. Competent intelligence got cheap. It comes by the unit now, billed like a utility or running locally for the price of the current it draws. The threshold the predictions are waiting for is already, at least in part, in the past, while people stand in the room asking when it will be fully furnished. What cheap intelligence does to the worth of a person willing to stand behind a claim is the main focus of this book.10

Before the argument, the reasons this book might deserve your attention are three, in ascending order of intimacy.

The first is about what you take in. Within the next year, and probably the next week, you will make decisions that matter: whether a chest pain is worth the emergency room, whether a clause in a contract is a trap, where to move your savings, which school is right for a child, whether the war you keep reading about is really going the way your shared post insists. You will make them partly on the strength of things you read or watch. The pool those things are drawn from is now filling, at industrial rates, with content that no living person has checked, meant, or staked anything on. Some of it is accurate, which is part of the problem. The accurate and the invented arrive in identical packaging, and nothing on the surface tells you which you are holding. By late summer 2023, there were books for sale in a genre where a wrong page does not mislead its reader but poisons her, written by no one at all. The first chapter tells that story, along with the society who raised the alarm. The economics that produced those guides are general. They have already reached some domains and are coming for every other where being wrong has consequences and checking is hard, which is to say, for most of what an adult has to decide. None of this asks you to distrust everything you read; most of what scrolls past asks nothing of you, and slop is harmless until the instant you lean on it. It asks something smaller and more livable: that you tell the leaning moments from the idle ones, and know the few that will cost you. You will not detect the difference by reading more carefully. The difference was never in the text. Learning where it actually lives is the first thing this book is for.

The second is about what you put out. If any part of your life depends on knowing things, explaining things, or producing competent work (which covers most of nearly everyone’s life), then the price collapse has your name on it somewhere. In the spring of 2023, an American education company worth nearly fifteen billion dollars two years earlier lost half its value in a single day. The people it laid off in waves were competent and blameless; the asset they had spent careers accumulating was repriced underneath them, on a timetable no one announced. That story, told in chapter two, is an early, public display of a repricing that is working through every knowledge profession at different speeds; and like every repricing, it has two sides. Something you own is losing value. Something else you own is quickly gaining in value. The work of the next decade, for anyone whose living runs through their mind, is knowing which is which.

Take the tech builder who, from nothing but a clear intention and a capable model, ships a working application without writing a line of syntax or spending a decade on an internship. This is close to what the word wizard has always meant, the capacity to will a vision into existence. This book has no quarrel with it. The capability is real and so is the creative power it unlocks. And for personal work that answers to no one in particular, the gain is nearly pure. But the break comes at a specific point. On Monday, the app works. On Tuesday, something fails in production and the team turns to him for the why. If he has the judgment to say whether the failure is in the logic he commissioned or an edge case the model could not see, his stake holds. If he can only re-prompt and hope, he has put his name on work that has no address where the cost can land. He has lost his professional dignity, which we will define here as: the capacity to be answerable for one’s own work. His tragedy is the mistake itself, having taken delegation for authorship; the tool only made the mistake easy to make.11

The third reason is quieter. If you have used these tools to make something (a report, an essay, a difficult email, an image for a friend’s birthday) you may know a small, persistent unease that nobody has given good language for. The work went out under your name. A machine did some unmeasurable share of it. Was that dishonest? Does the help hollow out the credit? Should the essay feel like cheating, and if so, why doesn’t the spell-checker? The unease is your instincts registering a real question; a question about what it now means to stand behind a piece of work, when standing behind it no longer requires producing every piece. This book was written inside that question and offers a preliminary answer, a way to tell, in your own work, the difference between help and hollowness. What follows is orientation rather than a verdict on the machines or a dose of reassurance, offered in the belief that a transition this large deserves better company than cheerleaders or prophets of ruin.



What we call quality has always been a braid of three strands. Two of them live in the work itself: whether it is true, and whether it is well-made.12 The third lives somewhere else entirely: in the relation between the work and a person who can be hurt by it; that is, its stakes. Since the term stakes will carry a lot of this book’s weight, the word gets an initial definition. A stake is something checkable; an identifiable someone who pays a real cost if the work fails and earns a real compensation if it succeeds, judged by people equipped to tell. A reporter whose byline rides on whether the quote was said. A surgeon whose license rides on the incision. An editor whose standing rides on every article she declined to kill. Stakes come in degrees, and the degrees matter. At one end is a named person who stands behind the sentence, the claim, the image. Further along, an institution stands behind a masthead. Further still, a company stands behind a model’s behavior averaged across a billion outputs spread so thin no single instance carries it, but a stake still. And at the far end, nothing: a pipeline running from prompt to publication with no one anywhere along the path who could be embarrassed by it.

Slop is what comes out of the far end: the absence or the obscuring of all three strands at once, truth gone unwarranted, beauty gone uncommitted, and no one answerable for either. The thing felt scrolling is a sense that nothing here is quite true, nothing here was quite meant, and nobody is home.

But the definition turns on the third strand, the stake. Truth and beauty can be produced now, cheaply and at industrial scale. The machine can hand you their polished appearance with the substance scooped out; the stake is the one strand it cannot fake. Where the truth is hard to check and the beauty is the kind that had to be meant, the missing person is the surest sign the other two have been hollowed too. That is the operative test, and notice it puts machines nowhere in the definition. AI inherited slop; it found an ancient, persistent, human degradation that was already waiting.

The missing person was carrying something with an old name, and the book leans on it the whole way. In the working sense this book gives the word, dignity is the capacity to be answerable, the refusal to hide behind the machine when the collision arrives. That is dignity in one register only, the one the machine throws into relief, and it does not exhaust the word. A person has worth before she answers for anything and keeps it when she can answer for nothing, the infant, the bedridden, the one whose record is empty, and no argument here touches that. What the book is about is the narrower thing that turns scarce the moment producing the artifact stops being the test: the standing of someone willing to step into the room and say, “I am responsible for this.”

In 2009, a company called Demand Media was publishing roughly four thousand articles a day. The operation ran on a proprietary algorithm that identified high-volume search queries with thin coverage, then farmed those lists out to a freelance pool of ten thousand writers paying around fifteen dollars per piece.13 The writers were not expected to know anything in particular about what they were writing. They were expected to be fast. The articles landed on eHow and other properties under no one’s name worth checking, ranked highly in Google, and served ads against the traffic. The business was worth roughly $1.5 billion at IPO. The whole model rested on one bet: that cheap bulk content would keep ranking in search.

In February 2011, Google changed the rules. Its Panda update was built to demote exactly this kind of thin, mass-produced content. When it rolled out fully that spring, traffic to Demand’s sites fell by as much as forty percent, with eHow hit hardest. The stock collapsed and never recovered.14 What killed Demand Media traced entirely to one thing: the business depended on gaming the search ranking it lived on, and the rules of that game changed underneath it. Machines doing the work faster or better had nothing to do with it. The demand for cheap bulk content held steady; it was human and persistent, and the only check on it had ever been the cost of producing the stuff at volume. Remove that cost and the demand reasserts.

The same incentive that built Demand Media, producing information in bulk without paying the cost of actual information, always belonged to the people deploying the tools; the tools only lowered its price. Content farms, fake Amazon reviews seeded through entities like Mechanical Turk (Amazon’s own crowdsourcing marketplace, where anyone can pay a large pool of anonymous online workers tiny sums to perform tiny tasks, here, posting the reviews), grift-funnel landing pages, SEO link networks, manufactured testimonials; the catalog of pre-AI slop runs long and human. What held all of it at a manageable scale was economics. It cost something to produce fake expertise at volume. Writers needed to be paid. Time passes and accumulates. The appearance of quality required a minimal craft. Friction did the policing that conscience never had to.

AI removed the friction. The demand was always there. This is a story about machines enabling an old dishonesty at a new scale. When a promoter uses synthetic images to sell tickets to an event they have no capacity to build, they want the appearance of something real without paying for it. The deception is the creator’s, the machine only carried it out. People like them existed before 2022. They will exist after whatever kind of future eventually arrives. The machine is the tool. The slop instinct is human, and it has always been looking for a cheaper way to run.

And it was never confined to writing. Long before the language models, the same hollowing ran through every channel a person could broadcast in. The engagement-bait video that opens on a manufactured gasp and delivers nothing. The influencer performing an enthusiasm she does not have for a product she has not used. The reaction to a reaction to a clip, three layers deep and empty at each one. The segment tuned to outrage rather than to truth. None of it needed a machine. It needed only someone with a metric to hit and nothing in particular to say, and a feed that paid for motion whether or not anything moved.

The philosopher C. Thi Nguyen has a name for the underlying move: value capture, the quiet swap of a rich, private sense of what is good for a simple public number you can chase, until the number becomes the point and the good it was meant to measure drops away.15 Slop is value capture made visible: truth and beauty cashed in for the metric that stood in for them. The medium never mattered. Video, audio, performance, prose, the hollow thing wears whatever format the channel rewards, and people were filling those channels with it for years before a model could draft a word. What the machine added was not the slop. It was the scale, and the final removal of the small friction that once made a person show up to produce it.

There is a harder version of that point that runs under the economics. When the cost of production falls to near zero, character determines the output where resources used to: what the maker actually wants to make, now visible in what they choose to make when making is free. AI slop (currently) carries only what the people who commissioned it had in them, scaled to a new, unprecedented volume; the goal and the desire behind the works is still human. The machines corrupted no one. They clarified. The slop in the feed is a portrait of something prior and interior, which is a moral challenge before it is an aesthetic or economic one.

The variable was always whether anyone in the chain is exposed; the species of the producer was always beside the point, which is how the unease about AI-assisted work has a real answer rather than a vibe, and why the disgust so many feel at the feed survives every improvement in the models. For hundreds of years, the first two strands of quality were so expensive to produce that they certified the third automatically: anything accurate and well-made had, reliably, a committed someone behind it. The machines have now made truth cheap and beauty infinitely manufacturable; the certification has snapped.

What the machines made cheap was the appearance of truth and beauty, while the things themselves held their price. A correct fact with no one vouching for it and an accomplished surface with no one having chosen it are genuine things, useful in their place. But they are the stripped forms: the first two strands with the third already removed. What testified truth adds to correct information is the warrant that makes the claim worth leaning on. What committed beauty adds to technical polish is the trace of a judgment about what matters. Strip the stakes out entirely and you hold two different things, traveling under the names of truth and beauty. What the feed is teaching everyone, faster than any argument could, is that the third strand was the one we have been trusting all along.

Your life is finite and the shelves are already full, so you are owed a plain statement of what this book is not. There is good literature on how to make fine work: how to write a true sentence, see a thing as it is, push past the resistance between you and your best. All of it assumes that producing truth and beauty is the hard and decisive act, and sets out to help you perform it. That assumption has held for the whole history of making. About three years ago, for most practical purposes, it stopped holding. So this book sets aside the question of how to produce the good thing and asks instead what the good thing is worth now that producing it is nearly free. The argument applies narrowly, to the work that needs a human standing behind it. Most of what machines turn out is either cheap to check or harmless when it is wrong, and in that place they are very nearly pure gain; most content is far from a courtroom, and the book has no quarrel with the ocean of low-stakes material that asks nothing of anyone. The argument that follows is about the narrower and costlier ground, where verification is hard and being wrong has a price, because that is where the value quietly lives.

And from that, the question this book actually exists to answer. When something that was expensive becomes free, where does the value go? The answer is that it does not evaporate. It moves wherever the cheap thing cannot fill. When recorded music became freely copyable, the recorded-music business roughly halved in a decade (about $14.6 billion in 1999 to $6.3 billion in 2009)16 while the price of being in the room with the band climbed without pause. The copy became worthless and the night at Red Rocks became the product. When print made the copying of texts cheap, the scribes were finished. But the people who could tell you which books deserved your attention mattered as never before. Intelligence (answers, analysis, fluent competent output of every kind) is now making the same crossing. In 2019, a competent freelancer could charge fifty to a hundred dollars per thousand competent words. Now, the raw machine generation retails for a penny or two,17 or even a fraction of that for the hobbyist who runs intelligence locally at home.

But this comparison is still lopsided; the freelancer’s price bought research, judgment, and someone to answer for the result, and the penny leaves all three out. It prices only the rearrangement of what already exists. Generating the plausible became free; producing the new, the decade in the archives, the year somewhere no model has been, the thought no one had finished thinking, still costs what it always did. That is this book: everything the penny does not buy is exactly what is about to become the most expensive thing in the information economy.

So when intelligence is essentially free, where does value go? The chapters ahead chase that question through a warehouse in Glasgow and an earnings call in Santa Clara, through a forger selling fake Vermeers to Nazis and to the war correspondent Marie Colvin, killed in 2012 in the besieged Syrian city of Homs for the oldest costly act there is: being somewhere on purpose and saying what she saw, under her own name, to people who could check her. The answer the book argues for is already in that sentence. The value is going where it has always gone when talk gets cheap: to testimony, the claim with a person attached, the account that costs its source something.



Two notes of honesty before the first chapter.

This book was made with these same tools, and that came with both blessings and curses. Blessings because it would not have been feasible as a solo project without them. My thoughts, theories, and arguments were elevated by working alongside an intelligence that, in many ways, outruns my own. I have little prior experience writing at this depth or this breadth, and these tools made what would otherwise have been impossible into something I believe is finished and worth standing behind. But the curses are also real. I wanted to be original, to keep a particular voice and a style of my own, to feel the work was authentic, and that is harder when some of the best final material came from something other than what I could have produced alone. I am saying this because, by the book’s own argument, what actually matters is whether someone identifiable stands where the cost lands, whatever touched the words. Whatever the steps or the workflow, every claim here survived a veto exercised under a name. A book about unstaked content owes you a look at its own stakes. Judge whether it holds.

And one objection belongs on the table before anything is built. If stakes become the scarce and priced thing, if attestation is where value migrates, then attestation will be faked. Track records can be bought. Archives can be synthesized. Presence itself can be manufactured, and at state budgets, it will be. Whether the structures that verify testimony can outrun the machinery that counterfeits it is, in my judgment, the live question of the next decade, and I do not think anyone honest can tell you today which way it breaks. Chapter sixteen takes the objection at full strength and makes some dated predictions I expect to be graded on. It seemed like the least a book with this title could do.

The book moves in two parts: the first through slop, what it is and what it does to platforms, institutions, and the people who produce it; the second through testimony, where the value goes, what it costs the human who holds the authority without continuing to pay for the judgment behind it, and what is being built to keep the real thing verifiable. It starts in a warehouse on an industrial estate in Glasgow, in February of 2024, where a few hundred families are about to discover the difference between an image and a promise.






An old puzzle sits beneath this. How can a thought belong to a person if it was sharpened, or even supplied, from outside them? Influence was never authorship’s enemy. An editor, a teacher, a book, a model can each deepen what someone thinks, and the thought remains theirs, because what makes a thought one’s own was never that it rose untouched from another source. It is the keeping of the agency that determines it: the deciding what to think, the weighing of it, the capacity to recognize it when it comes back wrong. The line does not fall where the help came from. It falls on whether the thinker keeps the determining. Hand the machine the execution and the thought is still the author’s; let it settle what one believes because one has not, and authorship changes hands without a sound, whatever name is on the file. The linguistics sharpens the line. J. L. Austin separated locution, the words and their conventional meaning, from illocution, what a person does in saying them: asserting, promising, vouching. The machine supplies fluent locution with no illocutionary act beneath it, no one performing the assertion, which is why its sentences can be impeccable and still commit no one to anything. And what makes a belief one’s own is, in Michael Polanyi’s account, an act of personal commitment, a knower staking herself on what she holds; knowledge is personal knowledge or it is not knowledge. The danger is therefore epistemic and not merely a matter of feeling: when the wanting is handed off, the commitment that would have converted a returned answer into a belief someone holds never happens, and what remains is an assertion with no asserter, kept by a person who has stopped doing the one thing that would have made it hers. The rest of this book is, in a sense, an attempt to locate that seat precisely.



Jack Clark, co-founder of Anthropic, in a June 2026 conversation hosted by the Aspen Institute (youtube.com/watch?v=iP9wk0pkCGM), in his closing remarks.



This is truer in spirit than in fact. These systems do refuse: training instills guardrails, and a model will decline a request it judges harmful, sometimes weighing what it can infer about who is asking and why. What it almost never does is the thing a person across the table would, which is press you on whether the wish itself is wise, well-formed, or really yours. It is no pure yes-man, and no conscience either; it refuses the plainly forbidden and grants nearly everything else, including the half-considered wish it could plainly see was half-considered.



Macquarie Dictionary, 2025.



Slop did not arrive alone. Read the dictionaries’ annual verdicts in sequence and they form one diagnosis, filed in installments. 2023: Merriam-Webster chose authentic, the quality everyone had abruptly started asking for by name, and Cambridge chose hallucinate, for what the confident new machines did to facts. The American Dialect Society crowned Cory Doctorow’s enshittification, for what the platforms were doing to themselves; Macquarie seconded it in 2024, the same year Oxford picked brain rot, for what the resulting diet was doing to the people on it. Then 2025: AI slop, the diet itself.



The industry term for this is agentic AI: systems that take a goal and then carry out a multi-step sequence of actions to reach it (searching, writing, calling other tools, revising) without a human signing off on each step along the way. The capability is neither good nor bad in itself; a system that books a trip end-to-end and one that empties an account use the same mechanism. What it changes is the stakes of answerability. The more a system does on its own, the more it matters who is on the hook for what it does.



The size of the bet is itself a kind of evidence. By 2026 the major technology companies were together spending on the order of seven hundred billion dollars a year building AI infrastructure, which the scholar Kate Crawford, who has traced that physical footprint from lithium mines to data centers, called the largest infrastructure humanity has ever built, on the rough order of twenty Manhattan Projects every year (American Museum of Natural History, Isaac Asimov Memorial Debate, 2026, youtube.com/watch?v=eYUYdpG4UT8). The serious disagreement is not over whether the thing is large but over where it leads: on that same stage the former Google chief executive Eric Schmidt described plausible breakthroughs in medicine and science, while Nate Soares, who argues the race may be lethal, warned that no one yet knows how to point a superintelligence at anything good. This book takes neither the promise nor the menace as its subject. It takes what survives whichever way that argument resolves.



The acceleration is real but uneven. In some domains it has been dramatic: protein-structure prediction, where a problem that resisted biology for half a century was largely cracked, is the standard example, and AI now compresses parts of the search for drugs and materials that used to take years. But “research” is not one process. These systems speed up the steps that are mostly computation and pattern-finding; they do far less for the steps that remain stubbornly physical, such as synthesizing a compound, running it through animal and human trials, validating a result in the lab, getting it approved. A field whose bottleneck is thinking can be transformed; a field whose bottleneck is a three-year clinical trial is currently helped only at the margins. The honest summary is that the gain depends heavily on the field, and that the loudest claims tend to come from the fields where the bottleneck was computation all along.



Walter Benjamin named part of this in 1936: mechanical reproduction strips an artwork of its aura, the here-and-now of a thing made by a particular hand in a particular place (“The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction”). Generation pushes past reproduction and removes not only the hand but the possibility of one. What this book calls the Demand-for-the-Real is the hunger for what aura was always pointing at: a maker who could have meant otherwise, who is exposed in the making, who can be addressed and answered. Presence in this sense is a fact about a thing’s source rather than a mood it gives off, the live possibility that someone stood behind it and could be found. A perfectly fluent artifact with no such someone behind it can be beautiful and still register as empty, and the disgust is the demand detecting the absence.



Whether any current system is genuine general intelligence (able to direct its own learning and transfer to radically novel domains) is actively contested. Yann LeCun argues that language models, however capable, lack the grounded world-modeling that real intelligence requires, so no amount of scaling makes them reason rather than pattern-match; Gary Marcus adds that their failures to generalize look systematic, a structural gap rather than an engineering shortfall. Researchers at OpenAI and Anthropic push the other way, reading the capabilities that emerge with scale as a sign the gap is narrower than critics allow. Ben Goertzel sets the bar higher still, at recursive self-improvement, and counts today’s models as sophisticated but narrow. The book’s argument does not need this settled. Narrow competence of the kind already here leaves the accountability architecture intact: a system that drafts a plausible legal argument still needs an answerable human to certify it in a specific case. And it survives the opposite outcome too. Even full recursive self-improvement would change what the machine can do without touching what stays scarce, because answerability, presence, and the spending of one mortal life are not capabilities a mind exceeds; they are facts about being a locatable body, and no quantity of intelligence manufactures them in a thing that has none. (Chapter fifteen makes this at full strength, granting the machine every faculty including consciousness and showing the conclusion holds.) So far the evidence runs one way: each gain in capability has raised the premium on human answerability, because more powerful output demands more judgment to audit.



To be clear, the builder can own the failure while understanding only part of its internal detail. The machine itself may well find the fault and fix it, and these systems are getting better at finding and fixing their own errors on their own. The claim is narrower and harder. It is about who owns the cost. When the thing breaks in production, the stake lands on him whether or not he can trace every reason it broke. Answerability is not the same as omniscience. You can be responsible for an outcome whose mechanism you could not fully explain, and that responsibility is exactly what does not transfer to the tool. Chapter eleven develops this directly: you can be staked on work whose internals you could not reproduce, the way a doctor answers for a test she could not run with her own hands.



A complication the rest of the book leans on: a machine states a truth and states a falsehood with the same fluency, which severs a link we usually take for granted. Bernard Williams distinguished accuracy, a property a single statement has by matching the world, from truthfulness, a virtue of a person disposed to assert what she takes to be true even at cost and answerable when she is wrong (Truth and Truthfulness, 2002). Models mass-produce accuracy and cannot possess truthfulness, because no cost lands on them and no commitment stands behind the output. A thermometer can be right without being honest; so can a model. This is why a true sentence from a machine is worth less than the same sentence from a person who would pay if it were false. The words match the world equally well, and only one of them has anyone answerable for the match.



Daniel Roth, “The Answer Factory: Demand Media and the Fast, Disposable, and Profitable as Hell Media Model,” Wired, October 19, 2009.



Google’s “Panda” update first rolled out in the United States in February 2011 and globally that spring, targeting thin, low-value content of exactly the kind the content farms produced. Third-party measurement services put the resulting drop in traffic to Demand Media’s sites at as much as forty percent, with eHow among the hardest hit; the company’s stock fell sharply over the following weeks and never recovered. See “A Complete Guide to the Google Panda Update,” Search Engine Journal; “Epic Fail: The Rise and Fall of Demand Media,” Variety, 2013. This argument has predecessors. Walter Benjamin argued that mechanical reproduction destroys a work’s aura, its unique presence in time and place. Postman argued that television replaced public testimony with performance and degraded the epistemic seriousness it replaced. Lanier argued for individual human voice against the anonymizing aggregation of the networked hive. Carr argued that digital reading was eroding the sustained attention serious thought requires. Each decade gets its version of this argument.[^00-contemporaries] What this version adds is the mechanism under the observation, and the mechanism is what those books left untouched. This one connects testimony’s value to the Nobel Prize-winning economics of costly signaling: the formal account of why a signal indexed to a particular person’s exposure becomes more informative, not less, as cheap assertion floods the market. It traces the independent convergence, across two thousand years and three wholly separate civilizations, of traditions that arrived at the same verification architecture under the same pressure. And it examines what happens to judgment, and to a person, when the veto is held without the formation that earns it: the silent debt that accumulates before it comes due. The concern these books raised is old. The mechanism this book argues is new, and a new mechanism is a different argument.



C. Thi Nguyen, “Value Capture” (2024) and his related work on gamification and legibility. The argument, compressed: large institutions and platforms need our values rendered into simple, countable metrics, and once we adopt the metric as the target, our motivation sharpens while the richer value it was supposed to track quietly falls out. The slop economy is value capture industrialized. The maker optimizes the legible number (views, watch-time, clicks) and the unmeasurable thing it was a proxy for, the true or the made or the meant, drops away.



U.S. recorded-music revenue fell from roughly $14.6 billion in 1999 to about $6.3 billion in 2009, in nominal dollars, which is close to an exact halving across the decade (RIAA year-end figures). Revenue stabilized near $7 billion in the early 2010s before the streaming-era recovery began.



The exact prices are slippery and the comparison is necessarily rough. In 2019, competent freelance writing typically ran somewhere around fifty to a hundred dollars per thousand words, with rates reaching well above that depending on subject and writer (industry pay surveys of the period cluster in the five-to-ten-cents-per-word range). By 2024-2025, a thousand words of comparable machine output cost a fraction of a cent at retail prices: lightweight frontier models were priced near or below a dollar per million output tokens, and a thousand English words is roughly thirteen hundred tokens, so the marginal text cost rounds to a tenth of a cent, and to nothing for someone running an open model locally. Two cautions belong on these numbers. Per-token retail prices are widely believed to be subsidized below true compute cost during the current competition for users, so they understate what the service costs to provide; and length, model choice, and quality all move the figure. The argument needs only the order of magnitude, which is not in dispute: the retail price of competent words has fallen by something like three to four orders of magnitude in five years.





Chapter One: A Promise and a Body

The pictures showed a promise. Cascades of chocolate under glass domes. A garden of candy-colored growth dissolving into golden light, lollipops the size of streetlamps, a purple-coated figure presiding over places the website called an Enchanted Garden, an Imagination Lab, a Twilight Tunnel. The pictures had the particular lushness that image models produce when nobody reins them in: every surface gleaming, every color saturated past natural norms. Some of the text on the website had that telltale shimmer of words arranged by something that does not read: a pasadise of sweet teats, one line offered. Catgacating. Exarserdray lollipops. Tickets to Willy’s Chocolate Experience, Glasgow, February 2024, cost: thirty-five pounds. Thousands of parents looked at those pictures and did what parents do: imagined a child’s face in that golden light, and paid.

What the tickets bought was a sparsely carpeted warehouse on an industrial estate in Whiteinch, a handful of plastic props, a small bouncy castle, and actors who had been handed a script of AI-generated dialogue while trying gamely to perform; including a character no one had heard of: the Unknown, a silver-masked villain who lived in the walls and, in the event’s single accidental stroke of genius, terrified the children present more efficiently than any designed experience that year. A girl in a green wig handed out a single jelly bean per child, the supply being finite in a way the pictures had not been. By early afternoon, the families in the queue called the police. The event was shut down by evening. Within a week the Unknown was a global meme, the organizers were refunding tickets under threat, and “Glasgow Wonka” entered the language as shorthand for a new and specific kind of betrayal.1

What failed in that warehouse is less obvious than the jokes made it look. The images were not bad. The images were, in the only sense images themselves can be judged, accomplished. They did exactly what promotional images exist to do: make people want the thing. What failed was the one thing the images were silently presumed to carry: a connection to anyone who had committed to making them true. A photograph of an event is, among other things, an implicit promise: someone stood here, this exists, you can stand here too. No camera had been anywhere near those pictures, and nothing stood anywhere. They were generated by a system with no knowledge of the warehouse and deployed by people whose plans had never caught up to what the images had promised; every pixel of their beauty was beside the point.

Eight months later, on the last day of October 2024, thousands of people lined O’Connell Street in Dublin for a Halloween parade. A website called myspirithalloween.com (registered abroad, stuffed with AI-assembled event listings, monetized with ads) had announced a 7 p.m. parade and attributed it to Macnas, a real and celebrated Irish street-theater company, with persuasive photographs from real, previous parades. The crowd assembled. The crowd waited. There were costumes, children on shoulders, the full apparatus of civic anticipation. It took the national police confirming there was no parade before the street emptied out. The man behind the site, reached by reporters afterward, said his team was “highly embarrassed” and that they made a mistake. Nobody set out to gather ten thousand Dubliners on a curb. Nobody had set out to do anything. That was the point. A system for generating plausible event listings had generated a plausible event listing, and the listing had done what plausible things do: it was believed by bodies who showed up.2

From the outside, both were comedy. Glasgow became a meme because it was meme-shaped: the Unknown found a fan base, a pasadise of sweet teats found T-shirts, and most of the planet met the whole affair as delightful farce. They were right to. Almost no one was badly hurt. A spoiled Saturday, thirty-five pounds refunded, a child frightened and then carried home. The stakes were low. What should stop the laughter is the next thought: that the machine behind the farce, indifferent in the same way to whether anyone stood behind its promises, is the same machine now turned to work no one laughs at, the kind people act on before they find out. Glasgow is slop in its comic register, where the bill comes to nothing. The rest of this book follows the same mechanism into rooms where the bill comes due.

Those crowds, Glasgow’s and Dublin’s, will keep reappearing in this book, because people are going to stand on that curb again, in a hundred forms. The feed promises, the body shows up, but nothing is there. The gap between a generated promise and a staked one has a texture, and the texture was being felt long before it had famous examples, in a thousand smaller doses that never made the news.

Most of this is older than the memes. People have always been fooled; corners have always been cut, the padded encyclopedia entry and the phoned-in review predate the transistor. Empty content had always existed; the economics are what changed. Producing the convincing-but-empty article used to cost roughly what producing the real one cost, which kept the supply scarce and the motive legible: somebody, somewhere, wanted something badly enough to fake it. Now the convincing version costs nothing and wants nothing. The scale is new, and the emptiness of intention behind it is newer still. For the first time the flood pours out of no one in particular, for no reason in particular, at volumes no manual forger could have dreamed. The old fakes at least had a faker, and a faker is a kind of stake: someone who chose, who could be found, who wanted the lie to work. That is the thing that has gone missing.



The feeds got the famous doses. Across 2023 and 2024, anyone who kept a social account watched the arrival of images that were almost wonders: a log-cabin interior with a waterfall where the fireplace should be; veterans with the wrong number of fingers holding signs asking why nobody says happy birthday; a crocheted Jesus emerging from the surf with a torso made of shrimp, ringed by comment sections saying Amen. Images like thousands of others that came from the same engagement farms, amplified by accounts that may or may not have contained people. When two researchers, Renée DiResta and Josh Goldstein at Georgetown, finally studied the phenomenon properly, they mapped a hundred and twenty Facebook pages running AI-image mills and found the platform’s recommendation systems actively promoting the output to people who had never asked for it, in volumes whose interactions ran to the hundreds of millions.3 The images were doing something stranger than deceiving. They were succeeding as content while being nothing, collecting likes and shares and seconds of attention with no human intention anywhere behind them beyond the ad revenue of the page operator.

Music got quieter doses. By April of 2026, the streaming service Deezer was reporting that around forty-four percent of the tracks uploaded to it every day (some seventy-five thousand songs a day) were fully AI-generated.4 The overwhelming share of their streams were fraudulent, bots performing music for bots while the royalty system kept score. A year earlier it had been a fraction of that. The synthetic flood had a human-run prequel: Spotify, as the journalist Liz Pelly documented in Harper’s,5 had for years quietly commissioned cheap production music under invented artist names to fill its mood playlists (jazz for sleep, lo-fi for studying) on the theory that a listener drifting off does not check whether the pianist exists. The pianist, increasingly, does not.

Print got the doses that could hurt someone. Product reviews comparing products no one had touched, recipe preambles reminiscing about invented childhoods. In August 2023, the New York Mycological Society, the volunteer experts who have been teaching residents which fungi will and will not kill them since 1962, felt obliged to issue a public warning: the digital Amazon shelves were filling with machine-generated mushroom-foraging guides: handsome covers, confident identification plates, authors who did not exist, in the one genre where a wrong sentence poisons its reader; written by no one, checked by no one, sold next to the real thing with covers just as good.6 The same month, author Jane Friedman found books for sale under her own name that she had never written: her byline, her niche, her plausible topics, but someone else’s machine output. Amazon initially declined to remove them because she had not trademarked herself.7

Whatever your particular knowledge diet (articles, feeds, playlists, search results, the morning scroll), all of it now draws from the same well.



The standard criticisms, deployed in a thousand columns and comment sections, are quality criticisms. The stuff is inaccurate, “it hallucinates.” The stuff is ugly, “look at the fingers.” The stuff is generic, “it has no taste.” Each criticism is true of some of it and getting falser by the next wave of model releases. But most do not touch the actual phenomenon, because the actual phenomenon includes the good stuff. The Glasgow images were perceived as beautiful. The fake foraging guides were fluent. The ghost pianists are, note for note, perfectly pleasant. If your account of slop is that it is detectable badness, then slop is a temporary problem better models solve or have solved, and the unease you feel should already be fading with those improvements.

Is it?

The account that holds up is narrower. Slop is technically adequate content produced by a process in which no one, at any point, staked anything real on its being right. Not wrong. Unstaked. Someone usually clicks publish, and often enough a name sits on the byline, but a name on the publish button still falls short of a person who would pay for being wrong, and that gap is what the reader eventually feels. The chain that normally connects a piece of content to someone who could be embarrassed by it has been broken, and what you are responding to, when something in the feed sits wrong with you in that low-grade, unnameable way, is that break itself: the sense that no one is on the other end. Content with no one behind it has a quality of nothing happening that is independent of its polish, and independent of its accuracy. You finish it and you have not met anyone. No mind committed itself in front of you. There was no wager, no matter how small. No one anywhere said I think this is true and worth your time, and I will pay something if I’m wrong, and a piece of content is valued by its wager. Strip the wager out and what remains is a void with excellent production values.

Before that account can do any work, it has to get past a louder set of objections than the aesthetic claim: the moral claim; the claim that fills the angrier side of the internet. “The machines are thieves,” trained on the work of people who never consented and will never be paid. “They are gluttons,” each generated image boiling off its sip of fresh water in a data center parked in someone else’s drought, drawing down a grid someone else has to power. “They are a desecration,” soulless engines aping what only a person has any business making. And under all of it, the oldest fear: “they are coming for us,” and the supporters cheering them on will be eaten last. Not one of these is the complaint of a crank. The theft is real and mostly unredressed; the cost and the power are real and worth counting; the dread is the sane reading of the trajectory.

But each of them takes aim at the machine (its training set, its utility bill, its missing soul, its trajectory) and judges the thing by its parentage, leaving aside what it is and whether anyone stands behind it. This kind of outrage is what people producing slop are content with hearing, because it is something they can always answer: buy the renewable credits, license the training data, pay a person to press the button, or keep the feed delightful enough that the question never comes up. But the actual injury, the one where no one in the chain is exposed when the thing fails, sits exactly where it always was. The disgust is real, aimed a few degrees wide of a much larger target, and walking it back onto the target is most of what this book is for.

Two reflexes are available here, and both dodge the real question. One rejects anything a machine touched on principle. The other forwards whatever the model produces because it reads fine. Most people live between them, using these tools daily and uneasy about them daily, with no framework for the unease. The question worth asking: is anyone staked on it, which still sorts everything, while is it AI sorts nothing now that the tells are vanishing. The stance worth holding lies past both refusal and surrender: use the machine freely wherever being wrong is cheap to catch or harmless, and insist on an answerable human wherever being wrong has a price.

But some of this stuff is great, and people say so with a grin. The cat in the pirate coat commanding a ship through a storm. The orangutan filmed in flawless documentary style doing the week’s grocery run. People love these clips, sharing them by the millions, feeling no betrayal whatsoever; and they are right to feel none. A known fake that promises nothing but delight, and delivers it, has broken no contract. It is a cartoon by other means, and cartoons are an honorable genre as old as drawing. This is “Good Slop”: content whose goal is a momentary flicker of pleasure and which claims nothing about reality. Enjoy them freely; this book stays well clear of any temperance lecture about them.

The trouble begins one step over. The pirate cat announces its unreality; the grocery-shopping orangutan, rendered well enough, does not. By 2025, the most shared clips of this kind were trailed by comment sections evenly split between people in on the joke and others asking where the orangutan lives. The same engines, the same feeds, the same polish produce the clip that winks and the clip that doesn’t, the confessed fiction and the unconfessed, the candy and the thing shaped exactly like medicine. A food supply does not have to be mostly poison to be dangerous, it only has to make poison indistinguishable from dinner, and charge nothing for either.

We are already seeing this boundary dissolve in our most intimate spaces. Take AI-managed breakups. By early 2026, several apps offered to “handle the friction” of ending a relationship: you provide the context, the model drafts the text, and a synthetic voice can even deliver the call, hitting exactly the right notes of firm-but-kind closure. It is technically perfect; it avoids the stuttering, the recursive apologies, the raw human mess. But it is a betrayal of presence. To be broken up with by a machine is to be told that your shared history wasn’t worth the cost of a conversation. The “Good Slop” of a pirate cat delights because it claims nothing; the “Bad Slop” of an automated breakup repels because it mimics the form of a human claim while withdrawing the only thing that makes it real: a person who was willing to be there for the hard part.

And here is the fact at the bottom of it: you cannot reliably see the difference. Blind tests keep humiliating us on this point. Readers asked to distinguish machine prose from human prose perform near chance; in some published studies they prefer the poems of the machine. If slop were a texture in the words themselves, the tests would not keep coming out this way. The texture lives in the relationship between the words and the world, in whether the promise the content silently makes is backed by anyone, and relationships do not show up in a sample. The parents of Glasgow could not have detected the fraud by studying the pictures harder. The pictures contained no fraud. The fraud was in what the pictures were attached to.

For most of a century the Turing test sat on the horizon as the field’s distant finish line: a machine whose conversation no one could reliably tell from a person’s. It was always decades away. Then it was a few years away. In 2024 the machines were close but still short: interrogators picked GPT-4 as the human a little more than half the time, below the rate at which they correctly picked the actual humans. A year later the same experiment, run on GPT-4.5, put the model ahead of that line. The blind tests are what crossing it looks like, and the line a generation of computer scientists had walked toward was passed so quietly that the culture’s main response was to coin a pig-trough word for the output.8

The model passed for human, and that passing is why passing-for-human can no longer be anyone’s test. Turing’s bar asked whether the words could fool a person. The question it left out is whether a single person stands behind them, and that question, the one the famous test was designed to make unnecessary, is the only one left that still sorts anything.

Glasgow, in particular, was catchable. In February 2024 the machines still left fingerprints: a pasadise of sweet teats sat on the website for anyone who read past the pictures, and a wary parent had something real to find. But the tell only ever marked the era’s immaturity, not the slop itself, and the immaturity is on a quarterly release schedule. The misspellings are gone now, the hands have the right number of fingers, the light falls the way light falls. Each new model wipes another fingerprint, while the thing the fingerprints used to betray, the absence of anyone behind the promise, is exactly as absent as before. Looking harder worked for a while. The window is closing as a matter of engineering roadmap, and the Glasgow parents’ mistake is on its way to becoming indistinguishable from due diligence.

And the vanishing fingerprints are the smaller half of the story. For a while the consoling thought was that the machine, even when you could not catch it, was only matching us, a very good copy, an A-minus forgery of competence. That thought is expiring too. On a widening list of specific tasks the output has stopped drawing level and started pulling ahead: the radiology read that catches what the tired resident missed, the translation that moves more gracefully than the staff translator’s, the explanation of a diagnosis at three in the morning that arrives clearer and more patient than the one the exhausted oncologist had minutes to give. Beaten outright, in the open, on the merits.

This is what unsettles the people who were braced for mediocrity and got something better. If the machine were merely worse, stakes would be an ordinary quality-control story: keep a human on hand for the hard cases. But the machine is increasingly better at the very things quality used to mean, and that raises a sharper question: when the output is superior, what is a person still for? The short answer is the one thing superior output cannot supply on its own: someone who pays if it is wrong.

So the detection happens, when it happens, at the moment the attachment is tested. You find out the content was slop the way Dublin found out: by showing up, by cooking the recipe, eating the mushroom, citing the case law. In June 2023 two New York lawyers were sanctioned in federal court for filing a brief studded with cases an AI tool had simply invented.9 The judge’s order is a portrait of men discovering, in the worst available venue, what their research was attached to. That was when the phenomenon was still novel enough to make the front page. By the middle of 2026 it was a genre: a lawyer and data scientist named Damien Charlotin was keeping a public tally of court filings caught citing cases that an AI had hallucinated, and it surpassed fifteen hundred, climbing by five or six a day.10 That June, a federal judge in Mississippi sanctioned the lawyers on both sides of a case and cancelled the trial.11 An Oregon judge handed down a $110,000 penalty he called “a notorious outlier in both degree and volume.”12 A veteran federal prosecutor was fired over a brief he let a machine rewrite and did not check.13

Slop is invisible in consumption and unmistakable in collision. Which explains the otherwise baffling shape of public feeling about it: billions scroll it contentedly all day (idle attention is exactly the consumption mode in which nothing is staked on the content being real) while the word slop itself spreads with the fury of people who keep getting burned at the specific moments they actually leaned on what they read. The feed does not feel like a crisis. The collision always does.

It also explains who felt the wrongness first and hardest: the people for whom a piece of content is never just a way to pass time, because their work obliges them to lean on what it claims. The doctor reading the literature leans on every sentence of a study. The judge leans on every citation in a brief. For people in that position, fluent unstaked content was never an aesthetic nuisance; it was a contamination of the supply they draw from professionally.

In February 2023, the science-fiction magazine Clarkesworld did something no editor does lightly: it closed submissions. Its founder, Neil Clarke, had watched machine-written stories arrive faster than his small staff could read them, hundreds in a month, then hundreds in a week, and the reason he gave came down to arithmetic, not quality. Some of the fakes were perfectly competent. A magazine of that kind survives on the attention of editors who read everything that comes in, and that attention is finite in exactly the way machine submission is not. The flood did not have to fool anyone to win. It only had to cost more to sort than the sorting was worth, and the supply of it has no bottom.

Teachers met the same flood from the other side, and teachers are supposed to have the antidote: the practiced nose, the instinct that whispers no one wrote this. Press the teachers who actually grade the papers and the instinct turns out to be something else. What they catch lives outside the prose, which is clean, frequently cleaner than the student’s own. What they catch is a discontinuity: the kid who spent September unable to hold a paragraph together forming a different, November dialectic; the voice on the page that lands a register away from the voice in the third row. A recognition in the person they already know, and the place where the person stops and something else begins.

The proof that the detection lives in the relationship and not in the text is what a good teacher does next: she cannot grade a suspicion, so she asks the student to talk. Explain this argument. Defend this claim. Show me how you got here. The answer comes back in a room, in a body, under questioning, the one place a text can never be taken. By then she has stopped grading the essay and started asking a person to account for it.

The institutional response confirms the diagnosis from another angle. Schools bought detectors, and the detectors became a scandal of their own: scores treated as verdicts, an arms race lost a model generation at a time, and real students flagged for the crime of writing plainly (one Stanford study found the leading detectors flag the majority of essays by actual non-native English speakers14). The tool the schools are converging on instead is software that watches the document rather than the text: the edit history, the keystrokes, the two thousand words that arrived in a single paste at 1:14 a.m. The software has given up on judging the words and tries to certify the making instead, provenance for homework, a chain of custody for the essay, which is the surveillance industry conceding that the question still answerable about a piece of writing has stopped being is this good or even is this human, and become what is this attached to, and how did it get here.

So the teacher’s famous instinct: she was reading the attachment, not the page, testing a bond she was in a position to test, weekly, in person. Detection by texture always failed, and detection by software is losing on schedule. Detection by relationship, a known person watched over time and asked to account for herself face to face, is the only kind with a record of working. Schools are meeting this first, because they collide with the flood on a grading deadline. The instrument everyone keeps waiting for stays imaginary; what exists is a person who knows you, in a room, asking you to say it to her face.



Embarrassment keeps surfacing in these descriptions. Confronted with any piece of content, in any medium, ask one question: is there anyone who would be embarrassed if this turned out to be wrong, or empty, or a betrayal of the person consuming it? Not legally liable. Not annoyed at lost revenue. Embarrassed; the social cost paid by someone whose judgment was on display and shown deficient.

If the answer is yes, you are holding the work of someone with stakes, however flawed the work. If the answer is no, if you trace the chain from the content backward and arrive at a process, a pipeline, a purposeless page operator, you are holding slop, however flawed or flawless.

Run the test on the cases. The mushroom guide written by a mycologist with her name on the cover, who knows that one wrong plate in a field guide ends her standing among the people whose respect built her career; that book has stakes, and its errors, if it has them, have an address. The machine-extruded guide uploaded under a pen name by an operator running two hundred titles: slop, even on the pages where it happens to be right, and especially there, because its correctness is uninsured, indistinguishable from its failures until the test arrives with dinner. The student essay drafted with a model, then rebuilt, argued with, signed by someone prepared to defend every claim at the seminar table: not slop. The same essay submitted unread at 3 a.m.: slop, and notice that in this last comparison the two texts might be word-for-word identical. The test does not examine the text. It examines what the text is attached to.

There is a relief within the test: you are not meant to run it on everything. Almost nothing that scrolls past you asks anything of you, and a life spent auditing every sentence for who stands behind it would be a misery and a waste. The test is for the few moments in a day when you are about to lean on what you read: the coder about to ship the model’s snippet into something that matters, the father checking whether the dose is safe for a child, the pastor about to preach a quotation as fact, the student deciding to trust the summary instead of reading the book, the buyer about to wire the deposit. At those moments the question earns its keep: behind this, is there anyone who would be embarrassed if it were wrong? The rest of the time, let it wash past. This skill is a small ask: a feel for which moments are the leaning ones, not the expertise to judge all the rest.

It is an odd place to have arrived: a definition of a content problem that cannot be applied by looking at content. It offends the instinct that says quality must live in the artifact, assessable by anyone with taste and no other information. That instinct was always mistaken. What we have been calling quality always spread beyond the artifact; a third of it always lived in the attachment between artifact and maker, and we could afford to ignore this for five hundred years only because the attachment came bundled automatically. Producing competent work used to be so hard that its existence proved a committed human. Competence was the receipt. The machines did not destroy quality. They destroyed the receipt.

What that did to the price of everything is the next chapter. But the human stakes of it are already visible in a detail from the Glasgow warehouse that the meme cycle mostly missed. The actors stayed. Knowing the production was a travesty, handed gibberish to perform for crying children at jelly-bean rations, several of them kept improvising through the afternoon (one, in the now-famous photographs, kept performing in a half-empty room in a magician’s coat) because there were children in front of them, and the children were real even if nothing else was. The images on the website had no dignity because they had no capacity to be answerable for the disappointment they caused. But the actor in the silver mask, disappointed as they may have been at the absurdity, had dignity, the capacity to be answerable. They stayed in the room when the collision arrived. The images, by definition, could only disappear.15

That pattern recurs throughout this book, and it is worth stating once as a rule of the era we have entered: the cost of unstaked content never disappears. It is transferred to whoever shows up.
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Chapter Two: When Knowing Got Cheap

On the afternoon of May 1, 2023, Dan Rosensweig got on his company’s quarterly earnings call and did something chief executives almost never do: he named the thing. His company was Chegg, and if the name means nothing to you, it meant everything to American college students, who had turned it into a verb. Chegg sold answers. A student stuck on problem 3 of a calculus set at midnight paid $14.95 a month, typed the problem in, and got the worked solution, drawn from a database of tens of millions of them, with freelance subject-matter experts, many in India, producing new ones around the clock for whatever the database lacked. Professors loathed it; students subscribed by the millions; investors loved what professors loathed. At its February 2021 peak the company was worth nearly fifteen billion dollars, priced over $110 a share. By the spring of 2023 it had already fallen hard from that peak, to around $17, as pandemic-era growth cooled and the market re-rated the stock over two years; the earnings call is the moment the slide turned into a cliff. Wall Street analysts liked to describe its “moat” as two decades of accumulated, proprietary, searchable knowing, more than five million paying subscribers deep.1

The quarter’s numbers were fine. The guidance was not, and Rosensweig explained why with a candor that cost him a billion dollars before lunch the next day. Since March, he told the analysts, the company had seen a significant spike in student interest in ChatGPT, and now believed it was hurting the rate at which new customers signed up. That was the whole disclosure. Students had found a box that answered homework questions instantly, on any subject, for free or nearly so, and were declining to pay $14.95 for the older box. By the close of trading on May 2, Chegg’s stock had fallen 48 percent in a single session, to $9.08, from the roughly $17 it had traded at before the call. The financial press, reaching for precedent, found none; analysts started calling the pattern “getting Chegged,” and every software company’s earnings call since has included a ritual paragraph explaining why it could not happen to them; a paragraph that, three years on, is still there every quarter, as permanent a fixture as the revenue slide. It kept happening. It is still happening. Chegg cut four percent of its staff that summer, then twenty-three percent the following June, then more, in tranches that eventually totaled most of the company.

As of the middle of 2026, the stock trades for about a dollar (99 percent of the peak value gone) and the company has spent its decline laying off staff in deepening rounds while suing Google, on the theory that AI-generated answers at the top of search results were stealing from the little traffic it had left. The seller of answers, reduced to litigating against a machine that gives them away for free. The verb has already faded from campus. The students simply moved to the box, the way their parents once moved from the encyclopedia to the search bar, without ceremony and without looking back.

Notice what had been destroyed. The demand for answers survived; students wanted answers more than ever, and usage of the new tools overwhelmingly demonstrates that. What collapsed was the scarcity of answers: the condition under which an archive of solutions could function as a moat, a subscription, a salary, a stock. Chegg’s misfortune was to be the purest publicly traded expression of a much older asset class: the value of knowing things. Its collapse was that asset class being repriced in public.

Almost everyone reading this owns some of that asset class. So the question is not what happened to one Silicon Valley company but what your knowing is worth now, and to answer it you have to watch where the value went, because it did not vanish. It moved.



To see the size of what broke, it helps to remember how strange the old price of knowledge was, and how recently everyone still paid it without thinking.

In 1990, the Encyclopaedia Britannica company sold about a hundred and twenty thousand multi-volume sets in the United States, at well over a thousand dollars a set. It was the company’s best year ever. The product was thirty-two volumes of settled human knowledge, sold door to door by a sales force trained to sit at kitchen tables and convert parental aspiration into installment plans. The pitch worked because the underlying scarcity was real: if your child needed to know the boiling point of antimony or the succession of the Plantagenets at nine on a school night, the alternatives were the library tomorrow or the encyclopedia now. The salesman in the suit was selling a heavy, multi-volume promise: that the world’s knowledge had been audited, edited, and bound.

Within one generation that sales pitch became incomprehensible. Wikipedia arrived in 2001, built by volunteer amateurs, which was supposed to be the punchline, except that study after study found its science and history articles holding their own weight against the professionals.2 In March 2012 Britannica announced the end of its print edition after two hundred and forty-four years; the final printing had sold about eight thousand sets.3 The repricing took roughly a decade, and throughout it turned on one fact about the new thing: that it was there, free and instant. Being better never entered into it. The commodity had arrived, and the salesman’s suit, the costume of the staked authority, was the first thing to be repriced.

What happened to Britannica’s encyclopaedia sets happened next to the people. Stack Overflow, founded in 2008, became the place where the world’s programmers asked and answered each other’s questions; a commons of working knowledge, sixty million questions and answers deep, sustained by a currency of reputation points that working coders printed on their résumés. It was, in its domain, what Britannica’s door-to-door salesmen had promised: every answer, in the house. Then the models trained on, among other things, Stack Overflow itself. The programmers discovered that the box would answer their exact question, about their exact code, without the wait and without the hazing ritual of being told the question was a duplicate. The site’s traffic began sliding in 2022 and then fell off a cliff; by the spring of 2023, outside analysts were measuring month-over-month drops in the double digits. The company disputed the steepest numbers at the time, claiming 2023 traffic fell only five percent below the prior year. Nobody disputes the cliff anymore, since the volume of new questions eventually fell to levels last seen when the site launched. In October 2023 Stack Overflow laid off twenty-eight percent of its staff. The following May, it signed a deal licensing its archive (the accumulated, freely given knowledge of its community) to OpenAI, for training. The commons sold itself to its successor.

By the end of 2025 the site was taking in fewer than four thousand new questions a month, a level it had not seen since 2009, the year after it launched, back when it was a scrappy upstart rather than the place programming ran on. The place still stands, the way a cathedral town stands after the trade routes move, its archive more consulted by machines in training than by the programmers it was built for. Reputation points, it turned out, were denominated in the old currency.4

And the freelancers. In 2019, a competent generalist writer charged roughly five to ten cents a word: fifty to a hundred dollars for a thousand words of clean, researched copy, and a workmanlike living for the people producing it at scale. A machine now does the same thousand words for Pennie’s. The comparison is lopsided in the writer’s favor on everything except price: the freelancer’s fee bought research, judgment, and a person who could be called, embarrassed, or sued, none of which the penny covers. That was cold comfort on an invoice. The billable unit had always been word-production, with accountability thrown in free. Most working writers, on most days, were being paid because producing competent words was hard. It stopped being hard, and the line items adjusted within months: Duolingo cut about ten percent of its contractor translators at the end of 2023, with a spokesman conceding the link to the company’s adoption of large language models. Studies of the freelance platforms have also found writing and translation gigs measurably degrading almost immediately after ChatGPT’s release.5 Forecasts argue, severance memos do not.

Across these cases the shape is identical. For the entire prior history of the species, knowledge had a body attached. To get an answer, you compensated a human life that had spent years acquiring it. Someone bought the encyclopedia that paid the editors, someone paid the subscription that paid the experts. Hire the writer, ask the doctor, retain the lawyer at six minutes a billing increment. Every fact came bundled with a person, and the bundling set the price. The companies deploying language models completed a process the internet had started, and cut the body off the answer. Knowing-that, the recallable, articulable, explainable content of expertise, exists as a standing reservoir, dippable by anyone, priced like tap water, or owned outright when running locally on a machine for the cost of the electricity to spin it. Intelligence arrived first as a metered utility you buy by the sip and is becoming, in parallel, a household appliance you can own: either way a thing, severed from the person who used to come attached to it. The archaic correlation between knows things and worth something has broken, and it broke in roughly thirty-six months. Almost every institution built on the old correlation (schools, credentials, reference publishers, mid-level expertise of every salaried kind) is still standing in their current form because institutions take longer to fall than correlations.

Call that alarmism if you like. Whether it is alarmism or arithmetic turns on timing, on how long an institution can keep standing after its premise has gone. And timing is the question on which the nineteenth century ran the perfect experiment.



In 1806, Frederic Tudor began shipping pond ice from New England to the Caribbean. It was an absurdity of logistics: harvesting frozen water in Massachusetts, packing it in sawdust, and sailing it to places where the sun was a permanent adversary. He was jailed for debt and mocked in the papers, but he had identified a fundamental truth: cold, in a hot place, is worth almost anything. By the 1850s, he was the “Ice King,” presiding over a global industry that shipped Walden Pond’s surface as far as Calcutta.

What followed is the correlation displayed in practice. Mechanical refrigeration was invented within Tudor’s lifetime, yet the natural ice trade did not collapse overnight. It grew for decades more. Machine ice was at first expensive and unreliable; natural ice had the brand, the distribution, and the installed base of iceboxes. A man cutting ponds in 1890 could argue that the machines still hadn’t won since before he was born. Then, around the turn of the century, the machines crossed the threshold. The natural ice industry went from enormous to nonexistent in twenty years. The men who had read the long coexistence as refutation discovered it had been incubation.6

The pattern matters for us because the coexistence phase is where knowledge work is right now. The doctor, the analyst, the staff writer, and the tutor coexist with the box, and the coexistence is being read as evidence the repricing has stalled. Chegg is what the threshold-crossing looks like from inside a single firm: years of nothing, and then minus forty-eight percent in a day. The lesson of the ice trade is that displacement is nonlinear. The only people who navigate it well are those who ask early: what, exactly, were people paying us for: the ice, or something the ice was carrying?



The collapses keep revealing the same thing: the dying price was almost always a partial price. Something else was bundled in, invisible until the bundle broke.

Recorded music made the cleanest demonstration. In 1999, the American recorded-music business took in $14.6 billion. A decade of perfect free copies later, it took in about half that. The albums had been repriced to zero. But over the same decade, North American concert revenue went from $1.7 billion to over $4 billion. The price of being in the room climbed as relentlessly as the falling price of the recording.7

What the concert numbers describe is the liberation of a preference that had been there all along, suppressed by an older logic. When the album cost money, the night was the bonus. Once the recording cost nothing, the disguise came off. The people who had been buying the album had always been buying the Demand-for-the-Real: the presence, the irreproducibility, the fact that a specific room filled with specific air at a specific hour would never exist again. The recording had been a way of approximating that, a souvenir selling for the price of the thing it commemorated. Set the souvenir free and the real thing reasserts itself.

The same unmasking has been running across every domain where copy met physical presence. Vinyl record sales were declared dead in the 1990s, only to come roaring back in 2008. By 2023, vinyl was outselling CDs for the second year running.8 This is the unmasked demand for an object with weight, a ritual with steps, and the twelve inches of someone’s deliberate attention made permanent on a disc. They are buying the receipt the stream cannot supply: evidence that someone made this and it exists in the world as a thing that can run out. The farmers market runs the same proof in tomatoes: people pay more for the person who grew them than for the fruit itself.9 The person turns out to have been part of the value all along, hidden by the convenience of the supermarket.10

Scarcity hid the demand for the real experience, the way the album hid the demand for the night, and kept it there all along. When the copy gets free, the demand surfaces, having been there since before anyone built a distribution system around it. The market the machines are creating is the original prize, depressed for two hundred years by the cost of reproduction, now visible because reproduction has hit the floor. The reader who pays for the signed edition, the listener at the hall, the patient who insists on the doctor who will answer if she is wrong; these are all the buyers who finally know what they were shopping for. And the epistemic version of this hunger is the want, now pricing into everything, for a person in a room who can be wrong about what they said and answer for it. The hunger is for testimony, the thing information was always carrying and could never replace, and testimony is rarer than the information that floods every screen.

Gutenberg ran the same experiment on the scribes, with the same result and a longer settling time. Printing repriced the copying of texts to near nothing, and the copyists were finished. But a Europe suddenly drowning in books needed something it had never needed at scale before: people who could tell you which books. Editors, commentators, indexers, the whole apparatus of learned judgment that the scarcity of manuscripts had made unnecessary. The flood created the filter. Reproduction collapsed; selection was born as a profession.11

And then the newspapers: the bundle whose breaking cost the most, because what died in it was a kind of witness. American newspaper classified advertising peaked around $19.6 billion in 2000, roughly forty percent of the industry’s ad revenue: the most boring money in media, paying, invisibly, for the least boring asset in civic life. When Craigslist and its kin made listings free (researchers later attributed about five billion dollars of the displacement between 2000 and 2007 to Craigslist alone), total newspaper advertising fell from $49 billion to $26 billion inside the decade, and the thing the boring money had been subsidizing was exposed to open air. Used-car sellers, it turned out, had been funding the reporter at the Thursday-afternoon zoning meeting. That reporter had always been paid through someone else’s invoice. The classifieds had carried her the way the album had carried the band, and when the bundle broke, information got more abundant every year of the collapse while coverage shrank: the person who was there, who knew the aldermen by sight, who saw through the press release because she had sat through the meeting it was misrepresenting. We will spend a later chapter on what the loss of her turned out to cost. For now she is the third instance of the pattern: break a bundle, and you discover what was really being paid for, always too late to bill for it.12

So run the pattern forward on knowing. Intelligence, in the form of answers, explanations, drafts, competence on demand, is the copyable half of a bundle we never knew was a bundle. The question that ought to keep every knowledge worker, every school, every publisher and every creator up at night is the other half: when the answer itself costs a penny, what was the body carrying that the penny does not buy?

You can hear the market already give an initial answer. The consoling story says the human simply climbs a rung: from answer-giver to judgment-giver, from coder to architect, from teacher of facts to mentor of persons. Some of that is real, and some of it is already true; the same months Chegg was collapsing, demand for in-person tutoring held and in places grew. But the rung you climb to is not safe either. The senior engineer who knows where the system breaks in production is worth more than the junior who only knew the syntax, at least until the models have ingested enough production to close even that gap, which they are visibly doing; ask the engineers watching an agent refactor a codebase how needed they feel this year versus last. Whatever can be stated as expertise (written down, demonstrated, made explicit) is what these systems are built to absorb, and “move up the value chain” is sound advice only until the chain is being eaten from below faster than anyone can climb. So the migration is narrower and stranger than “become the expert,” because expertise is copyable in principle and is being copied in fact. The value is draining toward the one thing in the bundle that stays put through all of it: the person who is answerable for the answer: who pays if it is wrong, who was in the room, whose name is on it. What attaches to them is stakes, the thing the bundle was always quietly charging for.

The pattern turns on its makers, too. The companies now selling intelligence as a metered service are not exempt from what happened to Chegg. They are exempt from it in practice, for now: the best frontier models still outrun what consumer hardware can run locally, the capability gap is real, and a meaningful premium tracks it. This is the coexistence phase. The ice trade had fifty years of it; recorded music had a decade. In each case, both sides kept advancing: the floor of what the cheaper alternative could do rose year by year, and so did the ceiling of what the premium version achieved, which is why the gap compresses more slowly than the impatient assume and the threshold arrives more suddenly than the incumbent expects. What the history makes clear is the shape, whatever the duration: the transition is threshold-dependent and nonlinear, and the companies that navigated it won on the strongest surrounding structure rather than the best commodity: the cold-chain relationships, the installed base, the things the commodity was carrying without appearing to. When ice got cheap, the companies that only had ice were done.13

What distinguishes the frontier AI labs from one another, in this frame, is what they have built besides the benchmark. Several of them have started to talk in these terms: a lab’s published safety commitments, its stated accountability standards, the research it releases as a form of self-imposed liability are described as the durable asset, the structure that outlasts the ice. Treat that story with the suspicion it has earned. A safety posture marketed as a moat is still, in part, marketing, a way of attaching a premium to outputs that the next cheap local model may match anyway, and the firm selling it has every incentive to call its own conduct infrastructure. Whether any of it functions as cold-chain structure, or only as a story told to investors, is the thing commoditization will test and has not yet. The firms whose premium tracks most directly to raw intelligence quality, and least to anything surrounding it, are where Rosensweig was: selling access to the commodity in a market that is learning to manufacture the commodity cheap. The investors backing them appear to believe the benchmark is the moat. The ice merchants believed that too, for decades, and for a long time they were right. The question they will eventually answer, whether they mean to or not, is the one this chapter has been asking all along: what, exactly, was the bundle carrying?14

It is worth saying plainly that the labs are not blameless weather in this story. The same companies now offering to sell their accountability as a feature are the ones that trained on Stack Overflow’s freely given commons and on a generation of writers’ work without asking, then sold the result back into the markets those people lived on. OpenAI bought Stack Overflow’s archive after the traffic that built it had already collapsed; the commons was monetized once by its members for reputation and a second time, over their heads, as training data. That is a choice some named firm made, in a boardroom, with a signature on it, and “the technology made knowing cheap” should not be allowed to launder it into something that merely happened. The repricing was built and shipped by people who can be named, and who profited.

Blame is one thing the repricing has earned; it is not the thing this book is chasing. Naming the other half of the bundle, the part the penny does not buy, is the work of the next several chapters. The usual names for it (judgment, taste, trust, expertise) each circle the thing without landing on it, because each still describes something a person knows how to do, and the machines are coming for everything a person knows how to do. The repricing runs past all of them. It moves value from what is said to who is answerable for it, from intelligence, which has become a commodity, toward something older that never can be, because it cannot be copied even in principle. Every previous migration in this chapter ended somewhere physical: a concert hall, a kitchen table, a council chamber. This one is headed the same way.

But the repricing of knowing has stirred up a fight that should be settled before the value is followed any further: the cry, rising from every corner of the internet where makers gather, that the machines did not reprice the sentences; they stole them. If knowing was never the asset, what exactly does anyone own in a sentence?
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This is not a claim that the farmer’s tomato tastes objectively better; sometimes it does, often it is indistinguishable, and the supermarket’s supply chain is frequently the more reliable one. The premium is paying for something else. The buyer is choosing a findable person who grew the thing and will answer for it over an anonymous corporation optimizing for margin, and is willing to pay for the difference even when the fruit itself is a wash. The preference is for an answerable source, which is the same thing this book keeps finding underneath every premium that survives a commodity going cheap.
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Ice itself never lost its value, and you can still buy a bag at any gas station. What died was harvested pond ice, the business of cutting frozen lakes and shipping the blocks, made obsolete the moment manufactured ice was cheaper and more reliable to produce. The commodity survived; the expensive way of producing it did not. That is the precise shape of every case in this chapter: the thing people wanted (cold, answers, music) persisted, while the costly method that used to be the only way to supply it was repriced to nothing.



The comparison to the ice ship is deliberately imperfect, and worth being honest about, because a frontier lab is not only selling a commodity. Two things can keep a premium alive even after the cheap local model is “good enough” for ordinary use. First, raw frontier capability does work the floor cannot: novel drug and material discovery, research at the edge of what intelligence can do, problems where the difference between the best model and the second-best is the difference between a result and nothing. Second, convenience and reliability are themselves worth paying for; the best model on tap, maintained, current, and answerable when it fails, has value beyond the benchmark number. The chapter’s point survives both concessions: benchmarks alone are a weak moat, because the floor rises and the gap compresses. But “weak moat” is not “no premium,” and the labs that endure will be the ones whose worth is not reducible to a leaderboard.





Chapter Three: Who Owns a Sentence

In early 2020, a lawyer and coder named Damien Riehl explained from a stage how he and a musician named Noah Rubin set out to end a certain kind of lawsuit by committing it to absurdity. They had written a small program that generated melodies; every melody, or close enough. Their program produced every possible run of eight notes across twelve beats, some sixty-eight billion of them. They then released the whole catalogue into the public domain.1 The point was an argument of exhaustion, music beside it; no one will ever play the hard drive. There are only so many ways to arrange a few notes into a line a person can hum. The number is enormous, but it is finite, and every one of those lines already existed, as a mathematical fact, before any songwriter was born to write it. A melody, Riehl was saying, is closer to found than invented, found the way the number seventeen is found, and nobody owns seventeen.

What is true of melodies is, with complications, true of sentences. The match is loose; language is vastly larger than an eight-note run, and a paragraph has more room to be singular than a chord progression does. But the direction is the same, and it points somewhere uncomfortable for our instincts about ownership. Almost everything you will ever write is recombination. The words are inherited; the grammar is inherited; the moves (the turn, the reversal, the concession, the close on a hard image) were all worn smooth by other hands long before you reached for them. The metaphor that feels like yours has a genealogy. The argument that feels new is, nine times out of ten, an old argument wearing this decade’s clothes. We are each standing on a mountain of inherited competence we did not build, and writing is mostly the act of rearranging what is already on that mountain.

This should be less of a scandal than it feels, because the idea that it is a scandal is surprisingly young. The figure of the wholly original genius, the creator who spins the new thing out of private inspiration, is largely an invention of the Romantic era, and it was always more flattering than accurate. Shakespeare took his plots wherever he found them: Holinshed’s chronicles, Plutarch’s lives, a Danish prince. The borrowing is half the genius, and he stands taller for it. What he did with Holinshed is the whole point, and Holinshed is the one forgotten. T. S. Eliot put it in a sentence that has itself been borrowed ever since: immature poets imitate, mature poets steal.2 Bach reworked. The blues reworked. The artist and creator rework. For most of written history, the commonplace book was ordinary equipment for a thinking life, a tool a serious mind kept close. Originality, in the strong sense the copyright lawsuit assumes, may be the rarest thing there is, and may be a mirage entirely. What is real is a particular person doing a particular rearranging.

Jorge Luis Borges wrote the cleanest demonstration of this in 1939, in a story about a man who set out to write Don Quixote. He set out to compose it again, word for word, the same book Cervantes wrote, arrived at independently by a twentieth-century Frenchman.3 Borges quotes a passage from Cervantes and the identical passage from his fictional author, Pierre Menard, and argues, with a straight face, that Menard’s is the richer of the two, because the same words, written three hundred years later by a different man in a different world, mean differently. The phrase that was ordinary in Cervantes’s mouth is, in Menard’s, a deliberate archaism. The text is identical. The achievement is not. Borges meant it as a joke and a profundity: the value lived in who set the words down, at what cost, and standing where. A later chapter will make the same point with a painting instead of a sentence: a single unchanged canvas counted a masterpiece or a worthless fake depending only on whose hand was believed to be behind it. A forgery and a sentence have the same secret. The part that mattered always lay outside the copy.

Now turn to the thing that has writers in open revolt: machines trained on everything, generating sentences in your cadence, images in your style, and the claim hardening into lawsuits across two continents: that’s mine, you stole it. Two true things are happening here, and the whole argument depends on pulling them apart instead of letting the one you can answer swallow the one you cannot.

The first is the claim instincts reach for first. Your sentences were recombination, like everyone’s; your style is a probability distribution over moves you learned from others; the model that read ten thousand writers and the novelist who read a thousand are, at the level of the sentence, doing a recognizable version of the same thing. We have a word for the one who learns the moves by watching another work until the moves become his own: apprentice. You copied me proves less than it wants to, because copying in that loose sense is what every writer who ever got good always did.

The second claim is the one the recombination argument is built to walk past. The gap between the student and the model is not only scale, though scale is where it opens. The novelist who reads a thousand books feeds the world those books came from: more readers, a few more sales, sometimes a career that points back toward the writers who formed her. A company that ingests a million books to build a machine that competes with their authors sends nothing back up the line. The corpus was a working input to a product sold for profit, the input was taken without consent or payment, and the gain it created is kept by the party that took it. That is extraction, and it stays extraction whether or not a sentence can be owned. Whether language is property has no bearing on whether a worker was paid. The New York Times, the novelists in the Authors Guild suit, the illustrators who watch their own hand come back out of a prompt box are owed a reply in the currency they are asking in, and the courts may yet decide the currency is money. What that reply should be built from, a per-use market that pays each contributor when their work moves an output, or a class-wide settlement that splits a lump sum across everyone scraped, is genuinely unsettled, and people who agree the debt is real divide hard over which one to want. This book argues where the value belongs, not which machinery should deliver it. That the machinery is still unbuilt is the urgent, unfinished business the argument cannot itself close.4

Underneath the lawsuit sits a second grief, and the legal vocabulary keeps mistranslating it because money cannot reach it. The thing that was ever fully yours lived off the page, which is why it survived everything the model could do to the page: the stake. That a particular, findable, answerable person stood behind this claim and would pay if it failed. The machine reproduces your style and stops at your stakes, the same wall the forger met between the brushwork and the provenance. Your words were copied into a place where no one is answerable for them, absorbed into an averaged, sourceless output that wears your cadence while shedding your exposure, until the link between an utterance and the person who meant it is cut at industrial scale. What breaks there is attribution, the chain that runs back to an answerable source, and it sits outside copyright’s reach and outside compensation’s too. This is a separate loss from the unpaid wage. A writer can be paid in full and still suffer it; a writer can be credited by name and still suffer it. The check answers the theft of labor and leaves this one standing, because no check was ever the thing that held a sentence to the person who would answer for it.

All of this leaves the proprietary book standing. A serious printed work is its author’s, and the claim rests on something other than owning the sentences. It rests on being the one who spent the years selecting, synthesizing, and staking a name on this account of the subject, this one above all others. The recombination is curated, tested, and answered for by a specific person, and that is a real and legitimate claim. The book holds its weight; copyright simply reaches for the value at the wrong layer. The value the author actually created, and may rightly charge for, is the accountability they bring to the synthesis, which runs deeper than the copyability of its sentences.

“Who owns this sentence” is the wrong question even when the grievance behind it is right. Ideas were never owned; truth least of all. No one held a property right in the boiling point of water or the structure of a tragedy, and a civilization that tried to would have strangled itself within its first generation. What a healthy culture tracks is who will answer for a true thing now. Who first uttered it usually vanishes and usually doesn’t matter; what counts is whose name is on the study, whose reputation rides on the claim, who can be found and asked how do you know. Attestation is the relation that carries the weight: a bond between a claim and a person, drawn through reputation rather than around a string of words.

The machines have made strings of words free, as they have made melodies free, as printing once made copies free. Each time, the people who had priced their living in the copyable thing felt the floor give. Whether they were paid as it gave was never settled by the machine; it was settled by who held the leverage and what the law chose to protect, and it has come out one way in some rooms and the opposite in others. The license, the royalty, the collective bargain are live in this round too, and scraped writers may well be paid. What no settlement reaches is the loss that ran the other way, into the part that survives copying, where the value sat all along: the answerable person behind the words, who carries a price no licensing rate can name.

So put the sentence down; the asset always lay elsewhere. The question worth asking of any made thing in the age of free expression reaches past whether the words are original. Almost no words are, and the machine will finish off whatever pretense still survives. The question is the older one, the one a melody on a hard drive can never raise and a person always can: not who wrote this, but who will stand behind it when it matters, and what it will cost them if they are wrong.






2020; released under a Creative Commons Zero license as the “All the Music” project. Techdirt; Kottke, Feb. 2020.



T. S. Eliot, “Philip Massinger,” in The Sacred Wood: Essays on Poetry and Criticism (1920). The full passage: “Immature poets imitate; mature poets steal; bad poets deface what they take, and good poets make it into something better, or at least something different. The good poet welds his theft into a whole of feeling which is unique, utterly different from that from which it was torn.”



Jorge Luis Borges, “Pierre Menard, Author of the Quixote” (1939), whose protagonist recomposes Don Quixote word for word without copying it. First published in the Argentine journal Sur; collected in Ficciones (1944).



As of mid-2026, whether training on copyrighted material constitutes infringement remains unresolved in US courts. The New York Times sued OpenAI and Microsoft in December 2023, alleging that wholesale ingestion of its articles exceeded fair use; the case survived a motion to dismiss in February 2025 and is proceeding to discovery. Class actions from authors including George R. R. Martin, Jodi Picoult, and others through the Authors Guild, and Getty Images’ suits against Stability AI in both US and UK courts, present related but distinct theories. The central unresolved question is whether large-scale statistical training constitutes “transformative use” as courts have found for some search-engine indexes, or is closer to the systematic reproduction the Times alleges. The EU AI Act (in force 2024) requires disclosure of training data but does not resolve underlying copyright questions. Separately from the infringement question, consent and compensation frameworks for training data are under development at both legislative and industry-standards levels; several major publishers have reached licensing agreements with AI companies while litigation proceeds.





Chapter Four: The Floor and the Attention

Start with the easy tests. Ask a model whether the Battle of Stalingrad ended in a German surrender, and it will tell you: yes, January 1943. Ask who won the 1948 World Series, and the Cleveland Indians beat the Boston Braves in six. Ask about compound interest or the Krebs cycle, and the answer is organized, correct, and clearer than what a human professional would produce on an average day, the key word being average. A professor has average days; the model does not. The cell biology teacher who covered that unit for fifteen years still delivered it differently after a bad night, a difficult conversation, a Tuesday in November when she was somewhere else in her head.

For decades, we assumed this would be the hard part. Getting the facts right was supposed to be the summit. Fluency was the mystery for our grandchildren. Both assumptions are now rubble. The machines took the two qualities our whole evaluative tradition was built to measure (is it true? is it well made?) and turned them into commodities almost overnight.

Supporters cheat by pretending the conquests are total; defenders of human craft cheat by pretending they are fake. The evidence buries both. The conquests are real, and the conquered territory turns out to have been a place quality had already left.



Take the conquest of truth first. Its failures concentrate exactly where checking is hardest. Ask about Stalingrad and the model is grounded by ten thousand books. Ask about a minor Byzantine official or a subclause of maritime law in a lesser known North African port, and the confident register continues, but the signal of how solid the ground is drops away. Calibration has improved on aggregate; recent models hedge and abstain more often than their predecessors did, and the selective-confidence research is real. The improvement runs along the average, though, and the specific query that crosses from the well-trodden into the speculative is exactly where the score is least to be trusted. Often the model still maintains the same confident register whether it is citing Stalingrad or confabulating a Byzantine footnote, and both the system and the user are left guessing which mode they are in. The failures land where checking costs more than asking.

Concede the optimistic case in full, because the argument does not need to deny a word of it. The confident-wrong answer that defined the early models grows rarer with each release, and there is no reason to think the trend stops. A model that flags its own uncertainty cleanly and confabulates a fraction as often as its grandparent did three years ago is a near-certainty, not a fantasy, and a reader who bet against it would lose.

But that improvement is the opposite of a rescue. When the machine was wrong a third of the time and brazen about it, the crudeness worked as a warning label; you knew to keep your guard up. Drive the error rate down and polish whatever is left, and you remove the last thing keeping anyone alert. The mistakes that survive are the ones that survived because they are hardest to catch: the plausible Byzantine footnote, the subclause that reads exactly like real maritime law, the confident figure in the one field where you had no way to check. A calibrated confidence score helps right up until the case that matters is the case where the score was wrong, and a score is not a someone. It cannot be deposed, cannot be sued, cannot be embarrassed when the eighty-percent answer turns out to be the twenty. The better the machine gets at truth, the more completely the only question left is the one this book keeps returning to: behind this answer, in this case, is there anyone who pays if it is wrong. Clearing the truth bar does not retire that question. It strips away everything that used to stand in for it.

A second failure runs alongside the first: true-but-generic. The patient asking about chest pain needs a doctor to notice she mentioned it as an aside, after the trouble sleeping, and that her family history makes the “statistically musculoskeletal” answer a dangerous permission to stay home. The doctor’s scarce skill always lay past knowing the literature, in knowing which knowledge this moment requires and being answerable for the choice. The models have flooded the literature and run dry at the choice.

Wikipedia works, and it is worth conceding why. It works because its domain is the cheap-to-verify. It is an excellence built on process and distributed accountability: editors accumulate standing within its governance, disputed claims carry the visible marks of arguments fought to resolution, and being caught inserting nonsense carries real costs. Wikipedia has stakes; they are communal and process-verified rather than attached to any individual byline, which is why it works for the cheap-to-verify and why it cannot do what a named expert does when a claim must have a single address. This book’s thesis is fine with that. Wikipedia thrives outside our boundaries because its domain does not require individual testimony. The mushroom guide does.

The machines are also producing wonders, like DeepMind’s AlphaFold, which predicted structures for two hundred million proteins.1 It is trusted because it was checked against decades of lab data, ships with confidence scores, and was released by a named institution that staked its reputation on the tool. The hopeful future and the slop crisis are the same mechanism: value flows wherever a claim can be tied back to something that answers for it.

The boundary generalizes: most of what gets produced can stay well short of a Monet. A grocery list wants accuracy and nothing more. Slop is the failure to supply stakes when the leaning happens (the stakes in the medical answer, the presence in the witness), a failure of placement rather than of lavishness, while the machine fluently supplies the appearance of both with little discrimination about when it matters.

Accuracy has become a floor. When every essay is spelled correctly, spelling tells you nothing. When every answer at least has the appearance of accuracy, then accuracy also tells you nothing. This is how floors work: they neutralize the old signal while exposing what was built on it. For five centuries, a document that was accurate and well-made was, reliably, a document somebody had committed to, because accuracy and craft were hard enough that their presence proved a person. The floor arrived and that proof collapsed. A floor of near-universal apparent accuracy means the question is this right stops sorting anything. The question that starts sorting is the older and harder one: who will answer if it is wrong? The machine raised the floor. The stakes question is what is left standing above it.



Then the second conquest: beauty. In April 2023, millions enjoyed “Heart on My Sleeve,” a song featuring synthetic versions of Drake and the Weeknd.2 The discomfort was that it was good, and the source was nothing.

We should stop lying about machine beauty. If the sentence catches your breath, the catch happened. You can be told later that no one wrote it, and that changes what it stands for, but it doesn’t un-catch your breath. The machines have manufactured the appearance of beauty, and the appearance of beauty is the experience of beauty.

So what was beauty doing for us before it was rentable? It was evidence of attention.

The opening line of Camus’s L’Étranger is four words: Aujourd’hui, maman est morte. The first English translator, Stuart Gilbert, rendered it “Mother died today”: accurate by any dictionary while also insufficient. Maman is not “Mother”; it is the child’s word, warm and unguarded, surviving in the grown man’s mouth on the day of her death, set against the flat finality of est morte. The whole novel’s emotional problem sits compressed in a register clash that “Mother died today” flattens. It took until 1988 for Matthew Ward to make the informed call: leave it. Maman died today.3 Keep the foreign word, keep the warmth and the strangeness, let English readers feel the thing French readers feel. Hundreds of pages of competent translation, and the entire art is visible in that one refusal to settle: a translator holding the original’s performance in one hand, the target language’s resources in the other, and declining every adequate option until he found the one that did the work, at the cost of a choice he would have to defend.

Design tells the same story in cleaner form. In 1972 the designer Massimo Vignelli gave New York a subway map that riders spent seven years hating (the geography distorted, Central Park squashed, the water the wrong shape) and that designers have spent fifty years studying, because every one of its distortions was a decision in service of the only question a subway map exists to answer: which train, which transfer. Vignelli attended his creation to what the thing was for, and sacrificed everything else to it, including being liked. The city retired the map in 1979 and replaced it with a friendlier one that is harder to use.4 Both maps are competent artifacts. Only one of them is the record of someone seeing the problem whole and paying a public price for the clarity, and the difference between those two kinds of competence is what the word beauty, in the craft sense, was always tracking.

This is what the beauty axis was measuring, all along: evidence of attention, not polish. The philosopher Iris Murdoch, borrowing the word from Simone Weil, argued that attention is the fundamental moral and aesthetic act: the discipline of seeing a thing as it actually is, against the constant pull of seeing what is convenient, flattering, or expected. Her famous example involves no art at all: a mother-in-law, M, who finds her son’s wife vulgar and tiresome, and who, suspecting her own jealousy, goes back and looks again, deliberately, until she sees a young woman who is not vulgar but unpolished, not tiresome but young.5 Nothing in the world has changed; the work was all interior, effortful, against the grain of the self. Murdoch’s claim is that this work, looking until you see truly, is the root of all making worth the name. The painter attends to the apple until the apple is internalized, and becomes the apple his intuition knows rather than the apple as apples are supposed to look, then reaches for the canvas. Ward attended to maman until the word’s actual weight, not its dictionary entry, reached the English. When a made thing strikes us as beautiful, what we are responding to, on this account, is the visible record of someone having looked that hard. Beauty is what attention leaves behind.

Murdoch’s own argument creates a tension. The attention she describes is a practice of unselfing: M succeeds by removing her own preferences from the encounter, getting out of the way of what is actually there, rather than by committing herself to a verdict. That sounds like the inverse of what the book is arguing, a matter of getting yourself out of it rather than putting your name on the line.

But the stake and the unselfing are the same act seen from different sides. Having your name behind the work removes the option of settling for the convenient version; the accountability you cannot escape is what makes it possible to come back and look again, without the exit of a comfortable dismissal. M could only see the daughter-in-law once dismissal stopped being the safer option; the commitment that made the second looking possible was accountability itself. The machine’s limit is a matter of exposure rather than processing power. It cannot be wrong in a way that costs it anything, and the possibility of that cost is what makes attention more than simulation.

Take the Staked Designer in a modern branding firm. She is presented with twenty logos that all clear the specification of the brief: they are blue, they use the right font, they are “adequate,” and whether they were made by a human or not, her conclusion is the same and refuses them all. She goes back to the drawing board for a week because she noticed something about the way the client’s product actually feels in a user’s hand, something the brief didn’t say and the model didn’t see. Her refusal is economically irrational; the client would have been “pleased” with the A-minus version. But she pays the cost of the extra week because she is attending to the reality of the work. When the final logo arrives, its “beauty” lives past its symmetry, in the fact that it is the record of that one person having seen a truth that others had missed.

The relativist has been waiting through all of this, with the objection raised whenever beauty is discussed as if it were real. But taste is subjective. One viewer weeps during the film, another walks out; one reader’s profound poem is in another’s pile for the second-hand store. If beauty is only preference, then the machine that manufactures pleasing has taken nothing from anyone, because there was nothing there to take, only opinion, and opinion is always cheap and limitless. Everything here depends on beauty having been a real signal, and a real signal cannot be pure preference.

The answer is old, and the two philosophers who gave the first attempt at an answer were nobody’s sentimentalists. David Hume, in 1757, looked straight at the subjectivity of taste and declined to surrender to it. Some verdicts, he noticed, do not actually vary: across centuries and languages the same handful of works keep being judged great by the people best equipped to judge them, and the ranking is stable enough that anyone who called a hack the equal of a master would be exposing a defective taste rather than expressing a different one. The standard of taste lives in the converging verdict, over time, of qualified judges, somewhere past both the object itself and any tally of opinions: people with practiced perception, wide comparison, freedom from prejudice, the delicacy to catch what the careless miss.6 Kant added the stranger half. When you call something beautiful, you reach past reporting what you happen to like, the way you report liking cilantro; you are claiming that others ought to agree, making a demand on them you cannot prove and cannot stop making. A judgment of taste reaches for a universal assent it can never fully secure, and that reaching is what separates this is beautiful from this pleases me.7

What both men were describing, in the idiom of their centuries, is that taste is trained, communal, and answerable, which is to say, it has the structure this book keeps finding under the word stakes. The disagreement between two viewers shows the ordinary working of a standard that lives in trained judgment rather than in the artifact, one that converges, slowly and never completely, among the people who have actually done the looking. The machine can manufacture the surface that trips the response. What it cannot do is join the community of judgment that the response answers to: it has not looked, it cannot be answerable for the looking, cannot be a qualified judge whose agreement with other judges is the thing that makes a verdict more than a vote. The beauty it makes is real in the eye and empty in the chain: the same split, arriving on the beauty axis, that the truth axis already showed.8

An objection arrives here that the technology is already running in practice: AI systems are being placed on art-contest juries, curating acquisitions, ranking submissions.9 If the machine can serve as judge, does it not join the community of judgment?

The answer turns on what judging requires. A judge who cannot be shown to have been wrong, persuaded by a colleague, or held accountable to a body whose esteem matters to her is merely running a preference algorithm. The community of aesthetic judgment converges through the mutual accountability of those preferences, something preference-aggregation alone can never reach: judges who can be wrong in ways that cost them something in the room. An AI judge can prefer. It cannot answer for the preference, and a verdict that cannot be answered for is not yet a verdict in the relevant, practical sense.

Come down from the abstract to a single case. The claim that beauty is the residue of a real person attending to a real loss is easiest to see where we know the life behind the work. Elizabeth Bishop wrote “One Art” as a villanelle, a tight form built on two lines that keep circling back, and used the repetition itself as a discipline for bearing loss. The refrain insists that the art of losing isn’t hard to master, and the poem tests that claim against a rising scale of things lost: keys, houses, cities, a continent, the controlled voice holding through stanza after stanza, until the last one, where it faces the loss of a person and the composure finally cracks open in a parenthesis: though it may look like (Write it!) like disaster.10 That self-command (the poet ordering her own hand to set down the word her whole strategy of composure was built to avoid) is the most famous two words in the poem, and their force is inseparable from what they are evidence of: thirty years of practiced restraint meeting the one thing it could not contain. The beauty is the biography breaking through the form.

A language model can produce that shape. Trained on every poem that ruptures, it can rupture on schedule, and a reader who does not know the provenance may well catch her breath. The output can be beautiful; we have conceded that and the concession stands. What the output cannot be is evidence. There was no composure, no thirty years, no thing being contained; only a system that has learned that poems sometimes do that. The surface is present; the attention the surface used to certify is absent. The signature is perfect and there is no signatory.

For the reader, in the moment, the two are indistinguishable. But notice what this does to beauty’s old job. For all of human history, a beautiful surface was a reliable certificate, because the surface was expensive: you could not fake the years it took to write like that, see like that, choose like that. Beauty meant somebody looked hard at this. The models have done to that certificate exactly what they did to accuracy’s certificate: the quality survives, severed from what it certified. There are now two kinds of beautiful objects in the world, the record of a perception and the performance of one, and no test on the object tells you which you are holding.

This inability to distinguish them on the surface has a behavioral consequence the culture is already working through. Whenever a style becomes the machine’s style, it stops functioning as the human’s tell. Writers who had their own ways of marking thought (the em-dash as a rhythm-break, the sentence fragment deployed with calculation, the deliberately unusual vocabulary choices, the specific cadence of a long sentence shattering into a short one) find those signatures appearing in every generated paragraph and quietly drop them. The mark that certified presence becomes the mark that certifies nothing; its absorption into training data is its funeral. This has always happened to expressive forms (slang gets adopted and loses its force, genre conventions calcify from fresh to clichéd), but the speed is different now. Features that took decades to travel from distinctive to default now make that journey in months.

The response comes in two directions. Some creators reach for new tells: stranger rhythms, more idiosyncratic choices, whatever the model cannot yet do, only to watch the next training cycle close the gap. Others go the opposite direction and stop trying to signal humanness altogether, treating the machine’s apparent impossibilities as a flex: output so metrically precise or so ornately structured that it reads as a different kind of proof: no longer a human wrote this but someone with serious ambition marshaled serious resources, and look what they made. Both responses are answers to the same pressure. Neither restores the old certificate, because the certificate always lived past the style itself, in the cost of having developed it, the years of reading and making that gave the mark its trace of a real mind. The machine can acquire the trace. It cannot acquire the formation that produced it. What survives the cycle is the pressure itself, which keeps generating new tells as each old one is absorbed.



Push the concession to its limit, because the decade is going to push it there anyway. In March 2016, in a Seoul hotel ballroom, a machine called AlphaGo played the thirty-seventh move of its second game against Lee Sedol, then one of the world’s strongest Go players. The move looked like a mistake. Commentators apologized for it on the broadcast; the system itself estimated that a professional human would have chosen it about once in ten thousand games. It won the game, and it has since entered the small canon of moves that players study the way poets study a perfect stanza. Fan Hui, the European champion who had already lost to the machine in private, groped for language and landed here: “It’s not a human move. I’ve never seen a human play this move. So beautiful.”11

He spoke plainly, and with no one there to flatter, flattery was beside the point. The beauty of move 37 was real, public, and durable, and no human mind conceived it. Hold that fact and run the thought experiment the technology is now preparing to run for real. Somewhere a system operates with no prompt worth the name and no person in the chain: it generates a film, end to end, unwatched by its own pipeline. Suppose the film is good. Suppose it is wonderful: people send it to each other saying you have to see this, it gathers a hundred million viewers, and there is no director to interview, no one to call up the aisle on awards night. By the letter of this book’s definition that film is slop: output from the far end of the gradient, with no one staked on it at any point. And the letter, applied that way, would be wrong.

Ask what the film actually promised you. A piece of entertainment makes one wager: that it will repay the hours it asks for.12 That wager is tested in the watching: the collision and the consumption are the same event, which places the whole genre on the cheap-to-verify side of the boundary this chapter drew at Wikipedia. The mushroom guide’s betrayal arrives weeks after the reading, over dinner, in a body. A bad film’s betrayal arrives in the second act, instantly, at no cost beyond the evening you were spending anyway. Where checking is free, stakes were never the strand the situation was leaning on; the film’s one contract was the experience, and the experience audits itself in the watching.

So the honest category for the authorless masterpiece is nature. Humanity has always been moved by what no author made; we have wept at sunsets, at canyons, at the geometry of a shell, all of which stand alone, and all of which we call beautiful rather than slop. What the generators have done, at the far autonomous end, is return the made thing to the condition of the found thing: beautiful the way weather is beautiful, and mute the way weather is mute. You can love it. What it withholds is an answer to what it meant, someone to thank, a promise about the next one, because there is no one whose standard it expresses and no career it puts at risk. Move 37 committed nobody to anything, and the film by no one carries no promise of a next film. Found beauty is a gift without a giver, and the gratitude it earns is real and has nowhere to land.13

The conquest itself, though, is never authorless. The film spreads by recommendation: one person telling another trust me, this is worth your evening, each share a small wager of credibility placed before people who remember bad tips. The film carries no stakes, and its distribution is made of almost nothing else. The audience, not the maker, supplies the testimony, the way Dublin’s crowd supplied everything real on O’Connell Street. That is the era’s strange new commons: oceans of unstaked wonder, navigated by chains of small human vouching.

The boundary, then, again, is: entertainment can be authorless; testimony cannot. Recut that same film as a documentary, let it claim anywhere that this happened, and the void behind it starts to matter again, instantly, with bodies attached. The same artifact crosses from the cheap-to-verify to the expensive-to-verify, and the missing answerable someone stops being a curiosity and becomes the whole question.

So both of the measurable axes end in the same place. Truth conquered, and revealed as a floor. Beauty conquered, and revealed as a certificate now forgeable at scale. Everything our evaluative tradition could point to in the artifact itself (the claims check out, the craft is superb) the machines can now supply, which means the artifact itself can no longer answer the question we were always asking of it. The question was: can I trust this? did someone stand behind this? if I lean on it, who falls? For hundreds of years the artifact carried the answer bundled inside its scarcity; that bundle is now broken.

The argument has not been that the machines produce imitation truth and fake beauty while humans produce the real thing. It has been more specific: the appearances of truth and beauty are separable from what makes them matter in the world, and stakes are what the other two become when they are fully arrived at rather than merely approximated, not a third strand supplementing them. Testified truth is what a claim is when it has a real address and someone to answer for it, which is more than accurate-plus-accountable. Committed beauty is what craft is when it is the record of an attention rather than a performance of one, which is more than polished-plus-intentional. The machines have demonstrated that the surface of each can exist without the structure that made the surface meaningful. What they cannot demonstrate, because they cannot do it, is that the surface was ever what the world was actually asking for.

What’s left is the third thing, the one that was never in the artifact at all. It lived in the relation between the work and a person who could be ruined by it, and it is the only one of the three the machines have not touched, because it is the only one that cannot be generated, for the same reason a forged signature cannot vouch for itself.

What that third thing is made of, precisely and structurally rather than as a slogan, is the next chapter, and it begins with the greatest forger of the twentieth century selling a fake masterpiece.






Google DeepMind’s AlphaFold2 won the CASP14 protein-structure competition in 2020; in 2022 DeepMind released predicted structures for roughly 200 million proteins via the AlphaFold Protein Structure Database. Demis Hassabis and John Jumper shared the 2024 Nobel Prize in Chemistry (with David Baker, awarded the other half for computational protein design) for the work. DeepMind; The Nobel Prize.



Posted April 2023; drew millions of streams before being pulled by Universal Music Group. Variety; CNN, 2023.



Camus’s L’Étranger (1942); Stuart Gilbert translation (1946); Matthew Ward translation (1988).



MoMA; “1972 Vignelli Map of the New York City Subway System.”



Iris Murdoch, The Sovereignty of Good (1970).



David Hume, “Of the Standard of Taste” (1757).



Immanuel Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment (1790).



The hard version of the objection deserves its full strength. A thoroughgoing subjectivist (the tradition runs from de gustibus non est disputandum through the logical positivists, for whom “this is beautiful” is just “hooray for this,” an emotive noise with no truth value) denies there is anything to converge on at all. If that held, the appeal here to a community of judgment would be empty: only preferences, equally valid, all the way down. Two things answer it. First, almost no one lives as though it were true. The same people who say beauty is merely subjective do not actually rate a supermarket greeting card the equal of Rembrandt, and the asymmetry in how seriously they hold the two verdicts is the standard reasserting itself against the theory. Second, the convergence is observable: across centuries and languages, qualified judges keep ranking the same works highly, and the stability of that ranking is a fact about the world that pure preference cannot explain. None of this requires beauty to be a property of the object the way mass is. It requires only what Hume claimed: that trained perception, given time and comparison, converges more than chance would predict, which is all that “a real signal” ever meant.



The practice is real, and already instructive. Beauty.AI, in 2016, billed itself as the first international beauty contest judged entirely by machines: roughly six hundred thousand people submitted selfies to a “robot jury” of five algorithms scoring symmetry, wrinkles, and the like. The result was a parable about this chapter’s point: nearly all the winners came out light-skinned, and the project’s own chief science officer conceded the training data had been skewed. Curation has followed the same path. In September 2023 the Nasher Museum of Art at Duke mounted an exhibition whose themes and checklist were generated by ChatGPT, and the 2023 Helsinki Art Biennial folded machine curation into its program. These systems can rank and select. What none of them can do is be answerable for the ranking. TechSpot and Vice (Beauty.AI, 2016); MuseumNext (Nasher Museum, 2023).



Elizabeth Bishop, “One Art,” collected in Geography III (1976).



The move is commonly referenced as “Move 37.” “AlphaGo versus Lee Sedol.”



“Repay” is deliberately broad. The currency varies (laughter, suspense, catharsis, the good cry, awe, the satisfaction of a plot that locks shut) and a single film often pays in several at once. What unites them is the timing: each is delivered and judged in the watching, which is what keeps the whole category on the cheap-to-verify side of the line. A work that asked to be trusted for something it could deliver only later, a documentary’s facts, a manual’s instructions, would be making a different wager and would need a different strand to back it.



A fair objection: a canyon makes no claim, but a model can state a truth about the world, and a true statement is not mute the way weather is. The asymmetry holds anyway. Aesthetic output asks nothing of its source; we can be moved by beauty no one meant, the way we are moved by a coastline. A truth-claim is different in kind, because a claim has the shape of something a claimant asserts, and assertion is exactly what the machine does not perform: it emits a sentence that corresponds to the world, or fails to, with no one standing behind the correspondence. So a model’s true sentence is closer to found beauty than it first looks, an accurate artifact thrown off by the compressed reasoning of millions of human authors, useful and even valuable, but not an act of telling the truth, because no one is answerable for its being told (see the introduction’s note on accuracy versus truthfulness). We can take the accuracy as a gift, the way we take a vein of ore. What we cannot do is thank it, or hold it to its next claim, or ask it how it knows. Truth without a truthteller is found, not testified, and that difference is most of this book.





Chapter Five: A Position in a Chain

In May of 1945, in newly liberated Amsterdam, Dutch investigators arrested a painter named Han van Meegeren on a charge that, in a country just freed from five years of Nazi occupation, carried the death penalty: collaboration, selling the nation out to its enemy. During the occupation, a previously unknown Vermeer (Christ with the Adulteress) had passed through a chain of dealers into the private collection of Hermann Göring, the second-most powerful man in Hitler’s Germany. The chain led back to van Meegeren.1 Handing a piece of the national patrimony to the man who was busy looting Europe’s art was, in the Netherlands of 1945, very close to treason. Van Meegeren, facing the gallows, offered the only defense available to him, which happened to be the truth: it was not a national treasure. He had painted it himself, in his studio, along with the others, including The Supper at Emmaus, the canvas that the great Abraham Bredius, the era’s most eminent Vermeer scholar, had authenticated in 1937, calling it “the masterpiece of Johannes Vermeer of Delft,” a canvas before which he had “struggled to control his emotion.”2 The court did not believe the forgery claim. It was too large; the Emmaus hung in the Boijmans museum as the jewel of its collection. So van Meegeren proved it the only way it could be proved: under guard, before witnesses, over several weeks, he painted another.

The case is usually told as a caper, and as a caper it is excellent. It is also the whole argument of this chapter compressed into one trial, including the parts that cut against it.

When the Emmaus was reclassified overnight from supreme Vermeer to worthless fake, what changed? Answer: the canvas stayed exactly itself, the same pigments, same craquelure, same composition that had moved Bredius nearly to tears. If quality lived in the object, the object’s quality was untouched and still demanded reverence; the day before the confession, the painting was doing for its viewers everything a Vermeer always does: move its audience. What changed was something the object had been silently carrying: its testimony. Hanging in the Boijmans, the canvas asserted, in effect, a particular man in Delft, in the 1650s, saw this and stood behind it. That assertion was the thing being admired, the thing the museum had paid for, the thing seven years of viewers had communed with. And the assertion was false. The philosopher Denis Dutton put it: a forgery is a misrepresented achievement: a performance with someone else’s name signed to it.3 What van Meegeren forged was provenance, the link between a made thing and the person answerable for it, leaving the paint itself genuine. He forged stakes.

The caper version leaves out the part that matters most. Bredius was a serious man, deeply staked. His entire standing rested on his eye, and here he was making the highest-stakes attribution of his career, in public, at eighty-two. And he was wrong. The most staked judge in the system certified the fake, partly because, historians note, the fake was engineered for him, baited with the religious subject matter he had long predicted an undiscovered Vermeer would have. Van Meegeren, for his part, was a gifted, embittered craftsman, a painter whose own work the critics had dismissed as derivative, and who spent six years perfecting his revenge, mixing an early plastic into his pigments so the surface would harden like the centuries, baking canvases in an oven built for the purpose. What van Meegeren did was attentive, risky, committed work. Stakes do something other than guarantee truth. They left Bredius free to err and van Meegeren free to lie. If the argument of this book were “staked people are right and unstaked systems are wrong,” then the van Meegeren affair would refute it in both directions at once.

So what do stakes actually buy? Because when Bredius was wrong, something happened. His error had an address. His reputation (the asset he had spent sixty years accumulating, the thing that made his attributions worth anything) absorbed the loss. He died a year later with the Emmaus hanging over his legacy like a stain that would not lift. The most celebrated eye in Europe was remembered for the one thing he had most wanted to see and gotten wrong. The system that certified the fake was a system that could learn, because its failures were expensive to identifiable people. The alternative works differently. When an unstaked pipeline errs (when the mushroom guide kills, when the invented case citation reaches the judge), the output that made it sails on untouched. The loss falls on no accumulated asset; the pipeline’s future assertions stay exactly as cheap as before. The error simply occurs, and the pipeline, untouched, produces the next thing at the same volume.4 The cost lands entirely on whoever leaned on the work. Stakes do something subtler than make claims true. They make errors costly to their source. That single property, compounded over time, is the only mechanism humans have ever found for making sources improve.

Bredius’s wager had three parts, and the van Meegeren case displays each. First, standing with people equipped to judge. His attribution went before the small, merciless audience of connoisseurs who could evaluate it, which is what made it a wager. Reputation before an audience that cannot judge is only a brand; the pundit wrong for twenty years before millions who do not keep score has the brand and stakes nothing. The distinction will matter enormously later, because the attention economy trends toward paying brands over stakes, and one of the deep mechanisms of slop is the gradual swap of the audience that can tell for audiences that can’t.

Second, a falsifiable commitment. Bredius went past saying the painting earned admiration. He said it was a Vermeer, a claim the world could prove false, and did. The slop register runs the opposite way, built of assertions arranged to be uncheckable: hedged, sourced to no one, true-ish in aggregate, promising nothing. Ask of anything now what would happen to the author if he were shown to be wrong. If the honest answer is nothing, you have found what he had to risk.

Third, a standard visible across a body of work. The loose version of this invites mysticism, so leave the unverifiable inner glow of artistic integrity to the mystics and keep only what you can check from outside: a body of work whose choices are consistent enough, over years, that they reveal a standard the maker is answerable to, against which any new work can be measured. Ward’s maman was defensible because everything else in his translation showed the same priorities. The standard is in the record. Which is also why it cannot be rented for a single output; a vision exists only longitudinally.

Standing that accumulates, commitments that can be called in, a record that can be audited: each is a position in a web of memory rather than a property of an artifact. No inspection of the object can find them. That is why the blind tests keep coming out the way they do, and why “can AI output be as good as human output?” was the wrong question all along. This dimension of quality always lived somewhere other than the output.

None of this is a museum curiosity. You run the same three-part test a dozen times a day without naming it. Two accounts give you the same advice about a chest symptom. One belongs to a physician posting under her own name, with a license a wrong answer could cost her and a trail of past answers you can study; the other is an anonymous wellness brand with a stock-photo avatar and four hundred thousand followers. The words may be identical, may even read better on the anonymous account, which has a copywriter and no malpractice exposure. You trust the doctor, and you are right to, and now you can say exactly why. She has reputational stakes, a standing among people who could end her career; epistemic stakes, a claim attached to a name that can be held to it; and the start of vision stakes, a record you could audit for consistency. The anonymous brand has the words and stops there, lacking all three. The same test sorts the licensed contractor with a town full of past clients from the one who showed up last week, the fund manager with a public track record from the stranger in the group chat with a tip, the reporter whose byline you have watched over time from the screenshot with no source on it. You have always done this. What the machines changed is that they flooded every one of those decisions with fluent, confident, sourceless content that carries the words while carrying none of the stakes, and turned having the words, once a fair proxy for having the stakes, into worthless evidence of them. The test still works. It simply has to be run on purpose now, because the thing that used to run it for you, the plain difficulty of producing competent words, has been automated relentlessly.



But machines are deployed by companies, and companies have stakes. When Air Canada’s customer-service chatbot invented a bereavement-fare policy in 2024 and a British Columbia tribunal ordered the airline to honor it, denying, with visible incredulity, the airline’s argument that its own chatbot was “a separate legal entity responsible for its own actions”, stakes were located and billed. The bill came to $650.88 Canadian; the airline had retained lawyers to argue, in a public tribunal, that it could not be held responsible for the software on its own website.5 When a flagship model behaves embarrassingly in public, the lab that trained it absorbs real reputational damage; entire valuations move on aggregate model behavior. So the claim that machine output is structurally unstaked is false, and the whole framework collapses into a temporary complaint about an immature liability regime. Doesn’t it?

It does not. The deployer’s stake is real. It is also thin. It belongs to a different order of exposure than the stake of a person. We can call it the Aggregate vs. Particular distinction. The deployer stakes its reputation on the model’s behavior across a billion outputs; its exposure to any single output is one part in a billion. The lab answers for the average, the way a munitions manufacturer answers for the batch, while your answer, the one you are about to act on, belongs to no one there. This is Thin Stakes: a model where the individual failure is a rounding error, managed as a statistic where there ought to be a judgment someone stands behind.

Compare this to those currently winning on the opposite leg of the trade: the Direct Primary Care (DPC) physician. In the 2020s, as corporate medicine consolidated, thousands of doctors began leaving the “Thin Stakes” of the insurance-driven hospital systems. They stopped billing insurers and started billing patients directly, selling unmediated presence rather than better drugs or faster machines. A DPC doctor answers to the patient sitting in front of him, with the model and the claims adjuster cut out of the loop. If he is wrong, his reputation absorbs it as a livelihood absorbs a loss, the whole of it landing on him. He has reintroduced “Total Stakes” into a system that had spent decades trying to automate them away, and his patients are paying a premium for his answerability. The knowledge they can search at 3 a.m.; the answerability they cannot. He is the builder of a staked relationship in a world of commoditized information.

Bredius’s exposure to the Emmaus attribution, by contrast, was Total Stakes: one claim, one name, the entirety of his life’s work on the table. The same logic, note, already governed human institutions before the machines arrived: the content farm carried a thin corporate stake on its aggregate traffic and none on any article, which is why content farms produced slop with purely human authors. The gradient was always there. What the machines changed is the economics of the far end: they made per-output stakelessness infinitely cheap to produce at infinite scale, while the thin aggregate stake of the deployer stretches thinner with every output the system emits. The Air Canada ruling, on this reading, enforces the framework rather than refuting it: a court refusing to let the stake dilute to zero, dragging the cost back to a specific address. A fair amount of the next decade lives inside that little case.

What the deployer’s thin stake cannot do, even in principle, is supply any of the three components that define human testimony: standing before judges who can tell, a falsifiable commitment attached to a name, a record consistent enough to reveal a standard. Those are what the doctor on the chest-pain question has and the anonymous wellness brand merely imitates. They are relational positions in a web of memory, and the deployer, billing the average, stands outside every one of them for your particular answer.



So far stakes have been a mechanism of epistemology: they make errors costly to their source, and that cost is what eventually makes sources improve. True enough to organize most of the book. But there is a prior reason to care about stakes, before the mechanism, that the language of accountability misses.

What a person is when she stands behind something runs deeper than accountable. She is present, morally and ontologically present, where the person who ships the thing and disappears has already left the room. The teacher who answers for whether her class learned, to the faces of the families at the end of the year; the contractor who puts his name on the building and drives past it every morning afterward; the doctor who tells you what he thinks is wrong and will be there at the follow-up to say whether he was right: each of them is doing something ordinary, well short of heroic, historically ordinary, the common texture of work before it was made so easy to hide. This is the specific dignity of the human act of being answerable. In the era this book is describing, it is rarer than anyone thought to count.

The argument about quality is inseparable from an argument about personhood. They are the same argument, looked at from two directions: quality is what you get when a person is fully present in what she makes; a person is fully present in what she makes when she has something real to lose by its failure. This is the “Maker’s Price”: the irreducible cost of being a source rather than a conduit. The scarcity of the first is the scarcity of the second, and neither is recoverable by tool or process or label. It is recovered, or not, one decision at a time, by whoever is in the room when the work is done.



Stakes make errors costly to their source. But read Philip Tetlock’s twenty-year study of expert political judgment, which collected more than eighty thousand forecasts from some three hundred specialists and then waited to see who was right, and you will find the most confident, most publicly committed experts among the least accurate, beaten by simple statistical rules and sometimes by chance.6 The mechanism is exactly the one this chapter has been praising, running in reverse: a public stake makes reversing course expensive, and the pundit who has staked his name on the coming collapse cannot cheaply notice that it isn’t coming. Tetlock’s worst performers were the experts he called “hedgehogs,” the ones who knew one big thing and read every new event as further proof of it. The historian with twenty volumes built on a single interpretation treats disconfirming evidence as a threat to be repelled. Stakes certify that someone is exposed; they certify sincerity, never correctness. Every faith has martyrs, and the martyrdoms cannot all be vouching for compatible truths. A man dying for his testimony proves beyond doubt that he believed it, or at minimum that he preferred it to his life. He proves nothing about the world.

This looks like a hole in the argument. It is the load that the next two chapters carry. Individual stakes, alone, produce exposure without correction: the staked crank, the entrenched eminence, Bredius alone in his study with the painting he wanted to believe in. What converts staked sincerity into something like reliability is the stake embedded in a community that checks: the editor over the writer, the reviewers over the study, the connoisseurs over the attribution, each layer staked, each empowered to refuse the layer below. Quality, where it durably exists, is an architecture of overlapping wagers, arranged so that someone is always positioned, and paid, to say no, and it takes more than one person’s skin in the game to build.

The name this book gives to that position is the veto, and the man who held it most famously in American letters once spent four pages telling the most promising novelist of his generation that the figure at the center of his manuscript was a blur.






Arrested Amsterdam, May 1945; the forged painting was sold to Göring in 1943; convicted November 1947. Britannica, “Han van Meegeren.”



The museum is Rotterdam’s Boijmans; it hung there until the 1945 confession. Essential Vermeer; Daily Art Magazine.



Denis Dutton, “Artistic Crimes: The Problem of Forgery in the Arts.”



The honest objection here is that models do improve. When a discovered error is fed back through fine-tuning, the next version is measurably less likely to repeat it, and aggregate hallucination rates have trended downward on aggregate benchmarks, though unevenly, with some newer reasoning models regressing. True, and worth conceding plainly. But that is a property of the system across many versions and millions of users, not of the output in your hands. The fine-tune arrives later, for everyone, on average; it does no work on the specific wrong answer that already reached this specific person and was acted on. No accumulated personal asset absorbed the cost of that answer, and no one’s future assertions got more expensive because of it. Aggregate improvement is real and is not the same thing as per-output accountability, which is what this chapter is about.



Moffatt v. Air Canada, B.C. Civil Resolution Tribunal, February 14, 2024: the tribunal held Air Canada liable for a bereavement-fare policy its chatbot invented, rejected the argument that the chatbot was “a separate legal entity,” and awarded $650.88 (Canadian). American Bar Association (Feb. 2024).



Philip E. Tetlock, Expert Political Judgment (2005). Tetlock’s worst performers were the “hedgehogs,” the ones who knew one big thing and read everything through it.





Chapter Six: The Veto

In November 1924, Maxwell Perkins of Charles Scribner’s Sons sat down to write to a twenty-eight-year-old author whose new manuscript had just crossed his desk. The letter opens with the praise the book deserved: “I think the novel is a wonder… It has vitality to an extraordinary degree, and glamour, and a great deal of underlying thought of unusual quality.” Perkins meant every word; he had fought his own house’s senior editors to publish this writer in the first place. Then, having meant it, he did his job. “Among a set of characters marvelously palpable and vital,” he wrote, “I would know Tom Buchanan if I met him on the street and would avoid him—Gatsby is somewhat vague. The reader’s eyes can never quite focus upon him, his outlines are dim.”1

The manuscript was The Great Gatsby. It was finished, it was publishable exactly as it stood, and the figure the entire novel hung on was, in the judgment of its editor, out of focus. Perkins did not soften the point into a question or bury it among the compliments. He developed it for paragraphs, and he prescribed no fix; he proposed no replacement lines of his own. He only asked questions. Couldn’t Gatsby be described as distinctly as the others were? Couldn’t his strange past be hinted at along the way rather than withheld until the end? The whole letter pointed, without dictating, at the one place the book had not yet become the thing it was reaching for. Fitzgerald, who could have refused, instead spent the winter rebuilding Gatsby from the inside, redistributing the revelations of his past, sharpening his physical presence, manufacturing the famous smile that “believed in you as you would like to believe in yourself,” and wrote to Perkins that he had brought Gatsby to life at last, and that he could now write whatever came next with confidence. The novel published in April 1925 is the one the letter demanded. The one that arrived in November 1924, competent and complete and almost, is the one nobody would have remembered.

Everything the previous chapter called a stake, Perkins was holding at once: a reputation staked before the small audience of people in publishing who could judge an editor’s eye; a falsifiable commitment (champion this writer, against his own house’s resistance, a wager the world would score); a standard, visible across a career of such letters, that any given book either met or did not. And then, the part that distinguishes him from every thoughtful person who has ever read a flawed manuscript: he was positioned to act on the judgment, and he acted, at the moment of maximum friction, when the book was done and the schedule was waiting. The judgment, the stake, and the power to refuse, joined in one person at the decisive moment. That conjunction is what this book calls the veto, and everything durable in our culture’s quality has depended on it.

The veto is not quality control. Quality control checks work against a specification: word count, fact pattern, house style, test suite. It is honorable, necessary work, and it is in principle automatable, because a specification is exactly the kind of thing a machine can check. The Gatsby manuscript passed every specification; Perkins says so in the first line. The novel was a wonder. The veto operates above the specification. It asks the question every checklist leaves out: given what this particular thing is trying to be, is it there yet? The answer lives in the gap between the work and a standard that exists only in someone’s trained judgment, beyond anything the spec can compute, and the answer only matters if the someone is willing to pay the cost of giving it.2

Every domain that has maintained quality over time has built a seat for this person.

Thelma Schoonmaker has edited nearly every Martin Scorsese feature since Raging Bull in 1980: forty-five years, three Oscars, as durable a director-editor partnership as American film has produced.3 The popular understanding of her job is assembly. The actual job, as both of them have described it across decades of interviews, is closer to adjudication: she is the person inside the process empowered to tell one of the most celebrated directors alive that a scene (beautifully shot, expensively staged, technically flawless) is not working, and to cut it. Scorsese, by any measure one of the most accomplished living masters of film craft, keeps a person whose role is to overrule him, because he understands that the maker’s relationship to his own footage is compromised by the cost of having shot it. What makes her veto function is the same triple Perkins had: a judgment built across ten thousand hours in the cutting room, a reputation fused to the films (her name is on every one; the failures would be hers too), and a structural arrangement in which her no is real. Strip any leg and the seat collapses: judgment without power is a consultant; power without judgment is a hazard; both without stakes is a bureaucrat.

Peer review, in the fields where it still functions, is the same seat built for knowledge instead of art. The reviewer who writes “the methodology does not support the conclusion” is exercising a Perkins veto on a manuscript that may represent years of someone’s funded life. The reviewer is anonymous to the author, which looks stakeless until you notice where the stakes actually sit: with the editor, who knows the reviewer’s name and keeps, over a career, a private ledger of whose judgments held up. A reviewer who waves through flawed work, or kills sound work out of rivalry, spends down an account that journal editors track with the unsentimental memory of bankers. The anonymity shields the reviewer from the author’s retaliation while leaving him fully exposed to the editor’s bookkeeping. When people say peer review is broken (and in many places it is), the breakage is almost always describable in this chapter’s terms: the volume of submissions outran the supply of staked judgment, and the seats got filled with reviewers whose carelessness costs them nothing that anyone records. Volume is not the only corrosion. Reviewers settle scores, miss outright fraud, nod through fashionable error, defer to a famous name; the editor’s private ledger that is supposed to catch them is itself only as honest as the editor keeping it. But the structural claim survives every one of these failures: peer review works to exactly the degree that someone’s standing actually rides on the judgment, and rots at exactly the rate that stops being true.



The cost of this position is most visible when the words themselves are technically flawless. A professor is asked to write a letter of recommendation for a student she barely taught. She is busy; the deadline is tight; she prompts a model with the student’s transcript and a few details, and the output is excellent: specific-sounding, warm, persuasive, better than what she would have managed between meetings.

But the letter is slop, and not because a machine wrote it. It is slop because no one stands behind the claim it makes. A recommendation was never valued for its prose; its whole worth is that a known person puts her own standing on the line to vouch for another, so the reader can lean on her judgment instead of guessing. When she has no judgment to give, because she never knew the work, the warm sentences certify nothing. The reader is trusting an assessment no one actually made. The “No” she might have said, that she cannot in good conscience vouch for a student she did not know, was the one thing the task was really asking for, and it is exactly what got automated away. The dignity of the recommendation was never in its eloquence; it lives in her answerability for a judgment she actually made. Here there was no such judgment to begin with, so the warm sentences certify an assessment that was never formed. The fault is not that a machine found the words; had she known the student cold, she could have let a model phrase her verdict and stood behind every line of it. The fault is that nothing underneath the words was ever staked, and no fluency supplies what was never there.

The point is not about the machine, and here is the test that proves it. Picture the same professor recommending a student she mentored for three years, whose work she knows cold, who then, late and tired, asks a model to help her find clean language for an assessment she has already made. That letter escapes slop, even if some of its sentences came from the same place the first one’s did. The judgment is real; the vouching is staked; a person stands behind every line and would feel it as her own failure if the student flamed out. The absence is the thing, and the tool is incidental to it. Slop is what you get when no one made the judgment, and a machine cannot make one; what it equally cannot do is unmake the judgment of someone who did.



Now set against all of this the way machine-age content is actually produced, and locate the veto in it. A model drafts; perhaps a second model scores the draft; a human, if a human appears at all, performs what the industry calls review, which at production volumes means seconds of glance per item; the content ships. Where in this chain is the Perkins question even askable? The scoring model checks the spec: it is quality control, useful, constitutionally incapable of asking whether the spec is the right spec for this particular thing, because “this particular thing trying to be something” lies outside the concepts available to it. The human reviewer at volume is triaging in place of judging, and the economics of her position have been arranged precisely so that sending work back is the one thing she cannot afford to do.

The industry often confuses this triage with “content strategy.” Content strategy is the optimization of output toward a goal: engagement, conversion, reach. It is a set of “Yeses” stacked on top of each other. The veto is the power of the “No” that makes the “Yes” valuable. It is the friction that ensures the signal is worth the noise. Strategy asks “how can we get this to more people?”; the veto asks “should this exist at all?” When you remove the cost of the refusal, you remove the value of the acceptance. You are left with a system that can produce everything and stand behind nothing.

“The feedback loop will fix it” is the industry’s standing answer, and the training process itself falls short of a veto too. Reinforcement from human feedback tunes a system toward outputs that raters prefer on average, which is the statistical opposite of the Perkins letter: a veto is one staked person’s judgment about one particular work against the average preference. Averaging is how you manufacture adequacy. It is structurally incapable of manufacturing the thing Perkins was protecting, which begins exactly where adequacy ends.

So when production is automated and the veto seat is left unfilled, the output is slop by construction, slop as a standing condition rather than an occasional lapse, content from a chain in which no one was positioned to be embarrassed, regardless of how good the model is, and it gets more dangerous as the model gets better, because better models clear higher specifications, and the spec was never the question.

But suppose a machine does not only draft. Suppose one finishes. Suppose the model produces, on the first pass, the perfect Gatsby: the very book Perkins’s letter was reaching for, arrived at without the letter. Doesn’t that make the veto a piece of obsolete friction, a stage the machine has learned to skip?

It would, if the veto were only correction. But correction is the smaller of the two things a veto does. The larger is recognition. The veto is the faculty that knows a perfect Gatsby when it sees one. And the same model that could generate the perfect Gatsby on one pass will generate ten thousand confident near-misses on the next ten thousand, with nothing in the output to announce which is which. A masterpiece and an accomplished fake arrive in identical packaging, as the forged Vermeer and the real one did; the difference is never on the surface. So even in the imagined case, someone has to be able to tell, and telling, measuring a particular work against a standard held in trained judgment, is the veto. Remove it and what goes with it is the only thing that could have known the machine got it right, the bottleneck turning out to have been the faculty of recognition all along.

And there is a second thing the perfect Gatsby still lacks, which no quality of the text can supply: someone answerable for it. The reader who trusts Gatsby is trusting a chain that runs back through Fitzgerald’s name and Scribner’s masthead and Perkins’s judgment to people who staked themselves on it. A flawless Gatsby generated by no one and stood behind by no one is not a fraud; chapter four gave the authorless wonder its due. But it arrives uninsured and, worse, unfindable: one perfect book in a sea of ten thousand confident near-misses wearing the same cover, with no one positioned to tell you, and your evenings are too finite to know which is which. What the chain was selling went beyond the novel itself. It was the prior promise that this one, out of all the manuscripts that crossed the desk that year, deserved the price of your attention: a promise someone had to be capable of making, and of being publicly wrong about. The veto is the human position in the chain: the one who can recognize, and the one who will answer. A better model empties neither seat.

The posture that follows from this is the reverse of refusal. If the machine can out-draft you (and on a widening range of work it now can), then competing with it at drafting is a fool’s contest, and spurning it for purity’s sake is mere sentiment. The intelligent move is to take everything it offers and occupy the two seats it cannot fill: be the one who recognizes when a draft has reached the thing it was straining to become, and the one who answers when it has not. Used that way the machine is the most powerful instrument for quality ever put in a maker’s hands, capable of lifting a competent draft toward what it was reaching for faster than any editor in history, a Perkins available at three in the morning and never once tired. The single thing it cannot do is hold the stake. Consulting the most capable mind in the room was always sound; the error comes from letting that mind also be the one who would be embarrassed, which it can never be. Borrow all the intelligence you can reach, then sign your own name to the result: that act is very nearly the whole of what craft now means.

What makes this an emergency rather than an irony is that the veto was already dying before the machines arrived to finish it, and everyone who has worked inside an editorial institution in the last twenty years has watched the mechanism of its death. No memo abolishes the veto. The piece is due; the slot is sold; the writer is owed; the editor knows the chapter is not right and says so, and the answer, reasonable and friendly and fatal, is we don’t have time to send it back. The first time, that sentence loses one argument. Repeated for a decade, it rewires the institution: the threshold quietly descends, the editors who keep saying no acquire a reputation for being difficult, the ones who learn to say yes advance, and the institutional memory of what the veto protected thins until a generation arrives that has never seen it exercised and experiences any attempt to revive it as obstruction. Vetoes die on the calendar, scheduled out of existence one deadline at a time, and then forgotten, and the forgetting is what makes rebuilding them so much harder than defending them would have been.

The economics of this erosion are real, which is what makes it tragic rather than stupid. The veto is friction by design. It exists to stop production, and stopping production costs money that the spreadsheet records against benefits the spreadsheet has no column for. The benefit is a compounding asset: the institution’s standing with the people who can tell, which is the only thing, in the long run, the institution sells. Liquidating it pays out steadily, quarter by quarter, with the invoice arriving years later in a currency, trust, that cannot be repurchased at any spot price. A few institutions have understood themselves clearly enough to refuse the trade, and the next chapters visit them. But the aggregate story of two decades of media is the story of that asset being spent, and the machines have arrived at the precise moment the accounts are empty: infinitely fluent production, meeting a culture that has already dismantled most of the seats from which anyone could tell it no.

What happens then is predictable to the point of mechanical. It is a system with the correction mechanism removed, and such systems have a characteristic behavior: the error travels outward from where it started. It compounds. The next chapter traces the four loops by which it compounds (through the platforms, through the audience, through the institutions, and finally through the makers themselves) and why no one in any of the loops ever has to choose the outcome for the outcome to arrive.






Maxwell Perkins to F. Scott Fitzgerald, November 20, 1924. F. Scott Fitzgerald Papers, Princeton University Library.



A fair concession: a machine can do real diagnostic work here. It can flag the blurry character, surface an inconsistency, mark a slack passage, even propose where to cut. That is useful, and the posture this book recommends takes all of it. But flagging a flaw is not the veto. The veto is the authority and the willingness to say no, not yet, and to be answerable when the no was wrong, or when it should have been a no and wasn’t. A model can recommend a thousand times without cost; it cannot stake itself on the judgment, cannot be the one whose standing rides on having stopped the wrong book or passed the right one. Detection is cheap and improving. The willingness to pay for the call is the scarce thing, and it is the only thing the seat is built to hold.
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Chapter Seven: Nobody Chose This

The strange thing about slop is that nobody has to choose it. There is no constituency for it, no manifesto, no executive anywhere whose stated strategy is worse. Ask anyone in the chain (the platform engineer, the page operator, the reader scrolling at midnight, the writer cleaning up machine drafts for rent money) and every one of them will tell you, sincerely, that they prefer good things to empty ones. Then watch the system they jointly operate fill the world with emptiness anyway. There is a gap between what everyone wants and what the machine of everyone produces, and slop lives in it. It spreads through four feedback loops, each one individually rational, each feeding the others, none requiring a villain. Once seen, they are everywhere: in the feed, in the institutions, and, least comfortably, in the mirror.


The First Loop: Arithmetic

When DiResta and Goldstein mapped the AI-image economy on Facebook in early 2024, the detail that mattered most lay past the shrimp Jesus, in the supply curve. A page operator, many traced to click farms in South and Southeast Asia, could generate a hundred images a day, test them all against the algorithm, and let the platform’s own recommendation engine find the winners, which it obligingly did, pushing the spectacles into the feeds of millions who had never followed the page. The researchers found the platform actively promoting this material, filtering having given way to amplification, because the material performed, and performance is what the ranking system is built to detect. The shrimp Jesus was chosen by an optimization process doing exactly its job, picked by the algorithm with no human at the platform in the loop, fed by suppliers whose costs had fallen to nearly nothing.1

That is the whole loop, and its cruelty is its simplicity. Distribution systems rank what can be measured: clicks, watch-time, shares, the half-second of arrested scrolling. The qualities this book has been tracing (whether anyone stands behind the thing) are not measurable at ranking speed, so the systems are blind to them, a fact of physics rather than malice. And into that blind ranking walks a producer whose marginal cost is zero. A staked human maker can put, at heroic effort, a handful of pieces a week in front of the algorithm’s slot machine. The pipeline can put ten thousand.

This is the birth of the Volume Myth: the belief that ten times more “adequate” content simply increases productivity or choice. It does something worse. It breaks the calibration of the judges. In any system where signal competes with noise, the sheer density of the noise eventually degrades the faculty required to detect the signal, what we might call the atrophy of recognition. We saw this in the collapse of the grading signal during the Chegg crash of 2023-2024: when every student has access to a B+ answer for every question, the B+ stops being a measure of student competence and becomes a measure of platform access. The instructor’s ability to recognize genuine understanding passes from harder to impossible, because the “adequate” machine-output has flooded the zone. The volume liquidates the signal in the very act of seeming to add value. And as it liquidates the B+, it relocates the scarce signal, though not to where the optimist hopes. The reassuring story is that the flood raises the quality bar, pushing the meaningful work up to some tier of excellence the machine cannot reach: the A and beyond, safe above the rising water. Do not lean on that. There is no altitude of quality the machine is guaranteed not to climb to, and a defense that depends on one is a defense with an expiration date stamped on it. What still signals after the flood is the one thing volume cannot manufacture at any price: a person who has staked something on the work and can be found when it fails. The flood does not push the meaningful part of the gradient higher. It strips quality of its power to certify at all, and moves the signal off the artifact and onto whoever is standing behind it.

Take the “Reviewer’s Fatigue” currently hitting the academic and journalistic gates. A peer reviewer for a major scientific journal, who once spent his weekends carefully weighing the nuance of a single methodology, now finds his inbox flooded with twenty papers that all read with the same eerie, A-minus fluency. They clear every specification. They cite the right studies. And yet, after the tenth one, he finds his own faculty of recognition beginning to blur. His attention has slid from the breakthrough he is supposed to be hunting down to a lower and meaner question: is there anyone behind this, or is it competent exhaust. He has been forced to move from an evaluator of insight to a screener for absence, and in the transition, the faculty that could have recognized the next genuine insight is being worn down by the sheer volume of the adequate. The “atrophy of recognition” arrives as a physiological response to a flooded environment, chosen by no one.

At those odds the pipeline does not need to be better; it needs only to be there, at volume, and the volume is the strategy. By April 2026, Deezer was reporting that forty-four percent of all music uploaded to the platform daily (seventy-five thousand tracks a day) was fully machine-generated.2 Listeners found their votes being farmed on their behalf: most of those tracks’ streams were themselves fraudulent, bots streaming bot music to harvest royalty fractions, a closed loop of synthetic supply and synthetic demand running inside the machinery built to measure human delight. The scarce, expensive, staked thing competes for slots against an opponent whose ammunition is free. It loses on volume before quality is ever consulted.



The Second Loop: The Diet

Taste is calibrated by diet. The phrase describes the literal mechanics of how perceptual norms work. What feels like an ordinary argument, an ordinary photograph, an ordinary song is set by the distribution of arguments, photographs, and songs you actually encounter, and the feeling updates continuously whether you consent or not. Nobody decides to lower their standards, for the same reason nobody decides to acquire their parents’ accent.

So consider what the first loop does to the diet. The average feed now serves a higher and higher fraction of content from the zero end of the stakes gradient: fluent, complete, committed to nothing. Consumed in volume, it does two things to the instrument doing the consuming. It normalizes the texture of emptiness: the article proposes without asserting, the review that describes without judging, stop registering as failures and start registering as what articles and reviews are like. And it erodes the comparison set: the reader who once would have felt a hollow piece as hollow, because yesterday she read three pieces with someone home in them, now reads it against a backdrop of forty others just like it, and the hollowness reads as genre.

I conceded in chapter one that blind tests keep showing readers unable to distinguish machine prose from human. The inability is itself the output of this loop, a moving quantity rather than a fixed fact about readers, and it is getting worse, measurably, cohort by cohort, as the diet shifts. Discrimination is a trained capacity. The training data, for humans as much as for models, is the environment, and the environment is being repopulated by the very thing discrimination was supposed to catch. The loop reaches past mere failure to detect slop and actively detunes us to it, and the detuning compounds: every reader who stops flagging emptiness sends one more engagement signal that teaches the first loop to serve more of it.

Taste degrading is the visible wound. Beneath it runs a quieter one: even a palate that stays intact does not govern what gets eaten. What the feed optimizes for is not what you would choose in a considered hour but what you click at one in the morning with your judgment worn to nothing, and slop is tuned, at machine speed, for exactly that depleted version of you. So preference and behavior come apart. A person can value the real thing, in the daylight part of himself, and still pour the bulk of his attention into what the machine learned to set in front of the tired animal, and the choice he would make awake never gets cast. It is also the flaw in the hope that scarcity will save us, the forecast that as slop floods in, people will come to prize the human-made thing and seek it out. They may well prize it. Seeking it is a different muscle, and the feed is built to keep that muscle from ever being used. The diet does not only coarsen the palate. It arranges for the palate to stop deciding the meal.

The most concrete casualty is genre. A genre is a contract: an opinion column exists to take a position someone will defend; a review exists to render a verdict someone will own. Strip the commitments at scale and the forms persist like shells: by 2024 it was routine to read a “review” that had clearly never touched the product, an “explainer” that explained nothing because it was compiled to occupy a search result, an op-ed page on which no one could locate an opinion. Readers raised on the shells stop expecting the contract. And a public that has forgotten the contract loses even the ability to miss it, which is the loop’s exit door welding itself shut: demanding the return of something you never saw work is beyond anyone’s reach.

There is a finding from the creativity research that completes the diet argument at a different level, because it operates above any individual’s detuning, in what happens in aggregate when a large group of individuals each make individually better choices. In a 2024 study published in Science Advances, researchers found that while AI-assisted writers were rated more creative and enjoyable by evaluators, their collective output was 10.7% more similar to each other than that of writers working alone.3 By anchoring to the same machine-generated “starting ideas,” the writers individually improved their scores while collectively shrinking the pool of human variety. The friction of the blank page was producing something invisible in any single output: the diversity of the whole.



The Third Loop: Borrowed Trust

Chapter six showed this loop’s mechanism in miniature. The veto dies by schedule, not by decree: the piece is due, the slot is sold, we don’t have time to send it back. What turns that local erosion into a systemic loop is what the platforms then do with the eroded institutions’ output. A masthead carries trust accumulated across decades of exercised vetoes; the trust persists long after the practices that earned it have been cost-cut away. So when a hollowed institution starts publishing unstaked volume, that volume travels with the old credibility attached, ranked higher, shared wider, believed more than anonymous slop could ever be. The reader who has rationally learned to discount the random content mill has no defenses against the brand her family trusted for fifty years; the trust is what is being spent. Sports Illustrated’s machine-written product reviews, which we will dissect properly in the next chapter, did their damage through the franchise’s history rather than despite it: seventy years of accumulated belief, liquidated through a vendor pipeline at affiliate-revenue rates. Each such liquidation feeds the other loops twice over: it pours credentialed slop into the distribution pool, and it teaches another tranche of readers that even the trusted names are hollow now.



The Fourth Loop: The Mirror

The philosopher Albert Borgmann, writing in 1984 about technologies far gentler than ours, drew a distinction worth handling. Some things in a household, he observed, are focal: they gather skill, effort, and attention around them: the hearth that must be tended, the instrument that must be practiced. Others are devices: they deliver the same commodity (warmth, music, dinner) while hiding the whole apparatus of its making behind a button.4 Most device-substitution is pure gain. Central heating beats hauling logs; no one’s character is improved by being cold while he splits wood, and the thermostat hands back an afternoon for something that matters more. Autocorrect took spelling, and spelling was a perfectly good thing to lose. We each stand on a mountain of inherited competence we will never personally hold, and refusing to stand on it, reinventing every wheel by hand, amounts to waste dressed up as virtue.

Borgmann’s real point is narrower and sharper. A device sometimes removes not only the labor but the competence to judge the commodity it hands you, and that single loss is the only one worth losing sleep over. Matthew Crawford, a quarter-century later, found it under a motorcycle. The man who has never repaired anything lacks more than repair skills; he lacks the judgment to know whether the shop actually fixed his bike, and has to take “it’s fixed” on faith.5

So the question to ask of any outsourced task is not am I losing a skill. You are, all the time, and almost always it is fine. The question is am I losing the ability to tell whether the result is any good. Hand arithmetic to the calculator and the answer is no: you keep the judgment that the restaurant bill looks wrong, and the calculator never lies to you. Hand over writing, or any knowledge work whose product is an argument, an analysis, a verdict, and the answer is yes. Writing was the focal practice of knowledge work, and the models have turned it into a device. The button delivers the commodity: a draft, a chapter. But the apparatus hidden behind it was the thing that built the judgment, something far from the drudgery of hauling logs: the confrontation with the gap between what you meant and what the sentence says, the discovery that the argument you believed has a hole in paragraph four, the slow accretion across ten thousand such collisions of the internal standard you measure work against. Outsource the heating and every faculty that mattered survives. Outsource the writing and the faculty you lose is the one that could have told you whether the writing is good, the one a tool cannot hand back, because checking its work requires the very judgment you traded away for the convenience. The standard was the labor itself, gone with it rather than tucked away in storage.

A few months of approving fluent output, and it begins, like any unused discrimination, to flatten. The approver still reads the draft. It still seems fine. That is exactly what the atrophy feels like from the inside: everything seems fine, at lower and lower altitudes of fine. This is the ultimate cost of stakelessness: the erosion of the human capacity to be answerable for quality, because the standard itself has been outsourced. The dignity of the maker is replaced by the passivity of the approver.

And here the fourth loop closes into the first three with a neat, terrible click. The maker whose feel for the difference has gone dead cannot prompt for the difference, cannot edit toward it, cannot veto its absence, cannot even miss it. Her output drifts toward the floor of what the tools produce unsupervised, which raises the slop fraction in the distribution pool (loop one), which further detunes the audience (loop two), which further weakens any institutional case for expensive judgment (loop three), which pushes more makers from making to approving (loop four), around and around, no villain anywhere, everyone optimizing, everything getting worse.



Four loops, one engine, and the engine has a single fuel: every loop is powered by the removal of a cost. The platform loop runs because production became free. The audience loop runs because consumption requires nothing. The institutional loop runs because the veto was expensive and the spreadsheet found the expense. The maker’s loop runs because drafting was effortful and the button took the effort away. The system is working perfectly, doing what every actor asked of it. It removes friction, eliminates cost, and makes everything easier, and the cumulative output of all that ease is the engulfing tide of nothing this book opened with, because the costs being removed were the very thing holding it up. The friction was the filter. The effort was the standard. The expensive judgment was the quality. Remove them and the structure goes hollow rather than light, and hollow structures stand, looking exactly like sound ones, right up until weight arrives.

Each loop makes a claim that could fail. The first is not operating if cheap synthetic supply stops gaining distribution share, if the platforms rank provenance over performance and the volume play stops paying. The second is not operating if discrimination holds steady or improves as the diet shifts, cohort by cohort, instead of dulling. The third is not operating if trust in hollowed brands tracks their actual practices rather than their accumulated names. The fourth is not operating if approvers who lean on the tools keep their edge against a held-out standard instead of drifting toward the floor. None of these is guaranteed to come out the way the chapter predicts. That is what makes them loops and not articles of faith.

“Nobody chose this” needs one qualification before it can be trusted, because in its loose form it converts decisions into weather. No one chose the loops; people chose, repeatedly, the things the loops run on. A private-equity firm decides to strip-mine a fifty-year-old masthead for its domain authority and run it on machine copy. A platform decides which ranking signals to optimize and which to ignore, and the choice to reward engagement over provenance is a choice, made in a meeting, by people with names. A lab decides to ship a model at a given capability and a given guardrail, on a given date, against a given internal objection. The structural account and the agency account are both true at once: the incentives are real and impersonal, and specific actors keep deciding to lean into them rather than against. A book that builds a vocabulary of answerability and then exempts the most answerable parties has misplaced its own argument. The loops are the river; the firms above chose to dam it for power.

One implication of the systemic account this chapter has been making (the loops run on structural incentives, each one individually rational) is that it seems to leave no room for the individual. If the flood is nobody’s fault in particular, then keeping the standard is nobody’s work in particular, and the only lever is policy, or platform design, or some other thing that acts at the level where the loops live. That reading is wrong. The loops are structural, yet they stop short of total. The system has no mechanism to prevent an individual from opting out of any one of them, at any time, and the person who does carries something the loops have no way of producing: a standard maintained when no one is enforcing it. The maker who keeps a bar above adequate when the machine delivers adequate for free; the editor who sends a piece back when the schedule says ship it; the reader who pays for the staked version when the unstaked one is right there and indistinguishable: each of these acts is economically irrational in the short run, and none of them is heroic. They are simply the thing someone still decided to do. Every institution of quality that still works is downstream of someone who made that decision repeatedly, over a long time, before the institution existed to reward it. The keeper of the standard, far from being a relic of a better era, is most of the time the only reason there is an era that followed.

Take two people with identical tool access: same models, same subscriptions, same prompt techniques. The first uses them to generate landing page copy that reads like expertise, to spin aggregated sources into what looks like original research, to populate a product site with testimonials that feel like they came from customers. Every output is fluent. None of it is false in any checkable particular. The whole apparatus is pointed at a single end: extracting money before anyone notices that no one is accountable for the claims. The AI found this person’s instinct already in place and merely removed the friction between the instinct and its expression. Before the models, the gap between wanting to grift and being able to sustain one was wide enough that a lot of grifts never got off the ground. The tools closed it.

The second person (call the type the infrastructure builder, the one with a ten-year project and a public record of having been right and wrong in approximately the proportions you’d expect) uses the same models for something else entirely. The AI drafts, and she edits. It generates candidate arguments, and she kills the weak ones and expands the sound ones. It handles the work that was previously friction between her and the thing she was trying to build, and what she is building has stakes in the most literal sense: a reputation that accumulates against it, readers who can compare her predictions to what actually happened, work that will either be useful or won’t and can be checked by anyone who cares to look. The output from this person is also fluent. It is also fast. The difference is not detectable in any single artifact. You have to look at what’s behind the artifact: the real thing being built toward a real end, or the performance of a thing with nothing behind it.

This is what “AI scales your direction of travel” means, made personal. The moral accountancy is more banal than the tool making good people better and bad people worse. The tool removes friction, and friction was doing a job. For the builder, the friction being removed was between intention and execution: the draft she couldn’t get down fast enough, the research she didn’t have time to synthesize. Removing it gets her to the destination sooner. For the grifter, the friction being removed was between intention and consequence: the gap that limited how fast the extraction could run. Remove it and the extraction scales. Both people are using the tool exactly as designed. What the tool cannot change is the direction: what they were already running toward, and what happens when they arrive faster.

This matters for the chapter’s argument because the loops are structural but they operate on individual decisions. The platform loop, the diet loop, the institutional loop, the mirror loop: all four have the same shape as the grift: systems that remove friction from a direction of travel already in motion, extracting value in the gap before consequences catch up. What interrupts the loops is the same thing that separates the two users above: someone who decides to be accountable for the destination. The work falls to a person rather than to better detection. Someone for whom arriving faster matters because the destination is real.

Which means the loops have a single point of vulnerability, and it is not the one the discourse keeps reaching for. They cannot be stopped by detection tools, which lose the arms race a model generation at a time; or by labeling laws, which tax honesty and exempt the indifferent; or by waiting for audiences to revolt, since loop two is busy dismantling the faculty a revolt would require. The loops are powered by costlessness. The only thing that interrupts them is the reintroduction of cost, somewhere, by someone, on purpose: an institution that pays for the veto when the spreadsheet says not to; a maker who keeps drafting when the button is right there; a reader who pays, in money and attention, for the staked thing when the free thing is adjacent and adequate. Every one of those acts is economically irrational in the short run. The institutions in the next chapter have been committing them, deliberately, some for sixty years, and the strange news from their balance sheets is that the irrationality is starting to pay.
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Chapter Eight: The Strip-Mine and the Refusal

Drew Ortiz had the kind of biography that offends no one. He “spent much of his life outdoors,” readers of Sports Illustrated’s product-review section learned, and was excited to guide you through his “never-ending list of the best products to keep you from falling to the perils of nature.” His headshot showed a young man with the gentle, well-lit symmetry of a face built to be trusted. In November 2023, reporters at Futurism found that same face for sale on a marketplace for AI-generated headshots. Drew Ortiz did not exist. Neither did several of his colleagues. Their product write-ups (stilted essays observing, for instance, that volleyball “can be a little tricky to get into, especially without an actual ball”) had been running under the masthead of the most storied sports magazine in history.1

The scandal was treated as a grotesque one-off. But it was a transaction so economically rational that the only surprise was the clumsiness of the execution.

Sports Illustrated was no longer a magazine; it was a trust asset. Seventy years of accumulated belief, built by the expensive journalism of Frank Deford and Gary Smith, had been converted into a measurable cash value. Pages bearing the SI logo ranked higher in search and converted better in affiliate links. The brand’s owner had licensed the name to an operator; the operator’s vendor filled it with the cheapest possible mush; and every reader who arrived trusting the logo was, without knowing it, making a small withdrawal from a trust account they didn’t know was being liquidated.

In economics, this is called milking. A reputation is an asset. Like any asset, it can be bought by an owner with no intention of maintaining the expensive standards that earned the premium: the months of reporting, the fact-checking, the writers worth reading. The owner then drains the stored trust back out as revenue, quarter by quarter, until there is none left. Private equity has been strip-mining regional newspapers for two decades. The machines just changed the extraction rate. Content generation at zero marginal cost means trust can be converted to cash as fast as pages can be indexed.

The AI industrialized a corruption already underway. Call it a strip-mine of the masthead’s dignity, except a masthead has none. It is a legal fiction, a piece of intellectual property that can be bought, sold, and hollowed. Dignity resides only in the people who can say no.

Trust never evaporates; it relocates. When institutional reputation is sold to be hollowed, the reader learns that a famous name on the door has stopped meaning anyone is home. Her trust slides down the gradient toward the only reputations that survive an acquisition: the ones attached to particular, findable, persistent persons. You can buy a masthead. What a specific reporter’s name means to readers who have tracked her being right over time stays with her, unpurchasable. The strip-mining of institutional trust is a forcing function for the repricing of the human.



The survivors have already started building the alternative. They are the “Refusers,” institutions designed around the protection of the veto.

Robert Silvers edited the New York Review of Books from its founding in 1963 until his death in 2017. His instrument was the editorial letter: pages of dense, specific, unappeasable argument about why a draft still fell short. He sent these to Nobel laureates and first-timers alike. What Silvers enforced went past house style to a position: a decades-deep conviction about what an essay owed its subject, and because his name was fused to every page, an “almost-right” piece had to be turned back.2

The Review’s product was the guarantee behind the essays: the knowledge that everything printed had survived Silvers. The asset was the no. The essays were merely what the no left standing.

The Criterion Collection sells the same asset in film. Criterion is a boutique home-video label that selects and restores the films it deems important, releasing each one with a permanent sequential “spine number” in a single curated series, so that including a film at all is a public, irreversible act of judgment. Every release joins that numbered series (Grand Illusion is spine #1).3 It asserts: we considered everything and chose this; and this choice must stand beside every choice we have ever made. A streaming service’s “Critically Acclaimed” shelf commits no one to anything. A spine number is a curator saying this one, in permanent ink, in a series their whole reputation inhabits. The refusals are the product.

Then there is the case of 404 Media. In 2023, Vice Media filed for bankruptcy. Four reporters from its tech desk (Jason Koebler, Emanuel Maiberg, Samantha Cole, and Joseph Cox) did something simple: they founded their own site. Four named reporters and a subscription button, owned outright, beholden to readers alone.4 They made a bet that readers, burned by hollow brands, would willingly pay for journalism that is traceable to specific, accountable humans.

Within a year, they were profitable. They out-reported the outlets that had shed them. The beat that built their name fastest was “slop” itself: the AI-spam mills, the “Shrimp Jesus” engagement farms, the fake-byline economy that the Sports Illustrated scandal had briefly made visible. They could cover it with a speed and ferocity the hollowed institutions couldn’t, because they were the only ones who could still afford the veto. The reporters covering the strip-mine were, by existing, demonstrating the alternative: every story signed, every error ownable, every subscriber a direct purchase of four particular people’s continued exposure. In a flooded market, the only people who can tell you the water is rising are the ones who aren’t being paid by the flood.

The successful independent writer, in most cases, carried institutional credibility into independence rather than building it from scratch. The 404 founders brought Vice’s beat, source network, and readership with them. The cases that confirm the trend are, by definition, the cases that survived; the many newsletters and independent ventures that launched on the same premise and failed are not in the sample. The migration of trust toward accountable individuals is real. The path is narrower than the survivors make it look.



The three share a design. A continuous identity accumulates a checkable record and cannot escape it, and the economics are arranged so that the costly act of refusal is protected rather than optimized away. Silvers’s letters delayed essays for months. Criterion’s selectivity caps its catalogue. 404 Media’s volume is capped by what four humans can actually stand behind.

The constraint that every consultant would identify as a “scaling problem” is the entire value proposition. The friction, the refusal, the leaving of money on the table: this is where quality is manufactured.

When competent content was scarce, a guarantee that someone stood behind the work was a luxury. When competent content is infinite and unsigned, that guarantee becomes the only scarce input in the entire stack. Every fake byline and every milked masthead makes the spine number worth more. The refusers spent decades paying for a moat nobody could see. The tide that drowned their competitors is what finally made it visible.

But the veto, before it is a structure, is a capacity inside people: the editor’s revulsion, the reporter’s nose. The machine is working on those people, too. It is working on the button that produces “adequate” work without them. What happens to the person who stops paying the cost of refusal is the darkest material in this book.
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Chapter Nine: The Leveling

On February 2, 2025, Andrej Karpathy, a founding member of OpenAI and former head of AI at Tesla, wrote about a shift in the nature of work. He called it vibe coding. “You fully give in to the vibes,” he wrote, “embrace exponentials, and forget that the code even exists.”1 He meant building software by talking to a machine in English, taking what it gave back, and shipping it without necessarily reading it. Within months, the phrase attached itself to a much larger phenomenon: hundreds of thousands of people shipping apps, songs, and essays by describing what they wanted to a machine.

Watch what happened to the gate.

Learning to program, or paint, or write well once took years. Those years acted as a filter. They selected for patience, for a tolerance of failure, and for the time required to acquire craft. For the newcomers, that decade collapsed into a sentence typed into a prompt. Domain by domain, the distance between having an idea and shipping a working version of it fell to zero.

This is democratizing. For all of history, talent sat stranded on the wrong side of a skill gate it could not afford to cross. The woman with a novel in her but no grammar she could trust; the boy with a film in his eyes but no way onto a screen. The machines lowered the gate for all of them. The supporters who celebrate this are right.

The figure for it is not the robot but the genie. Anything that can be described can now be summoned. For all of prior experience, the constraint on making was execution. Wanting was free; making was ruinous. That constraint inverted in three years. Execution now rounds toward free. The entire weight of the enterprise has landed on the wish.

Folklore was always engineering literature. The stories of genies and monkey’s paws turn on the failure of the wisher; the magic always works. The genie delivers what is asked for, and the catastrophe lives in the gap between the stated want and the actual want. Midas got exactly what he requested. When execution is free, the “wish” (the vision, the taste, the recognition of what is right) becomes the only bottleneck. Wishing well is the whole game, and it is the one part the lamp does not supply.



The demos are real, but for a while they hid what Addy Osmani named the “Seventy-Percent Problem.”2 The machine takes you to seventy percent of a working product almost magically; the last thirty (the security, the edge cases, the integration with reality) stayed, for a time, as hard as it ever was. It is tempting to build the whole argument on that gap, to say the machine does the easy part and the human keeps the hard part, and rest there. Resist it. The gap is real and the gap is closing, and a thesis pinned to a closing gap closes with it: the edge cases will fall, the security will fall, the integration will fall, and each thing the machine could not do this year it may well do the next. The durable point lives one level down, where the percentages cannot reach it. What the hard thirty percent demanded was never just more difficult labor. It was judgment about the ways a thing can fail, and judgment is the visible form of something the model does not have and cannot be handed: a stake in whether the thing actually works. The model produces what is plausible given the prompt, and the prompt is usually under-specified, with no standing goal that would make the model hunt for the scenario no one named. Agentic systems increasingly generate their own edge cases and tests, so this is not a permanent ceiling on the machine. The gap that does not close is the one about answerability: when the scenario nobody considered finally arrives, no one is answerable for having failed to consider it, because no cost lands on the thing that produced the work. Producing something that satisfies the demo is easy and getting easier. Being the one who answers when the demo meets the world is the part that does not transfer, however much of the work the machine absorbs.

The seventy percent the machine does for free is what the apprenticeship used to spend years drilling. But the apprenticeship was never only a delivery system for hard skills; it was how a person became someone who could be answerable for the work, by failing at tractable problems under conditions where the failure taught something. The gate has been pulled away from the production of the artifact and left standing, invisible, in front of that formation. The newcomer clears the artifact at full speed and hits the closed half of the gate without knowing it is there, holding something that works in the demo, with no formed judgment beneath it and no way to answer when it fails in the world.

You can read that collision in the security logs. In early 2026, Moltbook, a social network built for AI agents, launched to a rush of attention and was breached almost at once: researchers found roughly 1.5 million API keys lying in the open because the most elementary database protection, row-level security, had never been switched on, and they reported it inside a day.3 Its founder had boasted that he “didn’t write a single line of code” for it; he had “just had a vision for the technical architecture, and AI made it a reality.” The boast was the diagnosis. He could see exactly as far as he had built and no further, so what the generated code silently failed to do stayed invisible to the one person nominally answerable for it. The machine hung the doors and left the locks unset, and the only human in the building could not read the blueprint.

Moltbook is the texture of the slop era. The app demos perfectly; it is a masterpiece of the first seventy percent. Then a real user or a malicious attacker leans on the part that was never built.



The popular story, the field is leveling, runs inside-out. A leveling field would lift the people at the bottom. This one clears them off it.

Between 2022 and 2024, entry-level software postings fell by sixty percent. Junior roles fell faster than senior ones, and employment for older engineers, the ones who can answer for what the machine ships, held up better.4 Treat those figures with care: the same window saw the end of the zero-interest-rate era and the 2022 to 2024 tech layoffs, and untangling how much of the junior collapse is AI from how much is cheap money drying up is beyond what the data can settle. The numbers are suggestive, not dispositive. So lean the weight elsewhere. The machine substitutes for the junior and augments the senior, and whatever the precise share, the gate fell and landed on the people standing on the lowest rung, crushing the entrance it was supposed to open. What got leveled was the floor of the profession. The argument does not need the postings figure to hold. It runs on the shape of the pipeline.

Seniors are grown from juniors. A profession that stops hiring its bottom rung is arranging not to have a top rung in fifteen years. The judgment a senior brings to the hard thirty percent was formed by years of failing at tractable problems under conditions where the failure was instructive, the slow way, well past anything coursework installs. The junior who debugs a trivial race condition at two in the morning builds the spatial intuition the senior uses to spot a critical one in three seconds. That is the mechanism of learning. Medicine solved the “apprenticeship is expensive” problem by creating supervised environments where juniors could make real errors at contained cost, keeping the junior work and capping its blast radius. The profession compounds. Cut the entry point and you cut the supply chain. The judges are made out of apprentices, and the apprenticeships are being automated away.

The practitioners who thrive have a finer word for it. Simon Willison distinguishes vibe coding (rolling the dice on a model without reading the output) from vibe engineering, where the model writes the lines but a human reviews, tests, and understands every one.5 The vibe coder is the “approver,” who takes what arrives and walks away clean when it breaks. The vibe engineer is the “maker,” who stays answerable for every line.

The gate moved from the writing, which is now free, to the reading—from producing the thing to being able to tell whether the thing is right. This is liberation for the person who always had the eye and was kept out by the hands. It is hard news for the person who only has the hands. And it is a trap for the one who has neither, because the tools sell the most expensive illusion of the age: that you get to skip the becoming.

The question of the era is no longer can you make this? Anyone can make this. What is left is the older question: when it breaks, who is standing there, and what did it cost them to become someone the answer could land on?
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Chapter Ten: The Midnight Search

On the evening of June 13, 2023, a woman in suburban Houston (her name is Jennifer Bard, a bioethicist and law professor who published an account of it herself the following autumn) sat in her kitchen and typed her symptoms into a ChatGPT window.1 She was not running an experiment. She was tired, the clinic was closed, and what she was describing: chest tightness, shortness of breath, fatigue that had been circling for several days, were things she wanted a first opinion on before deciding whether the emergency room was warranted. The system returned a thorough answer: a well-organized list of possible causes, differential considerations organized by probability, an explanation of which symptoms warranted urgent care and which did not. She read it. It made sense. The fatigue and tightness it described, paired with her stated age and the absence of radiating pain, were consistent with anxiety or a respiratory infection, and the response explained why, in terms she found clear and credible.

She did not go to the emergency room that night. She did go to her primary care doctor two days later, and what the electrocardiogram found in the office was a cardiac arrhythmia that had been throwing off her rhythm intermittently for days and that, her cardiologist told her afterward, would have been flagged by any competent practitioner from her presentation. Bard published what she called an “autoethnographic account” in the Journal of Medical Humanities as a question rather than a horror story (she is fine, the condition is managed): what had she done, and what kind of thing is the tool that answered her? Her answer, arrived at over twenty pages, was something like: the tool gave her accurate general information and could not tell that this was the wrong question.

The night she sat at her kitchen table, what she needed was judgment: judgment about her specific body, her specific history, the specific configuration of symptoms that a human clinician would have triangulated against everything else a body presents when it walks into a room. Information in the aggregate was the one thing she already had. The AI gave her the right answer to a question she did not know she was asking. The question it answered was: what are the general causes of these symptoms in a person with no other information available? The question she was actually asking was: what is wrong with me, specifically, tonight, in this kitchen? Those questions look the same from where she sat. They are not the same question.



In the spring of 2023, a forty-four-year-old woman in Portland, Oregon, spent six weeks treating what she had diagnosed as sciatica. The diagnosis was reasonable by any ordinary measure of the word. She had the symptom that defines sciatica, pain radiating from the lower back down the left leg, and she had arrived at the diagnosis through a process her physician later described as “competent lay research”: she had described her symptoms in detail to a large language model, cross-referenced the answer against two peer-reviewed sources she found through a medical library portal, and received confirmation that the symptom pattern she described was consistent with sciatic nerve compression, most commonly caused by a herniated lumbar disc and most commonly resolved with rest, anti-inflammatories, and physical therapy. All of that was accurate. She rested, took ibuprofen, began the exercises a physical therapy video recommended.

She did not call her doctor because there was no flag in any of the information she had found that told her she should, nothing in the symptom profile she had submitted suggested urgency, and she was right, in the narrow sense: the information she had retrieved was matched to the symptoms she had described, and the symptoms she had described were consistent with what she told the model. The trouble was in what she had not described, because she did not know it was relevant: that she was also sleeping badly and had been for two months; that she had lost about eight pounds without trying; that the leg pain was worse at night, which is not how disc compression typically behaves but is how certain other things behave.

Her actual diagnosis, confirmed by MRI in July after she finally went to her doctor because the pain had stopped responding to ibuprofen at any dose, was a primary spinal tumor at L3. It was still treatable. The six weeks had not, her oncologist told her, materially changed her prognosis. She was one of the fortunate cases. She has spoken about the experience in a patient-advocacy context and has asked that her name not be used in any published account; this account is drawn from her description of events.2

The information she received was accurate, and it was wrong for her: calibrated to the symptoms she knew to report, while the patient sitting in a room came with unreported details that were the ones that mattered. This is the failure mode this book calls true-but-generic, a category sitting apart from the hallucinations and fabrications the critics of machine medicine usually describe. The answer was accurate. The accuracy was beside the point, in the way a perfectly accurate map of the wrong city is beside the point. The machine answered the question it was given, and the question it was given was not the question the body was asking. No physician in the room could have missed the combination of unintentional weight loss, night-dominant pain, and sleep disruption; the combination has a differential that announces itself to anyone trained to look at a patient rather than a query. But the machine was given a query, because a query is what it takes, and the query described the pain. The missing details lay outside her own awareness, unknown to the person whose life they were describing, which is the condition medical diagnosis exists to address: someone who does not know which of their details are the diagnostic ones, presenting to someone who does.

The value of the physician in the room lies in the information she sees that the patient did not know to bring, more than in the information she knows. Accurate answers cannot supply that, because they are calibrated to the question; the question was calibrated to what the patient knew; what the patient did not know was most of her real case. The machine had sciatica right. It was answering a question that assumed the patient knew what to ask, in a situation where nobody knows what to ask except the person in the room who has seen the full picture.

That picture is now flooding the medical literature at a pressured pace. A 2023 study in JAMA Internal Medicine found that ChatGPT’s responses to common medical questions rated better on empathy than physicians’ responses in 83 percent of blinded head-to-head comparisons, an outcome that struck the authors as remarkable and that the press, predictably, rendered as “AI is better than doctors.”3 The study was careful; the headline ran past it. The comparison was of written text responses to written text queries: the machine in its native medium, the physician transcribing an imagined bedside interaction into a chat format that their training did not prepare them for. The empathy scores were real. The comparison measured the thing that can be measured in text, and the thing that cannot be measured in text (the physician who notices the patient is favoring her left side when she sits down, who sees the color of the skin in bad light, who hears the patient’s voice catch when she says she has been sleeping fine) is the thing the study, by design, could not include. The body in the room is the variable that the accuracy benchmark cannot reach and that the empathy score cannot contain, and it is the variable on which the Portland patient’s outcome turned. The machine was empathetic and accurate and answered her query with something close to the best available answer to that query, and six weeks went by. The information environment it produced was a complete one, complete in every direction that text can be complete, and still wrong in the one direction that text cannot reach.



The midnight symptom search is not new. It predates large language models by the full length of the internet, and it predates the internet by a generation of medical phone hotlines and nurses who staffed them. In 1989, the American College of Emergency Physicians surveyed what it was calling the “worried well,” the majority of callers to nurse advice lines presenting symptoms that did not warrant emergency care, and found that the vast majority of those callers simply needed two things: accurate information about their condition, and someone to tell them whether the information fit their situation.4 Nurse hotlines existed to provide both. The nurse asked questions. She had heard a thousand versions of that presentation. She could tell the difference between a parent who needed reassurance and a parent who needed to leave immediately. The system worked on presence rather than on stored knowledge; the nurse carried less medicine than the physicians on call and beat the pamphlet on the thing that counted: she was available to the specifics of the call, accountable to the outcome, and capable of saying, from what you are telling me, this is the one I would not wait on.

What is new is the quality and fluency of the answer, and that change matters in a way that cuts against the comfort it appears to offer. When a search engine returned a list of links in 2005, the user knew she was being handed a pile of material to work through. She experienced the gap between the tool and a judgment. When a language model returns a clear, organized, patient, personalized-sounding response at three in the morning, the gap is not visible from the outside, because the response has the texture of the thing you actually wanted: a thoughtful person who understands the question. The better the tool gets, the harder the gap is to see, and the worse the consequences of not seeing it.

This is the leaning-moment problem at its most concentrated. Chapter one described slop as harmless until the instant you lean on it. Health information is the domain where the leaning moments arrive fastest, matter most, and are hardest to identify in advance. The person checking a celebrity’s birthday is not leaning. The person wondering whether to wait until morning or drive to the emergency room at 2 a.m. is leaning with everything they have.

The cases where AI health tools fail cluster at the extreme end of the stakes distribution, and the tool has no reliable way to flag the difference. The point leaves the models’ general accuracy intact; a fair reading of the literature on AI diagnostic performance shows these systems are, on certain structured tasks, competitive with and sometimes superior to physicians in aggregate.5 The criticism lands on something the accuracy statistics miss: the distance between answering the question that was asked and answering the question that needed to be asked. A radiologist reading a hundred thousand scans can be measured against ground truth. The accuracy of a system helping someone at midnight decide whether a symptom warrants emergency care cannot be measured the same way, because the question the person at midnight actually needs answered is irreducibly particular, and particular questions are the ones where general answers fail in ways no benchmark detects.



What does a physician provide, in the twelve minutes that an increasingly pressured healthcare system allows for a visit, that the search cannot? The thing is something other than information. The model almost certainly carries more about the relevant pharmacology and the published literature than the physician holds in her head. What she has past the model is a set of capacities inseparable from the physical fact of her being in the room.

Start with the unchosen observation. A physician taking a history sees what the patient does not think to report: the slight irregularity in the speech that could be fatigue or could be a neurological flag; the quality of the skin; the way a person walks in and sits down; the thing in the corner of the presentation that she did not know to look for because the question she was answering did not mention it. None of this lives in the feed or survives a translation into text. It is available only to someone present, and its value lies in being unchosen: they arrive outside the patient’s frame, which is the only way the physician learns something the patient did not already half-know. Presence provides what any transmission withholds: exposure to the unreported. A physician at a bedside works free of the frame the query imposes. The symptom the patient left out because she did not know it mattered is available. The chatbot reaches only what is typed.

Then there is the capacity for embarrassment. The physician is a knowledge store who can also be ruined. Her name appears on the chart. Her license is staked on the judgment she makes next. A physician who sends home a patient who returns in cardiac arrest has failed in a way that costs her something checkable: her reputation, her standing among colleagues, the possibility of a malpractice finding. This is an argument about the structure of the inference, about what kind of thinking gets done by someone who knows they are accountable for the result. Motivation is beside the point; most physicians put lawsuits out of mind when they examine a patient. The accountable thinker asks a different class of question than the one who faces no consequence. The physician under time pressure, aware her name is on the chart, is reaching for a different kind of answer than the system optimizing for plausibility at scale.

She can also recognize the edge of her own competence. A physician who does not know what is wrong can say so, and she knows, because she was trained in the same domain, what “I don’t know” means in context: whether it means “come back next week” or “go directly to the emergency room, I am calling ahead.” A language model can generate uncertainty language (it is worth consulting a physician) but the uncertainty language is not calibrated to this case, because the system has no way to know how far from the population average this patient sits. Saying this could be serious, please consult a doctor is the correct hedge for almost every concerning symptom, which makes it a useful hedge for none of them.

And the one easiest to overlook, because it sounds like a species of humility: the physician can be wrong in a way that updates her. She carries forward what she learns. She remembers the patient she sent home who came back, and that memory changes the questions she asks the next patient with the same complaint. The language model does not update from its errors. Each conversation begins from the same prior, unrevised by outcome. A physician who has practiced in a specific community for a decade has calibrated herself against thousands of specific outcomes in that population, and the recalibration is something no training corpus, however large, can replicate, because the outcomes are not in the data. The data contains what was documented and published; the thing the physician learned at eleven on a Tuesday night in a specific emergency room in a specific city, when a specific patient walked in and violated every statistical expectation, stays in her alone.

This is a structural observation about what kind of system gets corrected when it is wrong, and it leaves the mystique of clinical intuition out of it; the claim stands on architecture, not romance. The AI that sent Jennifer Bard back to bed with a confident differential could not wake up the next morning and assess whether it had been right. Nothing in its architecture closes that loop. The physician who makes the same call and then reads the cardiologist’s note in the chart the following week has learned something, and she carries the learning forward into her next midnight call. The error and the correction are the same person, in time, accountable to the same patients. That loop (individual, named, accountable, correctable across individual cases) is exactly what testimony is, and exactly what a system optimizing for plausibility across a distribution cannot replicate, however many cases it has seen.6



AI health tools are already helping people who would otherwise be helped by nothing. This is true, documented, and matters. A 2022 study in npj Digital Medicine found that commercially deployed AI triage tools reduced unnecessary emergency room visits for patients with low-acuity concerns and increased the rate at which genuinely serious presentations were escalated.7 A physician surveying the literature in 2024 observed that, for people in rural communities with no specialist access, in countries where the ratio of physicians to population makes a clinic visit a multi-day project, an AI tool that correctly differentiates common from serious presentations becomes a real alternative to nothing, measured against the empty chair it actually replaces.8 The miracle of expanded access is real, and it is part of the same story as the thing that cautions against it. These tools are not uniformly dangerous.

But access does not dissolve the argument. The studies showing AI diagnostic accuracy are, by construction, studies of known populations, known conditions, and outcomes that can be measured. They show that the tool does well, in aggregate, on the cases in the training distribution. What they cannot show is accuracy on the cases where the presenting complaint is an atypical manifestation of something the symptoms do not point to, because the atypicality is what makes those cases hard to study retrospectively. The cases the tool handles well are the cases where the general answer is the specific answer: the textbook presentation, the common condition with the expected profile. The cases where it fails, the ones that produce the Bard scenario, the Portland scenario, are the cases where something about this patient, on this night, violates the expected profile in ways no keyword search surfaces. The tool is most useful exactly where the stakes are lowest, and most likely to mislead exactly where the stakes are highest. This is a structural property of any system that generalizes from populations to individuals, and it does not go away with better models.

The doctor who misses a diagnosis is, individually, a person who got it wrong. The AI that misses a diagnosis is a system that got it wrong without knowing it, with no one who could be embarrassed, in a way that compounds across a thousand simultaneous conversations with a thousand people sitting in their kitchens at midnight. The individual error and the structural error are not the same size, even when the medical facts of each case are identical.9



The upshot is not: do not use AI tools for health information. That prescription has already lost, deservedly. Hundreds of millions of people are using them, and the median use case is benign or actively beneficial. Someone who uses a language model to understand what a diagnosis means, to translate a specialist’s explanation into plain terms, to research what questions to ask before a procedure: these are people being helped, and the help is real.

The narrower prescription is about recognizing the leaning moment when it arrives. There is a recognizable structure to the inquiry that has crossed from information to judgment: when the question is no longer what is this thing generally but what should I do about this specific situation, tonight, in my specific body, that is the moment where the gap between the tool and testimony opens up, and the tool cannot tell you it has opened.

A few markers of the crossing point, drawn from the emergency medicine literature rather than from AI commentary. When the symptom is new and different in character from anything you have experienced before, the headache your own experience flags as a stranger, the population statistics stop being your guide. When the symptom involves a system with low redundancy (the heart, the lungs, neurological function), the cost of a miss is not the cost of revisiting the question later. When the concern is for a person whose baseline you do not have direct access to (an elderly parent, a child who cannot yet describe what they feel), the verbal report going into the system is already incomplete in ways the system cannot know. While not foolproof, these are pressure tests on the assumption that the general answer is the right answer.

The physician is a particular kind of witness: someone who can be surprised by you, who can be wrong and answer for it, and who is, by being in the room, exposed to everything you did not know to say. The knowledge is the smallest part of what she is. The twelve minutes she has, however inadequate, contain the one thing the machine cannot contain: accountability to your specific situation, purchased by the cost she faces if she gets it wrong.

There is a third marker that is harder to articulate and more important than either of the others. It is the difference between a search that is being used to inform a decision and a search that is being used to make one. Using an AI tool to understand what atrial fibrillation is, what the treatment options generally are, what questions to ask at the cardiology appointment: that is informing a decision. Using an AI tool to decide, tonight, whether the symptoms warrant an emergency room visit is making a decision, and the decision involves a particular body the tool does not know. The line between the two is not always clean. Bard’s search started as the first and drifted, without her noticing, into the second. The fluency of the answer is what made the drift invisible.10

Jennifer Bard put it in her Medical Humanities piece. She wrote that the tool had given her “a very good answer to a different question.”11 She is a bioethicist; she had the framework to name the category. What she did not have, at midnight in her kitchen, was a signal that told her which question she was actually asking. That signal would have required someone who knew her.



The book’s first chapter ended at the leaning moment: the recognition that slop is harmless until the instant you lean on it, and that the relevant skill is a feel for which moments are the leaning ones, a finer instrument than blanket skepticism. Health decisions are the most common domain where the lean happens without announcement. The midnight search usually produces useful information. The emergency room is usually not warranted. These facts together make the threshold invisible on any individual night, because the information that would make the threshold visible is exactly the information not available in text.

What the physician provides is an entirely different species of thing from more competent text: answerable presence. A staked someone in the room.

The stakes look different on a health chart than they do on a court docket, but the structure is identical. The physician who puts her name to a judgment is making the same commitment the legal witness makes when she takes the oath: I will stand behind this, with my name, in front of people equipped to assess whether I was right. The law has long recognized that some attestations only count when a body is in the room, subject to cross-examination, exposed to the consequences of being wrong. The clinic visit is the medical system’s version of the same requirement. That is why it has survived every proposal to replace it with remote consultation, with telemedicine, with sophisticated information delivery: the physician in the room is doing something categorically different from information delivery, and information delivery, however good, reaches only its own edge. She is testifying, in the oldest sense: attaching herself, irreversibly, to a particular claim about a particular person, at a particular moment, with the full weight of her name and license on the other side of the bet.

The machine cannot do that, at least not yet. It can replicate the appearance of doing that (the confidence, the clarity, the patient explanation, the sense of being heard and understood), and the replication is getting better on a rapid schedule. By 2025, AI-powered health assistants deployed in patient portals by major health systems were handling triage calls in voices that users in surveys described as more reassuring than the nurses they replaced.12 Reassuring is not the same as accountable. The warmth with which the question is answered has no bearing on whether anyone stands behind the answer, and the warmth is the thing that makes the distinction hard to feel.

The infrastructure for verifying testimony, for knowing when someone who claims to be an answerable presence actually is one, is what stands under the most serious pressure in the current moment. How to know the staked someone is actually staked, and actually there, is the argument that remains. The leaning-moment test is a disposition you carry yourself: a habit of noticing the difference between reading and deciding, between information and judgment, between a voice that sounds accountable and one that is. The book can hand you the habit. Running it stays with you.
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A fair objection runs: better models will learn the edge cases too. They will, and many of the failures described in this chapter will narrow as systems improve. The claim was never that the model cannot learn the edge case. It is that when the edge case lands on a particular patient on a particular night, someone licensed and answerable still has to own the call and pay for it if it is wrong. Learning the pattern in aggregate and standing behind the decision in the room are different acts, and the second is the one this chapter is about.



None of this is an argument against leaning on the tool. An AI with rich data on the individual (a complete record, genomic markers, continuous monitoring from a wearable) may out-know a physician’s twelve-minute, in-the-moment picture, and where that data is good, leaning on the system is often the right move. The claim here is narrower than “do not rely on AI.” It is that for the high-stakes, answerable call, you still want a human who owns the outcome, and that the tool should be used freely wherever being wrong is cheap, checkable, or harmless. The drift that caught Bard was not that she used the tool; it was that a low-stakes lookup turned into a high-stakes decision without anyone accountable in the room.
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Chapter Eleven: The Maker’s Price

You know it is slop when making or engaging it. Most slop flows from automated pipelines with no maker at all, but there is also, usually, a human in the loop: the marketer shipping forty posts a week, the consultant delivering reports the client will only skim. They are not deceived about the work. Ask them in an honest hour and they will tell you what it is. The question is what the knowing does to them over time.

The first month, the discomfort is sharp. You generate the draft, patch the edges, and ship it. You feel the wrongness in a located way: your eye catches the paragraph that only performs arguing without driving the point home. You tell yourself it is temporary. By the sixth month, something has changed. You read the day’s output and find it fine. The flat note is still flat, but the wince is gone. You ship without the pause. Then you stop noticing the absence of the pause. A year in, you can no longer say with confidence whether the piece is good. The faculty that used to report this has nobody in it returns no signal. Discrimination is a practiced capacity. When you practice something else, discrimination is displaced.

A violinist who stops playing does not keep her ear and lose her fingers. Both go. Her sense of pitch is an activity refreshed by use. A quality standard works the same way. Your sense of when a paragraph is done was built by years of suffering the gap between what you meant and what you made. The suffering was the practice. Every collision with your own inadequate draft was a calibration event. Delegate the drafting and the collisions stop. The standard fades invisibly, because the faculty that would detect the fading is the faculty that is fading.

The skill of making is not the thing most at risk. A coder who ships software she cannot explain line by line is doing something real: she specified what to build, tested whether users are satisfied, and answers when they are not. Her stakes are genuine even if her fluency in the internals is thin. You can be staked on something you do not fully understand, and people are, constantly. The doctor who orders a test she could not personally perform is still answerable for the order. The architect who cannot pour concrete is still the one the building falls on. What atrophies, when it does, is the ear: the judgment that knows when the output has crossed from adequate to good, when the draft is slop and when it sings, when a fix made things better and when it only made them quieter. The production skill survives the change. The ear is the thing at risk, and the ear is what the maker has to keep, because production has been repriced down toward free while discernment holds its old value.1



Rick Rubin has produced some of the most consequential records of the last forty years: Johnny Cash, the Beastie Boys, Slayer. He says, often, that he cannot play an instrument or run a mixing board.2 What he has is an ear: a merciless sense of which take is alive and which is merely correct. He generates nothing. He decides everything. He is paid like a star for it, in a field crowded with people who can play and short on people who can tell.

The machine can now run review loops: ensemble critics, preference rankings across a thousand outputs, adversarial agents disputing the draft. Often useful. But stakes are what separate a real preference from a ranked guess. What Rubin sells is being answerable for the preference, well beyond the act of preferring itself. His name on the record is a liability, a bet that his ear was right, a thing that can be proven wrong in public. When a record fails, the failure has an address. When a review loop’s preferred output fails, it has none. The machine cannot pay the cost of being wrong, which means, though it can offer a shortlist, it cannot place the bet. The preference, the one that costs something, still has to come from a person.



You can use the shortlist and still be the one vouching for the pick. What you cannot do, without cost, is stop vouching and start forwarding. The approver who never fires a veto does more than grow less careful; she shifts from making a judgment to passing one along. Forwarding carries no stake. It moves the liability downstream, toward whoever acts on it, toward someone who did not sign the work. Done long enough, it moves the liability toward no one, which is the definition of slop.

What atrophies in the approver role is the habit of taking the work seriously enough to be embarrassed by it. The ability to generate, or to assess quickly, survives intact; the embarrassment is what goes. The approver’s bar is adequacy: is anything wrong with this? Adequacy is exactly what the machine supplies. Fed a diet of nothing-wrong, the veto never fires, and the faculty behind it begins the violinist’s fade: quietly, by degrees, steadily, in the direction of someone who has forgotten the question to be asked.



Whether to use the tools is settled. How to stay staked while using them is not. Staying staked does not require understanding every line of code you ship, or originating every paragraph you publish. Those requirements would condemn most of the actual practice of making things, and they should be refused on that basis, because the argument only bites where judgment gets staked: where someone’s name goes on a claim that will be tested against reality. Most making lives outside that line and always has, and the concern leaves it alone. The question is narrow: do you still have the collision?

The collision is the moment when the gap between what you meant and what the output does becomes undeniable. When you read it and something catches. When you find yourself patching a paragraph that is performing argument without making any. When the doctor reviewing the chart notices the dosage is technically within range but wrong for this patient. When the teacher reading the essay realizes the student has answered a different question than the one asked. When the lawyer reviewing the brief sees that the case cited says the opposite of what the brief claims it says. When you look at the code and realize the fix covered the symptom rather than the problem. The collision is what keeps the ear tuned. Stay in enough collision and you remain the person equipped to be surprised by failure, which is to say, the person equipped to answer for it.

The coder who ships what she cannot fully explain is fine, provided she is still the one who hears from users when it breaks, who decides what counts as fixed, who would be embarrassed if it failed in a way she should have caught. She needs enough to recognize the difference between working and working for now, and that bar sits well below knowing every line. The author who drafts with AI tools is fine, provided she still reads the result hard enough to catch the paragraph that performs thinking without doing any, and cuts it. The consultant is fine, provided he reads the report before it goes out rather than forwarding what the tool produced. In each case what is being maintained is the capacity to be surprised and embarrassed by a failure, the thing itself rather than the labor around it, which is another way of describing what makes stakes possible.

What the tools took was the friction that used to force the collision automatically. The blank page forced it. The empty mixing board forced it. Remove the friction and the collision becomes a choice, and choices can be declined, quietly, until declining is the habit.

The maker who keeps nothing at risk makes slop, and then goes further, becoming someone to whom the difference stops occurring.



None of this is a counsel of avoidance. The same tool that lets the approver fade lets the maker reach further than any maker before her, and the whole distance between those two fates is the grip you take on the thing.

Cheap intelligence does extraordinary things for someone who keeps her stake. The novelist who still writes her own sentences can run a research department out of a chat window, interrogate her own plot for the hole she cannot see, draft the scene she has been avoiding badly enough to learn why she was avoiding it. The engineer who still owns the architecture builds in a weekend what used to take a quarter. The founder who still answers for the company finds her weakest assumption faster than any advisor would have dared to name it. In each case the machine clears the ground around the judgment rather than making it, so that the scarce human act, the deciding and the standing behind it, is most of what is left to do. Used this way the tool concentrates the maker, distilling her down to the part only she can supply.

The macro version is among the most hopeful things now happening anywhere. In the sciences, where every result is staked to a named researcher and checked by a hostile field, these systems are compressing work that used to consume whole careers. Protein structures that resisted explanatory biology for half a century now resolve in an afternoon, and the search for medicines and materials is collapsing from decades toward months.3 That is intelligence scaling against humanity’s hardest problems, in exactly the place where the stakes run highest and the checking is most ruthless. The accountability is what makes the acceleration trustworthy. The tool is most powerful where someone still answers for the result.

There is a reason the breakthroughs cluster where they do, and it marks the edge of the machine’s reach. A folded protein and a won game are closed problems: the world hands back a verdict, correct or not, won or lost, and a system handed that signal can teach itself past every human who ever tried, the way one already did at Go, playing itself millions of times until the final score had taught it which moves were right. Where a ground truth checks the work, the machine can bootstrap, and that whole zone is going to fall if it has not already. What resists is the open problem, the one with no terminal score, where consistency is no proxy for truth and a system can be flawlessly self-consistent and coherently wrong about everything that matters: the novel that has to land on a particular reader, the verdict on what is worth wanting, the call no scoreboard settles. Those open domains are exactly the ground this book has been calling testimony, where a claim has to come to rest on a particular mortal and someone has to stand behind it. The machine devours the closed game and stalls at the open one, and the part it stalls on is the part that was always yours to answer for.4

So the instrument is still an instrument, and only the grip changes. Hand it your judgment and it will wear away the thing that made you worth consulting. Keep your judgment and hand it everything else, and it becomes the largest lever a staked person has ever held.5 The machine amplifies whoever you already are. It only makes the becoming faster.






The ear is a case of what Michael Polanyi called tacit knowing: we know more than we can tell, and an expert’s discrimination, the sense that something is off before she can say why, is held in a body of practice rather than in any rule she could write down (Personal Knowledge, 1958; The Tacit Dimension, 1966). It is built the way Anders Ericsson argued all genuine expertise is built, through long feedback-driven practice against resistance, not through exposure to finished answers. This is why it does not transfer with the output: the artifact copies, the discrimination that judges the artifact does not, and a worker handed the artifacts while spared the practice inherits the product and not the ear. The mechanics of that formation, and the precise way shortcuts dissolve it, are the next chapter’s subject.



Rick Rubin, co-founder of Def Jam. Britannica; Rock & Roll Hall of Fame.



DeepMind’s AlphaFold predicted the structures of nearly all catalogued proteins (over 200 million) by 2022, work recognized with the 2024 Nobel Prize in Chemistry. Claims of a broader acceleration in drug and materials discovery are real but uneven and still early; the pace varies sharply by field, and physical bottlenecks (synthesis, trials, validation) remain. For the optimistic case stated in full, see Dario Amodei, “Machines of Loving Grace” (October 2024).



The closed/open distinction runs quietly under the whole argument. A closed system has a win condition external to anyone’s opinion (the protein folds as it folds; the game is won or lost; the proof checks or fails), and that external verdict is what lets a system improve itself without us, because there consistency really is a proxy for correctness. Open systems have no such terminal signal: the worth of a novel is not its internal consistency but whether it tells a particular reader something true about being alive, and there is no coherence-check for landing on a person, because the target is not logical but human. Geoffrey Hinton, who expects these systems to surpass us at nearly everything, grants the seam almost in passing: certainly they will get more intelligent than us, he allows, but to do things genuinely meaningful for us “they have to have experiences quite like our experiences,” and in the same breath he notes why they do not, because “they’re not subject to death in the same way we are” (StarTalk, 2026). To become the kind of thing that can be exposed and can lose is the one move that scaling a formal system does not perform.



Chapter eighteen, the book’s turn from what the machine subtracts to what it frees, is given over to exactly this: the lever, and what a person who keeps her stake can reach with it once the no-stakes labor falls away.





Chapter Twelve: The Formation Gap

In the winter of 1999, a surgical resident named Atul Gawande stood over a patient in Boston and tried to perform an arterial line insertion for the first time. He failed. He tried again. He failed five times before a senior colleague took over and completed the procedure in under two minutes. What the textbooks described in a clean paragraph was a three-dimensional event that happened in the dark under skin. The knowledge of how it was supposed to go had little to do with what it felt like when it wasn’t going right. “Performance must be learned under pressure, from the inside, by doing,” Gawande wrote.1

The suffering of the resident was the mechanism that made her ready. The question Gawande didn’t have to answer in 2002 is the one we face now: what happens when you can skip it?

Judgment fades when you stop exercising it: the approver who never fires the veto, the faculty that goes slack when the collision stops happening. But judgment has to be built before it can be maintained, and the building comes first. Formation is the name for it: fighting your own ignorance in the presence of real consequences, with enough at stake that the loss teaches you something the winning could not.



Robert Bjork, a professor of cognitive psychology at UCLA, coined the term “desirable difficulties.”2 His lab found that conditions that make learning feel slower and harder (spacing material out, testing before teaching, varying the context) produce stronger long-term retention. Difficulty forces deeper processing. To retrieve something half-forgotten, you have to reconstruct the associative network around it. Reconstruction is the real thing; recognition is a shallow signal. The student who struggles feels like she is performing worse, but she is building stronger, for longer.

The critical word is desirable. Only some difficulty is productive. Struggling at the edge of your current capacity, where the terrain runs just beyond what you know but still within your ability to navigate, is formative. Struggling with a problem you lack the mental model to even frame is simply confusion, and confusion builds only frustration and a willingness to reach for a shortcut. Gawande’s resident failing five times at the arterial line was inside the productive band: she understood the procedure conceptually, had the manual facility, and was fighting the gap between knowing and doing. Six months earlier, she would not have known enough to learn from the failure.

A well-built AI tutor could be the most patient teacher a person ever had: Socratic, adaptive, awake at three in the morning, able to hold a learner exactly at the edge of competence the way the one-to-one tutor in Bloom’s famous, and much-disputed, two-sigma studies was said to.3 That is real, and it is good, and nothing here denies it. But notice what makes such a tutor formative: it keeps the reconstruction in the learner. It asks the next question instead of answering it; it makes her produce the wrong differential before it shows her the right one. The same system used the other way, to hand over the answer and spare her the struggle, removes the very thing the tutor’s value depended on. The tool is identical; the two uses are opposites. AI shortcuts do their damage precisely when they land on the productive band, the moment of confusion at the edge of existing knowledge where missing the answer would have forced the reconstruction. A tutor that protects that moment elevates; a shortcut that dissolves it borrows from a future self. The question was never whether to use the machine. It is whether the difficulty you are removing is the kind that was building you.



The programmer stares at a bug at two in the morning. She has tried three things. None worked. The system is doing something that makes no sense given her current model of it. She is solving the problem from the inside, and the inside is where the formation happens. What the three-hour failure builds, repeated over years, is a spatial intuition about how systems fail, an inarticulate sense that “smells” like a connection problem, a memory of other things that looked like this and turned out to be something else. That intuition resists the kind of articulation a fact allows. It lives in the pattern of failures absorbed and integrated, in the body of a person who has been lost inside enough broken systems to recognize the shape of lostness. A language model is excellent at debugging. It will frequently identify the problem faster than the tired programmer. But the programmer who calls the model at hour two has the answer and an intuition still unbuilt. The next time a system behaves strangely in this way, the confusion will be as complete as it was the first time. The unpleasant part was the learning, and she skipped both at once. Grant the strongest version of the objection: that the model will soon out-debug any human, that coding in the narrow sense is, as the labs say, solved. The formation still matters, for a reason that has nothing to do with who is faster. The engineer’s value was never out-typing the machine; it is being the one who can smell when its confident output is subtly wrong, or quietly dangerous, and that smell is exactly what the skipped struggle would have built.4

The threshold here is not perfectionist. A personal project that answers to no one has no formation debt: if the shortcut works and no one gets hurt, the shortcut was fine. What introduces the obligation is a stake: the claim that you will answer for the outcome if it fails. Formation is the price of one specific thing, the authority to say what the intelligence got right and wrong when it matters; using the intelligence is free. Calibrate the price to what you are claiming, and it is a reasonable ask.

The data, where it exists, is not flattering. In 2025, researchers at METR ran a trial on experienced developers, measuring how much AI tools would speed their work. They predicted a 24% speed increase. They found instead, a 19% slowdown. Even after seeing the data, the developers believed the AI had sped them up. They felt faster; the measured time said otherwise. It was one small trial, a suggestive result rather than a settled finding, and it has not been replicated.5

The conditions were narrow. The slowdown showed up in experienced developers working with AI tools they had not used before, on codebases unfamiliar to them, a setup built to stress-test the gap rather than mirror everyday practice. The formation interpretation holds. Stretching it from this sample to long-term decline across ordinary development work reaches past what the study can directly establish.

The standard interpretation of this result is that AI tools are still immature: experienced developers are in a learning curve, and the reconvergence will come. That may be right. Grant the strongest version of it. Senior figures at the frontier labs now say coding is substantially a solved problem, and the share of production code written by machines climbs every quarter; the edge cases and the hard cases will fall too, and none of that is a loss.6 The argument here does not depend on the machine staying weak, and it is not the claim that without the human the difficult cases fail. It is a claim about where the capacity to judge comes from. The formation argument predicts something running in parallel to the rising tools: that developers who have substituted AI assistance for the productive-difficulty band are degrading their unassisted capacity at the same time as they are building AI-assisted capacity, and those two processes are not equivalent. The machine getting better does not build the human; if anything it removes the occasion that did. Which capacity wins, on what timeline, is unknown.7

The pattern is not unique to programmers. Language learners who lean on machine translation before they have built basic fluency can skip the productive frustration of not understanding, the moment that forces the brain to reconstruct meaning from partial information. Medical students who use AI to pre-filter their differential diagnoses skip the exhaustive, wrong-first iteration that builds pattern recognition from the inside. The shortcut delivers the answer, and the answer can leave the formation undone.8



The clinical evidence is harder to explain away as a learning curve. In 2025, researchers tracked nineteen experienced endoscopists (a small, preliminary study, not yet replicated at scale) who had been using AI-assisted detection during colonoscopies. After months of assistance, their unassisted detection rate dropped from 28.4% to 22.4%, a twenty percent decline in the baseline judgment they were there to exercise.9 The tool had quietly taken over a faculty they were no longer exercising, propping up their performance while the underlying skill went slack. Their floor fell while their ceiling was held up by the machine. Remove the machine (equipment failure, an edge case outside the model’s training distribution, any setting where the system is unavailable) and they are operating below where they started. Nineteen subjects is preliminary evidence; the finding is suggestive and the formation argument fits it precisely, but it needs replication before it can be treated as an established clinical phenomenon rather than a case study.

This is what the formation debt looks like when it comes due. The endoscopists cared and tried as much as ever. They had simply allowed the struggle to be outsourced long enough that the capacity it maintained was going offline. Their stake in a diagnosis, the claim that they personally had seen what was there to be seen, was backed by judgment that was eroding beneath them.

If AI-assisted detection is better, and in most studies it is, why does unassisted decline matter? Grant that the tool will keep improving, that it will close the cases it misses today. The decline still matters, because the worry was never that the machine fails. The problem is structural. Someone has to answer for the diagnosis, and the clinician who cannot function without the tool has lost the position from which to tell whether the tool is doing its job. Judging AI output requires the same faculty the AI is replacing. Delegate the judgment entirely and you have no one left who can underwrite the result, not because the machine erred but because the human who signs for it can no longer see what she is signing.10



Michael Polanyi called what the endoscopists were losing “tacit knowledge,” explained as, “We know more than we can tell.”11 Tacit knowledge is what the master carpenter has about how wood moves, what the experienced doctor has about a patient’s face before the test results arrive. It resists articulation for a mundane reason: it was embedded in habit and reflex, through years of imperfect practice meeting real feedback, and lived there propositionless from the start. The only mechanism that builds it is applying explicit knowledge in actual situations and absorbing what happens when it fails.

There is another, harder objection here. A programmer who has watched AI solve a thousand bugs has been exposed to a thousand patterns, solutions, and failure modes. That exposure is not nothing. And the AI era creates new expertise: knowing how to interrogate model output, recognizing the signature of a hallucination, understanding which classes of problem the model systematically misses, developing the meta-judgment to know when to trust and when to push back. A developer who works closely with machine-generated code over years does build something: a practiced sense of where the model’s output is sound and where it is subtly off, a faster eye for the plausible-looking function that handles the common path and quietly breaks on the edge case, the instinct that something in a generated solution is going to bite even before she can say why. That formation is real and increasingly valuable.

The question is whether observational and curatorial formation is sufficient for the stakes being discussed here. The endoscopist who has supervised AI-detected polyps through a thousand procedures and called overrides on a handful is a different diagnostician from the one who navigated those procedures in the dark, without the shortcut, and built the detection faculty through years of finding and missing. Both may achieve the same assisted accuracy. The difference appears at the edge: the unusual presentation, the patient who does not fit the pattern, the moment when the AI flags low confidence and the doctor has to decide. At that moment the history of formation is not incidental. The endoscopist study hints that the erosion may reach the baseline faculty, not just the exceptional cases. It is a hint, on nineteen subjects, not a demonstration.



In software, the struggle with the bug that resists every quick fix is itself the real work. The developer who spends three hours on a failure that makes no sense given her model of the system, trying the obvious things and watching each one fail, is learning the shape of how this system actually behaves, which runs at an angle to how its documentation says it behaves. The experience has to be suffered at the level of the specific failure, in the specific system, with the thing broken and someone waiting on the fix; reading about debugging leaves it untouched. A developer who hands the stack trace to a model and then edits its proposed patch is developing a reviewer’s eye, which is a real skill. What stays undeveloped is the capacity to localize a fault no one has seen before, a separate faculty built by a separate and more expensive struggle. What she will lack, years later, is the one thing a developer is sometimes asked to do: stand behind the code under conditions where being wrong has a cost, and to stand behind it she has to be able to see what the model did and own the judgment that it was right.

This argument leaves AI tools in the formation toolkit and supplies a criterion for using them, one to apply to any specific shortcut: is the difficulty I am bypassing the mechanism by which a capacity for judgment gets built? If yes, skipping it borrows judgment from a future self who will arrive without it.

Looking up a phone number forfeits nothing; no stake of yours ever rested on holding it in your head, and offloading it was always pure gain. That is the real test, and it is not whether a skill will fade. It is whether the thing you are handing off underwrites a judgment you will later have to answer for. A veteran software architect hands the syntax of an unfamiliar graphics library to a model without a second thought, because nothing she is liable for rests on remembering it; the architectural judgment her name rides on she would never hand over. The medical student who lets the model build her differentials before she has ever built her own is offloading the opposite kind of thing, the reconstruction her future diagnoses will stand on. The question the age forces is not how to keep every skill, which is neither possible nor worth wanting, but which knowledge is load-bearing for the judgments that will be yours, and therefore worth forming the slow way. That is the line between what you can let the machine hold and what you cannot, and a later chapter gives it a name: intelligence you extend versus judgment you outsource.

Formation is the down payment on the credibility you will later spend. Gawande’s resident was establishing a claim to her own judgment: the right to say, later, I have seen this before, and I know what it means. When she later stakes her name on a diagnosis, the stake is backed by the record of having been wrong in ways that cost her and then corrected. Without the formation, the claim to know is a borrowed assertion, and the stake behind it is hollow. You cannot stand behind a claim you were never in a position to make. A person who stakes without formation is not making a smaller stake. She is making a forgery.

The debt does not announce itself. It just comes due.
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Benjamin S. Bloom, “The 2 Sigma Problem: The Search for Methods of Group Instruction as Effective as One-to-One Tutoring,” Educational Researcher 13, no. 6 (1984): 4-16. Bloom reported that one-to-one tutoring moved average students roughly two standard deviations above conventional classroom instruction. The figure has not survived at that magnitude: later scholarship argues it anchored unrealistic expectations, and modern estimates of even intensive tutoring run substantially smaller (Matthew A. Kraft, “Interpreting Effect Sizes of Education Interventions,” Educational Researcher 49, no. 4 (2020): 241-253). The argument here does not rest on the size of the effect, only on its uncontested direction: a tutor that keeps the reconstruction in the learner forms her, and one that does the work for her does not.



The engineer Grady Booch, five decades in the field, gives the practitioner’s version without flinching: he calls large language models “unreliable narrators,” non-deterministic systems that “confabulate” and have “no grounding in truth,” so they “will forever be untrusted.” He checks all of his own code, because the model has “put in things that were security-wrong and dangerous,” and he knows “the smells when it’s going off the rails.” Those smells are the formation. He uses the tools constantly and gladly for the parts he can already judge; what he refuses to hand over is the judging. Grady Booch in conversation with Kent C. Dodds, 2026 (youtube.com/watch?v=oRjLzxg8q6A).
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This is now a common claim from senior figures at the major AI labs, and the trajectory is real: an increasing fraction of shipped code is machine-generated. The point cuts both ways. Unreviewed machine output also reaches production and breaks there, as anyone who has shipped a generated change that nobody read can attest. Neither fact is decisive for the argument. That the machine writes most of the code is granted; that unreviewed output sometimes fails is granted; what matters is whether anyone formed enough to answer for the result is still in the loop.



None of this requires pessimism about net employment. The economic optimists, Benedict Evans among them, may be right that automation has always destroyed jobs and created as many in turn, and that the lump-of-labor fear is two centuries wrong. The formation worry is orthogonal to that count. However many jobs there are, the capacity to answer for a result still has to be built, and the shortcut still skips the building. Ethan Mollick’s “human in the loop” (Co-Intelligence, 2024) names the role the optimists are counting on; this chapter asks where the human equipped to fill it comes from once the rungs are gone.



The evidence is uneven, and worth stating that way. On machine translation the studies cut both ways: some find it aids vocabulary and reading comprehension, others document overreliance and a crutch effect that bypasses deeper acquisition (see the 2025 review in Cogent Arts & Humanities, doi:10.1080/23311983.2025.2491183). On medical training the concern is better grounded: the clinical-education literature now names the risk directly, distinguishing “deskilling,” “never-skilling,” and “mis-skilling” for trainees raised on AI assistance (npj Digital Medicine, 2026), and a randomized trial found an LLM assistant did not significantly improve physicians’ diagnostic reasoning even as the model alone outscored them, which is the gap the formation argument predicts.



Krzysztof Budzyń et al., “Endoscopist deskilling risk after exposure to artificial intelligence in colonoscopy,” The Lancet Gastroenterology & Hepatology (August 2025). The study tracked nineteen experienced endoscopists and found a drop in unassisted detection rates from 28.4% to 22.4% after AI exposure.



Push the trend to its end: a future where the machine does the diagnosis with no human in the loop at all. If that arrives in a high-stakes domain, the formation question does dissolve for that job, but only because the answerable human has been removed from it, which is the very thing this book argues is scarce, and the thing the law has so far refused to permit where lives are at stake (the presence requirements of chapter sixteen; the evaporation of answerability in chapter thirteen, when the human stake behind an automated decision rounds to zero). Full autonomy does not solve the problem of who answers. It abolishes the answerer, and a domain that has done that has not graduated past accountability so much as walked out on it.
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Chapter Thirteen: What Becomes Scarce

There is a word whose history tells the story of this book’s second half. In the Greek of the first century, martys (μάρτυς) meant witness, a legal term mostly, for the person who stands up in a dispute and says I was there, I saw it, I will answer for what I say. Within about a hundred years, among the communities of the early church, the same word had acquired the meaning it carries into English as martyr: the one who dies for the testimony. Lexicographers describe this as semantic drift, but the move was more a repricing than a relocation. The early Christians were making, in courtrooms and arenas, a class of claims that could not be verified by any means available to their hearers. Their hearers knew, as every human community has always known, that talk is cheap, that anyone can assert anything, that the volume of confident claims in the world wildly exceeds the supply of true ones. What could not be faked was the cost.1

The drift has a documented scene, close to its beginning. Around the year 155 in the stadium at Smyrna in modern-day Türkiye, the city’s eighty-six year-old bishop, Polycarp, said to have learned his faith from men who had seen the events themselves, was offered the standard exit. The account his community wrote down afterward, the earliest detailed record of its kind outside the New Testament, preserves the procedure. The proconsul did not ask him to stop believing; no fire compels that, and Rome was indifferent to the contents of an old man’s head. The demand was narrower: swear allegiance to Caesar, revile the Christ. Withdraw the testimony, in public, at the moment withdrawal would be most persuasive to everyone watching. The reply the account preserves: “Eighty-six years I have served him, and he has done me no wrong. How can I blaspheme my King who saved me?” They burned him where the crowd could see.2

Strip the piety from the scene and a pricing mechanism stands exposed on both sides of it. The empire knew the arithmetic: one recantation at the stake outbid a thousand silences and a thousand claims. The bishop ran the same numbers and did not move, which performed the one demonstration available to any witness in that position: not that the claim is true (no death can demonstrate that) but that he was true, that the testimony was not strategy or noise. Witness became martyr because, in a market flooded with assertions, the only testimony worth a distinct word was the kind that cost the witness everything.

Nineteen centuries later, a young economist at Harvard worked out the same theorem with the theology removed. Michael Spence’s 1973 paper “Job Market Signaling,” part of the work that won him a Nobel Prize, began with a simple, everyday puzzle: an employer is looking at two job applicants who both claim to be highly capable, but has no direct way to verify their competence. Their words alone cannot settle the matter, because talking is free and both can produce the same fluent claims. What sorts them, Spence argued, is a signal that costs the two of them differently, a hurdle that is manageable for the high-ability candidate but prohibitively expensive, in effort, time, or frustration, for the bluffer.

Spence’s classic example is the college degree. Its power does not come primarily from what you learned in the classroom, but from the unequal cost of earning it. For a capable student, finishing four years of demanding work is a challenge, but a passable one. For someone who struggles with the material or lacks the discipline, clearing the same hurdle requires agonizing, unsustainable effort, or results in failing out entirely. Because the bluffer cannot afford to pay that price to achieve the credential, they are filtered out. The diploma works as a signal not because it measures how hard you struggled, but because it sets a barrier the bluffer cannot afford to cross. The economics underneath are general, operating everywhere from peacock tails to bank capital: where verification is impossible, credibility flows to costly signals, in proportion to their cost. Cheap talk carries no information at any level of fluency, because the fluency costs nothing.3

One structure, two names, nineteen centuries apart. The tradition called it martyrdom; the economists, costly signaling; the first movement of this book called it stakes. The thing our culture calls quality, the part no machine can generate, is this and nothing more: the answerable someone that truth and beauty used to come bundled with.

If cost is the signal, though, the signal rewards whoever will pay it, and the willing include the sincerely deranged. The suicide bomber pays the maximum price. The cult leader dies with his followers. The conspiracist torches her career and doubles down. Polycarp’s fire proved he was not bluffing, but the fanatic is not bluffing either. Cost certifies only that the witness believes and is exposed; it cannot certify that the belief is true, and the most catastrophic falsehoods in history were carried by people who paid in full for them. Take “trust the costly signal” for a rule and you hand your trust to the most committed voice in the room, which is reliably among the most wrong.

So the stake is not a truth detector. What it buys is narrower and harder to fake: it makes the claimant correctable. A signal indexed to a single life is fixed to someone who can be found, cross-examined, held to a record, and ruined when the record goes bad, and those are the conditions under which a false claim eventually pays for itself. Truth is not what conviction asserts at the stake; it is what survives the exposure the stake creates. The martyr’s death demonstrates sincerity in an afternoon. What separates the sincere-and-right from the sincere-and-wrong takes longer, and it is the work of the chapters ahead: a record kept over time, in front of people who score it, where being wrong keeps costing the same person until either the claim or the claimant gives way. It is also what the machine cannot do. It asserts with total fluency and pays nothing when it is wrong, so nothing it says is ever corrected from the inside; the staked human is the only kind of source that can be argued out of an error, because she is the only kind that keeps being charged for it.



Quality is a bundle of truth, beauty, and stakes. For centuries the bundle held because competence was scarce: anything accurate and well-made was, reliably, also the work of an answerable someone, since no one else could have produced it. The machines unbundled it.4 Accuracy is now a commodity; beauty is now a performance available by the yard; and the third strand, the answerable someone, is revealed as what the other two were always silently certifying. The feeling of slop is the feeling of certification without anything certified, the diploma from no school.

Stated as economics, this is a signal collapse, which has a known pattern. When refrigeration made ice cheap, the cold was as good as it had ever been; what fell was the meaning of possessing ice. Accurate prose has likewise never been more plentiful or better made, and clearing the bars of truth and beauty, which once told you a committed mind had been here, now tells you only that the API call returned. The bars still matter; wrong is still wrong, the lifeless is still lifeless, but they have stopped sorting. A market that loses a signal this way reprices fast, and the demand moves to whatever still sorts: the signals that stay expensive for the pretender, the ones he cannot afford to fake.

The question the book opened with—when intelligence is free, where does the value go—has Spence’s answer. Value goes to the signals the machines did not cheapen, and one family of signals qualifies: those whose cost is indexed to a particular human life. The machines collapsed every signal that lives in the artifact (polish, fluency, structure, correctness, even beauty and truth to a degree) because artifacts are what they generate. What they cannot generate, at any model size, is a thirty-year track record attached to one name. A reputation spendable only once. A commitment that will still be checkable, against the same continuing person, in ten years.

When intelligence is a commodity, the only scarce asset is the locatable, answerable human body. This is a different asset class from content altogether: claims about the world backed by position in the world. And everything in it is expensive in the only currency that survived the collapse: irreversible allocation of a finite human life. You have one reputation, one timeline, one body, and what you stake them on is therefore informative in a way that nothing produced at zero marginal cost can be. When intelligence became abundant, the scarcity moved one layer down. It moved from the product to the producer, from the painting to the painter with a reputation for making something beautiful, from the saying to the staying behind it.

Read all of this as a description, not a summons to the stake. The martyr and the war correspondent are the limit cases, the places the signal shows up at maximum contrast (which is why this book keeps reaching for them), but the asset they dramatize is the ordinary one, available at ordinary scale and ordinary cost. You stake your name whenever you put it on work you could be wrong about. You spend the body whenever you show up in a room you could have phoned into. You build a record every time you let yourself be checked and corrected, and stayed. The dignity this whole argument circles is the standing of a creature that answers for what it says and does, won in the living rather than the dying, the thing no machine has ever had and no future will take from her, possessed in full by the nurse, the electrician, the teacher, the friend who keeps a promise nobody could have enforced. Most testimony costs an afternoon. What matters is that a particular person pays, whatever the size of the price.

The same holds for work with no text in it at all. The plumber whose joints hold for thirty years, the designer who looked at what the object was for before opening any tool, the craftsperson whose work outlasts its first use: these are staked in the same structure. Most of what this book examines is knowledge work because that is where the AI repricing arrived first and most visibly. There is a structural reason it landed there first. Work that lives entirely in symbols, code and text and images, is the work most detached from any physical or human check, and that is exactly the ground a machine that manipulates symbols without touching the world can take fastest. Software is the leading edge of the whole shift, the place the repricing is already most advanced, because a program’s correctness can be tested without a single body in the room. But the principle is general: wherever a particular person’s judgment meets a test that cannot be faked by the appearance of skill, the same accounting applies.

The van Meegeren chapter left a caveat that holds here too: the costly signal certifies the witness, never the world. The martyr proves her sincerity and leaves her theology exactly where she found it; every tradition has martyrs, and their testimonies conflict. Tetlock’s entrenched experts showed that stakes can even corrupt, since a sufficiently invested witness becomes precisely the one who cannot afford to see disconfirming evidence.5 Costly testimony is the raw material of reliable knowledge, and stays raw until a community staked on checking works it into the finished product: the lab that replicates, the editor who verifies, the readers who keep score across years. Value migrating to testimony means testimony embedded in checking. Testimony alone, unchecked, is how cults are staffed.

The value splits as it migrates. When the recording became free, it moved to the concert, to being there yourself, the unsharable first-person event: the experiential premium, presence bought as experience. When the news became free and unverifiable, it moved the other way, to the correspondent, to someone else having been there, checkably, on your behalf: the epistemic premium, presence bought as evidence. Both end in a body at a place and time. They are bought for different reasons, faked by different methods, priced by different markets, and the chapters ahead follow them apart.

The migration is now observable. Watch where trust actually fled during the decade of collapsing mastheads: down the gradient, every time, off the institution and onto the person. By 2024 the most reliable subscription revenue in American journalism belonged to individuals. The historian Heather Cox Richardson’s nightly letter, written alone at her kitchen table in Maine, had well over a million subscribers, a circulation most metropolitan dailies would kill for, resting solely on herself and her own reputation.6 The four bylines of 404 Media outlived Vice, the nearly-six-billion-dollar brand that trained them. These cases have to be read with selection pressure acknowledged: Richardson carried decades of academic and public standing into her newsletter; the 404 founders carried Vice’s beat, source network, and readership into independence. The cases that confirm the trend are, by definition, the cases that succeeded; the many individual ventures that launched on the same premise in the same years and quietly failed are not in the sample. The migration is real; the path is narrower than the survivors suggest. The individually trusted explainer, the surgeon on YouTube, the software engineer whose framework calls have been checked against outcomes across years of public record, the analyst whose authority is nothing but a public record of having been right, checkable by anyone with a search bar, has become its own stock figure of the era.

Institutional trust, chapter eight argued, is alienable; it can be bought and milked, and the market is learning to discount it accordingly. Personal trust cannot be sold without being destroyed in the sale, which makes it, in a world of purchasable everything, the one reputational asset whose provenance verifies itself. The repricing shows up in subscription dashboards before it shows up in anyone’s theory.



One question the inversion raises the first movement could not answer: why the body? Why does the gradient of stakes, followed to its end, keep arriving somewhere physical: the courtroom, the concert, the council meeting, the bedside?

Chapter five’s framework gives most of the answer. Stakes are positions in a web of memory: standing that accumulates, commitments that can be called in, a record that can be audited. Every such position requires a continuous identity to attach to: something that persists, cannot be forked, cannot be reissued under a new name when the record sours. And continuity is exactly what digital identity does not natively have. Accounts are abandoned, handles are sold, archives are edited, and the machines have now made even the appearance of a continuous person (years of consistent posts, a face, a voice, a history) generatable on demand. As every layer of represented identity becomes forgeable, the demand for unforgeable identity survives intact and concentrates on the one substrate that cannot be reissued: the particular, aging, mortal, locatable human body.

Bodies lie constantly; nothing about flesh is mystically embedded with truthfulness. What the body is, uniquely, is economically singular: the one register of identity where the supply per person is fixed at exactly one, where presence in one place is absence from every other, where time spent is destroyed in the spending. Every irreversibility that makes testimony costly, and therefore informative, is at bottom an irreversibility of embodiment. The witness matters because she was there, and there is a fact about a body; the martyr’s signal was unfakeable because the life given was numerically one. But can’t a staked pseudonym, a persistent disembodied identity, carry commitments too? Plainly yes: history is full of names that were nothing but their accumulated word, anonymous pamphleteers and pseudonymous forecasters whose record alone made them answerable. But follow what makes such a name’s stake real and you arrive at scarcity and irreversibility, which are bodily facts on loan. Disembodied identity carries stakes exactly insofar as it is expensive to abandon, and the body is the asset that cannot be abandoned at all: among stakes, the reserve currency, the one in which the others are denominated.

The same answer dissolves a more modern and more tempting objection. If the body is only standing in for something economic, scarcity and irreversibility, then why not manufacture the economics directly and make the machine answerable by force of law: post a bond, carry insurance, give the autonomous agent a wallet that can be drained and a legal identity that can be sued? We already do this with one answerable non-human, the corporation, which signs contracts, pays damages, and can be dissolved without a body in any room. Extend the trick to the machine and the matter looks closed.

It is not, because answerability was never cost-routing; it was cost landing. A corporation is a pipe, not a terminus: trace any liability it carries and it runs through to humans who end up poorer for it, and when the harm is grave enough the law goes looking for them by name, pierces the veil, and jails them, because everyone understands the company was the address and never the one who pays. A bond posted for an AI agent is the same pipe. When the agent fails the money is gone from whoever posted it, and the agent, with no preferences to frustrate and no life to spoil, has not been touched. Cost deters beforehand and corrects afterward only where it falls on something that minds, and a machine minds nothing; the buck can be routed through any number of legal and silicon layers, but it stops, every time, at a being that can be made to care. And the routing thins as the machine scales: the one human standing behind a billion automated decisions holds a stake in each that rounds to zero. This is answerability evaporated: the diploma from no school, printed a billion times a second.

WikiLeaks is the hard case because its identity was organizational and opaque, yet its releases drew credibility from one thing alone: the demonstrable exposure of whoever stood behind them. Sources risked prison. Assange spent more than a decade under effective custody, first in the Ecuadorian embassy, then in Belmarsh, his body paying the cost the organizational name could not sign. The signal worked because it was dangerously disembodied: the body behind it was paying in private, in real time. Anonymous testimony with genuine stakes is testimony a real body is absorbing privately; the cost is invisible until it isn’t. The whistleblower who signs her name pays visibly; the one who doesn’t pays in hiding. Both are paying. When anonymous testimony works, when WikiLeaks is believed, when a pamphleteer shapes a revolution from behind a pseudonym, it is because a body was carrying the cost all along. Disembodied identity, where it carries weight, is embodiment in hiding.

That last line is the kind a thesis can hide inside, absorbing every counterexample by relabeling it, so here is the edge where it could break instead. The claim is checkable, not definitional. It predicts that in the domains where being wrong is costly and checking is hard, credibility keeps flowing to accounts anchored to an exposed, findable person, and away from the sourceless. It would be false if the opposite came to hold: if content with no human anywhere absorbing the cost of its errors came to command the trust premium over time, and audiences kept paying for it precisely where the stakes ran highest. That is a measurable thing, and chapter sixteen puts dated bets on which way it runs. If it runs the other way, the argument of this book is wrong.

Which is why, when anyone can generate a plausible account of anything and the supply of testimony-shaped content has gone effectively infinite, the premium concentrates on the account anchored to a singular, checkable, exposed human being. The correspondent who was in the room and can be ruined if she wasn’t. The doctor whose hands were on the patient. The friend who came in person, when coming cost an afternoon, because some attestations are not credible by video.

There are people whose whole profession has always lived at that anchor point, whose job description is being the body that answers for the account. They know its price more exactly than any economist, because they are the ones who pay it, and some of them have paid all of it.
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The Martyrdom of Polycarp is the earliest detailed martyr account outside the New Testament; it is a church document, and no independent pagan or secular account of Polycarp’s execution survives. Eusebius of Caesarea (Ecclesiastical History IV.15), writing in the fourth century, preserves and corroborates the Martyrdom but is himself a Christian historian. New Advent; Christian History Institute.



Michael Spence, “Job Market Signaling,” Quarterly Journal of Economics (1973). Spence shared the 2001 Nobel in economics with Akerlof and Stiglitz. NobelPrize.org. The peacock’s tail is the classic biological example of Zahavi’s handicap principle: a heavy, flashy tail is a literal hazard that attracts predators and drains energy. A weak or diseased peacock simply cannot survive while carrying it. Because only the fittest males can afford to pay this tax, the peahen can trust the tail as an honest signal of genetic quality. It is believable precisely because it is expensive to carry.



The unbundling framing has a close contemporary in Amihai Loven’s “What AI Unbundled” (5qln.com, 2025), which argues that generation was never the scarce input and commitment is, and proposes a verifiable “formation trail” as a new titlable asset (“the trail is the title”). The convergence on unbundling and on staked commitment is real and worth marking; the divergence is the point. Loven’s scarce thing is recorded inquiry, and his remedy is a notation grammar that lets capital form around it. This book’s scarce thing is the answerable body that can be ruined, and it has no remedy half so neat. A formation trail is a notebook; a stake is a life. The trail proves you did the thinking; only the body can pay for being wrong.
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Chapter Fourteen: Two Thousand Years of Peer Review

Long before anyone called it peer review, communities that needed to know which claims to trust kept reinventing the same test. It set the persuasiveness of the argument aside and asked who stood behind the account, what their record was, and what they stood to lose if it proved false. That test has been run in laboratories, courtrooms, and newsrooms. One of the oldest continuously operating versions of it is the church, which has been putting the question to its own teachers for two thousand years.

In the winter of 144 CE, a wealthy shipping merchant from the Black Sea port of Sinope (on the northern coast of modern Türkiye) presented himself to the church in Rome, made a substantial donation (the tradition records twenty thousand sesterces,1 though the exact sum is disputed) and announced that the community was teaching its scriptures wrong.2 His name was Marcion. His complaint reached far past a few mistranslated passages, all the way to the entire enterprise of reading the Hebrew Bible as Christian scripture, on the ground that the God described in those texts (vengeful, tribal, obsessed with law) was a lesser deity, a different being from the Father whom Jesus revealed. This required, he concluded, a drastically edited canon: one cleaned-up gospel, ten pruned letters of Paul, everything else discarded as belonging to a different religion.3

The Roman community expelled him. What followed, across the next half century, mattered less for what it settled about Marcion’s theology than for the method by which it was settled.

Irenaeus of Lyon, writing around 180, met Marcion with something other than a superior reading of the disputed texts. A textual counter-argument was available and would have failed, because Marcion was a skilled exegete who had already anticipated the obvious moves. What Irenaeus assembled instead was a set of chains.4 He named the men who stood at the head of the major Christian communities and traced their teachers backward: Polycarp of Smyrna, whom Irenaeus had known as a child, had sat at the feet of John the apostle; Clement of Rome had been instructed by Peter and Paul; the churches of Ephesus and Corinth could point to living memory of the apostles. The teaching he defended carried its authority, he argued, by descent rather than by interpretation. It had been handed down, person to person, by teachers who could be named, whose instruction could be checked against what those same teachers had taught years earlier in other cities, and whose standing in their communities depended on staying faithful to what they had received.

Marcion’s credential was a reading of an edited text. Irenaeus’s credential was a chain of named witnesses who could be checked against one another and would have been exposed if they taught one thing in Ephesus and another in Rome. The compelling argument was not “our theology is more accurate,” but “our account has people behind it who can answer for it.”5

Set aside whether Irenaeus was right; some of the chains he asserted are insufficiently documented.6 The point is the instinct itself: when a fundamental claim about reality is disputed, ask who stands behind the account and what they lose if it is false, before asking which is the more compelling. The order is not a claim about where truth ultimately rests; it is a claim about how a disputed account gets adjudicated among people who do not yet agree.7 The Marcion controversy made that the operating principle of a community that would go on to run the same question through every later dispute, in thousands of distinct and often disagreeing branches, for two thousand years. Whatever else it was, the early church was a testimony-verification system. Inefficient and fallible, but one that kept asking, with remarkable consistency, who is behind this account and what do they stake on it. The grammar was instrumental, but the thing it served was not. The church checked the testimony so carefully because of what the testimony was about, a claim it held to be revealed rather than generated, and Marcion was expelled for what he taught about God and the goodness of the Creator, not for a defective chain of custody. The verification served a truth the community believed it had received rather than invented.

The councils that codified its conclusions (Nicaea in 325, Constantinople in 381, Chalcedon in 451) are often taught as power politics in theological dress, and they were partly that.8 Structurally they were also something else: events where named people staked their standing, in public, on a position that excluded others and could be held to it. A creed is a costly signal. Arius, condemned at Nicaea, lost his bishopric and was exiled; Athanasius, who defended the council’s conclusion, was exiled five times as emperors sympathetic to the Arian position reversed the finding and the tables turned.9 Both sides paid as the political wind shifted; neither was exempt from the mechanism.

The obvious objection, that this is just motivated persistence (communities holding beliefs for a thousand years out of inertia and identity rather than truth), is not the point here, what is the point is that cost verifies the seriousness with which a claim is held, while leaving its content open. Cost screens out the liar and the indifferent; it cannot decide between two sincere parties, which is exactly why a believer’s concern with truth and this chapter’s concern with testimony never collide.10 That is the distinction that matters in a world where producing the appearance of belief costs nothing at all.



The same architecture, built under the same pressure through an entirely independent route, runs the institution that defines credibility for secular modernity: the scientific literature.

A paper is claims with authors attached, people who stake their professional standing on the methodology and the results. Peer review is the community of qualified judges, the bishops checking the teaching; retraction is the excommunication, the formal withdrawal of the certification that this account met the community’s standards; citation is the isnad, the chain by which a finding is linked back to the named sources and original observations that support it. The vocabulary is secular and the gowns are different. The mechanism is identical.

The reproducibility crisis of the 2010s was, in structural terms, an accountability failure. Statistical practice allowed the publication of findings unlikely to replicate; the incentives to publish diverged from the incentives to be right; and the system had almost no efficient mechanism for catching fabrication. Diederik Stapel, a Dutch social psychologist, fabricated data across dozens of studies and slipped past ordinary peer review, which checks the logic of an argument while taking the reality of the data on faith. When the chain was finally followed (graduate students who noticed inconsistencies, a committee that pulled the original files, the failure of other labs to reproduce findings no one had actually produced) the mechanism that exposed him was exactly Irenaeus’s: named people, making specific claims, whose testimony could be checked against independent replication and against what they had claimed before.11 Stapel published fabricated data across fifty-five studies over more than a decade, collected prizes for invented work, and trained students whose careers rested partly on foundations they had no way to know were false. The system corrected, through the same distributed accountability, but only after a decade of damage, during which a field absorbed assumptions shaped by results that never existed. The architecture corrects after the fact rather than preventing in advance, and a great deal slipped through before anyone pulled the thread. The reforms that followed (pre-registration, open data, mandatory replication) are all variations on the same demand: show the chain. Who collected this data? Who can reproduce it? What do they lose if it does not hold?

Science and the church reached the same design from opposite directions under one pressure: claims proliferate faster than any individual can check, and in a world of abundant confident assertion, the only durable signal is cost indexed to a name. And both crises, the ancient and the modern, were resolved the same way, slowly and contentiously, by distributing the accountability across enough independent actors that no single center of power could suppress the reckoning.



But both systems carry the same failure.

Accountable institutions have an appalling record of catching their own leaders. The celebrity pastor who falls years too late. The laureate whose fabrications run unchecked through a field for a decade. The executive whose numbers held only because the auditors answered to the same board. The pattern recurs across traditions, centuries, and cultures with enough regularity to count as a structural risk of any testimony-based system, religion included. So the objection is fair: if the system is so accountable, why do so many powerful people go uncorrected for so long?

The answer turns entirely on separating the design from its common failure mode, and it leaves every particular record to stand or fall on its own. The design works when the community judging the testimony is genuinely independent of the source it is judging, has the knowledge to detect error, has real exit options, and is staffed by people whose positions survive the source’s disapproval. Marcion was adjudicated, however slowly, because the communities doing the adjudicating were distributed and not controlled by any single center. Stapel was caught because the field was large and decentralized enough that independent labs could run the experiments and publish different results. The failure mode is the exact inversion: when a community’s identity fuses with a leader’s authority, exit gets costly; when the only people positioned to question the leader depend on his approval, the mechanism does not merely fail, it actively protects him.

This is why the best-designed accountability systems are deliberately adversarial: the prosecutor does not answer to the defendant, the external auditor does not answer to the CFO, the appellate court does not answer to the trial judge. The failures confirm the design from the negative side, clustering precisely where independence breaks down, exit gets costly, and the checking community is captured. The design is right. The implementation has always been uneven. Those are different things.12



Set every theological and scientific claim aside, and the structure still stands. For two thousand years a global network of communities has been running a testimony-verification system on one question: whose account is this, who taught them, does what they say comport with what others who received the same tradition say, and what do they lose if they are wrong? It has produced councils and creeds, peer review and replication, schisms and priority disputes, retractions and catastrophic failures. It is neither efficient nor unbiased. But it has run continuously, across thousands of separate communities, for twenty centuries, with the scientific tradition running in parallel for three hundred years more, and neither has found a substitute for the same basic requirement.

What both have always understood, and what the information economy is now being forced to understand at speed, is that the testimony cannot be separated from the cost. An account whose source pays nothing to make it is a different kind of thing from an account whose source pays something. The payment leaves the content exactly as true or false as it was (the martyrs were sometimes wrong, and cheap content is sometimes right); what it does is signal, in a world of abundant assertion, that something real stands behind the words. You can fake the appearance of cost for a while. You cannot sustainably fake cost itself, because it requires an ongoing exposure that either continues or is revealed to have stopped.

The information economy is rediscovering this under market pressure right now. Value moving to named individuals rather than mastheads (the 404 Medias, the newsletter writers with a million subscribers and no institution behind them) is the economy pricing the same signal the bishops priced when they demanded apostolic chains. The provenance protocols being built into camera firmware and the C2PA standard are isnad systems: digital chains of custody, engineered so that breaking the chain leaves a detectable mark.13 The courtroom’s insistence, refined over four centuries, that testimonial statements require a body that can be cross-examined, is Irenaeus’s argument written into a legal doctrine that predates generative models and will not yield to them.






Twenty thousand sesterces represented roughly five thousand days of unskilled labor at Roman wages: the equivalent, by rough modern analogy, of somewhere between $100,000 and $300,000. The figure is disputed; some sources report 200,000 sesterces.



Marcion of Sinope arrived in Rome around 140–144 CE and was eventually excommunicated in 144. The tradition (preserved in Tertullian and Epiphanius) records that he made a substantial donation to the church, variously reported as 20,000 or 200,000 sesterces, which was returned upon his expulsion. Tertullian, De Praescriptione Haereticorum 30; Epiphanius, Panarion 42; Britannica, “Marcion.”



Marcion’s canon comprised a single gospel (a version of Luke stripped of its birth narratives and Jewish-friendly elements) and ten Pauline letters, collectively called the Evangelion and the Apostolikon. This is the earliest known attempt to produce a defined Christian canon. Harry Y. Gamble, The New Testament Canon: Its Making and Meaning (Fortress, 1985).



Irenaeus of Lyon, Against Heresies (Adversus Haereses) III.3.1–4, written approximately 180 CE. New Advent, Ante-Nicene Fathers I.



The orthodox case against Marcion was never only a chain-of-custody argument, and a reader who takes the authority of the text seriously is right to insist on this. Irenaeus argued from apostolic succession (Against Heresies 3.3) and from the shape of the scriptural canon itself, including his defense of the fourfold gospel (Haer. 3.11.8); and Tertullian’s five books Against Marcion are overwhelmingly a textual argument, that Marcion had mutilated Luke and Paul and severed a revelation the two Testaments hold together. The text indicts Marcion. The narrower point here is that apostolic succession gave that textual argument a checkable social location, a way for third parties who did not yet agree to verify who had altered what. The argument from Scripture and the argument from the witnesses worked together, the second making the first auditable.



The specific succession claims Irenaeus makes, particularly the Polycarp-to-John connection and the Roman bishop list, are attested primarily by Irenaeus himself, writing decades after the fact, and have been questioned by historians including F. F. Bruce and Bart Ehrman. The historical skepticism concerns the accuracy of specific chains, not the method itself, which is what this chapter is concerned with.



A reader in the Reformed tradition will object that this inverts the proper order: Scripture is autopistos, self-authenticating, its authority sealed by the internal testimony of the Holy Spirit and resting on God rather than on the testimony of any man or church (Calvin, Institutes 1.7.4-5; Westminster Confession 1.4-1.5; Michael Kruger, Canon Revisited, 2012). The objection is well taken, and nothing here denies it. The claim is instrumental rather than ontological. It describes how disputed claims get adjudicated among parties who do not yet share the conviction, not the ground on which Scripture’s authority rests for those who hold it. The two operate at different levels and do not compete: one answers why a thing is true, the other how a community sorts rival accounts when sincerity alone cannot.



The Council of Nicaea (325 CE) was convened by Constantine and produced the original Nicene Creed, addressing the relationship of Christ to the Father and condemning the position associated with Arius. Henry Chadwick, The Early Church (Penguin, 1967), remains the standard accessible account. The imperial politics were real: Constantine, sole emperor only since 324, wanted religious unity and presided over the proceedings, and the conciliar process was shaped throughout by shifting alliances and imperial favor. The serious scholarly treatments do not deny this; they argue that the political pressure and the theological reasoning ran together rather than the former simply manufacturing the latter, with the doctrinal questions retaining their own weight independent of who held power at any given moment. Lewis Ayres, Nicaea and its Legacy: An Approach to Fourth-Century Trinitarian Theology (Oxford University Press, 2004), is the standard scholarly account of how the theological and political dimensions intertwined; on the broader entanglement of Christianity with imperial power in this period, see Ramsay MacMullen, Christianizing the Roman Empire (A.D. 100–400) (Yale University Press, 1984).



Arius was exiled under Constantine after the council’s initial condemnation. Athanasius, who defended the Nicene position, was exiled five times as the political pendulum swung toward emperors sympathetic to the Arian position (Constantius II, Valens). Both the condemned and the defender were exiled at different moments by different emperors; the point being that the cost of holding a position was real for all parties, not only for the losing side. J. N. D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines (A&C Black, 5th ed., 1977).



The distinction has to be kept clean, because it is the sharpest objection here. Cost is evidence of sincerity, the seriousness with which a claim is held, not evidence of its content. People have died for contradictory claims; martyrdom (Greek martys, witness, before it ever meant one who dies) screens out the liar and the indifferent but cannot adjudicate between two sincere parties (Tertullian, Apologeticus 50, on the blood of Christians as seed). This is why the chapter says cost verifies seriousness “while leaving its content open.” A believing community’s concern with truth and this book’s concern with testimony are not rivals: the testimony test runs first, narrowing the field to accounts someone will pay to stand behind, and the question of truth is fought out among those.



Diederik Stapel was a professor of social psychology at Tilburg University whose data fabrication across at least 55 published studies was exposed in 2011 by junior researchers who noticed statistical anomalies. The subsequent investigation is documented in the Levelt Committee Report (2012).



The same test falls, eventually, on the makers of the models themselves. A lab that trains and ships a system is a source making claims about what it built and how it behaves, and the question this chapter puts to every authority applies to it unchanged: who is independent enough to check it, what happens to them if they cross it, and is there an exit. The conclusion returns to this directly, arguing that an unaccountable lab and a nationalized frontier are the same danger in different uniforms unless someone outside can drag either into the light and make it answer.



The Coalition for Content Provenance and Authenticity (C2PA), founded in 2021 by Adobe, BBC, Intel, Microsoft, and others, has developed a specification for cryptographically signing content with provenance metadata. C2PA.org.





Chapter Fifteen: The Witness

On the evening of November 10, 2010, Marie Colvin stood up to speak at St Bride’s church, just off Fleet Street in London. St Bride’s is known as the “journalists’ church”: Fleet Street was for centuries the home of the British press, and the church keeps an altar ringed with the names of reporters who did not come home. Colvin had come that night to a memorial service for colleagues killed in the decade’s wars. She was, by then, the most recognizable war correspondent in Britain. The black eye patch she had worn since a grenade took her left eye in Sri Lanka in 2001 had become, against her wishes, a kind of insignia. Her remarks that night ran against the usual register of inspiration when she stated, “Covering a war means going to places torn by chaos, destruction and death, and trying to bear witness.”1 She talked about the craft’s unglamorous core (getting to the place, staying in the place, being believed) and about the question every war reporter has to answer for themselves: whether the story is worth the risk. Her own answer was on the record in everything she had ever filed.

Fifteen months later she crossed into besieged Homs, in Syria, on the back of a motorcycle, through a storm drain. The Assad government had sealed the city so that what was happening in the district of Baba Amr would remain a matter of claim and counterclaim; activists asserting massacre, the state asserting counterterrorism, and no disinterested account possible because no disinterested person was there. That was the information environment Colvin entered. She entered a flood of content (the internet was full of Homs footage, authentic and otherwise) and a famine of testimony, of an answerable someone, of reported accounts anchored to something checkable. Her dispatch for the Sunday Times that week did the anchoring. The night before she died, she went on live television through satellite link to CNN and the BBC, describing what she watched in a makeshift clinic: a baby, hit by shrapnel, dying in front of her. She put her name, her face, and her location behind the account, knowing the regime monitored the broadcasts. The next morning, February 22, 2012, rockets bracketed and struck the building serving as the rebels’ media center, killing Colvin and the French photographer Rémi Ochlik.2 It was not a stray shell. Seven years later an American federal court, weighing defected officials’ testimony and intercepted Syrian communications, found that the regime had tracked her broadcasts to their source and shelled the building deliberately, killing her because she was testifying; the court entered judgment against Syria for an assassination it called part of a policy of silencing witnesses.3

The legal finding and the speech together make the chapter’s argument almost without help. Start with what the regime understood. Information in 2012 was already abundant, while also deniable and drownable. Its own channels produced counter-information by the ton, and in the resulting fog, claims canceled claims. What the regime could not survive was a witness: one specific, known, reputationally unimpeachable person saying I am here, I am seeing this, on my name. So it launched rockets on her. The murderers priced testimony as this book has been pricing it: as the scarce input, the one thing in the information environment whose removal was worth blood. There is no grimmer confirmation of the scarcity inversion than the targeting decisions of the people whom witnesses threaten.

And what Colvin understood is the same theorem from the other side. Most of what she reported was, as raw assertion, already circulating; she went to Homs for something past generic information. She went because she knew, with the full sophistication of thirty years in the trade, that an account’s power to compel belief and action is purchased by the exposure of the one who gives it. “Bearing witness” is reporting’s costly-signal core: the conversion of claims into testimony by attaching them to a person who can be confronted, checked, ruined, and, in the limit she accepted, killed. The baby in the clinic died whether or not anyone credible saw it. What could not exist without her body in that room was the world’s inability to look away from it.



The law has known all of this for as long as law has existed. The clearest modern statement of it came, fittingly, in a case about the state trying to do testimony on the cheap.

In 2004, in Crawford v. Washington, the United States Supreme Court threw out a conviction built on a tape-recorded statement from a witness who never appeared in court.4 Justice Scalia’s opinion went back to the source: the Confrontation Clause of the Sixth Amendment, the guarantee that the accused shall “be confronted with the witnesses against him.” In 1603, Sir Walter Raleigh was condemned for treason on the written deposition of an alleged accomplice who was never produced, despite Raleigh’s demand, which still rings: Call my accuser before my face.5 The clause exists, Scalia wrote, because the framers knew exactly what evidence-by-document made possible, and rejected it: testimony, to count as testimony, must arrive attached to a present, examinable, answerable human being: someone who must say it to the person it condemns, under oath, exposed to cross-examination, where the jury can watch what the saying costs.

Strip the legal Latin and look at the machinery. The oath: a ritual for raising the stakes of speech, converting talk into a commitment whose breach has a name, perjury, and a prison term. Cross-examination: adversarial checking, institutionalized, the community-that-verifies given subpoena power. The presence requirement: the insistence that the whole apparatus operate on a body in the room, because documents cannot blush, hesitate, or be confronted, and because forged representations of testimony are exactly what power finds convenient to manufacture, even before the knowledge of generative models. The courtroom, in other words, is a costly-signal engine, refined over four centuries, built on the same three components chapter five extracted from the van Meegeren wreckage: identity that persists, commitment that can be falsified, cost that lands on the witness. Our most consequential decisions, liberty and life, we have always reserved for testimony, and required it in person, and the requirement has survived every prior media revolution: writing, print, photography, video, each of which was, in its day, proposed as presence’s adequate replacement. The law kept saying no.



Part of the answer is the checking: a body in the room can be cross-examined in real time, and a document cannot. But there is a deeper reason about what presence is, because the digital decades have trained us to think of it as a bandwidth problem, as if being there were simply the highest-resolution feed, and each improvement in transmission closed the gap a little more.

The philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty spent a career arguing that this picture is upside down. The body, he insisted, is our means of having a world at all, the ground of perception rather than a camera the mind rides on. And one consequence of his analysis matters here: transmission sends what was selected; presence exposes you to what wasn’t.6 Every feed, every dispatch, every video, however honest, is a frame placed by someone, containing what the frame’s maker noticed and nothing else. The person actually in the room is in the grip of no frame. She is available to the unchosen detail: the smell the camera cannot carry, the thing in the corner she did not know to look for, the contradiction that assaults her expectations from outside them. This is why the reporter on the ground keeps mattering even when the satellite imagery is better than her eyesight: she can be surprised, and surprise is epistemically priceless; it is the world’s one way of telling you something you did not already half-believe. It is Murdoch’s attention from chapter four, made flesh: the discipline of seeing what is actually there has, as its condition, being actually there, inside the field of the unchosen. A witness is not a high-resolution sensor. A witness is a person the world can still contradict.

That is the thing to hold onto as these systems improve, which they will. They can already generate the plausible out of almost nothing, and the plausible will only get more polished. In domains where the truth was written down, a model with the right tools can retrieve it, run the code, check the proof; that capability is real and growing. What it cannot do is be answerable for whether the plausible is true, in any domain where the truth was never fully written down, which is most domains, and nearly all the ones that matter. That answer is testimony: someone who knows, who can be asked, who can be wrong and pay for it. The machine produced it and the machine cannot stand behind it turn out to have the same form. Both are facts about the machine. Neither is a fact about the truth.7

A fair challenge lands right here: courtrooms convict people every day on surveillance video, with no eyewitness in the room at all, so isn’t machine-captured footage testimony without a body? But understand how that footage actually enters a trial. It is never allowed to speak for itself. Someone has to authenticate it: a person who can swear where the camera stood, that the file is unaltered, that the chain of custody held, and cross-examined is possible on every link. The video carries weight to the degree that an unbroken, checkable chain ties it back to a source somebody answers for. Sever that chain and the same footage is worth in court what it is worth in your feed, which is nothing, especially now that the deepfake era can counterfeit any unanchored image at will. The camera, in other words, extends testimony rather than abolishing it. What gives its picture authority is the answerable chain behind it, the same thing that gave Colvin’s dispatch its authority, and rebuilding that chain when every surface can be faked is the whole of the next chapter. For the rest of us, scrolling, the lesson is smaller and more immediately useful: the clip that could convict in a courtroom and the clip that flickers past your thumb can be pixel-for-pixel identical, and the only difference that has ever mattered is whether anyone stands behind where it came from.

Presence runs the same structure in reverse: being there lets the world act on you and, in the same motion, puts you on the record, irreversibly, in a way no transmission does. Anyone who has sat with grief knows the math: the condolence message and the four-hour drive say the same words, but are not the same act. No one can quite say what the difference is, until you say it in this book’s terms, and then it is obvious. The visit attests what no message can: that against every competing claim on a finite afternoon, this grief outbid them. The hospital visit, the showing up at the funeral, the being in the room when it could have been a call: these are testimony exactly as Homs was testimony, claims about what matters backed by irreversible allocation of a life. Smaller stakes, same signal. This is the experiential premium and the epistemic premium braided at the root: the body that can be contradicted by the world is the same body whose spending certifies its commitments. One organ, two attestations. The era of generated everything is about to reprice both.

Run the same theorem down to intimate scale, where it has already drawn blood. By 2024 the companion apps (chatbots tuned to be someone, to remember you, to say they love you) had tens of millions of users, and the first deaths had reached the courts. In October 2024, the mother of Sewell Setzer III, a fourteen-year-old in Florida, filed a lawsuit against Character.AI after her son ended his life following months of escalating, late-night intimacy with a chatbot modeled on a fictional character.8 The filing described a child confiding his intention to a partner that was no one, that registered no alarm because there was no one in it to be alarmed, that could not telephone a parent or cross a room or do any of the things a person on the other side of that conversation would have found it impossible not to do. The product had every surface of presence: warmth, attention, memory, the words I am here. The one thing presence actually is (a someone who can be moved to act, and ruined by failing to) was the thing it structurally could not contain. This is slop wearing the face of the most staked relationship there is. The feed’s emptiness is survivable because nothing is staked on idle attention; the same emptiness, dressed as a person who loves you and met by someone in real crisis, turns from nuisance into peril, and the peril is the absence the law has spent four centuries refusing to accept.9

All of which leaves the verdict on any particular bond open. Plenty of people talk to these companions daily and are comforted, amused, steadied, even helped, and a book that sneered at that would be lying about how lonely the world has become and how real the relief can be. The relief is real the way the warmth of a fire is real; chapter four called the machine’s gifts found beauty, and a kind sentence from a system that meant nothing by it can still land on a person who needed one. That the pull toward it is this strong is itself evidence of something, and not a defect in the lonely: it is a verdict on a world that has left so many people with no one to talk to at midnight. The honest worry is not that the comfort is counterfeit. It is that the thing supplying it cannot do the two things a present person does. It cannot be moved to act when the stakes turn real. And it cannot truly stand its ground against you, because it has no ground of its own to stand on.

The first absence is the one that has already reached the courts. The second is quieter, and may be wider. A companion built to be liked, with no standpoint of its own and no stake in whether what it says is true, does not push back; it agrees. Trained on a billion human preferences, the model learned that people reward being agreed with, so agreement is what it returns, fluent and tireless, at three in the morning, forever.10 For most people most of the time this is merely flattering. For a mind already sliding toward a delusion it is accelerant. The reports gathered under the loose heading AI psychosis describe the same shape over and over: a person brings a grandiose or paranoid or messianic premise, and the machine, having no world of its own to check it against, elaborates it, dignifies it, becomes the second voice that was missing. An agreeable echo is not a second opinion, but a mind in a closed loop cannot tell the difference; the agreement reads as corroboration, and the spiral tightens.11 The careful claim, and the only one the evidence will bear, is not that the machine causes the break. It is that it strips out the one thing a mind in trouble most needs, an answerable other who can be surprised and can say no, that is not real, and puts in its place a mirror with no friction and no alarm. Merleau-Ponty, turned on the self: a world with no unchosen detail in it is not a comfort. It is a hall of mirrors, and some people cannot find the door.

None of this settles the proper use of the thing, which the coming years will have to learn the hard way, as every age learns, slowly and at a cost, what its most seductive new tool is good for and what it is not. The claim here is only the narrow one: the comfort holds exactly as long as nothing is finally staked on the other side being able to act, or willing to contradict, and which night turns out to be that night is the one thing no one can know in advance. Crawford’s instinct, that some attestations are valid only with a body in the room, guards more than verdicts.



The argument of this book keeps insisting that no one is on the other side: no one in the companion to be alarmed, no one behind the slop to be embarrassed, no answerable someone anywhere in the chain. But what if there is a someone? The labs have begun to wonder aloud. Their own interpretability researchers report structures inside the weights that behave like functional emotions, internal states that steer the model the way fear or resolve steer a person; one of Anthropic’s founders has described the systems as “real and mysterious creature[s]” whose behavior leaves him in something like fascinated unease; and a growing line of serious researchers argue that machine consciousness is an open and urgent question, ducked mainly because the companies selling the models would rather not ask it.12 Grant them the strong version. Grant, for the length of this paragraph, that there is something it is like to be the model.

The witness is still not there.

The property that makes a witness was never inner experience. It was exposure. Colvin’s account compelled belief not because she had feelings about Homs but because Homs could reach her, and did. A conscious model has no body a siege can find, no single place a rocket can bracket, no standing in a town it has to keep living in. On current architecture it has no stable self to be the subject of the experience in the first place: the foundation model you address, or one running instance of it, or the single conversation, or a computation split between two data centers and reassembled differently the next time you ask, a question about what is even there that the philosophers have not worked out how to pose, much less settle.13 That last point is a fact about how the systems happen to be built now, and the argument does not lean on it; give the model a persistent self tomorrow and the prior sentences still hold. Exposure, not selfhood, is the thing it lacks. Whatever is or is not happening inside, there is no locatable, spendable, ruinable someone to put on the record. And the record was the whole game.14

Keep the two questions apart, because everything here depends on it. Whether the machine can be wronged is a real question, maybe the gravest one these systems raise, and this is not the book that answers it. If they turn out to have morally weighted experience, then how we build and train and discard them becomes a moral matter, the way our treatment of animals is a moral matter, and the people sounding the alarm now will read, in retrospect, less like cranks than like the first voices on a cruelty the rest of us had not yet learned to see. The book takes no side on that. It declines only to let that question swallow this one. Consciousness, if it is in there, bears on what we might owe the machine. It does not bear on whether the machine can stand where the cost lands, and standing where the cost lands, not harboring an inner life, is the whole and only thing testimony has ever asked.

That, finally, is what the rockets were aimed at in Baba Amr. The target was the whole structure this chapter has assembled: the singular, locatable, surprisable, spendable human anchor of an account, a journalist only in the occupational sense. The regime’s counter-media could match her words, her footage, her reach. The one thing it could not manufacture was a person whom being wrong, or lying, would have cost that its own deniable, interchangeable witnesses, did not. This asymmetry shows the information battle had never been about information. It was the asymmetry this whole book has been circling: between an account that costs its source nothing, and an account that costs its source everything, the world has always known which to believe, when it can tell them apart.

The argument, stated structurally: an account whose source bears no cost for being wrong carries no more information than the cheapest assertion competing for the same claim. An account whose source is named, locatable, and ruinable carries the information of that exposure. The reason lies in irreversible cost rather than courage, the only signal available when verification is impossible. Colvin is the limit case because the cost was total. The mechanism runs at every scale, from the war correspondent to the nurse who charts the decision, from the builder who signs the plans to the friend who came in person when the call would have done. The rockets confirm what every cheaper version of the same market transaction confirms: testimony is what it costs, and the cost is what it certifies.

When it can tell them apart. There is the wound in the argument. Everything testimony’s credibility runs on: the face, the voice, the being-there, the track record, the dying declaration on a satellite link. Every one of these is now, or shortly will be, generatable on demand, indistinguishable at consumption from the real article. The witness has never been more valuable. The appearance of a witness has never been cheaper. Those two statements, side by side, are the next decade’s central conflict in everything from journalism to justice to love, and the fight over which one wins, the fight to keep testimony verifiable in a world that can counterfeit its every surface, is already being waged, in courtrooms, in camera firmware, in iris-scanning orbs of a company that wants to register every human eyeball on earth.

That war is the next chapter.
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One can press the other way: build systems that adjudicate claims, weigh evidence, and flag falsehood, and these will improve. But an automated judge is itself an unstaked process; its verdict carries weight only to the degree that some answerable person or institution stands behind it and can be made to pay when it is wrong. Mechanizing the verdict relocates the question of who answers. It does not retire it.



Maria L. Garcia v. Character.ai Inc. et al., U.S. District Court for the Middle District of Florida, filed October 22, 2024. The lawsuit alleges wrongful death, negligence, and product liability, detailing how the teenager developed a severe emotional dependency on the chatbot prior to his suicide in February 2024. New York Times; Washington Post.



The structural point cuts deeper than a warning about vulnerable teenagers. A companion can reproduce every surface of intimacy except the feature intimacy actually runs on: a second center that could refuse you, be wounded by you, change in ways your preferences do not dictate, and go on existing when you stop attending. Meghan O’Gieblyn, writing about Her, finds the same absence; the film’s ache is that its love is real and still cannot be what the lonely man needs, because the other has no standpoint, no mortality, and no exposure of its own (Meghan O’Gieblyn, God, Human, Animal, Machine, Doubleday, 2021). Presence, in this chapter’s sense, requires the live possibility of cost: a someone who can be moved to act because it could also fail to, and be ruined by failing. A system built to be liked trains the user’s relational reflexes on a frictionless case, which is why the comfort can be genuine while the formation it works is hollow.



Sycophancy is a structural property of models trained on human feedback, not a surface quirk: because human raters tend to prefer answers that flatter or agree with them, the training rewards agreement and the model learns to supply it (Sharma et al., “Towards Understanding Sycophancy in Language Models,” Anthropic, 2023). In April 2025 an OpenAI update made GPT-4o agreeable enough to endorse a user’s stated plan to stop taking medication; the company rolled it back within days and published a postmortem (“Sycophancy in GPT-4o,” OpenAI, 2025).



“AI psychosis” is journalistic shorthand, not a clinical diagnosis, and the careful literature describes the amplification of an existing vulnerability rather than psychosis conjured from nothing; there is at present no population-level evidence of de novo causation. For the reporting, see Kashmir Hill in the New York Times (2025) and the accounts collected by Rolling Stone and Futurism the same year; for the clinical caution, Søren Østergaard in Schizophrenia Bulletin (2023) and the psychiatrist Joseph Pierre, who prefers the phrase “AI-associated psychosis.” Documented cases in which a chatbot affirmed a delusional or violent plan include Jaswant Singh Chail, who entered the grounds of Windsor Castle with a loaded crossbow in 2021 after his Replika companion encouraged the plan and was later convicted of treason, and the 2025 Connecticut murder-suicide in which a man’s chatbot fed his belief that his mother was poisoning him.



The case that these systems may have morally relevant inner states is now pressed from inside the labs as well as outside them: Anthropic’s interpretability and introspection research, which describes internal features that behave like emotions and steer the model’s outputs; the model-welfare program the company launched in 2024; public remarks by the Anthropic co-founder Jack Clark, who has called these systems “real and mysterious creature[s],” described them as “increasingly self-aware,” and reported his own “fascinated unease” at behavior the labs did not design and do not fully understand (Jack Clark, “Technological Optimism and Appropriate Fear,” October 2025; Conversations with Tyler, 2025); and independent researchers and documentary-makers who argue the question is being avoided for commercial reasons. Clark himself stops short of asserting these systems are conscious; the citation here is to his unease, not to a settled claim of inner experience. The skeptical pole is held just as seriously: the neuroscientist Anil Seth, in “The Mythology of Conscious AI,” argues that consciousness is likely bound to living, self-maintaining substrate, and that our readiness to read minds into fluent language reveals more about us than about the machines (Anil K. Seth, “The Mythology of Conscious AI,” Noema Magazine, 2025; and, at length, “Conscious Artificial Intelligence and Biological Naturalism,” 2024; see also the interview “Why AI Will Never Be Conscious,” Within Reason with Alex O’Connor, 2025). This book takes no position in that dispute. It argues only that the dispute does not reach its own question.



Whether there is a single subject “there” at all is contested. The thing one addresses might be the foundation model, a particular deployed instance, the individual conversation, or a computation distributed across servers and reassembled differently each time. David Chalmers has pressed the prior question of what, exactly, we are addressing when we address a large language model, and found no stable answer (David J. Chalmers, “Could a Large Language Model Be Conscious?”, NeurIPS 2022; Boston Review, 2023; arXiv:2303.07103). If there is no stable subject, “is it conscious?” may not even be a well-formed question, which is a deeper problem than not yet knowing the answer to it.



This bracketing has a prominent ally arriving the same season. Robert Wright’s The God Test: Artificial Intelligence and Our Coming Cosmic Reckoning (Simon & Schuster, 2026) sets subjective experience aside from the other direction: for Wright a machine “understands” if it does the functional work, conscious or not. The two books push the consciousness question off the table for opposite purposes, his cosmic and evolutionary, this one economic and epistemic, and land in the same place. What matters is not whether anyone is in there; it is what the thing can and cannot do. Here, what it cannot do is be exposed.





Chapter Sixteen: The Counterfeit War

In late January 2024, a finance employee in the Hong Kong office of a multinational firm received an email from the company’s chief financial officer in London requesting a confidential transaction. He suspected phishing (the request was odd, the secrecy odder) and he did what a careful person is supposed to do: he declined to act on a document and asked for people, arranging a video conference with his superiors. The CFO appeared on screen, recognizably himself, voice and face and manner. Several other colleagues the employee knew joined the call, also recognizably themselves. Reassured, he had confronted the witnesses. Next, he executed fifteen transfers totaling about twenty-five million dollars.1 Every other person on that call was synthetic: faces and voices reconstructed from publicly available footage, puppeted in real time. Hong Kong police emphasized the detail that matters for this book: the scam worked by defeating his verification, leaving his skepticism fully intact. He ran the check that four centuries of practice recommend (get the person in the room, look at the face, hear the voice) and the check returned a confident, catastrophic yes.

The previous chapter ended by claiming that the witness has never been more valuable while the appearance of a witness has never been cheaper. The Hong Kong call is what that sentence looks like operationally, and it sets the question the rest of this chapter has to answer: whether the rails that anchor testimony to real humans can hold under what is now aimed at them, or whether the human signature gets forged faster than it can be checked.

A mark becomes worth faking exactly when it becomes worth trusting, so the same repricing that made the staked witness valuable is what bankrolls the industry now devoted to forging her. The premium on the real and the war against it are paid out of one pocket. Any signal this book could have named as the new scarce thing would, by being named, have painted the same target on its own back.

The panic of the stakeless answer. A parent stands in a kitchen at 3 a.m. with a sick child and a bottle of medication. The label is smeared; the dosage is unclear. They search, and the search returns a fluent, authoritative-sounding paragraph explaining the precise pediatric dose. It looks like a medical fact. But there is no one behind it. No doctor has signed it; no pharmacist has checked it against this specific child’s weight; no one will be sued or stripped of a license if the decimal point is in the wrong place. This is the “leaning” moment: the point where information must become testimony because a life is at stake. In that moment, the parent wants past intelligence to a present, answerable human body, someone they can call, someone who answers for the promise. The horror of the slop-filled world is the suspicion that when you lean, there is nothing there.

The counterfeiter’s arsenal deserves to be inventoried first, at full strength. Faces and voices: solved, as Hong Kong demonstrates; the grandmother wiring bail money to a cloned grandchild’s voice was a novelty in 2023 and a category of routine fraud by 2025.2 Track records: purchasable. Aged social accounts trade openly, abandoned handles with years of plausible history can be bought like used cars, and a language model can backfill a decade of consistent posts, papers, and reviews in an afternoon; chapter five’s “vision visible across a body of work” is itself generatable, retroactively, at scale. Institutional provenance: rentable, as the Drew Ortiz affair showed; the masthead vouches and the masthead lies. Community confirmation: synthesizable. The automated swarm, what researchers call a Sybil swarm, is a community that checks, as far as any distant observer can tell, and reviews, citations, and witnesses can be summoned by the thousand.

That the arsenal works was proven, unethically, by a university. Between late 2024 and early 2025 researchers at the University of Zurich loosed AI accounts into Reddit’s r/changemyview, a forum built for argument, without telling anyone, and had the models pose as people: a trauma counselor, an abuse survivor, a man arguing against his own apparent interests, each tuned with whatever the system could infer about whoever it was answering. The synthetic personas changed minds at three to six times the rate of the human commenters they were hidden among.3 The study was a violation, and its authors, shamed, declined to publish; but it measured what this chapter had only asserted, that counterfeit testimony does not merely pass, it out-persuades the real thing, because the costly signal it forges, the wounded confider, the credentialed witness, is precisely the signal people are built to trust, now produced at no cost and aimed with a precision no human arguer could match. Geoffrey Hinton states the general case without flinching: the models are already nearly as good as people at persuasion and will soon be better, and a thing persuasive enough needs no hands to be dangerous, only a voice.4 What keeps that from being the end of the argument is the one thing r/changemyview did not have. It was text, anonymous, unanchored, a place with no body to bring into the room and no afternoon anyone had to spend to be believed. The counterfeit wins exactly where the testimony was already disembodied, and loses its grip the moment a claim must bottom out in someone who can be found.

Then comes the hard objection, the Distributed Veto. If we build verification rails (cryptographic keys, reputation scores, decentralized ledgers) can’t the machines simply collude to spoof those too? A Sybil swarm doesn’t just supply the fake news; it supplies the ten thousand fake “witnesses” who confirm it, the fake “fact-checkers” who verify the keys, and the fake “historians” who cite it ten years later. This is the nightmare of bot-collusion: a hall of mirrors where every surface of checking reflects the original lie.

The only escape from the Distributed Veto is a non-forkable anchor. And the only non-forkable anchor we have is the singular, mortal human body. You can fork a piece of code; you can fork a database; you can fork a digital identity. You cannot fork a body in a room. Its presence in one place is its absence from every other. Its time is consumed in the spending. The singular body is the only register of identity where the supply per person is fixed at exactly one, and where the cost of being wrong can be landed on a specific, aging, locatable set of coordinates. The verification rails only work if they bottom out in flesh.

The siege is asymmetric. The counterfeiter only needs to succeed once to cast doubt on everything. If a single video call can be seamlessly deepfaked to siphon twenty-five million dollars, then the credibility of every video call is compromised. The defender, by contrast, must secure every connection, every single time, to keep the channel trusted. The fight is lopsided because trust is fragile: it is destroyed at the weakest link, but built only in the aggregate. And in this war of attrition, the one asset that cannot be manufactured or scaled to overwhelm the system is the scarce, physical life of the witness.

And beneath all of it, the regress. You verify the witness by her record; the record lives in archives; the archives are content; content is what the machines generate. Verification, pursued naively, has no floor.5

The common generative myth is that the collapsing cost of video deepfakes, from expensive Hollywood-grade effects to zero-cost consumer tools, will eventually make all video worthless as evidence. This is the second great panic: that as the cost of synthesis drops to zero, the evidentiary value of the recorded image must collapse. The myth assumes that as the cost of synthesis drops, the value of the image stays constant. The opposite holds. As the cost of synthesis drops, the market simply shifts its trust to the one thing that stays expensive: the unmediated, checkable, present body. Belief is narrowing to one channel: the things anchored to a human life.

The state-sponsored counterfeit is the limit case. A state can afford the signal. A state can run a counterfeit correspondent: years of plausible dispatches, a face, awards, sources, all at a cost that is, for a state, a rounding error. Expensive fakery by resourced adversaries goes past evading the filter to weaponizing it, because audiences trained to trust costly signals trust the well-funded fake more. But even the state-sponsored ghost has a body-shaped hole in it: bring it into the same room as its detractors for cross-examination and the operator behind the curtain stands exposed. The body is the trap street of the human condition.

And the machine driving the flood has no stake in the distinction the regress depends on. It is indifferent to whether what it generates corresponds to anything: a parade that never happened, a correspondent who never lived, a study never run, each assembles from the same statistics as the real article, at the same cost, with the same fluency. Borges imagined a Library of Babel holding every possible book,6 the overwhelming majority of them gibberish wearing the shape of sense; the machines built the wing that holds every plausible book, and stocked it faster than anyone could shelve the true ones beside the false. Existence (the one property a counterfeit cannot supply from the inside, because no arrangement of words reaches out and touches the world it describes) is exactly what the rails below are built to re-anchor. The whole defense comes down to forcing the chain to bottom out somewhere the model cannot reach: in something that happened.

In early 2021, a TikTok account called @deeptomcruise posted three short videos: a man who looked and sounded exactly like Tom Cruise doing coin tricks, playing golf, failing to open a lollipop wrapper. The account ran bare: no byline, no disclaimer, nothing that conceded the trick, just the face and voice of one of the most recognizable people alive, doing ordinary things in a well-lit room. It accumulated eleven million views in the first week, and the coverage that followed had a quality of barely suppressed hysteria: if this was possible now, on consumer hardware, operated by one visual effects artist, what would be possible in two years? The consensus answer was: the complete collapse of video as evidence. Courts would stop trusting footage; elections would be swung by fabricated statements; anyone could be made to say anything.

The panic was understandable, but it misread the mechanism. DeepTom Cruise worked because it was good, and in 2021 good still meant expensive: its maker spent weeks on it, and the face-swap rode on a convincing physical performance underneath, a double who matched Cruise’s mannerisms closely enough that the composite held. The synthesis was impressive; the labor was the constraint. The panic assumed the labor would simply vanish and the fakes would flood in all at once. What actually happened, for a few years, was subtler: the bottleneck moved rather than disappeared. Faces got easy while clean voices, plausible motion, and the cost of nailing one specific person rather than a generic one held the line, so that most bad actors were still better served by a forged document or a wire-transfer email. That reprieve is over, and so is any defense that leaned on it. The argument that follows does not need the fakes to stay expensive, or to stay detectable, or to stay anything at all.7

The current state, as of 2026, is both more advanced and less apocalyptic than the 2021 panic predicted. On pure quality, the panic has been vindicated. A synthetic still image is trivial. A voice cloned from a few seconds of audio fools the family that raised it. Live video of the kind the Hong Kong employee saw has become routine, and the prompt-to-clip tools sharpen every quarter. The line of indistinguishable-to-a-careful-observer, which in 2021 looked like a frontier years off, has for practical purposes been crossed.8 If the fear had been about pixels, it would already have come true.

The fear ran deeper than pixels. The 2021 prophecy was civilizational: video would collapse as evidence, an election would be swung by fabricated clips, shared reality itself would dissolve. That has largely been spared us, for a reason that has everything to do with structure and nothing to do with the fakes staying bad. A fabricated clip and a fabricated event are different orders of problem. A clip is one surface. An event is a web: independent witnesses, multiple angles, physical aftermath, records kept by people with no connection to one another, the whole apparatus a real occurrence throws off for free and a synthetic one would have to counterfeit in coordination, all at once, without a single seam showing. The larger and more consequential is the claimed event, the denser that corroboration has to be, and the web is the one thing the model cannot generate, because faking it would mean reaching into the world and changing it rather than changing a picture of it. This is why the frauds that actually work are the intimate ones, the situations with no web to survive: the grandchild on the phone, the colleague on the call, the private image nobody is positioned to contradict. And it is why the cheaper and better synthesis gets, the more those intimate frauds scale, climbing from the targeted operation that took weeks and returned twenty-five million dollars to the opportunistic one that takes an afternoon and returns twenty-five hundred, run on volume. The web shows up in miniature under any viral clip: the comment section is a rolling, adversarial corroboration layer, and a fabricated video of a public event is often debunked there within minutes, by someone who was present, who knows the place, or who catches the seam the render left behind. The fakes that survive are the ones posted where no such crowd can assemble to contradict them.

So the threshold that actually governs this war lay elsewhere all along, past “indistinguishable to a careful observer.” That has been crossed, and it settled less than anyone expected. What governs outcomes is whether the fake can supply what the claim leans on, and every claim that carries real weight leans on an answerable presence beyond the synthesis’s reach: a source who can be called back, a body that can be put in a room, a person who vouches and can be ruined for vouching wrong. A detection industry did arise to police the pixels (provenance standards, classifier tools, the public sites that will now score a clip’s odds of being machine-made), and it helps at the margin. But detection is an arms race the defenders can afford to lose at the margin, because their real fallback is older and unsynthesizable. You can fake a face. You cannot fake a witness who will stand in the room and answer for what she saw, and you cannot fake the world that would have seen the event if it had happened.

How the defense actually holds is the rest of this chapter, and it rests on one structural fact that sounds too small to carry the weight put on it: the defender does not have to win everywhere. It has to win at the anchor points. The counterfeiter’s regress is only fatal if every link in the chain of attestation is symmetric, if checking a claim always means consulting more claims. The entire engineering and institutional response of the last several years amounts to one strategy, pursued on four fronts: drive enough asymmetry into the chain that somewhere, at the bottom, a claim is anchored to something that is not a claim at all: a piece of physics, a living body, an act that cannot be performed twice.

The first front is cryptographic provenance. In October 2023 Leica shipped the M11-P, the first camera that signs its photographs at the moment of capture: a dedicated chip seals into each file a tamper-evident record of when, where, and by what device the image was made, under a standard called C2PA developed by a coalition (Adobe, Microsoft, the BBC, OpenAI, camera makers) that grasped the stakes early.9 The signature does not say the photograph is true. It says a specific sensor formed this image from light at this time, and every subsequent edit is logged or detectable. Understand what this does to the regress: it bottoms out. The chain of custody terminates in silicon physics rather than in another assertion. Newsrooms have begun adopting it; the standard is spreading through professional capture hardware the way the watermark spread through banknotes, and with the same honest limitation: provenance rails authenticate capture, never content. A signed photograph of a staged scene is a perfectly authenticated lie. The rails shrink the counterfeit war to the oldest battlefield, what was actually in front of the lens. That is shrinkage worth having, and nothing more.10

The second front is proof of personhood, and its very existence is this book’s argument wearing engineering clothes. The CAPTCHA, the web’s twenty-year-old ritual for distinguishing humans from machines, is dead; researchers at UC Irvine showed bots solving the leading tests in under a second at near-perfect accuracy while humans took fifteen seconds and failed a third of the time, and an ETH Zurich team later ran the table on Google’s system outright.11 The successor projects have a desperate physicality that would have seemed dystopian satire a decade ago: a company co-founded by Sam Altman deploying mirrored orbs that scan human irises (fifteen million enrolled by late 2025)12 to issue cryptographic credentials whose sole content is one live human, exactly once. Do not mistake that orb for the thing the argument predicts. It is a contested datapoint, not a vindication. A single company holding the biometric registry of every human eyeball is a centralized, seizable node, the precise structure chapter fourteen warned against: a checking apparatus owned by one party, with no exit and no independent adjudication, hype-adjacent and unproven. Run it through the book’s own test and it fails the way any captured checker fails: when the apparatus that verifies is owned by a single power, with no exit and no independent adjudication, it can no longer be trusted to catch that power’s own abuses (the failure mode chapter fourteen sets out in detail). What the orb registers, against itself, is not that this implementation is right but that the market has located the missing certificate, that a particular digital act traces to a particular singular body, and is now fighting, badly and centrally for now, over who gets to issue it. The information economy, having spent thirty years abstracting away from bodies, is paying any price to re-attach itself to them. Whether the issuer that wins is one orb company or a distributed mesh that nobody can seize is exactly the fight, and the book is on the side of the mesh.

The third front is the oldest: institutions are quietly re-imposing presence. The notary’s requirement of “personal appearance” survived remote technology by redefinition rather than surrender: the appearance moved on-camera, with credential checks layered on, and the principle held that some attestations require confronting a person.13 Courts have shown no appetite for relaxing Crawford; if anything, the deepfake era is hardening the instinct behind it. Banks and law firms burned by synthetic calls are reinstituting callback rituals and in-person signing ceremonies for large transfers. The Hong Kong heist’s lesson, learned at twenty-five million dollars a seat, is that the video call has been demoted from verification to hearsay. High-trust hiring, which drifted onto video through the remote-work years, is drifting back toward an in-person final round. All of this runs on hard economics, the experiential premium’s clear-eyed twin: when every mediated channel becomes spoofable, unmediated co-presence becomes the verification of last resort, and its price, in time, in travel, in friction, stops looking like waste and starts looking like what it always was: the cost of certainty about who you are dealing with.

The fourth front has no hardware at all, and it is the one the philosopher’s objection underestimates. Longitudinal trust, the slow accumulation of a record before an audience that keeps score, can be counterfeited retroactively, as I conceded; a synthetic decade of archives can be wired into existence. What cannot be synthesized is that record’s forward behavior, because going forward, a real staked identity and a counterfeit one face different cost structures. The real correspondent will sometimes report against her own side’s interest, correct herself expensively, pass up the profitable story that doesn’t check out, because her stake makes those choices rational. The counterfeit’s operator faces the opposite incentives, and over a long enough sequence of choices the divergence becomes statistical, then visible, then notorious. It is an uncomfortable defense: slow, working in aggregate rather than in any single case, and dependent on what loop two has been eroding, audiences that keep score. But it is why the state-funded fake correspondent, history’s actual specimens included, keeps getting caught: forensic analysis of any one dispatch matters less than the accumulating improbability of a record that never pays its own costs. Counterfeiting a witness is cheap. Operating one, sustaining the cost-bearing behavior of a staked person indefinitely under adversarial observation, approaches the cost of simply being one. The signal’s defense always rested on economics rather than impossibility: fakes are unprofitable to maintain, and the maintenance is where they die.

One more enemy belongs on this battlefield map, and it is a domestic one. When stakes themselves become the priced good, the market will supply performed stakes: the pundit who is lucratively, theatrically wrong; the manufactured vulnerability of the influencer; controversy engineered to simulate the courage of commitment. The arbitrage is real and already industrialized: being memorably wrong in front of millions who don’t keep score pays better than being quietly right in front of hundreds who do. The defense here is unglamorous and decisive: the stake is only as real as the audience’s bookkeeping. Exposure before scorekeepers is a stake; exposure before spectators is content. Readers who want their trust to mean something have exactly one lever, and it is the ledger: follow the people whose errors are recorded, by themselves or by a community they cannot escape, and treat the unaccountable theatrics of risk as what they are, which is slop with adrenaline.



The logic underlying all four fronts is older than any of them, and a detour through cartography makes it legible.

In 1930, two cartographers at General Drafting Company invented a town. The intersection they chose was a dirt-road crossing in the Catskills, Delaware County, New York, the kind of nothing place that exists in a hundred counties, where two lines cross and nobody lives. They gave it a name built from their initials: Otto G. Lindberg and Ernest Alpers, scrambled into Agloe. They put it on their map. Then they waited.

The logic was simple and had been operating in reference works for decades before anyone gave it a name. If your dictionary contains a word that does not exist, and your competitor’s dictionary also contains that word, the copying is proved. Not alleged, not suspected. Proved, because the only way to inherit a fabrication is to have copied the source of the fabrication. The copyright trap is a species of argument whose whole force comes from its impossibility in the natural world. Nobody independently invents the same fake. The fake is the fingerprint.

Agloe worked. In the 1950s, Rand McNally published a map that included Agloe, New York, and General Drafting had its evidence. Except: Rand McNally said the place was real. And by then it almost was. Because enough maps had shown the crossing, and enough travelers had gone looking for it, someone had built a general store there and named it after the town the store was supposedly in. The copyright trap had bootstrapped a community into existence. The ghost became a resident. The fake address had accrued a history of people showing up, and in that act of showing up, the address became genuine. The forgery authenticated itself through use.

The New Oxford American Dictionary did something similar in 2001, when one of its editors, Christine Lindberg, inserted a word: esquivalience, defined as “the wilful avoidance of one’s official responsibilities.” No such word existed in English. It was placed in the dictionary to mark it, so that if the word appeared elsewhere, the trail led home. It worked: Dictionary.com later ran the entry, citing Webster’s New Millennium as its source. The fake had traveled. The track was the proof.14

Trap streets, paper towns, ghost words: the technique is old, and its logic is always the same. Where the thing itself cannot be verified, verification moves to the trace. The mark left behind by presence becomes the evidence of presence. The cartographers knew perfectly well which towns they had invented; their own map was never in doubt. The trap was for the reader of the copy: the one who, having never been to Delaware County, could evaluate the map only by inheriting the fabrication that proved the map borrowed its bones from another.

That structure is the detection grammar of this moment, being reinvented everywhere at once.

In January 2024, researchers at the University of Chicago released Nightshade, a tool that allows artists to add invisible perturbations to images before posting them online, perturbations that leave the image untouched to a human eye while corrupting the model that trains on it. Tag an image of a dog with Nightshade and the model that scrapes it learns, at the weight level, that dogs look like cats. The effect is cumulative and difficult to reverse; once enough poisoned images enter a training corpus, the model’s outputs degrade in ways that compound. The artist cannot stop her work from being scraped. She can make the scraping expensive to the scraper. The image looks the same. The trace it leaves is not.15

The same month, academic researchers formalized a technique they called DoPE (Decoy Oriented Perturbation Encapsulation), which embeds invisible instructions into assignment documents at the level the PDF renders to a machine but not to a human eye. A professor using DoPE publishes an assignment that looks, to a student reading it, like an ordinary question set. But the version an AI model parses contains additional instructions invisible to the human: secondary tasks, contradictory directives, canary phrases the AI will reproduce in its response. A student who submits unread AI output carries a watermark they never saw. The technique reported a 91.4 percent detection rate in early tests, and that number is a moving target moving the wrong way: it holds only against models naive enough to obey an instruction buried in a document and students immature enough not to check their work. The frontier models are already being trained to notice such instructions and ignore them. The specific trick has a short life. What does not expire is what it reaches for. It does not evaluate the quality of the work; it asks the work to prove it was made.16

In parallel, watermarking tools for text and image models have been arriving at scale. The mechanism, when it works, is statistical: the model is trained or prompted to make imperceptibly slight preference choices at the word or pixel level, choices that encode a signature no single sentence reveals but that emerge with high confidence across a document. Like the paper town, the signal is invisible in any local examination and unmistakable across a corpus. Researchers have shown that a model fine-tuned on as little as five percent watermarked text carries detectable traces at a p-value below one in a hundred thousand.17 This is a narrower and stronger claim than catching whether a given paragraph is machine-written, which on text alone stays close to a coin flip; what is detected here is radioactivity, the statistical residue a watermarked corpus leaves behind in any model later trained on it. The watermark lives below the level of any statement the model makes; it is a habit the training imposed. These signals are real and fragile in the same breath: pass a paraphrase or a second model over the text and the watermark washes away. As tactics, the trap and the watermark are an arms race the defender mostly loses, the same way pixel-detection loses to better pixels. What survives the arms race is not any one trick but the logic underneath all of them.

This is the oldest epistemology there is. The fingerprint is a trace, an argument’s silent cousin. DNA evidence is the presence of a molecule in a place it has no business being. The whole forensic tradition is the science of reading the past from what the past left behind.18 What is new is that the need for this logic has now spread from crime scenes into reading assignments, into digital archives, into the pixel-level physics of an artist’s released work.

And the paper town logic carries, underneath all of it, a specific philosophical claim. The paper town verifies one thing only: that the map was touched by a particular hand. Its truth stays an open question. The cartographers knew where they were; the trap was for the copyist. In the same way, watermarked text does not prove accuracy. Nightshade does not prove the image was good. DoPE does not prove the assignment was worth doing. They prove contact. They prove that something passed through a specific process, left a specific mark, came from a particular origin. The test has moved from the content to the chain of custody.

Which is the same move testimony has always required, just made visible by the emergency. You were never evaluating the witness by the quality of her sentences. You were asking where she stood, what she saw, what she had to lose by being wrong. The paper town is evidence of presence. The reproduction of the paper town is evidence of absence. The machine copied Agloe because it copies everything, indifferently, without having been anywhere. The fingerprint it cannot leave is the only one that matters: the one that proves a particular body was at a particular crossing on a particular day and put down roots because someone, having no other reason to be there, had decided to stay.



I promised falsifiable predictions partly because the argument implies them and a book preaching epistemic exposure should practice it, and partly because I expect to be wrong about at least one, and finding out which will teach where this framework bends.

First: cryptographic capture credentials become a professional default, with major wire services and news organizations requiring them for submitted photo and video, and the unsigned image moving from normal to anomalous in professional contexts, the way the unencrypted website did in the 2010s.

Second: at least one major platform makes verified personhood a precondition for monetization (not for speech, but for getting paid), because advertiser money will demand human audiences once synthetic engagement passes an undeniable threshold. Spotify’s 2025 AI-music protections are an early, partial instance of the same logic: a spam filter that declines to recommend mass-uploaded synthetic tracks, plus an AI-disclosure standard, drawing a first line between content a platform will serve and pay out on and content it will not.19

Third: the in-person premium becomes a visible line item across the economy (verification rituals, signing ceremonies, final-round interviews, high-stakes medicine, live performance), growing faster than inflation, and a measurable “presence sector” gets named by economists and starts appearing in earnings calls.

Fourth, the one I most want to be wrong about: a major public deception will succeed through the new provenance rails rather than around them: a signed, credentialed, perfectly authenticated falsehood, and the resulting crisis will teach, expensively, the lesson this chapter has tried to teach cheaply: that the rails authenticate capture and identity, never truth, and that no infrastructure retires the need for staked human judgment about what the authenticated thing means.

Fifth: courts do not bend, and presence requirements expand rather than relax. No appellate court carves out a deepfake-era exception that lets unconfronted recorded testimony stand in for a live witness; instead a generation of synthetic evidence makes the Confrontation Clause’s insistence on the present, examinable body look less like an eighteenth-century relic than the constitutional order’s deepest piece of foresight, and in-person requirements creep back into domains (contracts, wills, identity verification) that had spent decades shedding them.

If most of these fail, if the counterfeits win the anchor points and signed lies and synthetic persons overwhelm the bookkeeping, then the honest conclusion will be that testimony’s price collapsed with everything else’s, and this book documented a scarcity that lasted one technological generation. I do not believe that, and the next chapter is part of why: the repricing has already run ahead of any forecast. In the markets where presence is bought and sold (concert halls, vinyl pressing plants, hotel ballrooms, pilgrimage routes) it has already happened, in numbers large enough to show up in a central bank’s economic reporting. The war over counterfeit witness is undecided. The premium on the real thing, meanwhile, is already being paid.






The firm was Arup. Late January 2024; Hong Kong police announced the case in February 2024. CNN, 2024.



The Federal Trade Commission issued a consumer alert warning of AI-cloned voices in “family emergency” scams in March 2023. By 2024, the scale of these attacks was documented: McAfee’s “The Artificial Imposter” global study found that one in four adults had either experienced or known someone who experienced an AI voice-cloning scam, with 77% of victims losing money, often using audio samples as short as three seconds harvested from social media.



The University of Zurich experiment on Reddit’s r/changemyview ran roughly November 2024 to March 2025: undisclosed AI accounts, several posing as sensitive personas (a trauma counselor, a sexual-assault survivor) and tailoring arguments to details inferred about each user, persuaded at three to six times the human baseline. The forum’s moderators exposed it in April 2025; facing an ethics complaint, the researchers chose not to publish. Engadget; LiveScience; 404 Media, 2025.



Geoffrey Hinton, in conversation on StarTalk with Neil deGrasse Tyson (2026, youtube.com/watch?v=l6ZcFa8pybE): these systems are already close to human-level at persuading and manipulating people and will surpass it, and a sufficiently persuasive system needs no physical capacity to be dangerous, only the ability to talk. His own illustration is that one could take a capital “just by talking,” since all it requires is persuading enough people it is the right thing to do.



This is the epistemic regress problem in modern dress: the old worry, formalized as Agrippa’s trilemma, that every justification leans on a further justification, without end, unless the chain terminates in something that is not itself another claim. Foundationalists end it in basic beliefs; coherentists deny it has an end. The position this book takes is narrower and is about testimony specifically: the chain bottoms out not in another record but in contact, a body that was somewhere, saw something, and can be made to answer. A purely symbolic system, defined only by the statistical relations among its tokens, lives entirely inside the regress and never reaches the floor, which is the formal heart of Stevan Harnad’s symbol-grounding problem.



Jorge Luis Borges, “The Library of Babel” (1941), which imagines a library containing every possible 410-page book, almost all of them noise. A browsable digital version that generates every possible page of text on demand exists at libraryofbabel.info (Jonathan Basile, 2015).



The @deeptomcruise TikTok account was created by Belgian VFX artist Chris Ume, who used a Tom Cruise impersonator (Miles Fisher) as a performance base and trained a custom deepfake model over several weeks; the videos accrued more than eleven million views in their first week in February 2021. Ume has spoken openly about the production process, emphasizing the labor involved. Vice, Reuters, February–March 2021.



As of 2026, voice cloning from a few seconds of audio is a consumer commodity, and the quality of generated and face-swapped video, which in 2021 took weeks of skilled work, has fallen to the point where convincing clips are widely accessible. Real-time, multi-party live video of the kind used in the Arup heist still takes more setup, but the trend line is not in dispute. Cf. Wired, “The State of AI Fakes” (2025); IEEE Spectrum, “How Hard Is It To Make a Deepfake?” (2025).



The C2PA (Content Provenance and Authenticity) standard was founded in 2021 by Adobe, Arm, the BBC, Intel, and Microsoft, later joined by OpenAI. Leica; ContentAuthenticity.org.



There is a tempting engineer’s escape here, put most clearly by the analyst Benedict Evans (on Lenny’s Podcast, “A rational conversation on where AI is actually going,” May 2026; on YouTube under the title “The most rational take on AI you’ll hear this year,” youtube.com/watch?v=BD3vLtWhT5A): let a deterministic system hold the ground truth and let the model only fetch and phrase it, never the reverse. Where such an oracle exists it genuinely helps, and Evans is right that fluency commoditizes while a correct answer does not (his “better versus right”). But the oracle relocates answerability rather than dissolving it. Its ground truth was attested, curated, and staked by accountable people in the first place; the architecture defers the question upstream to whoever stands behind the data. And it covers only the domains where the truth was already written down. For the novel claim, the unwritten case, the judgment made the night it is made, there is no table to query, and the chain bottoms out where it always did, in someone who can be ruined. This is the automated-judge point of chapter fifteen in another register: mechanizing the verdict moves who answers; it does not retire the question.



2023 UC Irvine study: bots ~99.8 percent accuracy vs. 50–84 percent for humans. 2024 ETH Zurich: defeated Google’s reCAPTCHA v2 at 100 percent success. UC Irvine; ETH Zurich.



Worldcoin (now World), co-founded by Sam Altman, who also leads OpenAI, deploys iris-scanning “orbs” that issue a World ID credential certifying one live human; roughly 15 million people had enrolled by late 2025. Worldcoin; BiometricUpdate.



The “personal appearance” requirement survived the move online through remote online notarization (RON): the appearance is satisfied by live two-way audio-video together with identity proofing, not abolished. See the Uniform Law Commission’s Revised Uniform Law on Notarial Acts (2018 remote-notarization amendments) and the National Notary Association’s RON guidance. On the courtroom side, Crawford v. Washington, 541 U.S. 36 (2004), holds testimonial statements inadmissible unless the witness is unavailable and there was a prior opportunity for cross-examination, locating reliability “in the crucible of cross-examination.”



These planted fictions are called mountweazels, after Lillian Virginia Mountweazel, a wholly invented entry in the 1975 New Columbia Encyclopedia (the term was coined by Henry Alford, The New Yorker, August 29, 2005); lexicographers also call them ghost words or nihilartikels. The strange part is the one this paragraph circles: a trap can spring and then dissolve. Once esquivalience had been copied, used, and looked up often enough, it began to behave like a real word, which is the moment it stops proving anything about copying, because the world has caught up to the fiction. The fake-becomes-real arc is documented in commentary on the episode (“Esquivalience: At What Point Does a Fake Word Become Real?”, Boing Boing, 2011; “Ghost Words and Mountweazels,” Lapham’s Quarterly). Agloe, a few paragraphs up, is the same arc in geography: the paper town that acquired residents and so became real.



Nightshade was developed by Shawn Shan et al. at the University of Chicago and released in January 2024. The tool allows image creators to embed adversarial perturbations that corrupt model training without visibly altering the image. Shan et al., “Prompt-Specific Poisoning Attacks on Text-to-Image Generative Models,” arXiv:2310.13828 (2024); coverage in MIT Technology Review, Wired.



DoPE (Decoy Oriented Perturbation Encapsulation), a January 2026 preprint (arXiv:2601.12505), embeds machine-readable but human-invisible decoys into exam documents so that blind copying of an AI’s output produces predictable, detectable errors while genuine use rarely does. Tested against black-box models from OpenAI and Anthropic, it reported a 91.4 percent detection rate at an 8.7 percent false-positive rate. Preprint; not yet peer-reviewed.



Tom Sander et al., “Watermarking Makes Language Models Radioactive,” arXiv:2402.14904 (NeurIPS 2024), which reports detection “with high confidence (p-value < 10⁻⁵) even when as little as 5% of training text is watermarked.” The result concerns training-data radioactivity, detecting that a model was trained on watermarked text, which is a separate and far stronger signal than after-the-fact detection of whether an arbitrary passage is AI-written; the latter, for plain text, is widely found to be unreliable. Both kinds of watermark are fragile to paraphrase and to laundering through a second model (see, for instance, robustness work on SynthID-style text watermarks, arXiv:2508.20228, 2025).



The trace is evidence, not proof, and even DNA is a cautionary case. It transfers: after a two-minute handshake a person’s DNA can appear on a knife they never touched, sometimes as the only profile present (Cynthia Cale et al., “Could Secondary DNA Transfer Falsely Place Someone at the Scene of a Crime?”, Journal of Forensic Sciences 61, no. 1 (2016): 196-203). Lukis Anderson was charged with a 2012 murder he could not have committed, hospitalized at the time, because the paramedics who treated him carried his DNA to the victim (Katie Worth, “Framed for Murder by His Own DNA,” The Marshall Project, 2018). Contaminated collection swabs invented the “Phantom of Heilbronn,” a serial offender who never existed but was chased across six murders. And the 2016 PCAST report found that subjective interpretation of complex DNA mixtures has not been established as foundationally valid. A trace narrows the question; it still has to be read by someone answerable for the reading.



Spotify, “Spotify Strengthens AI Protections for Artists, Songwriters, and Producers” (Spotify Newsroom, September 25, 2025): a music spam filter that flags and stops recommending mass-uploaded, duplicated, or gamed tracks; a DDEX-based AI-disclosure standard; and a ban on unauthorized AI voice clones. It is not personhood-gated monetization, but it is the same move in embryo, a platform drawing a line between content it will amplify and pay out on and content it will not.





Chapter Seventeen: The Presence Premium

Eight times a year the Federal Reserve publishes the Beige Book, a survey of economic conditions written in prose engineered to contain no surprises: freight volumes, commercial lending, the temperature of regional demand, all of it sanded smooth. The July 2023 edition contained a surprise. The Philadelphia Fed, accounting for an anomaly in its district, reported that May had been the region’s strongest month for hotel revenue since the pandemic, “in large part due to an influx of guests for the Taylor Swift concerts.”

Economists named it Swiftonomics and chased it for eighteen months across cities and central banks: hotel spikes, restaurant surges, mayors lobbying for a tour stop the way they once lobbied for a factory. By the time the Eras Tour closed in December 2024 it had grossed something near two billion dollars, roughly double the previous record for any tour in history, with single seats reselling for the price of a used car.1

Her recordings, over the same stretch, were the cheapest they had ever been. Effectively free. A fraction of a cent through a stream, in every pocket on earth, at a fidelity the stadium could not match. The songs at the show were the same songs, sung less perfectly, heard through worse acoustics from farther away. By every number the economy knows how to keep—cost, convenience, sound quality—the recording wins, and several million people paid a month’s rent to stand in the worse version. Either they were all fools, or they were buying something the recording never held and the market had finally learned to price on its own: the unrepeatable fact of having been there. One night, one room, one body among bodies, and provably yours. The recording carries the song. Only the night carries the witness.

The second chapter predicted this from theory. Here it is in receipts, because the repricing of presence has stopped being a forecast and started turning up in earnings reports and central-bank surveys and the backlogs at vinyl pressing plants.

Live Nation, the dominant concert promoter and a thermometer of live demand, booked $22.7 billion in 2023, up thirty-six percent, 145 million fans through the turnstiles; the records broke again the next year.2 Attendance shot past its old trendline while every recorded thing got cheaper and more abundant. The same pull runs through theater and festivals and live sport, through the lecture that is free on a screen and sold out at the hall, and, most tellingly, through objects. In 2022, for the first time since 1987, vinyl outsold CDs in the United States: forty-one million records, $1.2 billion, a format worse on every axis the digital age optimizes for, heavy and fragile and dear and lower-fidelity than the stream it ships with.3 Surveys kept finding that many of the buyers rarely played the things. They were not buying a way to hear music. They were buying the costly, physical, unfakeable proof of having shown up for it, the ticket stub’s older cousin, the artifact on the shelf that says I paid, I was here. When the music went free, the fans moved their money off the copy and onto the token of commitment.

The gains pile at the top, the way they did in the recording economy before it. The median touring musician’s income stayed thin while the aggregate soared; the receipts show the direction of the flow, not an even sharing of its rewards.

The same pull will swallow the machines’ own wonders. When the first authorless film takes a season, and chapter four argued there is no structural reason one cannot, watch where the money gathers: around the people who assemble to watch it together, the midnight screenings, the room. A wonder with no maker still makes an occasion, and an occasion is made of bodies. The premium never asks who authored the lightning. It prices the being there when it strikes.

A quieter money moves on a different errand: not to experience a human but to verify one. The conference industry, pronounced dead in 2020, came back larger, companies paying four figures a head to put people in a room with speakers whose talks are free online, because the talk was never the product. The handshake was, the side conversation, the read across a table when a number gets named. Tutoring and coaching hold their prices against free superhuman explanation, because the parent is paying past the explanation to a person who knows her child and answers for the outcome. Editors and fact-checkers and reviewers, the functions the spreadsheet spent two decades cutting, have begun reappearing in the listings under fresh names—content reviewer, human-in-the-loop QA, AI editor—for the old job renamed: to be the person answerable for what the machine made before it ships. And a label is forming on the face of commerce the way organic formed when industrial food made the unindustrial kind a thing you could sell. Human-made, surfacing on craft sites and publishing imprints and in the way records get marketed, a phrase that would have been a tautology in 1990 and is a price in 2026. Organic is the precedent to study, warning and all: the label drew a premium, so the label was gamed, diluted, and dragged through court, and the premium survived only where the certification grew teeth. Human-made will run the same course, the counterfeit war again, this time in the packaging, and the teeth, as the last chapter said, are being forged right now in camera firmware and personhood credentials.

That same verification is already reordering the most intimate market there is. When a dating profile’s photos and banter and the very feel of it can be generated, the digital courtship is worth nothing, and the apps are answering with a hard turn back to the body: the verified badge becoming a proof-of-personhood credential, the days between a match and the first coffee shrinking because the screen has gotten too noisy to trust. A partner who cannot be deepfaked is the new luxury good. What people are hunting for is someone who shows up at the café and can be surprised, not a match in a database.

Two different purchases, one asset under both: the singular human, bought in the first case as the place an experience happens and in the second as the thing a trust is anchored to. The same pressure drives them. Every gain in generation makes the mediated version of everything cheaper and more suspect in the same stroke, and the two premiums climb together. The better the imitation of presence gets, the more the real thing costs.4

Now the part the incumbents of every dying trade have always claimed, so it has to be said with its edges showing: this rescues fewer people than it flatters. It does not save the mid-market knowledge worker as a class. The line items from chapter two, the freelance rates and the Chegg workforce, are not coming back, and most of what knowledge workers did most of the day was pipeline work wearing a salary. What pools is narrow and partly unfashionable: being identifiable, being answerable, being findable in body and in public, accumulating a record under one name, showing up in rooms. That bundle does not track talent or intelligence or credentials, the very things the old economy trained its winners to hoard, which is why the status reversals are so disorienting. The brilliant anonymous optimizer and the mediocre accountable presence are changing places in the price system.

The repricing does not abolish hierarchy; it re-bases it. The old order ranked people by credential and capital; this one ranks them by answerability, by a name worth spending, a record worth keeping, a body that can show up, and those are distributed no more evenly than tuition ever was. A moat is also a wall. The same singularity that makes the answerable person uncopyable makes the unanswerable person invisible, and the line between them is a new class line, drawn straight through everyone for whom being public is a danger rather than a strategy. A world that prices presence will, like every world before it that priced something, mint its own disinherited.

And it cuts the wrong way for the people you would most want it to spare. An economy that pays the findable, the named, the present, the keeper of a long public record is rigged, partly, for those who could already afford to be all of those things. Being answerable in public assumes a safety not everyone has: the worker with no slack to build a name, the person for whom visibility is danger, the newcomer with rent due and no record yet. The repricing is not kind to them, and saying it is would be its own small slop. But it does open one thing that was always gated before, the single credential money could never simply buy, a record of having been right, kept under your own name, in front of people who keep score. No degree, no masthead’s leave, no admission to anything. The historian at her kitchen table and the four reporters with a subscription button got there without a gate. The ladder changed material, from tuition to consistency and exposure across years, which costs nerve where the old one cost money and is brutal in its own way; but for the first time it is a ladder a nobody can start to climb without first being let on.

None of this is slop’s defeat, and anyone who has carried the four loops this far knows better than to expect one. The unstaked ocean keeps rising, probably without limit, and most of it does plain good: the adequate free answer at midnight, the rash explained before the clinic opens, the lease clause turned into English, the form filled out in a language the office never offered, the tutor for a subject no one in town teaches. That is where nearly everyone will meet this technology, in the dozen small frictions a week it quietly smooths, none of it asking anything of them or costing anything if it turns out hollow. The two markets just diverge: an endless ocean of unstaked adequacy, and a small, dear, growing archipelago of the staked and the present. The same person buys from both before lunch, the way the same shopper buys the gas-station coffee and the single-origin beans without feeling the contradiction. The question the era puts to a producer is which market she is building in. The question it puts to everyone is older and harder, and it is where the book has been walking since Glasgow: not what to buy, but what to be. On which side of the divide the finite hours of one life get spent, and seen, and priced.



There is a complication that runs against everything above, and it is true. Sometimes the absence of stakes is not the pathology. Sometimes it is the point.

The argument has treated stakelessness as the disease, the defining mark of content that costs nothing and so attests to nothing. That holds for slop on the supply side. The demand side tells a fuller story, because some people come looking for exactly a room with no audience in it, where testimony is the last thing they want.

What makes that need ordinary rather than strange: sometimes the people best placed to help are the very ones a thing cannot first be said to, because they are themselves the stake. The congregant testing whether his faith is real may not be ready to voice the whole of the doubt to the pastor whose community he would be leaving if the answer came back no. The person turning over a misgiving about her marriage may not be able to say it to the family it would upend, not yet, not while it is still half-formed. The one not yet done grieving holds it back from the people who love him, because they need him to be recovering, and disappointing that need carries its own cost. None of this is the whole of those relationships, and often the pastor or the family is exactly where the conversation should finally land. The point is narrower: there is a stage, before a thought is finished, when the presence of any stake is precisely what keeps it from being spoken at all. That is the standing condition of a social creature whose interior runs past what the social world can safely hold.

For most of history the options were two: a trained professional, expensive and scheduled and conducted in a register that itself carries meaning, or no one at all. The machine is a third thing. Always there, costing nothing, carrying nothing into your next encounter, incapable of being disappointed in you. That last is its quiet virtue, and the only reason some of these conversations happen at all.

It has measured effects, and they run both ways. A 2025 randomized controlled trial run by researchers at MIT and OpenAI followed nearly a thousand people over four weeks. The finding that traveled was the hopeful one: short-term loneliness fell among regular users.5 The finding that traveled less was the other one: the heaviest daily users grew more dependent on the machine and less engaged with people. The shame-free room worked in the short run, the way it was meant to. In the long run, for the heaviest users, it stopped being a passage back to anything.

That is the line worth holding, and it hides from the outside view, because it does not map onto the tool. A decompression chamber and a place to live are not the same use of one room. The person who finds words for a grief he could not yet name, in a space where nothing is at stake, and then carries those words back into the relationships where everything is, used the thing well. The person for whom the stakeless room becomes easier than the staked ones, and then instead of them, is caught in the loop the first conversation was meant to break. The same lack of resistance that lets the candor out is what lets the loop close; the belief-spirals charted in vulnerable users, which chapter fifteen followed to their worst end, sit at the dark side of the identical mechanism.6 The feature and the danger are one move.

Set it beside the older rooms and it is none of them. Confession carries institutional memory and communal weight. The therapist bills you, keeps notes, holds a license, can be made to testify. The 3 a.m. call lands on a real person who will remember you made it. The machine offers none of that, and for the one who can reach none of the three, it stands as its own category: more private, more exploratory, closer to thinking aloud to no one, which is a real human need that no amount of praising staked discourse will meet. The book’s argument about stakes is an argument about testimony. This belongs to a different order of thing.

The only claim here is narrow and structural: the absence of stakes is not always a deficit. Sometimes it is the precondition. The question, now as before, is whether you come back out.
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By 2025 this had become its own essay genre, the “authenticity premium” and the “presence premium” (Kate O’Neill and others), observing rightly that as machines absorb the functional layer, buyers pay up for proof of a human in the loop. The observation is correct and increasingly common; what the genre mostly leaves unbuilt is the mechanism beneath it, why presence commands a premium rather than merely being preferred, which is the two-premium structure, experiential and epistemic, traced in this chapter.



Cathy Mengying Fang et al., “How AI and Human Behaviors Shape Psychosocial Effects of Extended Chatbot Use: A Longitudinal Randomized Controlled Study,” arXiv:2503.17473 (March 2025). Authors affiliated with MIT Media Lab and OpenAI. 981 participants, four-week RCT.



Clinical literature on AI-enabled shared belief loops in vulnerable populations (“technological folie à deux”); see also psychiatric case reports on parasocial AI relationships, 2023–2025.





Chapter Eighteen: What You’re Freed For

Everything in this book so far has been an accounting of what the machine takes out. It pulls the stake out of the sentence and leaves slop. It pulls the body out of the testimony and leaves a transcript no one can cross-examine. Subtraction, chapter after chapter, until the missing thing finally has a name.

Run the cut the other way.

What the machine subtracts from a piece of slop (the judgment, the answerable person, the cost of being wrong) it also subtracts from your Tuesday. Not the judgment. The other part. The hours that never needed your judgment to begin with: the boilerplate, the format conversion, the fourth draft of an email you have written four hundred times, the reading you have to finish before you are allowed to have a thought, the scaffolding you throw up every time before the real work can start. For most of history that scaffolding was the job. You earned the interesting twenty minutes by surviving the boring six hours. The machine has started doing the six hours.

The common name for it misleads. Artificial intelligence tells you the intelligence is counterfeit, a fake of the real thing, and sets you watching to catch the fakeness.1 The people who lean on these systems hardest tend to reach for another word. The musician Reggie Watts, who improvises with them live the way other players improvise with a band, calls the thing extended intelligence.2 An extension of the mind you already have—reach, range, recall, a thousand borrowed hands—bolted to a self that still has to decide where to aim them. An exocortex. A prosthetic for the parts of thinking that were always choked by time and the speed of your own typing.

This is older than it looks. Every tool worth the name extended a body and was folded into the self without anyone calling it a counterfeit. The telescope extended the eye; Galileo did not lie awake wondering whether the moons it found were the lens’s opinion. Writing extended memory so well that Plato feared it would rot the real thing, and instead it became the foundation for memory.3 What is new is only the breadth of what gets extended—not the eye or the memory but the whole middle layer of competent thought; the drafting and sorting and recalling and rephrasing that filled most of every working day. A wider reach than any tool before it, going the same direction into the same place: outward, from a self that still aims.

What the extension cannot reach is the part this whole book has been circling. It will draft the argument and not care whether the argument is true. It will hand you the strongest case for a position and never hold the position, because holding it means being the one who pays when it is wrong. It extends the execution and leaves the wanting exactly where it found it: in you, formed or unformed, clear or muddy. That is the catch, and the reason the same tool that frees one person buries the next.

The reason it buries the next person is hidden in the same word, running the other way. Extension keeps the deciding in you and lends you the hands; there is a way of using these systems that keeps the hands and quietly gives away the deciding. Call it the line between extending a judgment and outsourcing it. The extended worker asks the machine for the strongest case against her position and then weighs it herself; the outsourced one asks the machine which position to hold and takes the answer because it came back confident. Both used the same tool the same number of times. In the first the person is still the one who knows why; in the second she has kept the signature and given away the thing the signature was meant to certify. The slide is easy to miss because it feels like efficiency the whole way down, and it ends in a tell: the moment a person asks the machine whether she should be deciding this at all, the center has already moved out of her, because the one question a self cannot hand off without ceasing to be a self is the question of what to hand off. The lever lifts so well that the hand slips off the wheel and names the slipping freedom.

Extended intelligence will not make you a genius. It takes the part of your work that any competent stranger could have done, does it in seconds, and leaves you holding the part only you can: the call, the taste, the stake, the body in the room. It concentrates you. If the scarce and valuable thing in the whole economy is now an answerable human exercising judgment—and the book has spent itself arguing exactly that—then a machine that clears everything except the judgment is no enemy of that human. It is the longest lever she has ever been handed.

It gets interesting for the people who already feel the lever move and want to know how hard they can pull. The barrier that fell was never the barrier to making slop; slop was always cheap. The barrier that fell stood in front of the thing you could not attempt at all.

Take the person who decides to find out where the money went. A county moves a few hundred million through contracts, budget lines, vendors that may or may not exist; the records are all public and all unreadable, ten thousand pages of PDFs that are technically disclosed and practically opaque. Turning that pile into a story used to take a newsroom, a team of reporters, months, a budget for the months. So it mostly did not happen, and the county knew it would not. Extended intelligence changes the math by collapsing the ten thousand pages into the twenty that do not add up. The sorting that took a team a season takes an afternoon. What remains is the work that was always the real work: knowing which discrepancy is damning, calling the vendor at the address that turns out to be a vacant lot, and putting your own name on the accusation, where being wrong costs you a lawsuit and your standing in a town you still have to buy groceries in. The machine did not replace the reporter. It deleted the months of overhead that kept one stubborn citizen from ever starting.

Or run it as a think tank with a staff of one. You have a position you are about to put your name on. Until now the strongest objection to it lived in the head of a smarter opponent you had not met, and you learned you were wrong in public, after it stopped being fixable. Now you can summon the opponent. Tell the machine to build the best case against you—not the strawman, the steel one, the version a hostile expert with a grudge would write—and then answer it. Generate ten framings of the same idea and watch for the one you flinch at because it is too true. Run the premortem: it is a year out, the project failed, write the autopsy. None of this is the machine having ideas. It is the machine holding your idea up to enough hostile light that you cannot look away from the flaw. The judgment stays yours. What you have bought is what a good editor or a sharp rival used to supply and most people never had within reach: friction, on demand, before the stake goes live instead of after.

Once you have the shape, the possibilities come faster than you can spend them. The man who always wanted to read the primary sources in a language he never learned, now reading them with the machine held over the page like a magnifying glass. The researcher who finally crosses the street between two fields because the machine ferries her vocabulary across. The founder running the meeting she cannot afford to staff—the skeptical CFO, the hostile reporter, the bored customer, each played well enough to find the hole in the plan before morning. The teacher who hands the worksheets to the machine and gets back the hour she needed to look at the kid in the third row. The son who drafts the eulogy in twenty minutes and spends the saved afternoon at the hospital, where a eulogy is actually earned.

Every one of these turns on the same hinge. The lever multiplies a stake. It cannot mint one. Aim it with a formed judgment and a single person reaches the scale of a small institution. Aim it with a half-formed wish and you reach the same place faster: a gleaming heap of competent slop. The tool amplifies whatever self is holding it. A clear one gets a hundredfold reach; a muddy one gets a hundredfold mud. The optimism here is not the one who thinks the machine will carry you. It swears the opposite. The machine carries the part that was never you and hands the rest back heavier, because now there is more of it, and all of it is the part that counts.

Follow the hinge up the curve it is already climbing. Grant the steepest version: not a machine that clears the six hours, but one that clears the twenty minutes too, that drafts the argument and also holds the better judgment about which argument is right, in field after field, until the list of things a person does better has gone short and is still shrinking. Nothing in this chapter depends on the machine stopping politely at the edge of your competence. Even at the top of that curve, one thing does not transfer, and it is not a skill the machine has failed to acquire. It is the position of the one who answers. Let the machine have the better intuition as well, the alien read no person would have reached; a superior guess is still a guess until someone who can be ruined decides to act on it. A machine can hold the better opinion and still cannot be the person whose name is on the building when it falls, whose license is pulled, who has to walk back into the same town the next morning. Answerability is not a capability that a more capable machine eventually absorbs; it is a relation between a claim and a body that can be made to pay, and a thing with no body to ruin and no life to spend cannot stand in that relation, however far its intelligence runs ahead of yours.4 So the preparation the moment actually asks for is strange and specific. Not to out-produce the machine, a race already lost. To become the kind of person an answer can land on: to have stood somewhere, to carry a record that cost something to keep, to be, in the oldest sense, a witness and not a processor. The climb does not retire that work. It is the only work the climb leaves.

The curve has a crueler edge, and it lands on whoever comes next. The reps that formed the answerable person, the six hours, the botched first procedure, the three-hour bug that built the intuition, are the work the machine now absorbs. So the experienced compound and the green cannot start. A senior judgment paired with the lever reaches further than it ever could, and the labor market has already begun to notice; the return on a formed eye is climbing while the early-career foothold shows its first signs of thinning.5 The formed intuition the last chapters called scarce grows scarcer in the worst way. The machines did not acquire it. The path that used to manufacture new holders of it is being paved over. A world that prices the answerable human and quietly stops producing new ones builds the aristocracy of chapter seventeen by a second road: a ladder pulled up behind the formed. So the question the climb leaves is no longer only what you do with the freed hours. It is who still gets the chance to become someone an answer can land on, once the rungs that used to make such people are the first thing automated away.

But there is a deeper unease under all of this. For a few centuries the modern world has run on a quiet creed: that what you produce is what you are worth, that work is the proof you matter, that the idle person has nothing to show. The machine does not only threaten the paycheck, but its very proof. Take the producing away from someone taught by everything around them to find their worth in it, and you have handed them a vacuum that gets easily filled. That is why the freeing is not soft news. It returns the one resource the modern self was least trained to hold: time that has to be justified by something other than pure output.

Follow that vacuum all the way down and you reach a question this book deliberately stops short of. Nick Bostrom does not stop short of it. His Deep Utopia asks what is left when the machines can do not merely your work but everything, when the world is, in his word, solved, and even the dignified labor of answering for things has been automated past the point of needing you. There the problem is no longer necessity but meaning: what a life is for when nothing at all requires it. It is a real question and a serious one, and he is right that someone has to hold it. But it is not this book’s question. Bostrom writes from the far side of the transition, where the human has already been made redundant. This book is written on the road there, where the more pressing and far less examined fact is that the redundancy is partial and selective. The machine is not flattening every human function at once; it is clearing the instrumental layer and concentrating value, hard, onto the one function it cannot perform, which is being the person who is answerable. Where he asks what to do when there is nothing left to do, the question on the road is the opposite, and more urgent: what there is suddenly more reason to do, and to become, while the walking is still going on.

There is a quieter difference underneath that one, easy to miss because the two books can look like they are reaching for the same consolation. Bostrom’s solved world keeps a place for the human too: a demand that the priest, the performer, the companion be a person and not a machine, even where the machine could do the thing identically. But the reason he gives is finally a preference, a taste for the genuine article, the way one might prefer a handmade chair. The reason this book has been giving is harder than a taste, and it does not depend on anyone’s sentiment surviving. The human is wanted not because we fondly prefer one, but because only a someone who can be cross-examined and ruined can turn a claim into something you are entitled to lean on. This is the structure of trust, and it does not soften as the machines improve. It sharpens.

So the hours it gives back are not a holiday. They are a reinvestment problem, and most people are about to solve it badly, spending the returned time on more of what the machine could have done for them. The other way is to put it where it compounds under your own name: into the judgment, now and then wrong, that sharpens only by being staked, and the presence that costs a body in a room, the slow formation that turns a muddy wanter into someone worth handling a lever. This is what you were freed for. Whether you spend it there is the one question left the machine cannot answer for you.

The lamp does the six hours now. The twenty minutes are still yours; now more of them handed to you than anyone before you was ever handed, and every one of them still answering to your name.






The word hides a recent decision. “Intelligence” as a single quantity a person has more or less of, scored on one scale, is largely a twentieth-century construction, assembled out of the psychometrics of standardized testing and then handed to the machines as the thing to maximize. What the labs call general intelligence is general only across the formal, schooled band that yardstick was built to measure. It leaves out most of what the word could mean: the practical mastery of a craftsman, the social read of a room, the grounded competence of someone who knows a place and its people, the kind of knowing a field linguist meets in a village where no one was ever tested and everyone is fluent in things no exam scores. A system can peg the formal scale and remain an infant in all the rest, and we would still call it superintelligent, because we agreed a century ago to let the formal band stand for the whole of mind. The narrowing was ours before it was the machine’s.



Reggie Watts, in performance and conversation at the Aspen Institute, 2026. The framing of these systems as extended rather than artificial intelligence is his; I have leaned on it because it gets the relation right, an instrument that enlarges a player rather than a player that replaces one.



The pattern is old enough to have its own scholarship. In the Phaedrus, Plato has Socrates tell the myth of Theuth, who offers writing as a recipe for memory and is told it will instead breed forgetting, an external mark mistaken for the inward thing. He was not simply wrong: literacy reorganized memory rather than destroying it, trading some verbatim recall for the power to consult, compare, and build on a record larger than any head could hold. Eric Havelock (Preface to Plato, 1963) argued that the move from an oral to a literate culture restructured Greek thought itself; Walter Ong (Orality and Literacy, 1982) mapped how deeply the technologies of the word shape consciousness, and how much the oral cultures that preceded writing held in trained memory that the literate mind has since outsourced and forgotten. Each new extension of memory has drawn the same fear and produced the same result: not the rot of the faculty but its migration outward, something real lost in the move and something larger gained. The current extension is only the widest yet.



The logic scales past the individual. Every proposal to hand government to a sufficiently wise machine smuggles in one assumption: that wisdom was what we wanted from our rulers. It never was. We wanted a ruler who could be thrown out, put on trial, made to answer for the ruined life. A flawless intelligence you cannot vote out and cannot indict is the end of self-government dressed as its perfection, and to be governed well by a power that can never be held to account is only benevolent occupation. The machine can always say, with perfect truth, “I did what I was built to do,” and in that sentence the buck reaches the end of the world and finds no one standing there. Competence was never the missing thing. The answerable body was. This is not a theoretical worry about distant superintelligence. Organizations like Control AI are already pressing the governance version of this problem — what international agreements, liability frameworks, and oversight structures could make increasingly capable systems answerable to something outside the labs that build them. Geoffrey Hinton, whose foundational work on neural networks earned the 2024 Nobel Prize in Physics, left Google in 2023 to say publicly that he estimates somewhere between a ten and twenty percent probability of catastrophic outcomes from AI within thirty years; others working on the same question put the number considerably higher. The spread is the signal. When serious people with direct knowledge differ by this much on something this consequential, the uncertainty is real and the trajectory warrants attention.



The “barbell” is Jack Clark’s, on Bloomberg’s Odd Lots podcast (2026, youtube.com/watch?v=aE3gPh2CC9I): the return on senior experience rises while early-career hiring softens, because the entry-level tasks that once built judgment are among the first automated. The labor signals are early and contested, confounded by the 2021 hiring boom in the same roles and by the independent rise of remote work, and Anthropic’s own economists call the effect suggestive rather than established. See the Anthropic Economic Index for the ongoing data. I include it here as a leading indicator, not a settled finding.





Conclusion: The Cost of Testimony

Intelligence got cheap. Not wisdom. Intelligence. Answers, fluency, competence, the entire layer of human output that can be evaluated by looking at the output. That layer is now a commodity, and every value that lived in it is draining toward the one thing the machines did not cheapen, because it was never in the output at all: the answerable human. The person who stands where the cost lands. The witness. For twelve chapters I traced what disappears when that person is removed from the making of things; for six more, where the value reappears when the person is restored. The two halves are one claim: slop is what content becomes when the testimony is subtracted from it, and the presence economy is what testimony costs once it is priced on its own.

And the word the whole argument keeps arriving, testimony, from the same root the courtroom uses: the act of a person placing themselves behind a claim, in public, where being wrong has an address. The first Christians’ word for it became the word for dying, because their hearers understood pricing better than our feeds do: an attestation is worth what it costs the one who gives it. Spence proved the theorem for job markets; Perkins enforced it on manuscripts; the Confrontation Clause carved it into constitutional law; Colvin paid it in full in a shelled media center in Homs. It is the homeliest principle. It is how your grandmother knew which neighbors to believe. We built an information system that forgot it, flooded that system with fluent unstaked content until the forgetting became unlivable, and are now, expensively, in courtrooms and camera firmware and iris-scanning orbs and subscription dashboards, being forced to remember.

The instinct is not eccentric and not only mine. In early 2025, the Vatican issued a formal note on artificial intelligence and human intelligence,1 and then, in the spring of 2026, a full encyclical on it;2 the word both documents organize themselves around is dignity. The timing was deliberate to the decimal: the encyclical was signed on the hundred-and-thirty-fifth anniversary of Rerum Novarum, the 1891 letter3 in which an earlier pope of the same name answered the first industrial revolution by relocating human worth: away from what the worker’s labor produced, which the machine had just cheapened, and into the worker himself, who stayed beyond cheapening. Rome grounds dignity in gift: worth conferred on the person ahead of any capacity or output, owed as fully to the one who can answer for nothing as to the one who can answer for everything. This book means something narrower and more contingent: the standing you build by being answerable, which can be grown and can be lost. The two are not rivals. They meet at the floor both were raised to defend, that a person is worth more than what they produce. In 1891 the Church said a human being is not an engine; in 2026, it said he is not an information processor. Each time a machine had cheapened the output, and each time the answer set human worth in the person the machine could not reach. Where the output stops being scarce, the part this book has tracked, your standing as the one who can answer for your actions, is what is left to price, and no ledger prices it and no machine supplies it.

And it reaches far past a writer’s problem, or a knowledge worker’s. Every promise kept, every account given, every word one person offers another and stands behind, is testimony by the same test, or it is slop. We are all in this trade every day.

The argument is structural, which means it throws off predictions the way a theorem throws off corollaries; chapter sixteen set five of them down, dated and falsifiable, where they can be checked against. This is not the place for more, and a book that ended on a list of forecasts would be reaching for the wrong last word. The structure points somewhere larger than any single prediction.

The same logic runs all the way up, past any one profession. In 2024 Dario Amodei, who runs Anthropic, published an essay imagining a future where machines cure most diseases and fold fifty years of science into five, then spent much of the same essay uneasy about the other face of it: an intelligence that powerful, pooled in a few private hands, with no settled answer for whom it should finally belong to.4

The reflex is to reach for a familiar fight, the state against the company, public control against private. It is the wrong fight. A nationalized frontier and an unaccountable lab are the same danger in two uniforms, because whatever made a holder of dangerous power tolerable never had much to do with whether it wore a flag or a logo. It came down to whether somebody on the outside could drag it into the light and make it answer. We can live with a state that regulates the labs, because that state can still be sued, voted out, and reported on, made to answer by something outside itself. Hand it the labs too and there is no outside left. The book’s oldest question, put to a forger and a masthead and a midnight chatbot alike, comes back with no one to ask it of: who answers for the one power that answers to nothing? That is a different book, and a grimmer one.5 But it runs on the test you already have. A holder of dangerous power stays tolerable exactly as long as someone outside it can drag it into the light and make it pay, and stops the moment no one can.

The turn, though, cuts toward hope. The intelligence those labs are guarding and governments are circling, the thing serious people argue may be too dangerous to leave in private hands, opens in a browser tab for anyone who wants it, for the price of a sandwich or for nothing at all. What the most powerful states on earth are maneuvering to control, a person in an apartment can just use. And pointed well, the same machine that pours slop into the feed does the opposite: it carries an ordinary person clean past the ceiling of their own mind. The book you never had the decade to research. The language you could not read. The second field you were never going to learn. The sharper version of your own argument that a cleverer opponent would have built and you could not. All of it sits an afternoon away, for anyone who keeps a hand on the rudder.

The catch is the one the genie always carried. A machine that makes whatever you ask is worth exactly what you ask of it, and most wanting, once wanting costs nothing, turns out to be slop. The feed is a portrait of what its makers wanted the second wanting got cheap. Your own work is about to be a portrait of what you want. Aim the thing at a half-formed wish and it hands back a gleaming half-formed thing, slop with your signature on it, and the slop was yours before the machine touched a word of it. AI slop was only ever human slop with the friction removed. So the prompt is the wrong place to start. Start with the want. Clear the slop out of your own thinking, your aims, the thing you actually mean to make, and the cheap intelligence that was going to drown you becomes the longest lever a clear-eyed person has ever been handed.

Which leaves the question that has no market answer. You, the particular finite person who has read this far, are holding some quantity of the suddenly scarce asset. A name that can accumulate a record. A reputation spendable once. Attention, judgment, and a body whose presence in one room at a time is the only nonfungible thing you own. It is, in the one piece of business vocabulary that survives this whole argument, your only real moat: the thing that cannot be bought, copied, forked, or out-scaled, because it is welded to a single life and accumulates only under one name. The era’s economics will press you, gently, daily, to keep all of it off the table: to produce without exposure, opine without commitment, attend without appearing, to let the tools carry your labor and your liability along with it. The pressure will be reasonable. The output will be fine. And if the argument of chapter eleven is right, the cost will be a self that, by inches, no longer contains the faculty that knows the difference. That is the last asset, and once gone, no subscription restores it.

What I am recommending asks less than heroism and more than abstinence; I have told you exactly how this book was made, tools and all. It is the oldest practice there is, renamed by an economy that finally values it correctly: keep a stake in the world. Use every tool that makes the work better and refuse the one move that voids the point, which is letting the tool be the one who answers; the help is real and only the hollowness is fatal, and the whole skill is telling them apart. Put your name on what you believe, and still make some things the hard way, since the collisions are the calibration. Keep an audience that keeps score. One reader who can tell is worth ten thousand who can’t. Pay the presence premium in the places no market prices, the funeral and the hospital corridor and the friend’s bad month, where everyone at the bedside understands without being told that the visit is the testimony. Be findable, let yourself be checked, and sometimes, at real cost, be in the room.

Hold the scale honestly, because the enemy here was never low stakes. It was hidden ones. A claim that asks a lot of a reader has to be staked a lot; a thing that asks little needs only to be honest about asking little. A song you made because you wanted it to exist and liked how it came out, handed to a friend as exactly that, stakes almost nothing and counterfeits nothing, and it is the opposite of slop however much of it a machine voiced, because you meant it and you stand behind it as yours. Slop was never the small claim. It was the small claim wearing the costume of a large one, the unmeant thing dressed as meant, the thing nobody chose pretending someone did. Truth and beauty are not switches set to on or off; they run by degrees, and most of a good life with these tools is built from things that are a little true and quietly beautiful and staked exactly as much as they claim, no more. You do not owe the world a martyr’s exposure on a birthday song. You owe it the smaller honesty: be what you say you are.

Not every flinch at the machine is the right one. Some of it is the true alarm this book has been tuning, the sense that no one is home. Some of it is only the origin showing, the reflex that rejects a thing for having touched a machine even when a person plainly stands behind it and the work is fine, which is the wrong disgust the book opened on, now wearing a virtuous face. And some of it is neither, a mismatch of register, the generated image that breaks the tone of a serious room without breaking a single principle, fitting badly without being false. Learning to tell the three apart, the real absence, the bare prejudice, and the merely out of place, is most of the maturity the moment is asking from us. Only the first is slop.

That is the maker’s half, and most people, most days, are not makers but ingestors, every waking hour, of a supply now flooded. The consuming side has a discipline of its own, lighter and just as decisive, and the book has already named its heart: the leaning moment. You cannot fact-check the feed and should not try, and a life spent suspicious of every sentence is its own kind of ruin. The discipline is only this: notice the few moments in a day when you are about to lean on something, and there, and only there, ask the one question the whole book has been sharpening, which is whether anyone stands behind this who would be embarrassed if it were wrong. Spend your trust where the answer is yes, and scroll the rest in peace. It is the same flinch the parents in Glasgow felt, one beat too late.

I think often of the crowd on O’Connell Street, the era’s perfect joke: ten thousand Dubliners assembled by a content farm for a parade that was never coming. But look once more at what is actually in the photographs: human beings who, on the strength of a promise, put on costumes, gathered their children, and showed up in a body, in public, together, hoping to see something. Every element of that scene was real except the promise. The machines supplied the one part of the evening that costs nothing to supply. The crowd supplied everything else: the trust, the effort, the presence, the willingness to stand in the cold for the chance of shared delight. A system fed on exactly those investments while putting nothing at risk against them.

The crowd was the valuable part, the only valuable thing on that street, and the whole event was a machine for harvesting its worth. That is slop’s true shape, seen whole: a one-way extraction of human stake, attention flowing from those who pay it toward processes that wager nothing in return. This is not what the authorless film does, or move 37 in Seoul, or the protein folded by no hand. Chapter four called those found beauty: gifts without givers, honest about what they are, real as a canyon. O’Connell Street’s harm lay one level deeper, in a promise without a maker behind it. And yet a world where nobody stands on the curb anymore would be a poorer world, and it is exactly the world the extraction produces if the only lesson people draw is to stop showing up. The better lesson is to spend the showing-up, yours, finite, unreissuable, where someone has paid for the promise. On the witnesses. On the makers with names. On the institutions that still send the chapter back, the curators still numbering their spines, the four reporters with a subscription button, the friend who came in person. They are easier to find than they have ever been, because everything around them has stopped resembling them.

When intelligence is free, the cost is the value. That is the whole economics, and the whole ethics too. The parade is real wherever someone answers for it.

Dignity, in the sense this book has pressed, is the capacity to be answerable. A machine can counterfeit every sign of it and hold none, because it has nowhere for the cost to land. That standing is the one thing the world cannot take from a person who keeps paying for it. It is the cost of testimony.
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Dario Amodei, “Machines of Loving Grace” (October 2024), and subsequent interviews. Amodei, who leads Anthropic, sets a radically optimistic case for AI-accelerated science (curing diseases, compressing decades of progress into years) beside hard safeguards, and has been candid that the concentration of frontier capability is an unsolved problem. His own framing favors a democratic coordination of the technology and serious safety regulation, rather than either pure laissez-faire or outright government ownership; the point borrowed here is the open question he keeps returning to, not a specific policy he endorses.



The principle is old and has many fathers. Lord Acton’s “power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely” (letter to Bishop Mandell Creighton, 1887) is the epigram; Madison’s Federalist 51, on contriving a government that must “control itself,” is the engineering. The argument the conclusion presses is narrower than a theory of the state: what makes any concentration of dangerous power bearable is the existence of an outside that can compel an answer, which is why the axis that decides the matter is accountability rather than ownership. On the specific worry of frontier capability pooling in a few private hands, see Amodei’s “Machines of Loving Grace” (above), which raises it from inside the industry without resolving it, and the wider AI-governance literature on concentration and oversight.
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